THE AFFI RVATI ON
by Chri stopher Priest

Extract from"Sailing to Byzantium" fromW B. Yeats, Collected Poens,
reprinted with perm ssion of Macnillan Publishing Co., Inc., copyright 1928 by
Macmi | I an Publishing Co., Inc., renewed 1956 by Ceorgie Yeats; and of M B.
Yeats, Anne Yeats, and Macnillan London Ltd.

Copyright 1981 Chri stopher Priest
| SBN 0- 684-16957-6

Al rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form
wi t hout the perm ssion of Charles Scribner's Sons.

To ML. and L. M

O sages standing in God's holy fire

As in the gold nosaic of a wall,

Cone fromthe holy fire, perne in a gyre,
And be the singing-masters of nmy soul.
Consume my heart away; sick with desire
And fastened to a dying ani mal

It knows not what it is; and gather ne
Into the artifice of eternity.

Once out of nature | shall never take

My bodily formfrom any natural thing,

But such a formas G ecian gol dsmths nmake
O hamrered gold and gol d enanel ling

To keep a drowsy Enperor awake;

O set upon a gol den bough to sing

To lords and | adi es of Byzantium

O what is past, or passing, or to cone.

W B. YEATS
"Sailing to Byzantiunt

THE AFFI RVATI ON

This much | know for sure:
My name is Peter Sinclair, | amEnglish and I am or | was, twenty-nine
years old. Already there is an uncertainty, and ny sureness recedes. Age is a



variable; | amno | onger twenty-nine.

I once thought that the enphatic nature of words ensured truth. If |
could find the right words, then with the proper will | could by assertion
wite all that was true. | have since learned that words are only as valid as
the mnd that chooses them so that of essence all prose is a form of
deception. To choose too carefully is to beconme pedantic, closing the
i magi nation to wider visions, yet to err the other way is to invite anarchy
into one's mnd. If | amto reveal nyself then | prefer to do so by ny
choi ces, rather than by nmy accidents. Some mi ght say that such accidents are
t he product of the unconscious mnd, and thus inherently interesting, but as I
wite this | amwarned by what is to follow Mich is unclear. At this outset |

need that tedious quality of pedanticism | have to choose ny words with care.
| want to be sure

Therefore, | shall begin again. In the suner of 1976, the year Edw n
MIller lent me his cottage, | was twenty-nine years old.

| can be as certain of this as | amof ny name, because they are both
fromindependent sources. One is the gift of parents, the other the product of
t he cal endar. Neither can be disputed.

In the spring of that year, while still twenty-eight, | canme to a
turning-point inny life. It anbunted to a run of bad |uck, caused by a nunber
of external events over which | had little or no control. These m sfortunes
were all independent of each other, yet because they all cane together in the
space of a few weeks it seemed as if they were part of sone terrible
conspi racy agai nst ne.

In the first place, my father died. It was an unexpected and premature
deat h, of an undetected cerebral aneurysm | had a good relationship with him
simul taneously intimte and distant; after the death of our nother sone twel ve
years earlier, ny sister Felicity and | had been united with himat an age
when nost adol escents are resisting their parents. Wthin two or three years,
partly because | went away to university, and partly because Felicity and
becane alienated fromeach other, this closeness had been broken. The three of
us had for several years lived in different parts of the country, and were
together only rarely. Even so, the nenories of that short period in ny teens
| ent an unspoken bond between my father and nme, and we both valued it.

He died solvent but not rich. He also died intestate, which neant that |
had to be involved in a nunber of tedious neetings with his solicitor. At the
end of it all, Felicity and | each received half of his noney. It was not
| arge enough to make nuch difference to either of us, but in ny case it was
sufficient to cushion me fromsone of what foll owed.

Because, in the second place, following a few days after the news of ny
father's death, | heard that | was soon to be nmade redundant.

It was a tine of recession in the country, with inflating prices,
stri kes, unenploynent, a shortage of capital. Snugly, with ny mddl e-class
confidence, | had assumed ny degree would insure me against any of this. |
wor ked as a formul ati on chem st for a flavour house, supplying a |arge
phar maceuti cal conpany, but there was an anmal gamati on with anot her group, a
change of policy, and ny firmhad to close ny department. Again, | assuned
that finding another job would be a nere technicality. | had qualifications
and experience, and | was prepared to be adaptable, but many other science
graduates were nade redundant at the sane tinme and few jobs were avail abl e.

Then | was served notice to quit ny fiat. Government |egislation, by
margi nally protecting the tenant at the expense of the |landlord, had disrupted
the forces of supply and demand. Rather than rent property, it was beconing
nor e advant ageous to buy and sell. In nmy case, | rented an apartnent on the
first floor of a large old house in Kilburn, and had lived there for severa
years. The house was sold to a property conpany, though, and al nost at once
was told to get out. There were appeal procedures, and | enbarked on them but
with ny other worries at the time | did not act pronptly or effectively
enough. It was soon clear | should have to vacate. But where in London could
one nove to? My own case was far fromuntypical, and nore and nore people were



hunting for flats in an ever-shrinking market. Rents were going up quickly.
Peopl e who had security of tenure stayed put, or, if they noved, transferred
the tenancy to friends. | did what | could: | registered with agencies,
answered advertisenents, asked ny friends to let me know if they heard of a

pl ace coning free, but in all the time | was under notice to quit | never even
got so far as to look at any places, let alone find somewhere suitable.

It was in this context of circunstantial disaster that Gacia and | fel
out. This, alone of all my problems, was one in which | played a part, for
which | bore some responsibility.

I was in love with Gracia, and she, | believe, with me. We had known
each other a long tine, and had passed through all the stages of novelty,
accept ance, deepeni ng passion, tenporary disillusionnent, rediscovery, habit.
She was sexually irresistible to me. W could be good conmpany to each ot her

conpl ement our noods, yet still retain sufficient differences fromeach other
to be surprising.

In this was our downfall. Gacia and | aroused non-sexual passions in
each other that neither of us had ever experienced with anyone else. | was

normal Iy placid, yet when | was with her | was capable of degrees of anger and
| ove and bitterness that always shocked ne, so powerful were they. Everything
was hei ghtened with Gracia, everything assuned an i nmedi acy or inportance that
created havoc. She was nercurial, able to change her nind or her nood wth
i nfuriating ease, and she was cluttered with neuroses and phobi as which at
first I found endearing, but which the I onger I knew her only obstructed
everything el se. Because of them she was at once predatory and vul nerabl e,
capabl e of woundi ng and bei ng wounded in equal neasure, although at different
tinmes. | never |earned how to be with her

The rows, when we had them cane suddenly and violently. | was al ways
t aken unawares, yet once they had started | realized that the tensions had
been building up for days. Usually the rows cleared the air, and we woul d make
up with a renewed cl oseness, or with sex. Gacia's tenperanent allowed her to
forgive quickly or not at all. In every case but one she forgave quickly, and
the one time she did not was of course the last. It was an awful, squalid row,
on a street corner in London, with people wal king past us trying not to stare
or listen, with Gracia scream ng and swearing at me, and | stricken with an
i npenetrabl e col dness, violently angry inside but iron-clad outside. After |
left her I went hone and was sick. | tried to ring her, but she was never
there; | could not get to her. It happened while |I was job-hunting,
flat-hunting, trying to adjust to the death of ny father

Those, then, were the facts, insofar as nmy choice of words can describe
t hem

How | reacted to all this is another matter. Nearly everyone has to
suffer the loss of a parent at sone point in life, new jobs and flats can be
found in tinme, and the unhappiness that follows the end of a love-affair
eventual |y goes away, or is replaced by the excitenent of neeting another
person. But for ne all these came at once; | felt |like a man who had been
knocked down, then trodden on before he could get up. | was denoralized,
brui sed and m serabl e, obsessed with the accunul ati ng unfairness of life and
t he crushing nmess of London. | focused nuch of ny distenper on London:
noticed only its bad qualities. The noise, the dirt, the crowds, the expensive
public transport, the inefficient service in shops and restaurants, the del ays
and nuddl es: all these seened to nme synptomatic of the random factors that had
disrupted ny life. | was tired of London, tired of being nyself and living in
it. But there was no hope in such a response, because | was beconing
i nwar d-1 ooki ng, passive and sel f-destructive.

Then, a fortunate accident. Through having to sort out ny father's
papers and letters, | canie in contact again with Edwin M1l er.

Edwin was a fanmily friend, but I had not seen himfor years. My |ast
menory, in fact, was of himand his wife visiting the house while | was stil
at school. | must then have been thirteen or fourteen. Inpressions from
chil dhood are unreliable: | remenbered Edwi n, and other adult friends of ny



parents, with an uncritical sense of |iking, but this was second-hand from ny
parents. | had no opinions of my own. A conbination of school work, adol escent
rivalries and passions, glandul ar discoveries, and everything el se of that
age, must have been nmaking a nore inmredi ate inpression on ne.

It was refreshing to meet himfromthe vantage of my own adul thood. He
turned out to be in his early sixties, suntanned, wiry, full of an unassuned
friendliness. W had dinner together at his hotel on the edge of Bl oonsbury.
It was still early spring, and the tourist season had barely begun, but Edw n
and | were like an island of Englishness in the restaurant. | remenber a group
of German busi nessnen at a table near ours, sonme Japanese, sone people from
the M ddl e East; even the waitresses who brought us our portions of roast
topsi de beef were Malaysian or Filipino. Al this was enphasized by Edwin's
bl uff, provincial accent, remnding me irresistibly of my childhood in the

suburbs of Manchester. | had grown used to the increasingly cosnopolitan
nature of shops and restaurants in London, but it was Edwi n who sonehow
underlined it, made it seemunnatural. | was aware all through the neal of a

di stracting nostalgia for a time when life had been sinpler. It had been
narrower, too, and the vague nenories were a distraction because not all of
them were pl easant. Edwin was a kind of symbol of that past, and for the first
hal f - hour, while we were still exchanging pleasantries, | saw him as
representing the background | had happily escaped when | first nmoved hack to
London.

Yet | liked himtoo. He was nervous of ne--perhaps | also represented
some kind of symbol to him-and compensated for this by too nuch generosity
about how well | had been doing. He seened to know a | ot about ne, at |east on

a superficial level, and I presumed he had got all this frommny father. In the
end his lack of guile made nme own up, and | told himfrankly what had happened
to ny job. This led inevitably to my telling himnost of the rest.

"I't happened to me too, Peter," he said. "Along time ago, just after
the war. You'd have thought there were a |ot of jobs around then, but the I ads
were com ng back fromthe Forces, and we had some bad winters."

"What did you do?"

"I must have been about your age then. You're never too old for a fresh

start. | was on the dole for a bit, then got a job with your dad. That's how
we net, you know. "
| didn't know. Another residue of childhood: | assuned, as | had al ways

assuned, that parents and their friends never actually net but had sonehow
al ways known one anot her

Edwi n rem nded nme of ny father. Al though physically unalike they were
about the sane age, and shared sone interests. The simlarities were nostly ny
creation, perceived fromwithin. It was perhaps the flat northern accent, the

i ntonati on of sentences, the manneristic pragmati smof an industrial life.
He was just as | renenbered him but this was inmpossible. W were both
fifteen years ol der, and he nust have been in his late forties when | |ast saw

him H's hair was grey, and thin on the crown; his neck and eyes were heavily
wrinkled; there was a stiffness in his right arm which he remarked on once or
twi ce. He could not possibly have | ooked like this before, yet sitting there
in the hotel restaurant with himl was reassured by the famliarity of his
appear ance.

| thought of other people | had net again after a period of tine. There
was al ways the first surprise, an internal jolt: he has changed, she | ooks
ol der. Then, within a few seconds, the percep tion changes and all that can be
seen are the simlarities. The mnd adjusts, the eye allows; the ageing
process, the differences of clothes and hair and possessions, are edited out
by the will to detect continuity. Menory is mistrusted in the recognition of
nore inmportant identifications. Body-weight might differ, but a person's
hei ght or bone-structure do not. Soon it is as if nothing at all has altered.
The mind erases backwards, re-creating what one renenbers.

I knew Edwi n ran his own business. After a few years working for ny
father he had set up on his owmn. At first he had taken on general engineering



jobs, but eventually set up a factory that specialized in nechanical valves.
These days his principal custoner was the Mnistry of Defence, and he supplied
hydraulic valves to the Royal Navy. He had intended to retire at sixty, but

t he busi ness was prospering and he enjoyed his work. It occupied the mjor
part of his life.

"I"ve bought a little cottage in Herefordshire, near the Wl sh border
Not hi ng special, but just right for Marge and ne. W were going to retire down
there | ast year, but the place needs a ot of doing up. It's still enpty."

"How nmuch work is there to do?" | said

"Mostly redecorating. The place hasn't been lived in for a couple of
years. It needs rewiring, but that can wait. And the plunbing's a bit
antiquated, you could say."

"Wuld you like me to make a start on it? I'"mnot sure | could take on
t he plumbing, but 1'd have a go at the rest."”

It was an idea that was sudden and attractive. An escape from ny
probl ems had presented itself. In ny recently acquired hatred of London, the
countrysi de had assuned a wistful, romantic presence in nmy mnd. Tal king about
Edwi n's cottage, that dreamtook on a concrete shape, and | becane certain
that if | stayed in London I would only sink further into the hel pl essness of
sel fpity. Everything becane plausible to ne, and | tried to talk Edwin into
renting ne his cottage.

"I'"ll lend it to you free, lad," Edwin said. "You can have it as long as
you need it. Provided, of course, you do a spot of decorating, and when Marge
and ne decide it's time to give it all up, then you'll have to | ook for
somewhere else to go."

"It'"ll he for just a few nonths. Long enough to get nyself back on ny
feet."”

"W'll see.”

We discussed a few details, but the arrangenent was finalized in a
matter of minutes. | could nove down there as soon as | |iked; Edw n woul d
mail ne the keys. The village of Wobley was | ess than half a mle away, the
garden woul d have to be | ooked at, it was a long way to the nearest nainline
railway station, they wanted white paint downstairs and Marge had her own
i deas about the bedroons, the phone was di sconnected but there was a call -box
inthe village, the septic tank woul d have to be enptied and perhaps cl eaned
out .

Edwi n al nost forced the house on ne once we had convinced each other it
was a good idea. It was worrying himwhile it was enpty, he said, and houses
were made for living in. He would fix up with a local builder to cone in and
repair the plunbing, and do some rewiring, but if I wanted to feel | was
earning my stay | could do as much of the work as | wi shed. There was only one
provi so: Marge woul d want the garden done a certain way. They m ght come down
and visit me at weekends, to | end a hand.

In the days that followed this nmeeting | began to act positively for the
first time in several weeks. Edwin had given nme the spur, and | noved forward
wi th purpose. O course |I could not move down to Herefordshire strai ght away,

but fromthe noment | left himeverything | did was directly or indirectly
towards that end.
It took ne a fortnight to free nyself of London. | had furniture to sel

or give away, books to find a home for, bills to pay and accounts to close. |
wanted to be unencunbered after ny nove; fromnow on | would have around ne
only the m nimum of things | would need. Then there was the actual nove; a
rented van and two return trips to the cottage.

Before finally |eaving London | made several renewed efforts to |locate
Gracia. She had noved, and her forner flatmate al nost slamed the door in ny
face when | called round to the old address. Gracia wanted never to see ne
again. If | wote to her the letter would be forwarded, but | was told not to
bother her. (I wote to her anyway, but no reply cane.) | tried the office
where she had worked, but she had noved fromthere too. | tried nutua
friends, but either they did not know where she was or el se they would not



tell rme.

Al this made nme deeply restless and unhappy, feeling that | was
unfairly treated. It was a stark remi nder of ny earlier sense that events were
conspi ring agai nst nme, and rmuch of ny euphoria about the cottage was
di spelled. | suppose that | had subconsciously imagi ned nmoving to the
countryside with Gracia, that away fromthe stresses of city life she and
woul d not argue, would develop the mature | ove we had for each other. This
buri ed hope had renmained as | organi zed the details of ny nove, but with her
total repudiation of nme at the last mnute, it was brought home to nme that |
was totally al one.

For a few exciting days | had seen nyself at a new begi nning, but by the
time | was finally settled in the cottage all | could think was that | had
reached an end.

It was a tine for contenplation, for inwardness. Nothing was what |
wanted, but all of it had been given to ne.

The cottage lay in agricultural countryside, about two hundred yards
down an unmade | ane | eading off the road between Wobley and Hereford. It was
secl uded and private, being surrounded by trees and hedges. The house itself
was on two storeys, slate-roofed, whitewashed, mullion-w ndowed and
st abl e-doored. It had about half an acre of garden, running down at the back
to a clean-flowi ng brook. The previous owners had cultivated fruit and
veget abl es, but everything was now overgrown. There were small |awns behi nd
and in front of the house, and several flowerbeds. By the brook was an
orchard. The trees needed pruning, and all the plants and flowers woul d have
to be cut back and weeded.

| felt possessive of the cottage fromthe nonment | arrived. It was mne
in every sense except |egal ownership, and w thout neaning to | began to make
plans for it. | imagined weekend parties, ny friends driving down from London
to enjoy good country food and rural peace, and | saw nyself toughening up for
the rigours of a less civilized existence. Perhaps | would get a dog,
gum boots, fishing equipnment. | determned to learn country crafts: weavi ng,
woodwor k, pottery. As for the house, | would soon transformit into the sort
of bucolic heaven nost townsmen could only dream about.

There was much to be done. As Edwin had told nme, the wiring was ancient
and inefficient; only two power-sockets worked in the whol e house. The pi pes
gave out a |oud knocki ng whenever | ran the taps, and there was no hot water.
The | avatory was bl ocked. Sone of the roons were danp; the entire place,

i nside and out, needed repainting. The floor in the downstairs roons showed
signs of woodworm and upstairs there was danp-rot in the roof beans.

For the first three days | worked hard at settling in. | opened all the
wi ndows, swept the floors, w ped down shelves and cupboards. | poked a |ong
pi ece of wire down the |avatory, and afterwards peered cautiously under the
rusting netal lid of the septic tank. | attacked the garden with nore energy
than expertise, pulling up by its roots anything I thought m ght be a weed. At
the sane tine, | nmade nyself known to the general store in Wobley, and
arranged for weekly deliveries of groceries to be nade. | bought all sorts of

tools and utensils |I had never needed before: pliers, brushes, a putty-knife,
a saw, and for the kitchen a few pots and pans. Then the first weekend
arrived. Edwin and Marge canme to visit ne, and at once ny energetic nood

vani shed.

It was obvious that Edwin's generosity was not shared by Marge. When
they arrived | realized that Edwi n had been nade to regret his friendly offer
to ne. He stayed apologetically in the background while Marge took control
She nade it clear fromthe outset that she had her own plans for the cottage,
and they did not include sonmeone like me living there. It was nothing she
said, it was just inplicit in her every glance, every coment.



| barely renenbered Marge. In the old days, when they had visited us, it
was Edwi n who had been dom nant. Marge then had been someone who drank tea,
tal ked about her back trouble and hel ped with the washing up. Now she was a
pl unmp and prosaic person, full of conversation and opinions. She had plenty of
advice on how to clean the place up, but did none of it herself. In the garden
she did nore, pointing out what was to be saved, what to be sacrificed to the

conpost heap. Later, | hel ped them unl oad the numerous pots of undercoat and
pai nt they had brought in the car, and Marge expl ai ned exactly which col ours
were to go on which walls. | wote it all down, and she checked it through

There was nowhere they could stay in the house, so they had to take a
roomover the pub in the village. On the Sunday norning, Edwin took ne aside
and expl ai ned that because of a strike of petrol-tanker drivers there were
| ong queues at the motorway filling stations, and if |I didn't mnd they would
| eave soon after lunch. It was the only thing he said to ne all weekend, and
was sorry.

When they were gone | felt dispirited and di sappointed. It had been a
pai nful , difficult weekend. | had felt trapped by them ny gratitude to Edwi n,
my awkward realization that he had got into hot water with Marge because of
it, my continual urges to justify and explain nyself. | had had to pl ease
them and | hated the unctuousness | heard creeping into nw voi ce when | spoke
to Marge. They had remnmi nded ne of the tenporary nature of ny residence in the
house, that the cleaning up and repairs | was starting were not in the end for
nmysel f, but a formof rent.

| was sensitive to the slightest upset. For three days | had forgotten
my troubles, but after the visit | rehearsed ny recent preoccupations,
particularly ny loss of Gracia. Her disappearing frommy life in such a
way- - anger, tears, unfinished sentinents--was profoundly upsetting, especially
after so long a tinme together

| started to brood about the other things | had left behind ne: friends,
hooks, records, television. | grew lonely, and acutely aware that the nearest
tel ephone was in the village. | waited illogically for the nmorning mail to
arrive, even though I had given my new address to only a few fri ends and
expected to hear fromnone of them While in London | had been extensively
aware of the world, through reading a daily newspaper, buying several weekly
magazi nes, keeping in touch with friends and listening to the radio or
wat ching television. Now |l was cut off fromall that. It was through nmy own
designs, and yet, unreasonably, | nmissed it all and felt deprived. | could of
course have bought a newspaper in the village, and once or twice | did, but I
di scovered ny needs were not external. The enptiness was in nyself.

As the days passed ny gl oony preoccupations intensified. | becane
carel ess of ny surroundings. | wore the sane clothes day after day, | stopped
washi ng or shaving and | ate only the sinplest and nbst conveni ent food.
slept late every norning, and for many of the days | was pl agued by headaches
and a general stiffness in nmy body. |I felt ill and | ooked ill, although I was
sure there was nothing physically wong with ne.

It was by now t he begi nning of May, and spring was advanci ng. Since
had nmoved into the cottage the weather had been nostly grey, with occasiona
days of light rain. Now, suddenly, the weather inproved: the blossomwas |ate

in the orchard, the flowers began to open. | saw bees, hoverflies, a wasp or
two, In the evenings, clouds of gnhats hung around the doorways and under the
trees. | becanme aware of the sounds of birds, especially in the nornings. For

the first time inmy life |l was sensitive to the nysterious organi snms of
nature; a lifetinme in city apartnents, or uncaring childhood visits to the
countryside, had ill prepared nme for the commonpl aces of nature.

Sonething stirred inside me, and | felt restless to be free of ny
introspection. Yet it continued, a counterpoint to the other gladness.

In an attenpt to purge both the restlessness and the depression, | made
a serious attenpt to start work. | hardly knew how | should begin. In the
garden, for instance, it seened that no sooner had | weeded one patch than
what | had done a few days before becane just as overgrown and untidy. In the



house, the work of redecoration was one that had apparently endl ess
ramfications. It would be a long time before | could start painting, because
there were so many prelinmnary repairs to nake

It helped me to imagine the results. If | could summon an i mage of the
garden, pruned, tidied, bloomng, then it gave ne an incentive to start. To
visualize the rooms newly painted, nade clean and tidy, was in a sense half
the work already done. This was a discovery, a step forward.

In the house, | concentrated on the downstairs roomwhere | had been
sl eeping. This was a long, |large room running the depth of the house. At one
end, a small w ndow | ooked out towards the garden, hedge and | ane at the
front; at the other end, a much w der wi ndow gave a view of the back garden

| worked hard, encouraging nyself with my inmaginative vision of how the
roomwould be by the time I finished. | washed the walls and ceiling, repaired
the crumbling plaster, scrubbed down the woodwork, and then applied two coats
of the white emrul sion Edwi n and Marge had brought. Wen the woodwork was
pai nted, the roomwas transformed. From a dingy, tenporary hovel it had becone
alight, airy roomin which one could live in style. | cleaned up the
pai nt - spl ashes thoroughly, stained the floorboards and polished the w ndows.
On an inpulse | went into Wohley and bought a |arge quantity of rush matting,
which | spread across the floor

What nost excited me was the discovery that what | had imagi ned for the
room had come to be. The conception of it had influenced its execution

| sometines stood or sat in that roomfor hours on end, relishing the
cool tranquillity of it. Wth both w ndows opened a warm draught passed
t hrough, and at night the honeysuckl e that grew beneath the wi ndow at the
front released a fragrance that until then | had only been able to inagine
fromchem cal imitations.

| thought of it as ny white room and it becanme central to nwlife in
t he cottage.

Wth the roomconpleted | returned to ny introspective nmood, but because
| had had something to do for the last few days, | now found that ny thoughts
were nore in focus. As | pottered about the garden, as | started the
decoration of the other roons, | contenplated what | was doing with ny life,
and what | had done with it in the past.

| perceived my past life as an unordered, uncontrolled bedl am of events.
Not hi ng nade sense, nothing was consistent with anything else. It seenmed to ne
i mportant that | should try to inpose sone kind of order on ny nmenories. It
never occurred to ne to question why | should do this. It was just extrenely

i mportant.

One day | looked in the bloomspotted mirror in the kitchen and saw t he
famliar face staring hack at ne, but | could not identify it with anything
knew of nyself. Al | knew was that this sallow, unshaven face with dull eyes
was mysel f, a product of nearly twenty-nine years of life, and it all seened
poi ntl ess.

| entered a period of self-questioning: how had | reached this state,
this place, this attitude of m nd? Was it just an accunul ation of bad |uck, as
t he ready excuse seened to be, or was it the product of a deeper inadequacy? I
began to brood.

At first, it was the actual chronology of nmenmory that interested ne.

I knew the order of my life, the sequence in which |arge or inportant
events had taken place, because | had had the universal experience of grow ng
up. Details, however, eluded ne. Fragnents of my past life--places | had
visited, friends |I had known, things | had acconplished--were all there in the
chaos of ny nenories, but their precise place in the order of things had to be
wor ked at .

| aimed initially at total recall, taking, for exanple, ny first year at
grammar school, and fromthat starting point trying to attach the nany
surroundi ng details: what | had been taught that year, my teachers' nanes, the
nanes of other children in the school, where I had been |iving, where ny
father had been working, what books | might have read or filns seen



friendshi ps nade or ennities forned.

I muttered to nyself as | worked at the decorating, telling myself this
i nconsequential, ranbling and i ncoherent narrative, as nuddl ed then as the
life itself nust have been.

Then form becane nore inportant. It was not enough nerely to establish
the _order_ in which ny life had progressed, but the relative significance of

each event. | was the product of those events, that |earning, and | had | ost
touch with who | was. | needed to redi scover them perhaps relearn what | had
| ost.

| had become unfocused and diffuse. | could only regain ny sense of
identity through my menories.

It grew inpossible to retain what | was discovering. | becane confused
by having to concentrate on remenbering, then retaining it. I wuld clarify a

particul ar period of ny Iife, or so | thought, but then in noving on to
anot her year or another place | would find that either there were distracting
simlarities, or | had nade a mistake the first tine.

At last | realized | should have to wite it all down. The previous
Christmas Felicity had given me a small portable typewiter, and one evening
retrieved it fromny heap of possessions. | set up a table in the centre of ny
white room | started work i medi ately, and al nbost at once | was di scovering
nmysteri es about nyself.

| had imagi ned nyself into existence. | wote because of an inner need,
and that need was to create a clearer vision of myself, and in witing |
_becane_ what | wote.

It was not something | could understand. | felt it on an instinctive or
enotional |evel

It was a process that was exactly like the creation of my white room
That had been first of all an idea, and later | made the idea real by painting

the roomas | imagined it. | discovered nyself in the same way, but through
the witten word

| began witing with no suspicion of the difficulties involved. | had
t he enthusiasmof a child given coloured pencils for the first tinme. | was

undi rected, uncontrolled and entirely |l acking in selfconsciousness. Al these
were to change later, but on that first evening | worked with innocent energy,
letting an undisciplined flow of words spread across the paper. | was deeply,
nmysteriously excited by what | was doing, and frequently read back over what |
had witten, scribbling corrections on the pages and noting second thoughts in
the margins. | felt a sense of vague discontent, but this | ignored: the
overwhel mi ng sensati on was one of rel ease and satisfaction. To wite mysel f
into existencel

| worked | ate, and when eventually |I crawled into ny sl eeping-bag,
sl ept badly. The next norning | returned to the work, letting the decoration
stay unfinished. Still my creative energy was undi m ni shed, and page after
page slipped through the carriage of the typewiter as if there was nothing
that could ever obstruct the flow. As | finished with them| scattered the
sheets on the floor around the table, inposing a tenmporary chaos on the order
| was creating.

I nexplicably, |I came to a sudden halt.

It was the fourth day, when | had upwards of sixty sheets of conpleted
draft around me. | knew each page intimately, so inpassioned was ny need to
wite, so frequently had | re-read ny work. What lay unwitten ahead had the
same quality, the sanme need to be produced. | had no doubts as to what would
foll ow, what woul d be unsaid. Yet | stopped hal fway down a page, unable to
conti nue.

It was as if | had exhausted nmy way of witing. | becane acutely
sel f-consci ous and started to question what | had done, what | was going to do



next. | glanced at a page at random and all at once it seened naive,

sel f-obsessed, trite and uninteresting. | noticed that the sentences were

| argely unpunctuated, that my spelling was erratic, that | used the same words
over and over, and even the judgenments and observations, on which |I had so
prided nysel f, seemed obvious and irrel evant.

Everyt hi ng about my hasty typescript was unsatisfactory, and | was
stricken by a sense of despair and inadequacy.

| temporarily abandoned ny witing, and sought an outlet for my energies
i n the mundane tasks of donesticity. | conpleted painting one of the upstairs
roonms, and moved ny mattress and belongings in there. | decided that fromthis
day ny white roomwoul d he used solely for witing. A plunber arrived, hired
by Edwi n, and he started to fix the noisy pipes, and instal an inmersion
heater. | took the interruption as a chance to rethink what | was doing, and
to plan nore carefully.

So far, everything | had witten relied entirely on nenory. ldeally, |
shoul d have talked to Felicity, to see what she remenbered, perhaps to fill in
some of the minor nysteries of chil dhood. But Felicity and | no |onger had
much in common; we had argued many tines in recent years, nost recently, and
nost bitterly, after our father's death. She would have little synpathy for
what | was doing. Anyway, it was _mnmy_ story; | did not want it coloured by her
interpretation of events.

Instead, | tel ephoned her one day and asked her to send nme the fanily
phot ograph al buns. She had taken in nost of ny father's possessions, including
these, but as far as | knew she had no use for them Felicity was undoubtedly
puzzl ed by my sudden interest in this material--after the funeral she had
of fered the albums to me, and | had said no--but she promsed to mail themto
ne.

The plunber left, and | returned to the typewiter.

This time, after the pause, | approached the work with greater care and
a desire to be nore organized. | was learning to question ny subject nmatter

Mermory is a flawed nedium and the nenories of chil dhood are frequently
di storted by influences that cannot be understood at the time. Children lack a
wor | d perspective; their horizons are narrow. Their interests are egocentric.
Mich of what they experience is interpreted for themby parents. They are
unsel ective in what they see.

In addition, ny first attenpt had been not nuch nore than a series of
connected fragments. Now | sought to tell a story, and to tell it in such a
way that there would be an overall shape, a schene to the telling of it.

Al most at once | discovered the essence of what | wanted to wite.

My subject matter was still inevitably nmyself: my life, my experiences,
nmy hopes, ny disappointments and my | oves. Were | had gone wong before,
reasoned, was in setting out this life chronologically. | had started with ny

earliest nmenories and attenpted to grow on paper as | had grown in life. Now
saw | had to be nore devious.

To deal with nyself | had to treat nyself with greater objectivity, to
exam ne myself in the way the protagonist is examned in a novel. A described
life is not the sane as a real one. Living is not an art, but to wite of life
is. Life is a series of accidents and anticlinmxes, m srenmenbered and
m sunderstood, with |l essons only dinly |earned.

Life is disorgani zed, |acks shape, |acks story.

Thr oughout chil dhood, nysteries occur in the world around you. They are
nmysteries only because they are not properly explained, or because of a lack
of experience, but they remain in the nmenory sinply because they are so
intriguing. In adulthood, explanations often present thenselves, but by then
they are far too late: they lack the i magi nati ve appeal of a mystery.

VWhi ch, though, is the nore true: the nmenory or the fact?

In the third chapter of ny second version | began to wite of something
that illustrated this perfectly. It concerned Uncle WIlliam my father's ol der
br ot her.

For nmost of my childhood I never saw Wlliam. . . or Billy, as ny



father called him There had al ways been sonething of a cloud to his nane: ny
nmot her clearly disapproved of him yet to ny father he was sonething of a
hero. | renenber that fromquite early on ny father would tell me stories of
the scrapes he and Billy had been in as children. Billy was always getting
into trouble, and had a genius for practical jokes. My father grew up to
become a respectabl e and successful engineer, but Billy had entered into a
nunber of disreputable enterprises, such as working on ships, selling
second-hand cars and trading i n governnentsurplus goods. | saw nothi ng w ong
with this at all, but for some reason it was considered dubi ous by ny nother.

One day, Uncle WIlliamturned up at our house, and at once ny life was
vested with excitement. Billy was tall and sunburnt, had a big curly noustache
and drove an open-top car with an ol df ashi oned horn. He spoke with a | azy,
exciting drawl, and he picked me up and carried ne around the garden
upsi de-down and screeching. Hi s big hands had dark calluses on them and he
snoked a dirty pipe. H s eyes saw di stance. Later, he took nme for a
breathtaking drive in his car, whizzing through country | anes at great speed,
and honking his horn at a policeman on a bicycle. He bought ne a toy machi ne
gun, one which could fire wooden bullets right across the room and showed ne
how to build a den in a tree

Then he was gone, as suddenly as he arrived, and | was sent to bed.
lay in nmy room listening to ny parents arguing together. | could not hear
what they were saying, but ny father was shouting and a door slamed. Then ny
not her started crying.

| never saw Uncle WIIliam again, and neither of ny parents nentioned
him Once or twice | asked about him but the subject was changed with the
sort of parental adroitness children can never overcone. About a year |later ny
father told nme that Billy was now worki ng abroad ("somewhere in the East"),
and that | was unlikely to see himagain. There was somrethi ng about the way ny
father said this that nade ne doubt him but | was not a subtle child and
infinitely preferred to believe what | was told. For a long time after that,
Billy's adventures abroad were a fam liar inmaginative conpanion: with a little

help fromthe conmics | read, | saw hi m nountai n-clinbing and game- hunti ng and
building railroads. It was all in keeping with what | knew of him
When | grew up, and was thinking for nyself, | knew that what | had been

told was probably untrue, that Billy's di sappearance was al nost certainly
explicable to the real world, but even so the gl anorous i mage of himrenai ned.
It was only after ny father died, and | was having to go through his
papers, that | came across the truth. | found a letter fromthe Governor of
Dur ham Pri son, saying that Uncle WIIliamhad been admtted to the hospita
wi ng; a second letter, dated a few weeks later, reported that he had died. |
made sone inquiries through the Hone O fice, and discovered that WIIliam had
been serving a twel ve-year sentence for arned robbery. The crime for which he

had been convicted was commtted within a few days of that crazy, thrilling
afternoon in sumer.
Even as | wote about him though, there was still a powerful part of ny

i magi nati on that had Uncle Billy away in sone exotic place, grappling with
man- eaters or skiing down nmountain-sides.

Both versions of himwere true, but in different qualities of truth. One
was sordid, disagreeable and final. The other had inmaginative plausibility, in
nmy personal terms, and furthernmore had the distinctly attractive bonus that it
allowed for Billy to return one day.

To discuss matters like this in my witing | had to be at a stage
renoved from nyself. There was a duplication of nyself involved, perhaps even
atriplication.

There was | who was writing. There was | whom | could renmenber. And
there was | of whom | wote, the protagonist of the story.

The difference between factual truth and imagi native truth was
constantly on my mnd.

Mermory was still fundanental, and | had daily remnders of its
fallibility. I learnt, for instance, that nmenory itself did not present a



narrative. lInportant events were renenbered in a sequence ordered by the
subconscious, and it was a constant effort to reassenble theminto ny story.

| broke ny armwhen | was a small child, and there were photographs to
remind me in the albuns Felicity had sent. But was this accident before or
after | started school, before or after the death of ny maternal grandnother?
Al three events had had a profound effect on ne at the time, all three had
been early lessons in the unfriendly, randomnature of the world. As | wote,
| tried to recall the order in which they had occurred, but this was not
possi bl e; nenory failed ne. | was forced to reinvent the incidents, working
theminto a continuous but false order so that | could convey why they had
i nfl uenced ne.

Even aids to nenory were unreliable, and ny broken armwas a surprising
exanpl e of this.

It was ny left armthat was fractured. This | know beyond doubt, as one
does not m srenmenber such things, and to this day | amslightly weaker in that
armthan in the other. Such nenmory nust he beyond question. And yet, the only
objective record of the injury was in a short sequence of bl ack-and-white
phot ographs taken during a famly holiday. There, in several pictures taken in
sunlit countryside, was a mournful -1o00king infant whom | recogni zed as nysel f,
his right armcarried in a white sling.

| came across these photographs at about the same tinme as | was witing
about the incident, and the discovery came as sonething of a shock. For a few
monents | was confused and confounded by the revelation, as it seened to be,
and | was forced to question every other assunption | had been naki ng about

menories. O course, | soon realized what nust have happened: the processor
had apparently printed the entire spool of filmfromthe wong side of the
negative. As soon as | exam ned the prints nore closely--at first, all | had
| ooked at was mysel f--1 saw a nunber of background details which confirnmed

this: car registration nunbers printed in reverse, traffic driving on the
right, clothes buttoned the wong way round, and so on

It was all perfectly explicable, but it taught me two nore things about
nmysel f: that | was becom ng obsessed with checki ng and aut henti cati ng what
hitherto | had taken for granted, and that | could rely on nothing fromthe
past .

| came to a second pause in my work. Although | was satisfied with ny
new way of working, each new di scovery was a setback. | was becon ng aware of
t he deceptiveness of prose. Every sentence contained a lie.

| began a process of revision, going back through my conpl eted pages and
rewiting certain passages nunerous tinmes. Each successive version subtly
improved on life. Every tine | rewote a _part_ of the truth | came nearer to
a whol e truth.

Wien | was at last able to continue where | had left off, | soon cane
across a new difficulty.

As ny story progressed from chil dhood to adol escence, then to young
adul t hood, other people entered the narrative. These were not fanily, but
out si ders, people who canme into nmy life and who, in sonme cases, were still a
part of it. In particular, there was a group of friends I had known since
uni versity, and a number of women with whom | had had affairs. One of these, a
girl naned Alice, was sonmeone | had been engaged to for several months. W had
seriously intended to marry, but in the end it went wong and we parted. Alice
was now narried to soneone el se, had two children, but was still a good and
trusted friend. Then there was G acia, whose effect on ny life in recent years
had been prof ound.

If | was to serve ny obsessive need for truth then | had to deal wth
these rel ationships in sone way. Every new friendship narked a nmoving on from
the i medi ate past, and every |over had changed ny outl ook for better or worse
in sone way. Even though there was very little chance anyone nentioned in ny
manuscri pt woul d ever read it, | nevertheless felt inhibited by the fact that
I still knew them

Sone of what | intended to say would he unpal atable, and | wanted to he



free to describe ny sexual experiences in detail, if not in intimte detail
The sinplest method woul d have been to change names, and fudge around
the details of tine and place in an attenpt to make the peopl e unrecogni zabl e.

But this was not the sort of truth I was seeking to tell. Nor could it be done
by sinply | eaving them out; these experiences had been inportant to ne.
| discovered the solution at last by use of indirection. | invented new

friends and lovers, giving themfictitious backgrounds and identities. One or
two of them | brought forward from chil dhood, so to speak, inplying that they
had been lifelong friends, whereas in my real life | had |ost contact with the
other children I had grown up with. It nade the narrative nore of a piece,
with a greater consistency in the story. Everything seemed to have coherence
and significance.

Virtually not hing was wasted; every described event or character had
some formof correlative el sewhere in the story.

So | worked, |earning about nyself as | went. Truth was being served at
t he expense of literal fact, but it was a higher, _better_ formof truth.

As ny manuscript proceeded | entered a state of nental excitation. | was
sl eeping only five or six hours a night, and when | woke up | always went
directly to ny desk to re-read what | had witten the day before. |
subordi nated everything to the witing. | ate only when | absolutely had to, |
slept only when | was exhausted. Everything el se was negl ected; Edwi n and
Marge' s redecorati on was postponed indefinitely.

Qutside, the I ong sunmer was tirelessly hot. The garden was overgrown,
but now the soil was parched and cracked, and the grass was yellow. Trees were
dyi ng, and the streamat the end of the garden dried up. On the few occasions
I went into Weobley | overheard conversations about the weather. The heatwave

had becone a drought; |ivestock was being slaughtered, water was being
rati oned.

Day after day | sat in nmy white room feeling the warm draught fromthe
wi ndows. | worked shirtless and unshaven, cool and confortable in ny squal or.
Then, quite unexpectedly, | cane to the end of ny story. It ceased

abruptly, with no nore events to descri be.
| could hardly believe it. |I had anticipated the experience of finishing

as being a sudden rel ease, a new awareness of nyself, an end to a quest. But
the narrative nerely canme to a halt, with no conclusions, no revel ations.
| was di sappoi nted and di sturbed, feeling that all ny work had been to

no avail. | sifted through the pages, wondering where | had gone w ong.
Everything in the narrative proceeded towards a conclusion, but it ended where
I had no nmore to say. | was in my life in Kilburn, before | split with G acia,

before ny father died, before | lost ny job. I could take it no further
because there was only here, Edwin's house. Were was the end?

It occurred to nme that the only ending that would be right would be a
fal se one. In other words, because | had reassenbled ny nmenories to nake a
story, then the story's conclusion rmust al so be inaginary.

But to do that | should first have to acknowl edge that | really had
becorme two people: nyself, and the protagonist of the story.

At this point, conscience struck me about the neglect in the house. |
was disillusioned by ny witing, and by ny inability to cope with it, and

took the opportunity to take a break. | spent a few days in the garden, during
the I ast hot days of Septenber, cutting hack the overgrown shrubbery and

pl ucki ng what fruit | could find still on the trees. |I cut the |lawn, dug over
what remrai ned of the dehydrated vegetabl e patch

Afterwards, | painted another of the upstairs roons.

Because | was away fromny failed manuscript, | started to think about
it again. | knew | needed to nake one last effort to get it right. | had to
bring shape to it, but to do so | had to straighten out ny daily life.

The key to a purposeful life, | decided, lay in the organization of the
day. | created a pattern of domestic habit: an hour a day to cleaning, two
hours to Edwi n's redecorati on and the garden, eight hours for sleep. | would

bat he regul arly, eat by the clock, shave, wash ny clothes, and for everything



| did there would be an hour in the day and a day in the week. My need to
wite was obsessive but it was domnating nmy life, probably to the detri ment
of the witing itself.

Now, paradoxically |iberated by having constrained nyself, | began to
wite a third version, nore smoothly and nore effectively than ever before.

| knew at |ast exactly how ny story must be told. If the deeper truth
could only be told by fal sehood--in other words, through metaphor--then to
achieve total truth I nmust create total falsehood. My manuscript had to becone
a netaphor for nyself.

| created an inmmaginary place and an imaginary life.

My first two attenpts had been nuted and cl austrophobic. | described
nmysel f in terns of inwardness and enotion. External events had a shadowy,
al rost wraith-1ike presence beyond the edge of vision. This was because
found the real world imaginatively sterile; it was too anecdotal, too |acking
in story. To create an inagi ned | andscape enabled me to shape it to my own
needs, to nake it stand for certain personal symbols in ny life. | had al ready
made a fundanmental step away from pure autobi ographical narrative; now | took
t he process one stage further and placed the protagonist, ny metaphorica
self, in a wide and stinulating | andscape.

| invented a city and | called it "Jethra", intending it to stand for a
conposite of London, where | had been born, and the suburbs of Manchester
where | had spent nost of mnmy childhood. J ethra was in a country called
"Fai andl and", which was a noderate and slightly ol d-fashioned place, rich in
tradition and culture, proud of its history but having difficulty in a nodern
and conpetitive world. | gave Fai andl and a geography and | aws and
constitution. Jethra was its capital and principal port, situated on the
sout hern coast. Later, | sketched in details of some of the other countries
whi ch made up this world; | even drew a rough map, but quickly threw it away
because it codified the imagination

As | wote, this environnent becane al nbst as important as the
experi ences of ny protagonist. | discovered, as before, that by invention of
details the larger truths energed

| soon found ny stride. The fictions of ny earlier attenmpts now seened
awkward and contrived, but as soon as | transferred themto this inaginary
worl d they took on plausibility and conviction. Before, |I had changed the
order of events merely to clarify them but now | discovered that all this had
had a purpose that only ny subconsci ous had understood. The change to an
i nvent ed background nmade sense of what | was doi ng.

Details accurmul ated. Soon | saw that in the sea to the south of
Fai andl and there woul d be islands, a vast archipelago of small, independent
countries. For the people of Jethra, and for ny protagonist in particular
t hese islands represented a formof wi sh, or of escape. To travel in these
i sl ands was to achi eve sone kind of purpose. At first | was not sure what this
woul d be, but as | wote | began to understand.

Agai nst this background, the story I wanted to tell of my life emerged.
My protagonist had ny own name, but all the people |I had known were given
false identities. My sister Felicity becane "Kalia", Gacia became "Seri", ny
parents were conceal ed.

Because it was all strange to ne | responded inaginatively to what | was
writing, but because everything was in another sense totally famliar to ne,
the world of the other Peter Sinclair becanme one which | could recognize, and
i nhabit nentally.

| worked hard and regularly, and the pages of the new nmanuscript began
to pile up. Every evening | would finish work at the tine | had predetermn ned
on ny daily chart, and then I would go over the finished pages, making m nor
corrections to the text. Sonmetines | would sit on ny chair in nmy white room
with the manuscript on ny lap, and | would feel the weight of it and know t hat
I was holding in nmy hands everything about ne that was worth telling or that
could be told.

It was a separate identity, an identical self, yet it was outside nme and



was fixed. It would not age as | would age, nor could it ever be destroyed. It
had a |ife beyond the paper on which it was typewitten; if | burned it, or
someone took it away fromme, it would still exist on some higher plane. Pure
truth had an unageing quality; it would outlive ne.

This final version could not have been nore different fromthose first
tentative pages | had witten a few nonths before. It was a mature, outward
account of a life, truthfully told. Everything about it was invention, apart
fromthe use of nmy own nane, yet everything it contained, every word and
sentence, was as true in the high sense of the word as truth could attain.
This | knew beyond doubt or question

| had found mysel f, explained nyself, and in a very personal sense of
the word | had _defined_ nyself.

At last | could feel the end of ny story approaching. It was no |onger a
problem As | worked | had felt it take shape in nmy mnd, as earlier the story
itself had taken form It was merely a question of setting it down, of typing
the pages. | only sensed what the ending would be; | would not know the actua
words until the noment canme to wite them Wth that would come ny rel ease, ny
fulfilment, ny rehabilitation into the world.

But then, when | had |l ess than ten pages to go, everything was disrupted
beyond any hope of retrieval

The drought had at |ast broken, and it had been raining continuously for
t he past week. The |lane |leading to the house was an al nost inpassabl e norass
of deep puddl es and squel ching nud. | heard the car before | sawit: the
revvi ng engine and the tyres sucking out of the sticky mud. | hunched over the
typewiter, dreading an interruption, and | stared down at the last words |
had witten, holding themthere with ny eyes |lest they should slip.

The car halted outside the house, beyond the hedge and just out of
sight. 1 could hear the engine running slowy and the wi per-bl ades thwacki ng
to and fro across the wi ndscreen. Then the engi ne was turned off, and a car
door sl ammed.

"Hel | 0? Peter, are you there?" The voice canme from outside, and
recogni zed it as Felicity's.

| continued to stare at ny unfinished page, hoping that by silence

could fend her off. | was so nearly finished. | wanted to see no one.

"Peter, let ne in! It's pouring with rain!"

She came to the wi ndow and tapped on the glass. | turned to | ook at her
because she had di med the daylight.

"Open the door. |I'mgetting soaked through.™

"What do you want?" | said, staring at ny unfinished page and seeing the

wor ds recede.

"I"ve come to see you. You haven't answered ny letters. Look, don't just
sit there. I'mgetting wet!"

"There's no lock," | said, and waved ny hand in the general direction of
the front door.

In a nmoment | heard the handle turn and the door scraped open. | knelt
on the floor, scooping up ny neatly typed pages, sorting theminto a pile.

did not want Felicity to read what | had witten, | wanted no one to see it. |
sei zed the |l ast page fromthe typewiter, and placed it at the bottom of the
pile. I was trying to sort the pages into ny carefully devi sed sequence when
Felicity cane into the room

"There's a heap of mail out there," she said. "No wonder you haven't
replied. Don't you ever |ook at your post?"

"I"ve been busy," | said. | was checking through the nunbered pages,
fearing that some mi ght have gone out of order. | was wishing | had taken a
carbon copy of ny work, and kept it in some secret place.

Felicity had conme right into the room and was standi ng over ne.



"I had to cone, Peter. You sounded so strange on the phone, and Janes
and | both felt sonmething nust be wrong. Wien you didn't answer the letters,
t el ephoned Edwi n. What are you doi ng?"

"Leave ne alone,"” | said. "lI'mbusy. | don't want you interrupting nme."

| had nunbered each page carefully, but 72 was m ssing. | searched
around for it, and sone of the others slipped to the side.

"God, this place is a ness!"

For the first tine | |ooked straight at her. | felt an odd sensation of
recogni zing her, as if she were sonebody | had created. | renmenbered her from
t he manuscript: she was there and her nane was Kalia. My sister Kalia, two
years older than ne, married to a man nanmed Yal |l ow.

"Felicity, what do you want ?"

"I was worried about you. And | was right to be worried. Look at the
state of this room Do you ever clean it?"

| stood up, holding my manuscript pages. Felicity turned away to go into
the kitchen. | was trying to think of somewhere | could hide the nmanuscri pt
until Felicity left. She had seen it but she could have no idea of what | had
been writing, nor how inportant it was.

There was a clattering of metal and crockery, and | heard a gasp from
Felicity. | went to the kitchen door and watched what she was doi ng. She was
standi ng by the sink, noving the plates and pans to one side.

"Have Edwi n and Marge seen the ness you're making of their house?" she
said. "You never could | ook after yourself, but this is the limt. The whole
pl ace stinks!"

She forced open the wi ndow and the roomfilled with the sound of rain.

"Wuld you like a cup of coffee?" | said, but Felicity just glared at
ne.

She rinsed her hands under the tap and | ooked around for a towel. In the
end she w ped her hands on her coat; | had lost nmy towel somewhere. Felicity

and James lived in a nodern detached house in what had once been a field
outside Sheffield. Now it was an estate, with thirty_six identical houses

pl aced in a neat circular avenue. | had been to the house a few tines, once
with Gracia, and there was a whol e chapter of ny manuscript describing the
weekend | spent there after they had their first child. | had an inpulse to

show Felicity the rel evant pages, but then | thought she m ght not appreciate
t hem

| held the nmanuscript tight against ny chest.

"Peter, what's been happening to you? Your clothes are filthy, the house
is atip, you look as if you haven't eaten a proper meal in weeks. And your
fingers!"

"What's wrong with then"

"You never used to bite your nails.”

| turned away. "Leave ne alone, Felicity. I'mwrking hard and I want to
finish what |'m doing."

"I"'mnot going to | eave you alone! | had to sort out all Father's
business, | had to sell the house, | had to wet-nurse you all through all that
| egal business you wanted to know nothing about . . . and run my own horme and

| ook after my famly. You did nothing! And what about G acia?"

"What about her?"

"I"ve had her to worry about too."

"Graci a? How have you seen her?"

"She got in touch with ne when you left her. She wanted to know where
you were."

"But | wote to her. She didn't answer."”

Felicity said nothing, but there was anger in her eyes.

"How is Gracia?" | said. "Were is she living?"

"You sel fish bastard! You know she nearly died!"

"No she didn't."

"She overdosed herself. You nust have known!"

"Ch yes," | said. "Her flatmate told ne."



| remenbered then: the girl's pale |lips, her shaking hands, telling ne
to go, not to bother G acia.

"You know Gracia's got no famly. | had to take a week in London
because of you."
"You should have told me. |I was l|ooking for her."

"Peter, don't lie to yourself! You know you ran away."

| was thinking about ny manuscript, and suddenly | recalled what had
happened to page 72. Wen | was nunbering the pages one evening | had nade a
nm stake. | had been meaning to renunber the other pages ever since. | felt
relieved that the page was not |ost.

"Are you listening to nme?"

"Yes, of course."

Felicity pushed past me aild returned to ny white room Here she opened
both wi ndows, adnmitting a cold draught, then went noisily up the wooden

stairs. | followed her, feeling a stir of alarm

"I thought you were supposed to be decorating the place," Felicity said.
"You' ve done nothing. Edwin will be furious. He thinks you' ve nearly
finished."

"l don't care,” | said. | went to the door of the room| had been
sleeping in, and closed it. | did not want her to | ook inside because ny
magazi nes were all over the place. | |eant against the door to stop her

entering. "Go away, Felicity. Go away, go away."

"My God, what have you been doi ng?" She had opened the door of the
| avatory, but imediately closed it again.

"It's blocked," | said. "lI've been neaning to clear it.

"You're living like an animal."

"It doesn't matter. No one's here.”

"Let me see the other roons."

Felicity advanced on me and tried to grab nmy manuscript. | clutched it
tighter against me, but she had been feinting. She seized the door handl e and
had the door open before | could stop her

She stared past me into the roomfor several seconds. Then she | ooked at
me with contenpt.

"Open the window," she said. "It stinks in there." She wal ked across the
| anding to inspect the other roons.
| went into my bedroomto clear up what she had seen. | closed the

magazi nes and shoved themguiltily beneath ny sl eeping-bag, and kicked ny
soiled clothes into a heap in one corner

Downstairs, Felicity was in my white room standing by ny desk and
| ooking down at it. As | walked in she glanced in a pointed way at ny
manuscri pt.

"Can | see those papers, please?"

| shook ny head, and clutched themto ne.

"Al'l right. You don't have to hold themlike that."

"I can't show themto you, Felicity. | just want you to go away. Leave
nme al one."

"O K, just hold on." She pulled the chair away fromthe desk, and
placed it in the mddle of the floor. The room | ooked suddenly | opsided. "Sit
down, Peter. |'ve got to think."

"I don't know what you're doing here. I'mall right. I'mfine. | need to
be alone. I'm working."

But Felicity was no | onger |istening. She went through into the kitchen
and ran sone water into the kettle. | sat on the chair and held the manuscri pt
agai nst my chest. | watched her through the door to the kitchen as she held
two cups under the tap, and | ooked around for where | kept the tea. She found
nmy instant coffee instead, and spooned some of it into each cup. Wile the
kettle sat on the gas she started clearing nmy unwashed pots and pans to one
side and filled the sink with water, holding her fingers in the flow.

"I's there no hot water?"

"Yes . . . it's hot." | could see the steam cascadi ng around her arnmns.



Felicity turned off the tap. "Edwin said an i mersi on heater had been
installed. Wiere is it?"

| shrugged. Felicity found the switch and clicked it on. Then she stood
by the sink, her head bowed. She seened to he shivering.

| had never seen Felicity like this before; it was the first tinme we had
been al one together in years. Perhaps the |last time was when we had been
living at home, during one of my vacs fromuniversity, when she was engaged.
Since then James had al ways been with her, or James and the children. It gave
me a new insight into her, and | recalled the difficulty with which | had
witten of Kalia in my manuscript. The scenes of chil dhood with her had been
anongst the nost difficult of all, and those for which the greatest amount of
background i nventi on had been necessary.

| watched Felicity as she stood there in the kitchen, waiting for the
kettle to boil, and | silently urged her to |l eave. Her interruption rmade ny
need to wite even greater than before. Perhaps this had been her unintended
role in comng to the house: to disturb nme to help nme. | wanted her to | eave
so | could finish what | was doing. | even saw the possibility of yet another
draft, one driven deeper into the realnms of invention in ny quest for a higher
truth.

Felicity was staring through the wi ndow towards the garden, and some of

the tension in the roomhad faded. | put the manuscript on the floor by ny
feet.

Felicity said: "Peter, | think you need help. WII you cone and stay
with James and ne?"

"I can't. 1've got to work, | haven't finished what |'m doing."

"What _are_ you doi ng?" She was | ooking at me now, |eaning back agai nst
the wi ndow sill.

| tried to think of an answer. | could not tell her everything. "I'm
telling the truth about myself."

Sonet hi ng noved in her eyes, and with a precognitive insight | sensed
what she was going to say.

Chapter Four in my manuscript: ny sister Kalia, two years ol der than ne.
W were close enough in age to be treated as a twosone by our parents, but far
enough apart for real differences between us to be felt. She was al ways that
little hit ahead of me, in school, in staying up late, in going to parties.
Yet | caught her up because | was clever at school while she was just pretty,
and she never forgave nme. As we went through our teens, as we becane people, a
dividing rift became apparent. Neither of us tried to bridge it, but took up
positions within striking distance of each other, the ground falling away
bet ween us. Her attitude was usually an assumed know ngness about what | was
doi ng or thinking. Everything was said to be inevitable, nothing | could do
woul d ever surprise her, because either | was conpletely predictable in her
terns or else she had been there before me. | grew up loathing Kalia' s know ng
snmi |l e and experienced | augh, as she tried to place me forever two years
behind. And as | told Felicity what | had been witing in my manuscript,
anticipated the sane snmile, the sane disnissive click of the tongue.

I was wrong. Felicity nerely nodded and | ooked away.

"I"ve got to get you out of this place," she said. "Is there nowhere you
can go in London?"

"I"'mall right, Felicity. Don't worry about ne."

"And what about G acia?"

"What about her?"

Felicity | ooked exasperated. "I can't interfere any nore. You ought to
see her. She needs you, and she's got no one else.”

"But she left me."

Chapter Seven in ny manuscript, and several chapters that foll owed:
Gracia was Seri, a girl on an island. | had net Gracia on the Greek island of
Kos one sumer. | had gone to Geece in an attenpt to understand why it
represented an obscure threat in ny life. G eece seemed to ne the place other
people went to, and fell in love. It was somewhere that was |like a sexua



rival. Friends returned from package-tour holidays and they had becone
enraptured, their dreams charged with the thrall of Geece. So | went at |ast
to confront this rival, and there | nmet Gracia. W travelled around the Aegean
islands for a tinme, sleeping together, then returned to London, where we | ost
touch with each other. A few nonths [ater we net again by chance, as one does
in London. W& were both haunted by the islands, the pervasive distant rapture.
In London we fell in love, and slowy the islands faded. W becane ordinary.
Now she had beconme Seri and woul d be alone in Jethra at the end of the
manuscript. Jethra was London, the islands were behind us, but Gacia had

overdosed on sleeping tablets and we had split up. It was all in the
manuscript, translated to its higher truth. | was tired.

The kettle boiled and Felicity went to make the coffee. There was no
sugar, no mlk, and nowhere for her to sit. | noved the manuscript pages to

the side and gave her the chair. She said nothing for a few m nutes, hol ding
the cup of black coffee in her hands and sipping at it.

"I can't keep driving down to see you," she said.

"I"mnot asking you to. | can |ook after myself."

"Wth bl ocked-up plunbing, no food, all this filth?"

"I don't want the sane things as you." She said nothing, but glanced
around at nmy white room "Wat are you going to tell Edwin and Marge?" | said.

" Not hi ng. "

"l don't want them here either."”

"It's their house, Peter."

"I'"ll clean it up. I'mdoing it all the tine."

"You haven't touched the place since you' ve been here, |'msurprised you
haven't caught diphtheria or something, in this ness. What was it like in the
hot weat her? The pl ace nmust have stunk to high heaven."

"I didn't notice. |'ve been working."

"So you say. Look, where were you ringing ne fron? Is there a call-box?"

"Why do you want to know?"

"I"mgoing to tel ephone Janes. | want himto know what's going on here."

" Nothing's_ going on here! | just need to be left alone |ong enough to
finish what |'m doing."

"And then you'll clean up and paint the house and cl ear the garden?"

"I"ve been doing bits of it all sumrer."

"You haven't, Peter, you know you haven't. It hasn't been touched. Edw n
told me what you agreed with him He was trusting you to get the place cl eaned
up for them and it's worse now than it was before you noved in."

"What about this roonP" | said.

"This is the worst slumin the place!"

| was shocked. My white roomwas the focus of ny life in the house.
Because it had becone what | inmagined, it was central to everything | was
doi ng. The sun dazzl ed against the newy painted walls, the rush matting was
pl easantly abrasive agai nst nmy naked feet, and every norning when | came down

fromsleeping I could snell the freshness of paint. | always felt renewed and
recharged by ny white room because it was a haven of sanity in a life becone
nmuddl ed. Felicity threwthis in doubt. If I |ooked at the roomin the way she
obviously did . . . yes, | had not yet actually got around to painting it. The

boards were bare, the plaster was cracked and bul ging with fungus, and m | dew
clung around t he w ndow franes.

But this was Felicity's failure, not mne. She was perceiving it
wongly. | had learnt howto wite ny manuscript by observing ny white room
Felicity saw only narrow or actual truth. She was unreceptive to higher truth,
to i magi nati ve coherence, and she would certainly fail to understand the Kkinds
of truth | told in nmy manuscript.

"Where's the call-box, Peter? Is it in the village?"

"Yes. What are you going to say to Janes?"

"I just want to tell himl got here safely. He's |ooking after the
children this weekend, in case you were wondering."

"Is it a weekend?"



"Today's Saturday. Do you nean you don't know?"

"I hadn't thought about it."

Felicity finished her coffee and took the cup to the kitchen. She
col l ected her handbag, then went through ny white roomtowards the front door
| heard her open it, but then she cane back

"I"l1l get sone lunch. What would you I|ike?"

"Anything at all."

Then she was gone, and at once | picked up nmy manuscript. | found the
page | had been working on when Felicity arrived; | had witten only two and a
hal f |ines, and the white space beneath seenmed recrimnatory of ne. | read the

lines but they made no sense to ne. The longer | worked | had found that ny
typi ngspeed increased to the point where I could wite alnost as fast as |
could think. My style was therefore | oose and spontaneous, depending for its
devel opnent on the whimof the noment. In the tinme Felicity had been at the
house | had lost my train of thought.

| read back over the two or three pages before nmy enforced abandonnent
of it, and at once | felt nore confident. Witing something was rather |ike
the cutting of a groove on a granmophone record: ny thoughts were placed on the
page, and to read back over themwas |ike playing the record to hear ny
t houghts. After a few paragraphs | discovered the nmonentum of ny ideas.

Felicity and her intrusion were forgotten. It was like finding ny rea
self again. Once | was submerged in ny work it was as if | became whol e again.
Felicity had made nme feel mad, irrational, unstable.

| put the unfinished page to one side and inserted a clean sheet in the
typewiter. | quickly copy_typed the two and a half lines, and | was poised
ready to continue.

But | stopped, and it was in the sane place as before: "For a nonment |
t hought | knew where | was, but when | |ooked back--"

Wien | | ooked back at what?

| read back over the preceding page, trying to hear the recording of ny
t houghts. The scene was the build-up to ny climactic rowwith Gacia, but
through Seri and Jethra it had becone di stanced. The layers of my realities
nmonentarily confused ne. In the manuscript it was not an argunent at all, nore
an inpasse between the way two people interpreted the world. What had | been
trying to say?

| thought back to the real row. W were in Maryl ebone Road, on the
corner with Baker Street. It was raining. The argunent bl ew up from nowhere,
ostensibly some trivial disagreement about whether to see a filmor spend the
evening at ny flat, but in reality the tensions had been there for days. | was
cold and feeling angry, and disproportionately conscious of the cars and
lorries accelerating away fromthe lights, their tyres noisy on the wet road.
The pub by Baker Street Station had just opened, but to get there meant we had
to cross the road by the pedestrian underpass. G acia was a cl austrophobe; it
was raining; we started shouting. | left her there and never saw her again.

How had | been intending to deal with this? | would have known t hat
before Felicity arrived; everything about the text spoke of an antici pated
continuity.

Felicity's arrival had been doubly intrusive. Apart frominterrupting
me, she had inposed different ideas about perceived truth.

For instance, she had brought new information about Gracia. | knew that
Gracia had taken an overdose after our row, but it had not been inportant.
Once before in our relationship, Gacia had taken a small overdose after an
argunent; even she had said later that it was a way of drawing attention to
herself. Then during that chilling doorstep argunent with her flatmate, the
i mportance of it had been dimnished by the girl. Through her dislike of ne,

t hrough her evident contenpt, the bitter information had been passed, but

m ni mzed sonmehow, it was not for me to worry about it. |I took it at face

val ue. Perhaps even then G acia had been in hospital. Felicity told me she had
nearly died.

But the truth, the higher truth, was that | had evaded it. | had not



wanted to know. Felicity made ne know. Gracia had nmade what was probably a
serious attenpt on her life.

I could, in my manuscript, describe a Gracia who drew attention to
herself; | did not know a G acia who would make a serious effort to kil
hersel f.

Because Felicity had revealed a side of Gracia's character | had never
detected before, did it also nmean that there were other parts of ny life where
| made simlar failures of judgenent? How rmuch truth was | capable of telling?

Then there was the source, Felicity herself. In nmy life she was not an
inmpartial figure. It was part of her tactic to me, as it always had been, to
present herself as maturer, w ser, nore sensible, nore practised in life. From
the tine we had played together as children she had al ways sought dom nance
over me, whether it was the tenporary advantage of being slightly bigger than
me, or the know ngness, assumed or otherw se, of being in adulthood that
little bit nmore experienced. Felicity arrogated to herself a normality that
was deemrmed superior to mine. Wiile | remained unmarried and lived in rented
rooms, she had a famly, a house, a bourgeois respectability. Her way of life
was not mne, yet she assumed | aspired to it, and because | had not yet
achieved it she gave herself the right to be critical

Her manner since her arrival was entirely consistent with her nornal
attitude to ne: a curious mixture of concern and criticism m sunderstandi ng
not only me but what | was trying to do with ny life.

It was all there in Chapter Four, and |I thought | had at last dealt with
it by witing of it. Yet she had done her damage, and the manuscript had been
halted a few pages fromthe end.

She threw into question everything | had tried to do, and there, at the
actual interface, the last words | had witten, was the evidence. The sentence
lay unfinished on the page: ".. . but when | |ooked back--"

But what? | typed in, "Seri was waiting", then pronptly crossed it out.
It was not what | had intended to say, even if, ironically, those actual words
were what | had been going to wite. The notivating inmpul se had died with the
sent ence.

| glanced back through the bul k of the manuscript. It nade a
satisfactorily heavy pile: well over two hundred pages of typewitten script.
It felt solid in ny hand, a proof of my existence.

Now, though, | had to question what | had done. | sought the truth, but
Felicity reminded me of its tenuous nature. She could not see ny white room

Suppose soneone _disagreed_ with nmy version of the truth?

Felicity certainly would, even assuming | allowed her to read it. And
Gracia too, fromwhat Felicity said, would probably remenber a different
version of the same events. My parents, were they still around, would probably
be shocked by sone of the things Iliad said about chil dhood.

So truth was subjective, but | had never pretended otherw se. The
manuscri pt aspired to he nothing nore than an account of my own life, honestly
told. I even nmade no claimfor the quality or originality of nmy life. It was
not unusual in any way, except to ne. It was all | knew of nyself, all | had
in the world. No one could disagree with it because events were portrayed in
the way | al one had perceived them

I read the | ast conpl eted page again, and scanned the two and a hal f
lines once nore. | began to seilse what | was about to say. Gracia, in her
gui se as Seri, was at the street corner because--

The out si de door banged, as if a shoul der was being ramed against it. |
heard the handle rattle, and sounds from outside poured in. Felicity came into
the room laden with a rain-sodden paper carrier bag which she cradled in her
ar ns.

"Il cook lunch, but after that you'd better pack. James says it's best
if we go back to Sheffield tonight."

| stared at her incredul ously, not because of what she said but in
amazement at her timng. It beggared belief that she should twice interrupt ne
at precisely the sane place.



| 1 ooked down at the retyped page. It was in every way identical to the
one it had repl aced.

Slowy, | wound it out of the typewiter carriage, and put it inits
pl ace at the bottom of the nanuscript.

| sat silently while Felicity noved about the kitchen. She had bought an
apron in the village. She washed the dirty dishes, put sonic chops on to cook

When we had eaten | sat quietly at the table, retreating fromFelicity
wi th her plans and opi nions and concern. Her normality was an infusion of
madness into ny life.

| would be fed and bat hed and brought back to health. It was Father's

death that had done it. | had flipped. Not rmuch, according to Felicity, but I
had neverthel ess flipped. | was not able to care for nyself, so she would take
over. | would see by her exanple what | was denying nyself. W would nake

weekend forays to Edwin's cottage, she and | and Janes, and the children too,
and we woul d bustle about with broons and paint brushes, and Janes and | woul d
clear the overgrown garden, and in no time at all we would make the house
habi t abl e, and then Edwi n and Marge woul d conme and see it. Wen | was better
we would all visit London, she and | and Janes, but perhaps not the children
this time, and we would see Gracia, and the two of us would be left together

to do whatever the two of us needed to do. | would not be allowed to flip
again. | would visit Sheffield every two or three weeks, and we would go for
| ong wal ks on the noors, and perhaps | should even travel abroad. | |iked

Greece, didn't 1? Janes could get ne a job in Sheffield, or in London if |
really wanted it, and Gracia and | woul d he happy together and get married and
have- -

| said: "What are you tal king about, Felicity?"

"Were you listening to what | said?"

"Look, it's stopped raining."

"Ch God! You're inpossible!"

She was snoking a cigarette. | imagined the snoke drifting about ny
white room settling on the new paintwork, yellowing it. It would reach the
pages of mny manuscript, discolouring those too, setting down a |ayer of
Felicity's influence.

The manuscript was |ike an unfinished piece of nmusic. The fact of its
i nconpl et eness was bigger than its existence. Like a dom nant seventh chord it
sought resolution, a final tonic harnony.

Felicity started to clear away the plates, clattering themin the
kitchen sink, so | picked up ny manuscript and headed for the stairs.

"Are you going to pack?"

"I"'mnot coming with you," | said. "I want to finish what |I'm doing."

She appeared fromthe kitchen, suds of washing-up liquid dripping from
her hands.

"Peter, it's all been decided. You're com ng back with ne."

"I'"ve got work to do."

"What _is_ it you' ve been witing?"

"I told you once."

"Let me see." Her soapy hand extended, and | clutched the manuscri pt
tightly.

"No one is ever to see this."

Then she reacted the way | had expected before. She clicked her tongue,
tilted her head quickly back; whatever it was | had done had not been worth
doi ng.

| sat al one on the shanbl es of my sl eeping-bag, holding the manuscri pt
to ne. | was near to tears. Downstairs, Felicity had discovered ny enpty
whi sky bottles, and was shouting up at nme, accusing nme of sonething.

No one woul d ever read nmy manuscript. It was the nost private thing in
the world, a definition of nyself. | had told a story, and had crafted it to
make it readabl e, but my intended audi ence was mnysel f al one.

At last | went downstairs, to discover that Felicity had Iined up ny
enpty bottles in the small hallway at the bottom of the stairs. There were so



many | had to step over themto get into ny white room Felicity was waiting
there.

"Why did you bring in the bottles?" | said.

"You can't |leave themin the garden. Wat have you been trying to do,
Peter, drink yourself to death?"

"lI've been here for several nonths."

"We' || have to get someone to take them away. Next time we conme here.”

"I"'mnot leaving with you," | said.

"You can have the spare room The children are out all day, and I'l
| eave you al one."

"You never have yet. Wy should you start now?"

She had al ready taken some of ny stuff and put it in the back of her
car. Now she was closing wi ndows, turning off taps, checking the plugs.
wat ched her mutely, holding the manuscript to ny chest. It was spoiled now
forever. The words would have to stay unwitten, the thought remain
unfinished. | heard inmaginary music in ny head: the dom nant seventh rang out,
forever seeking its cadence. It began to fade, like the run-off track on a
granophone record, rmnusic replaced by unplanned crackle. Soon the stylus in ny
mnd woul d settle in the final, central groove, indefinitely stuck but
clicking with apparent neaning, thirty-three tines a nmnute. Eventually
someone woul d have to lift the pick-up armaway, and silence would fall.

Suddenly the ship cane into sunlight, and it was as if | had broken with
what | ay behind ne.

I narrowed ny eyes against the brilliant sky, and saw that the cloud was
some effect of the land, for it ran in a clearly defined east-west line.
Ahead, all was clear and blue, prom sing warnth and cal m seas. W headed
south, as if propelled by the cold wind blustering fromastern

| felt nmy senses extend, and awareness spread around ne like delicate

nerve-cells reaching for sensation. | becane aware. | opened.

There was a snell of diesel oil, of salt, of fish. The cold w nd reached
me, even though | was protected by the ship's superstructure; nmy city clothes
felt thin and inadequate. | breathed in deeply, holding the air for severa

seconds, as if it mght contain cleansing agents that would scrub out ny
system refresh nmy mind, rejuvenate and re-inspire me. Beneath ny feet, the
deck was vibrating with the grind of engines. | felt the pitching novenent of
the ship in the swell, but nmy body was bal anced and in tune with it.

| went forward to the prow of the ship, and here | turned to | ook back
at what was behind ne.

On the ship itself, a few other passengers huddl ed on the foredeck. Many
of themwere elderly couples, sitting or standing together, and nost of them
wore wi ndcheaters or plastic rainproofs. They seened to | ook neither forward
nor back, but within. | stared past them and beyond the ship's superstructure
and funnel, where silent sea-birds glided effortlessly, to the coast we had
left. The ship had turned slightly since |eaving the harbour, and rmuch of
Jethra was visible. It seemed to spread al ong the coast, sheltering behind its
guaysi de cranes and warehouses, filling its broad, estuarine valley. | tried
to imagine its daily life continuing without nme there to see it, as if
everything mght cease in niy absence. Already, Jethra had becone an idea.

Ahead was our first port of call: Seevl, the offshore island | had never
visited. It was the island of the Dream Archi pel ago cl osest to Jethra, and for
all ny life had nmerely been a part of the scenery. Dark, treeless Seevl
dom nated and bl ocked the view to the south of Jethra, yet to all but a few
people with famly connections, Seevl was prohibited to Jethrans. Politically
it was part of the Archipel ago, and while the war continued neutra
territories were inaccessible. Seevl was the first, the nearest; there were
ten thousand neutral islands beyond.



| wanted the ship to go faster, because while Jethra lay behind | felt |
had not truly started, but the sea at the mouth of the estuary was shall ow,
and the ship changed course a number of tines. W were approaching Stronb
Head, the great broken cliffs at the eastern end of Seevl, and once we had
rounded this all that |ay ahead woul d be unknown.

| paced the deck, inpatient for the journey, cold in the wind and
frustrated by ny fell ow passengers. Before boarding | had i magi ned that |
woul d be travelling with many people of ny own age, but it seened that al nost
everyone who was not crew was at retirenent age. They appeared to be
sel f-absorbed, heading for their new homes; one of the few nethods of |ega
entry to the islands was by buying a house or apartment on one of a dozen or
so listed islands.

At | ast we rounded the Head and sailed into the bay outside Seevl Town.
Jethra di sappeared from vi ew.

| was eager for ny first sight of an Archi pel agan town, for a glinpse of
what ot her islands nmight be Iike, but Seevl Town was a di sappoi ntnent. Gey
stone houses rose in uneven tiers on the hillsides surroundi ng the harbour
| ooking untidy and drab. It was easy to inmagine the place in winter, with the
doors and shutters closed, the rain slicking the roofs and streets, people
bent against the sea wind, fewlights showing. | wondered if they had
electricity on Seevl, or running water, or cars. There was no traffic that I
could see in the narrow streets surroundi ng the harbour, but the roads were
paved. Seevl Town was quite simlar to some of the renpte hill villages in the
north of Fai andl and. The only obvious difference was that snmoke was pouring
fromnost of the chimeys; this was a novelty to ne, because there were strict
anti-pollution laws in Jethra and the rest of Fai andl and.

None of the passengers di senbarked at Seevl, and our arrival caused
little stir in the town. A few mnutes after we had tied up at the end of the
quay, two uniformed nen wal ked sl oy down and boarded the ship. They were
Archi pel agan inmigration officers, a fact which becanme cl ear when al
passengers were instructed to assenble on Number One deck. To see the other
passengers together gave nme the opportunity to confirmthat there were very
few young peopl e aboard. \Wile we were queuing up to have our visas checked
was thinking that the nine days it would take to reach Miuri seav, where | was
| eaving the ship, mght turn out to be lonely. There was a youngi sh woman in
t he queue behind ne--1 guessed her age to be in the early thirties--but she
was readi ng a book and seened incurious about anyone el se.

| had seen ny voyage to the Dream Archi pel ago as a break with the past,
a new begi nning, but already it seemed as if the first few days, at |east,
woul d have to he spent in the sane sort of half-hearted isolation | had grown
used to in Jethra.

| had been |ucky. Everyone | knew said it about me, and | even believed
it myself. At first there had been parties, but as we all began to appreciate

what had happened to nme, | found nyself nore and nore cut off fromthem When
finally the tine had come to | eave Jethra, to travel to the Dream Archi pel ago
to collect ny prize, | was glad to go. | was eager for travel, for the heat of

the tropics, for the sound of different |anguages and a sight of different
customs. Yet now it had started | knew that it would be nore enjoyable in
conpany.

| said something to the woman behind me, but she nerely replied, smled
politely and returned to her book

| reached the head of the queue and handed over ny passport. | ilad
al ready opened it at the page where the Archipel agan H gh Commission in Jethra
had stanped the visa, but the officer closed it and examned it fromthe
front. The other sat beside him staring at ny face.

The officer |ooked at ny photograph and personal details.

"Robert Peter Sinclair," he said, looking up at me for the first tine.

I confirmed this, but was distracted by the fact that his was the first
aut hentic island accent | had ever heard. He pronounced the name | usually
used with a |l engthened vowel: "Peyter". The only tinme | had heard the accent



bef ore was when actors used it in filns; ilearing it used naturally gave ne
the odd feeling that he was putting on the accent to anuse ne.

"Where are you travelling to, M Sinclair?"

"Muriseay, at first."

"And where are you going after that?"

"Coliago," | said, and waited for his reaction

He gave no obvious sign that he had heard. "May | see your ticket, M
Sinclair?"

I reached into an inner pocket and produced the sheaf of flinmsy dockets
i ssued by the shipping conmpany, but he waved them away.

"Not those. The lottery ticket."

"OfF course," | said, feeling enlbarrassed that | had ni sunderstood
although it was a natural error. | put the shipping tickets away and found ny
wal | et. "The nunber has been printed on the visa."

"I want to see the ticket itself."

| had sealed it up inside an envel ope which was folded into the deepest
pocket of ny wallet, and it took a few seconds of funbling to retrieve it. |
had been keeping it as a souvenir, and no one had warned me it would be
i nspect ed.

| passed it over, and the two inmmigration officers |ooked closely at it,
pai nst aki ngly conparing the serial nunber with the one inked into ny passport.
After what seened like an overzeal ous inspection they passed hack the ticket
and | returned it to the safety of nmy wallet.

"What are your intentions after |eaving Collago?"

"I don't know yet. | understand there is a |ong conval escence. | thought
I'd make ny plans then."

"Are you intending to return to Jethra?"

"l don't know. "

"All right, M. Sinclair." He pressed a rubber date-stanp in the space
beneat h the visa, closed the passport and slid it back across the desk to ne.
"You're a | ucky man."

"I know," | said conventionally, although | did have ny don bts.

The wonman behind ne stepped forward to the desk, and | wal ked through to
the bar on the sane deck. Many of the passengers | had seen in the queue in
front of ne were already there. | bought nyself a |large whisky, and stood wth
the others. | soon struck up a tentative conversation with two people who were
heading for a retirement honme on Miriseay. Their nanes were Thorrin and
Dei | i dua Si neham They canme fromthe university town of Ad Haydl in the north
of Fai andl and. They had bought a |uxury apartmnment overlooking the sea in a
village just outside Miriseay Town, and they prom sed to show ne a picture of
it when they next came hack fromtheir cabin.

They seemred pl easant, ordinary people, who were at pains to explain that
a luxury flat in the Archi pel ago cost no nore to buy than a small house at
horre.

| had been speaking to themfor a few m nutes when the wonl an behind ne
in the queue canme into the bar. She glanced briefly in nmy direction, then went
and bought herself a drink. She cane to stand near me, and as soon as the
Si nehanms said they were going down to their cabin, she turned and spoke to ne.

"I hope you don't nmind," she said. "I couldn't help overhearing. Have
you really won the lottery?"

I felt nyself going on the defensive. "Yes."

"I'"ve never known anyone who's won before.”

"Neither have |," | said.

"I didn't believe it was genuine. |'ve been buying the tickets for
years, but the w nning nunbers are always so different frommnine that I
t hought it rmust be crooked."

"I"ve only ever bought one ticket. | won straight away. | can stil
hardly believe it."

"Could |I see the ticket?"

In the weeks since the news that | had won the big prize, innunerable



peopl e had asked to see the ticket, as if by looking at it or touching it some
of my luck mght rub off on them It was now well thunbed and slightly frayed,
but | took it out of ny wallet again and showed it to her

"And you bought this in the ordinary way?"

"Just one of those booths in the park."

A fine day in late sumer: | had been waiting to neet a friend in
Seigniory Park, and while | wal ked up and down | noticed one of the
Lotterie-Collago booths. These little nakeshift franchise stands were a comon
sight in Jethra and the other big cities, and presumably also in other parts
of the world. The franchises were normally granted to the disabled, or to
wounded exservi cenmen. Hundreds of thousands of the lottery tickets were sold
every nmonth, yet the odd thing was that you rarely saw anyone ever go to the
stands and buy one. Nor did people talk openly about buying the tickets,
al t hough al nost everyone | knew had bought a few tickets at one tine or
anot her, and the day the wi nners were announced you al ways saw peopl e standi ng
in the streets checking the list in the newspapers.

Li ke nost people | was tenpted by the prize, even though the odds
agai nst wi nning were so long that | had never seriously thought about taking
part. But on that particular day, idling in the park, | had noticed one of the
vendors. He was a soldier, probably ten years younger than ne, sitting stiffly
and proudly in his wooden booth, wearing a dress uniform He was badly
di sfigured by wounds: he was | acking an eye and an arm and his neck was in a
brace. Taken by conpassion--the guilty, hel pless conpassion of a civilian who

managed to avoid the draft--1 went across and bought one of his tickets. The
transacti on was conducted quickly and, for nmy part, furtively, as if it were
por nography | was buying, or illegal drugs.

Two weeks later | discovered | had won the major prize. | would receive
t he athanasia treatnent, and afterwards live forever. Shock and surprise,
di sbelief, extreme jubilation . . . these were a part of ny reactions, and
even now, a few weeks after the news, | had still not entirely adjusted to the
pr ospect .

It was part of the lore of the Lotterie that w nners, even those who won
t he subsidiary cash prizes, returned to the place where they had bought the

wi nning ticket and gave a present or tribute to the vendor. | did this at
once, even before going to register ny claim but the little stall in the park
had gone and the other vendors knew nothing about him Later, | was able to

make inquiries through the Lotterie, and discovered that he had died a few
days after ny purchase; the m ssing eye, the arm the broken neck, were just
t he wounds that showed.

The Lotterie clained that twenty najor prizes were awarded every nonth,
yet one heard remarkably little about the winners. | discovered part of the
reason when | registered nmy claim The Lotterie counselled utnost discretion
in what | said about the prize, and warned ne not to talk to the nedia.

Al t hough Lotterie-Collago wel comed the publicity, experience had shown that it
put the winners in danger. They told ne several cases of publicized w nners
who had been attacked in the streets; three of them had been kill ed.

Anot her reason was that because the lottery was international, only a
smal | proportion of winners cane from Fai andl and. The tickets were on sale in
every country of the northern continent, and throughout the Dream Archi pel ago.

The Lotterie staff plied ne with docunments and information sheets,
urging me to sign over ny affairs to them 1 considered for a few days the
nmount ai n of business | should have to undertake on nmy own, then did as they
suggested. Fromthat time | had been completely in their hands. They hel ped ne
wind up ny affairs in Jethra, ny job, ny flat, the few investnments | had, they
obtained the visa for me and they booked the passage on the ship. They would
continue to manage ny affairs until | returned. | had becone a hel pl ess
functionary of their organization, swept irresistibly towards the athanasia
clinic on the island of Coll ago.

The young woman passed nme back ny ticket, and | folded it away again
inside its envel ope, inside nmy wallet.



"So when will you start the treatment?" she said.

"I don't know. Presumably as soon as | arrive on Collago. But | haven't
made up ny mnd yet."

"But surely . . . there's no question?"

"No, but I'mjust not sure yet."

I was beginning to feel self-conscious, talking about this in a crowded
bar with someone | hardly knew. In the |last few weeks | had grown tired of
ot her people's assunptions about the prize, and because | was not as sure
about it as they were | had grown equally tired of being defensive.

| had imagi ned that the | ong sl ow voyage through the islands would be
time for contenplation, and I was | ooking forward to having enough solitude to
thi nk. The islands would give ne space. Yet the ship was still tied up in
Seevl Town, and Jethra was just an ilour away.

Per haps the woman sensed ny reservedness, because she introduced herself
to ne. Her name was Mathilde Englen, and she had a doctorate in biochemstry.
She had secured a two-year attachnment to the agricultural research station on
the island of Senell, and she tal ked for some tinme about the problens in the
i sl ands. Because of the war, food was in short supply in sone parts of the
Archi pel ago. Now, though, several previously uninhabited islands were being
cleared, and farms established. They were short of many commodities:
seed-stock, inplenents, manpower. Her own speciality was in hybrid cereals,
and several were being devel oped for use in the islands. She was doubtful
wi |l ether two years would be | ong enough for the research she had to do, but
under the terns of 1llcr attachment it could he renewed for a second twoyear
peri od.

The bar was filling up as nmore people were cleared by the inmmgration
of ficers, and as we had both finished our drinks |I suggested that we go for
[unch. W were the first to arrive in the dining saloon, but the service was
slow and the food was indifferent. The main di sh was paqua-| eaves stuffed with
a spiced mince; hot in flavour it was only |lukewarmin tenperature. | had
eaten in Archi pel agan-style restaurants in Jethra, so | was used to the food,
but in the city the restaurants had to offer conpetitive service. On the ship
there was no conpetition. At first disappointed, we saw no point in ruining
t he day by conpl ai ni ng, and concentrated instead on tal king to each other

By the time we had finished the ship was under way. | went up to the
afterdeck and stood by the rail in the sunshine, watching dark Seevl and the
di stant mainl and slipping away behi nd us.

That night | had a vivid dream about Mathilde, and when | met her in the
norni ng ny perception of her had undergone a subtle change.

As the ship sailed further south, and the weather becane endl essly warm
and sunny, there was no tinme for contenplating the pros and cons of ny prize.
| was distracted by the scenery, the unfolding panorama of the islands, and
Mat hi | de was constantly on nmy m nd.

I had not really expected to nmeet someone on the ship, but fromthe
second day | thought of alnost nothing else. Mathilde, | think, was glad of ny
conpany, and flattered by ny interest in her, but that is as far as it went. |
found that | was pursuing her with such single-ninded intent that even
became sel f-conscious about it. | soon ran out of excuses for being with her
because she was the sort of woman who made excuses necessary. Every tinme |
approached her | had to think of some new device: a drink in the bar?, a
stroll around the deck?, a few m nutes ashore? After these minor excursions
she always slipped away with an excuse of her own: a short nap, hair to be
washed, a letter to wite. | knew she was not interested in me in the way |
was interested in her, but that was no deterrent.

In some ways it was inevitable we should spend tine together. W were
t he sane age group--she was thirty-one, two years ol der than mysel f--and we



cane fromthe same sort of Jethran background. She, like me, felt outnunbered
by the retirenent couples on board with us, but unlike me nade friends with
several of them | found her intelligent and shrewd, and, after a few drinks,
possessed of an unexpectedly bawdy sense of humour. She was slim and
fair-haired, read a |l ot of books, had been politically active in Jethra (we
found we had a friend of a friend in coninon) and on the one or two occasions
we were able to | eave the ship briefly, she reveal ed hersel f know edgeabl e
about island custons.

The dreamthat started it all was one of those rare lucid dreans that
are still conprehensible after waking. It was extrenmely sinple. In a nldly
erotic way | was on an island with a young wonan, readily identified as
Mat hi | de, and we were in | ove.

When | saw Mathilde in the nmorning | felt such a surge of spontaneous
warnth that | acted as if we had known each other for years, rather than just
met briefly the day before. Probably out of surprise, Mathilde responded wth
al nost equal warnth, and before either of us realized it a pattern had been
set. Fromthen | pursued her, and she, with tact, firmess and a generous
anusenent, el uded ne.

My other main preoccupation on the ship was ny di scovery of the islands.
| never tired of standing at the rail of the ship to watch the view, and our
frequent calls at ports on the way were all rich visual experiences.

The shipping line had fixed an i mense, stylized chart on the wall of
the main sal oon, and this showed the entire Mdway Sea and all the principa
i sl ands and shipping routes. Afirst reaction to the chart was the conplexity
of the Archipelago and the sileer quantity of islands, and amazenent that
ships' crews could navigate safely. The sea carried a |lot of shipping: in a
typi cal day on deck | would see twenty or thirty cargo ships, at |east one or
two steaners like the one | was on, and innunerable small interisland ferries.
Around some of the larger islands there was traffic of privately owned
pl easure boats, and fleets of fishing boats were conmon sights.

It was generally said that the islands of the Archipelago were
i mpossi ble to count, although upwards of ten thousand had been named. The
whol e of the Mdway Sea had been surveyed and charted, but quite apart from
the inhabited islands, and the | arger uninhabited ones, there was a nultitude
of tiny islets, crags and rocks, many of which appeared and di sappeared wth
the tides.

Fromthe chart | learned that the islands which lay i mediately to the
south of Jethra were known as the Torqui Goup; the main island, Derril, was
one we called at on the third day. Beyond these to the south lay the Lesser
Serques. The islands were grouped for administrative and geographi cal reasons,
but each island was, in theory at least, politically and econom cally
i ndependent .

In sinple ternms, the Mdway Sea girdled the world at the equator, but it
was | arger by far than either of the two continental |and masses lying to
north and south of it. In one part of the world, the sea extended to within a
few degrees of the South Pole, and in the northern hem sphere the country
called Koillin, one of those with which we were presently at war, actually had
part of its territory crossing the equator; in general, though, the continents
were cool and the islands were tropical

One of the anecdotal facts taught in schools about the Dream
Archi pel ago, and one which | heard the other passengers repeat many tines, was
that the islands were so nunerous and so cl ose together that from every single
i sland at | east another seven could be seen. | never doubted this, except to
think it was probably an understatenent; even fromthe relatively | ow em nence
of the ship's deck | could frequently see nore than twel ve separate islands.

It was extraordinary to reflect that | had spent ny life in Jethra
wi t hout awareness of this totally strange place. Two days' sailing fromJethra
and | felt | had travelled to another world, yet | was still closer to hone
t han, say, the mountain passes in the north of Fai andl and.

And if | continued to travel, south or west or east through the



Archi pelago, | could sail for nonths and still see the sane unfol ding
di versity, inpossible to describe, inpossible even to absorb when seeing it.

Large, small, rocky, fertile, nountainous and flat; these sinple variations
could be seen in an afternoon, to just one side of the ship. The senses becane
dulled to the scenic variety, and the inmagination took over. | began to see

the islands as designs on a painted cyclorama, one haul ed snmoothly past the
ship, endlessly inventive, meticulously fabricated.

But then cane our ports of call, confounding the fancy.
Qur brief visits to islands were the real regulators of the ship's day.
Ports disrupted everything. | soon learned this, and gave up trying to eat or

sl eep by the clock. The best tinme to sleep was nid-voyage, because then the
ship had a steady rhythmto it, and the food in the restaurant was al so
better, because then the crew was eating.

The ship was al ways expected, whether we docked at noon or m dnight, and
its arrival was obviously an event of sone inportance. Crowds were generally
waiting on the quay, and behind them stood rows of trucks and carts to take
away the cargo and nmail we brought. Then there was the chaotic exchange of
deck passengers, and as they cane or left there were always argunents,
greetings or farewells, suddenly renmenbered | ast messages shouted to the
shore, disrupting our otherw se placid existence. In the ports we were
rem nded that we were a ship: sonething that called, something that carried,
somet hi ng from out si de

| always left the ship when | could, and nade brief explorations of the
little towns. My inpressions were superficial: | felt Ilike a tourist, unable
to see beyond the war nenorials and palmtrees to the people beyond. Yet the
Archi pel ago was not meant for tourists, and the towns had no gui des or
currency exchanges, no nuseuns of local culture. On several islands | tried to
buy picture postcards to send hone, but when at last | found some | discovered
that mail to the north could only be sent by special permt. By trial and
error | worked out a few things for nyself: the usage of the archaic
non- deci mal currency, the difference between the various kinds of bread and
nmeat on sale, and a rul eof-thunb guide to how prices conpared w th hone.

Mat hi | de sonetinmes acconpani ed me on these expeditions, and her presence
was enough to blind me to surroundings. All the time | was with her | knew
was nl aking a nistake, yet she continued to attract me. | think we were both
relieved, although in nmy case it was a perverse kind of relief, when on the
fourth day we canme to Senell Town and she di senbarked. We went through the
nmoti ons of making all arrangenent to neet again, even though her voice was
glib with insincerity. Wen she was ashore | stood by the ship's rail and
wat ched her wal k al ong the concrete wharf, her pale hair shining in the
sunlight. A car was waiting to neet her. | saw a nan | oad her bags into the
back, and before she clinbed in she turned towards the ship. She waved briefly
to me, then she was gone.

Senell was a dry island, with olive trees growing on the rocky hills.
Ad nen sat in the shade; | heard a donkey brayi ng somewhere behind the town.

After Senell | began to tire of the ship and its slow, devious voyage
through the islands. | was bored with the noises and routines of the ship: the
rattl e of chains, the constant sound fromthe engi ne and the punps, the
vol ubl e di al ect conversations of the deck passengers. | had given up eating on
t he ship, and now bought fresh bread, cooked neat and fruit whenever we
stopped at an island. | drank too much. | found the few conversations | had
wi th ot her passengers repetitive and predictable.

| had boarded the ship in a state of extreme receptivity, open to the
newt experience of travel, to the discovery of the Archipelago. Now, though, I
began to miss nmy friends at home, and nmy fanmly. | renenbered the |ast
conversation | had had with ny father, the night before | left Jethra: he was
against the prize and feared that as a result of it |I would choose to stay on
in the islands.

| was abandoni ng much for the sake of a lottery ticket, and | stil
guesti oned what | was doi ng.



Part of the answer lay in the manuscript | had witten a couple of
sumers before. | had brought it with ne, stuffed into ny | eather holdall, but
| had packed it without re-reading it, just as | had never re-read it since
| eaving the cottage. The witing of nmy life, of telling nyself the truth, had
been an end in itself.

Since that long sunmer in the Murinan Hills overlooking Jethra | had
entered a nmuted phase of life. There had been no upsets, few passions. | had
had | overs, but they had been superficial relationships, and | had nade a
nunber of new acquai ntances but no new friends. The country had recovered from
the recession that put ne out of a job, and | had gone back to work,

But witing the manuscript had not been a wasted effort. The words stil
held the truth. It had beconme a kind of prophecy, in the pure sense of being a
teaching. | therefore had a feeling that somewhere in those pages woul d be
some kind of internal guidance about the lottery prize. It was this | needed,
because there was no | ogical reason for refusing it. My doubts came from
wi t hi n.

But as the ship noved into hotter latitudes, my nmental and physi cal
sloth increased. | left my manuscript in ny cabin, | postponed any thoughts
about the prize.

On the eighth day we cane to open sea, with the next group of islands a
fai nt darkening on the southern horizon. Here was one of the geographica
boundari es and beyond it lay the Lesser Serques, with Miriseay at their heart.

W made only one islandfall in the Serques before Miriseay, and by the
early afternoon of the next day the island was in sight.

After the confusion of islands behind us, arriving off Miriseay was |ike
once agai n approaching the coast of a continent. It seened to stretch forever
into the distance beyond the coast. Bluegreen hills ran hack fromthe
coastline, dotted with white-painted villas and di vided up by w nding, curving
hi ghways that strode across the valleys on great viaducts. Beyond the hills,
al nrost on the horizon as it seened, | could see brown-purple nountains,
crowned with cloud.

At the very edge of the sea, followi ng the coastline, was a ribbon

devel opnent of apartnents and hotels, nodern, tall, bal conied. The beaches
bel ow were crowded with people, and brightly col oured by huge sunshades and
cafeterias. | borrowed a pair of binoculars and stared at the beaches as we

passed. Muriseay, seen thus, was like the stereotype of the Archipel ago
depicted in filnms, or described in pulp fiction. In the Faiandl and culture the
Dream Ar chi pel ago was synonynmous with a | eisured class of sun-loving emgrés,
or the indigenous islanders. Depictions of the sort of small islands | had
been passing were rare; there was nore plot material in a heavily popul at ed
pl ace |ike Miriseay. Roniantic novels and adventure films were frequently set
in a never-never world of Archipelagan exotica, conplete with casinos,

speed- boats and jungl e hide-outs. The natives were villainous, corruptible or
sinmple; the visiting class either wealthy and sel f-indul gent, or schemn ng
madmen. OF course, | recognized the fiction in this fiction, but it was
nevert hel ess potent and nenorabl e.

So in seeing at last an island of real econom c substance |I viewed it
with a kind of double vision. One part of me was still receptive and invol ved,
trying to see and understand everything in objective terms. But another part,
deeper and nore irrational, could not help but see this concrete-slab
coastline of Muriseay with the received gl amour of popul ar culture.

The beaches were therefore crowded with the indulgent rich, tanning
t hensel ves in the gol den sunshine of Miriseay's |egendary heat. Everyone was a
tax-exil e, philanderer or renittanceman; the nodern yachts noored a short
di stance offshore were the scenes of nightly ganbling and nurder, a place for
pl ayboys and hi gh-cl ass whores, corrupt and fascinating. Behind the nodern
apartment blocks | visualized the squalid hovels of the peasant i sl anders,
parasitic on the visitors, contenptuous of them vyet servile. Just like the
films, just like the cheap paperbacks that filled the bookstalls of Jethra.

Thorrin and Del lidua Si neham were on deck, standing beside the rai



further down the ship. They too were gazing interestedly across at the shore,
pointing at the coastal buildings, talking together. The tattily romantic
version of Miriseay faded, and | wal ked down and I ent themthe gl asses. Those
villas and apartnents woul d be nostly occupi ed by decent, ordinary people |like
the Sinehanms. | stayed with themfor a while, listening to themtalk excitedly
of their new hone and life. Thorrin's brother and his wife were already here,
and they were in the sane village, and they had been getting the apart nment
ready.

Later, | went back to ny place al one and watched the terrain change as
we noved further south. Here the hills canme down to the sea, breaking as
cliffs, and the blocks of flats were hidden fromview, soon we were passing
shores as wild as any | had seen in the islands. The ship was close inshore,
and through the glasses | could see the flash of birds in the trees that grew
to the edge of the cliffs.

W reached what | first assuned was the niouth of a river, and the ship
turned and headed upstream Here the water was deep and calm a stupendous
bottle green, the sun shafting down through it. On either bank was dense
jungl e of nonstrous aroids, unnmoving in the hunmid silence.

After a fewmnutes in this airless channel it becane clear that we had
turned inland between an offshore island and the nainl and, because it opened
out into a vast, placid | agoon, on the far side of which was the sprawl of
Miri seay Town.

Now, with the end of the | ong voyage inmnent, | felt a strange sense of
i nsecurity. The ship had becone a synbol of safety, the object that had fed ne
and carried ne, that | returned to after venturing ashore. | had grown used to

t he boat, and knew ny way about it like | knew the apartrment | had left in J
ethra. To leave it would he to take a second step into strangeness. W inpose
fam liarity on our surroundings; fromthe deck of the ship the scenery nerely
passed, but now | had to disenbark, set foot in the islands.

It was a return to the inner-directed self |I had tenporarily |ost when
boarded the ship. Unaccountably |I felt nervous of Miriseay, yet there was no
| ogi cal reason for this. It was just a transit, a place to change ships. Al so,
| was expected in Miriseay. There was an office of the Lotterie-Collago here,
and the next leg of the journey was one they would arrange.

| stood in the prow of the ship until it had docked, then went back to
find the Sinehams. | w shed them | uck, said goodbye, then went down to ny
cabin to collect my holdall.

A few mnutes later | was heading up the quay, |ooking for a taxi to
take me into town.

The offices of Lotterie-Collago were in a shaded side street about five
m nutes' drive fromthe harbour. | paid off the taxi driver and he drove
qui ckly away, the dusty old sal oon car bouncing noisily on the cobbles. At the
far end of the street the car turned into the harsh brilliance of sunlight,
joining the chaos of traffic that roared past.

The offices were like a | arge showoom fronting the street with two
pl ate gl ass wi ndows. Behind, there were no lights on but at the far end, away
fromthe doors and behind a small forest of potted plants, there was a desk
and some cabinets. A young woman sat there, |ooking through a nmagazi ne.

| tried the doors, but they were | ocked. The young worman heard ne,
| ooked up and acknow edged nme. | saw her take down sone keys.

I was still only a few minutes away fromthe lulling, |azy routines of
shi pboard life, but already Muri seay Town had instilled in me an acute sense
of culture shock. Nothing |I had seen in any of the small islands had prepared
me for this busy, hot and noisy city, nor was it |ike anywhere | knew at hone.

Muri seay, experienced raw, seened |like a chaos of cars, people and
bui | di ngs. Everyone nloved w th astonishing yet nysterious purpose. Cars were



driven faster than anyone woul d have dared in Jethra, acconpani ed by heavy
braki ng, sharp cornering and constant use of the horn. Street signs, in two

| anguages, obeyed no apparent overall system nor even consistency in their
use. Shops in the streets were open to the world, quite unlike the prim
enporia of Jethra's main boul evards, and their goods spilled out in a

col ourful nmess across the paverments. Discarded boxes and bottles were all over
t he place. People |Iounged around in the sun, lying in the grassy squares,

| eani ng agai nst the walls of buildings or sitting under the bright canopies of
the open-air bars and restaurants. One street had been conpletely bl ocked by
what appeared to be an inpronptu football match, causing nmy driver to swear at
me and reverse violently and dangerously into the main street. Further
conplicating the city were the buses, which hurtled down the centres of the
carri ageways, passengers bul ging fromw ndows and doorways, and claimng right
of way by sheer nerve alone. The |layout of the city seened to have no overal
design, being a warren of criss-crossing narrow streets between the ranshackl e
brick buildings; | was used to the stately avenues of Jethra, built, according
to tradition, sufficiently wide for a full conpany of Seigniorial troops to
mar ch abreast.

Al this was glinpsed and absorbed in the few nminutes | was in the taxi,
whirled through the streets in a sort of car | had only ever before seen in
nmovies. It was a huge, battered old sal oon, spattered with dust and dried nud,
the wi ndscreen plastered with dead insects. Inside, the seats were covered
with synthetic fur, and were far too soft for confort; one sank into themwth
a feeling of excessive and cloying luxury. The fascia of the car was tarnished
chrone and peeling wood veneer; the inside of the wi ndscreen was stuck al
over wth photographs of women and children. A dog |lay asleep on the back
seat, and shrilling, distorted pop nmusic was blasting fromthe radio. The
driver steered with only one hand on the wheel, the other out of the w ndow
and clasping the roof, slapping in time with the rmusic. The car swooped
t hrough corners, setting up a bangi ng noise fromthe suspension and a rocking
noti on inside.

The whole city was a new kind of sensation: a feeling of carel ess
indifference to many things | took for granted_quiet, safety, |aws,
consi deration towards others. Miriseay Town seened to he a city in eternal
conflict with itself. Noise, heat, dust, white light; a teem ng, shouting and
colliding city, uneven and untidy, yet charged with life.

But | did not feel unsafe, and neither was | excited, except in a way
best described as cerebral. The taxi driver's careering progress through the
mlling traffic was sonmething that took the breath away, but it was in a
| arger context of confusion and disorder. A car driven like that in Jethra
woul d certainly crash within a few nonents, if not stopped by the police, but
in Muriseay Town everything was at the same |level of chaos. It was as if | had
somehow crossed over into another universe, one where the degree of activity
had been perceptibly increased: reality's tuner had been adjusted, so noises
were | ouder, colours were brighter, crowds were nore dense, heat was greater
time noved faster. | felt a curious sense of dimnished responsibility, as if
| were in a dream | could not be hurt or endangered in Miriseay, because
was protected by the dangerous chaos of nornmality. The car would not crash,

t hose anci ent | eani ng buil dings woul d never fall, the crowds woul d al ways skip
out of the way of the traffic, because we were in a place of higher response,
a pl ace where nmundane di sasters sinply never occurred.

It was an exhilarating, dizzying feeling, one that told ne that to
survive here | had to adjust to the local _ad hoc_ rules. Here | could do
things | never dared at home. Sober responsibilities were behind ne.

So as | stood by the Lotterie-Collago office, waiting for the doors to

be unlocked, | was still in the early throes of this new awareness. On the
ship, receptive to the new though | had thought nyself to be, in fact | had
been noving in a protective bubble of my own life. | had brought attitudes and

expectations with me. After just a few mnutes in Miriseay the bubble had been
popped, and sensations were still pouring in on ne.



The lock rattled and one of the two doors swung open
The young wonman sai d nothing, but stared at ne.

"I'"'mPeter Sinclair,"” | said. "I was told to conme here as soon as |
| anded. "

"Come in." She held the door open, and | walked in to the shock of air
conditioning. The office was dry, refrigerated, and the chill of it made ne
cough. | followed the girl to her desk

"I"ve got you down as Robert Sinclair. Is that you?"

"Yes. | don't use ny first nane."

My eyes too had needed to adjust to the relative dimess of the office,
because when she got to her desk and faced nme, | noticed the girl's appearance

for the first time. She bore a renmarkabl e physical simlarity to Mathilde
Engl en.

"Wn't you sit down?" She indicated the visitors' chair.

| did as she said, naking a small production of putting nmy holdall to

one side. | needed a few monments to collect nyself. The resenbl ance between
her and Mathil de was extraordinary! Not in detail, but in colouring, hair,
body shape. | supposed that if the two wonmen coul d be seen together it would

not be so obvious, but for the last few days | had been hol ding a nental image
of Mathil de and suddenly to neet this girl cane as a distinct surprise. The
generalities of my menory image were fulfilled exactly.

She was saying: "My name is Seri Fuiten, and | am your Lotterie
representative here. Any help | can give you while you're here, or--"

It was the conpany speech, and it drifted over and past me. She was
shaped in the conpany noul d: she was wearing the same bright red uniform of
skirt and jacket | had seen on the staff in the Jethran Lotterie office, the
sort of clothes that are worn in hotel receptions, car rental firns, shipping
offices. It was attractive in a bland way, but sexless and multi-national. Her
one gesture to individuality was a snmall badge pinned to her lapel: it had the
face of a well-known pop singer.

| did find her attractive, but then the conpany inage supposed | woul d.
Beyond that, the coincidence with Mathilde was setting up distracting
resonances.

| said, when she had finished her patter: "Have you been waiting here
just for ne?"

"Somebody had to. You're two days late."

"I'd no idea."

"It's all right. W contacted the shipping line. | haven't been sitting
here for two days."

| judged her to be in her late twenties, and either married or living
wi th someone. No ring, but that nmeant nothi ng anynore.

She opened a drawer in the desk and brought out a neatly packaged fol der

of papers.

"You can have this," she said. "It tells you everything you need to know
about the treatnent."

"Well, | haven't quite decided yet--"

"Then read this."

| took the file fromher and gl anced through the contents. There were
several glossily printed pages of photographs, presumably of the athanasia
clinic, and further on a series of questions and answers printed out. Going
t hrough the sheets gave nme the chance to | ook away from her. Wat had
happened? Was | seeing Mathilde in her? Unsuccessful with one woman, | find
anot her who happens to | ook rather like her, and so transfer ny attention?

Wth Mathilde | had always felt | was making a nistake, yet | went on

with the pursuit; she, nobody's fool, had deflected nme. But suppose | _had_
been naking a mi stake, that | had m staken Mathilde for soneone else? In a
reversal of causality, | had thought Mathilde was this girl, the Lotterie rep?

Wil e | had been ostensibly going through the photographs, Seri Fulten
had opened what | presumed was the Lotterie file on ne.
She said: "I see you're from Fai andl and. Jethra.”



"Yes "
"My famly came fromthere originally. What's it |ike?"
"Parts of it are very beautiful. The centre, round the Seignior's
Pal ace. But they've built a lot of factories in the last few years, and

they're ugly." | had no idea what to say. Until | left Jethra | had never
really thought about it, except as the place I lived in and took for granted.
| said, after a pause: "I've already forgotten it. For the |ast few days al
|'ve been aware of is the islands. I'd no idea there were so many."

"You'll never |eave the islands."

She said it in the sanme colourless way she had recited the conpany
speech, but | sensed that this was a different kind of slogan

"Why do you say that?"

"It's just a saying. There's always sonmewhere new to go, another
i sland. "

The short fair hair, the skin that showed pal e t hrough the
superficiality of tan. | suddenly renenbered finding Mathilde on the boat
deck, sunbathing with her chin turned up to avoid a shadow on her neck

"Can | get you a drink?" Seri said.

"Yes, please. What have you got ?"

"I"ll have to | ook. The cabinet's usually |ocked." She opened anot her
drawer, | ooking for a key. "Or we could check you into your hotel, and have a
drink there."

"I'd prefer that," | said. | had been travelling too long; | wanted to
dunp ny | uggage.

"I"ll have to check the reservation. W were expecting you two days
ago. "

She picked up the phone, listened to the receiver then worked the rest
up and down a few tinmes. She frowned, and drew in her breath sharply. After a
few seconds | heard the line click, and she started dialling.

The nunber at the other end was a long tine answering, and she sat with
t he recei ver against her ear, staring across the desk at ne.

| said: "Do you work here al one?"

"There's usually the manager and two other girls. W're supposed to be

closed today. It's a public holiday--Hello!" | heard a voice at the other end,
sounding tinnily across the quiet showoom "Lotterie-Collago. |I'm checking
the reservation for Robert Sinclair. Do you still have it?"

She grinmaced at me, and stared out of the wi ndow with that vacant
expression worn by people waiting on the phone.

| got up and sauntened about the office. Hanging on the walls were a

nunber of col our photographs of the Lotterie's clinic on Collago; | recognized
some of the pictures frommy gl ance through the brochure. | saw cl ean nodern
bui | di ngs, a nunber of white-painted chalets set out on a | awn, flowerbeds,
jagged nountains in the di stance behind. Everyone seened to be snmiling.
Several photographs were of lottery winners arriving at or |eaving the island,
handshakes and sniles, arns around shoulders. Slots of the interiors reveal ed
the antiseptic cleanliness of a hospital with the |uxurious appointnents of an
hot el .

I was rem nded of the sort of photographs you sonetinmes saw i n brochures
for holidays. One | renenbered in particular: a skiresort in the nountains of
northern Fai andl and. It had exactly the sane overstated atnosphere of jollity
and friendship, the same garish colours froma sal esman's sanpl es book

At the far end of the office was a waiting area, with several
confortable chairs surrounding a | ow, glass-topped table. On this there was a
package of lottery tickets, placed there to be found and | ooked at. | picked
themup and flicked through them Each one had been neatly defaced with an
overprinted | egend (SAMPLE, NOT FOR SALE), but in every other respect they
were the sane as the one that had won the prize for ne.

At that noment | managed to identify at |ast the vague feeling of unease
| had had ever since w nning.

The lottery was sonet hing that existed for other people. | was the wong



person to have won.

Lotterie-Collago gave athanasia treatnment as its principal prize
genuine immortality, medically guaranteed. The clinic clained a success rate
of 100 per cent; no one who ever received the treatnment had yet died. The
ol dest recipient was said to be one hundred and si xty-nine years old, had the
physi cal appearance of a woman in her md-forties, and, it was clained, was in
full possession of all her faculties. She was often featured in the Lotterie's
tel evision advertising: playing tennis, dancing, solving crosswords.

Before all this | had sonetinmes nade the sardonic coment that if
eternal life meant a century and a half of crossword puzzles, | was content to
die of natural causes.

There was also a feeling | had never entirely throwmn off, that the award
al ways went to the wong kind of person: in short, it went to people who
entered lotteries, who were deserving only of |uck

In spite of what | now knew was the Lotterie's advice, prizew nners were
sometines given a great deal of publicity. Mire often than not, under nedia
exam nation these winners turned out to be dull, ordinary people from narrow
backgrounds, who | acked anbition or inspiration, and who were patently
i ncapabl e of envisaging thenmselves iiving forever. In interviews they would
usual ly cone out with honilies about devoting their new lives to good or
public works, but the saneness of these sentinents seemed to indicate that
they had been pronpted by the Lotterie. This aside, their main anbition was
generally to see their grandchildren grow up, or take a long holiday or retire
fromwork and settle down in a nice house sonewhere.

Al though | had derided the prosaic aspirations of such innocent w nners,
now that | had beconme one nyself | found | had not much nore to offer. Al |
had done to deserve the prize was to take tenmporary, and ultimtely
nmeani ngl ess, pity on a crippled soldier in a park. | was no less dull or
ordinary than any of the other prize-winners. | had no use for a prol onged
life. Before the lottery | had lived a safe, uncontroversial life in Jethra,
and after the athanasia treatment | should probably continue it. According to
the publicity, | could expect to do so for at |east another century and a
hal f, and possibly as much as four or five hundred years.

At hanasi a i ncreased the quantity of life, but offered nothing for the
quality.

Even so, who would turn down a chance of it? | feared death rather |ess
now than | had done when | was an adol escent; if death was a | oss of
consci ousness then it held no horrors. But | had al ways been lucky with ny
heal th, and like many peopl e who escape illness | dreaded pain and disability,
and the prospect of actually dying, of going through a hel pl ess decline,
suffering pain and immobility, was sonmething | could not think about w thout
shrinking away. The athanasia clinic gave treatnent that totally cleansed the
system that controlled cell regeneration indefinitely. It gave inmunity from
t he degenerative di seases |ike cancer and thronbosis, it protected agai nst
viral diseases and it ensured the retention of all nuscul ar and nental
abilities. After the treatnent, | should remain forever at my present physica
age of twenty-nine.

| wanted that; | could not deny it. Yet | knew the unfairness of the
Lotterie system both fromny own short experience of it and fromthe nmany
passionate criticisnms that had been voiced in public. It was unfair; | knew
was unworthy of it.

But who was worthy? The treatment effectively provided a cure for
cancer, but hundreds of thousands of people still died of the disease every
year. The Lotterie said that cancer could not he cured, except as a by-product
of their treatment. The sanme was true of heart disease, of blindness, of
senility, of ulcers, of a dozen serious ailnments that marred or shortened the
lives of mllions of people. The Lotterie said the treatnent, expensive and
difficult, could not he given to everyone. The only fair way, the only
unquesti onably denocratic and undi scrimninating way, was by lottery.

Hardly a nmonth passed without the Lotterie being criticized. Wre there



not, for instance, genuinely deserving cases? People who had devoted their
lives to the care of others? Artists, nusicians, scientists, whose work would
be curtailed by the inevitable decline? Religious | eaders, peacenakers,

i nventors? Nanes were frequently put fonvard by the nmedia, by politicians, al
intending to further the apparent quality of the world.

Under such pressure, the Lotterie had several years before proposed a
schene designed to counter the criticism A panel of international judges was
appointed to sit annually, and every year they nomnated a small nunber of
peopl e who, in their opinion, were worthy of the elixir of life. The Lotterie
t hen undertook to provide the treatnent.

To the surprise of nost ordinary people, alnmost all of these |aureates
declined the treatnent. Notabl e anongst them was an eni nent author naned
Vi sker Del oi nne.

As a result of his nomination, Deloinne |ater wote an inpassi oned book
called _Renunciation_. In this he argued that to accept athanasia was to deny
death, and as life and death were inextricably linked it was a denial of life
too. Al his novels, he said, had been witten in the know edge of his
i nevitable death, and none could or would have been witten without it. He
expressed his life through literature, but this was in essence no different
fromthe way other people expressed their own lives. To aspire to live forever
woul d be to acquire living at the expense of life.

Del oi nne di ed of cancer two years after _Renunciation_ was published. It
was now recogni zed as his greatest work, his highest literary achi evenent.
had read it while still at school. It had had a profoundly nmoving effect on
me, yet here | was, halfway to Collago, halfway to eternal |iving.

At the other end of the office | heard Seri put down the tel ephone
receiver, and | turned towards her

"They had to | et your reservation go," she said. "But they' ve booked you
into anot her hotel ."

"Can you tell me howto find it?"

She picked up a raffia basket fromthe floor, and placed it on the desk
in front of her. She took off her red jacket, and laid it down between the
handl| es.

"I"'mleaving now 1'll show you where it is."

She | ocked the desk drawers, checked that an inner door was closed, and
we went out into the road. Heat assaulted nme, and | | ooked around and above ne
in a reflexive gesture, thinking stupidly that some hot-air vent mnust be
bl owi ng out from above. It was just the climate, the tropical humdity. | was

wearing only light slacks and a short-sleeved shirt, but with ny hol dall
felt totally unadapted to this place.

W wal ked to the main street and headed through the crowds. The shops
and doorways were open, lights were blazing, and the traffic rushed past in a
bedl am of noi se and speed. It was all vested with a _purpose_ | had never
noti ced at hone; everyone seened to know where they were going, and obeying
the chaotic rules of this unreal place.

Seri led the way along the densely crowded pavenents, passing
restaurants, coffee shops, strip clubs, bookstalls, cinemas. Everyone seened
to be jostling or shouting, no one noved slowy or silently. On severa
corners, open-air kitchens were selling skewered meat on rice, served in
flinmsy paper wappers. Meat, bread and vegetables lay bare to the hot air in
t he open_fronted shops, attracting hundreds of flies. Transistor radios,
strapped to the wooden uprights of stalls, gave crackling, distorted pop nusic
to the uproar. A water truck roared down the road, sluicing the street and
pavermrent with total disregard for anyone there; afterwards, vegetable peelings
collected in the gutters. Through it all, a sickly, pervasive scent, far too
sweet and unwhol esone: perhaps it was rancid neat, or incense burned to
snother the snmell of dung. It had an intangible "hot" quality, as if the
climate brought the perfume seeping fromthe walls and streets thensel ves.

Wthin a few noments | was drenched with sweat, and it was alnost as if
the hum d air were condensing on ne. | paused once or twice to switch hands on



nmy holdall. When we reached the hotel we went straight inside, into the
wel come cold of air conditioning.

Checking in was a brief formality, but before giving me the room key,
the clerk asked to see nmy passport. | handed it over to him He placed it,
wi t hout | ooking at it, behind the counter.

| waited for a few nonents, but there was no sign it would reappear

"What do you want the passport for?" | said.
"It has to he registered with the police. You may collect it on your
departure.”

Sonet hi ng made ne suspicious, so | noved over to where Seri was waiting.

| said to her: "What's goi ng on?"

"Have you got a ten-credit note?"

"I think so."

"Gve it to him Ancient |ocal custom"

"Extortion, you nean."

"No . . . it's just cheaper than the police. They'll charge you
twenty-five."

| returned to the desk, passed over the bill and got nmy key and passport
i n exchange; no regrets, no explanations, no apology. The clerk inpressed a
rubber stanp beside the Archipel ago visa.

"Are you going to stay and have a drink with nme?" | said to Seri

"Yes, but don't you want to unpack?"

"I"'d like a shower. That'll take about a quarter of an hour. Shall we
neet in the bar?"

She said: "I think I'Il go home and change nmy clothes. | live just a

short way from here."

| went up to the room lay on the bed for a few mnutes, then stripped
of f ny clothes and showered. The water was pale brown and felt very hard; the
soap barely lathered. Sonic twenty nlinutes later, refreshed and wearing cl ean
clothes, | went down to the bar at street level. This was actually outside the
hotel, opening on to a side road, but there was a gl ass canopy and a nunber of
hi gh- pressure fans kept the air cool around the tables. Darkness had fallen
while | was inside. | ordered a | arge beer, and Seri arrived shortly
afterwards. She had changed into a flared, |oosefitting skirt and
sem -transparent cheesecl oth bl ouse, |ooking less |ike a conmpany stereotype
and nore |like a wonman. She ordered a glass of iced wine, sitting across the
table fromme, |ooking relaxed and very young.

She asked ne a nunber of questions about nyself: how | had conme to buy
the lottery ticket, what |I did for a living, where ny famly cane from and
various other questions that people ask each ot her when they have just net.

was having difficulty making her out. | was unable to tell whether these
harm ess personal questions were pronpted by polite, genuine or professiona
interest. | had to keep rem nding nyself that she was ny Lotterie-Collago

contact here, that she was just doing her job. After the celibacy of the ship,
aggravated by Mathilde's evasions, it was disconcerting to be sitting casually
with such an attractive and friendly woman. | could not help | ooking at her
apprai singly: she had a small, neat figure, and a pretty face. She was
obviously intelligent, but holding sonething back, keeping a distance, and
found it very enticing. She nade conversation with apparent interest, |eaning
slightly towards ne, smling a lot, but there was al so a sense of w thdrawal
in her. Perhaps she was on overtime, hosting a conpany client; perhaps she was
nmerely being cautious with a man she had only just net.

She told nme she had been born on Seevl, the sonbre island that |ay
of fshore fromJethra. Her parents were Jethrans but they had noved to Seevi
just before the war broke out. Her father had been an adnministrator at a
t heol ogi cal college there, but she had left hone in her early teens. Since
t hen, she had been novi ng about the islands, drifting fromone job to another
Bot h parents were now dead. She said little, changed the subject quickly.

W had two nore drinks each, and | was starting to feel hungry. The
prospect of spending the rest of the evening with Seri was very appealing, so



| asked her where we could find a good restaurant.

But she said: "lI'msorry, |I've got a date this evening. You can eat at
the hotel. It's all on the Lotterie. O any of the Sal ayan restaurants around
here. They're all excellent. Have you tried Salay food?"

"In Jethra." It was probably not the sane, but then eating al one would
not be the sane, either.

| regretted suggesting the neal because it had obviously rem nded her of
what she was doing for the rest of the evening. She drank the remai nder of her
wi ne, then stood up

"I"'msorry | have to leave. It was nice to get to know you."

"Sane here,” | said.

"Tormorrow norning, neet me at the office. 1'll try to book you a passage
to Collago. A ship | eaves about once a week, but you've just missed one. There
are a nunmber of different routes. |I'll see what's available."

For a nonent | glinpsed the other Seri, the one who wore the uniform

| confirnmed | would be there, and we sai d goodni ght. She wal ked off into
t he perfuned night and did not | ook back.

| ate alone in a crowded, noisy Salay restaurant. The table was set for
two, and | felt nore isolated than | had done since |eaving home. It was weak
and stupid of me to fix on the first two women I met, but | had done so and
there was nothing | could reverse. Seri's conpany had successfully rid ne of
t houghts of Mathilde, but she seened set to becone a second Mathil de. Was her
date tonight just the first evasion of ne?

After the meal, | wal ked through the rowdy narrow streets of Miri seay,
| ost ny way, found where | was, then returned to the hotel. My room was
air-conditioned to the point of refrigeration, so | threw open the w ndows and

| ay awake for hours, listening to argunents, nusic and notorbi kes.
8

| overslept, so it was late nmorning by the time | wal ked around to the
Lotterie office. I had awken to a feeling of indifference about Seri,
determ ned not to start another pursuit. | would accept her for what she was,

a Lotterie enpl oyee doing her job. Wien | went inside the office Seri was not
there, and | felt a quite distinct pang of disappointment, making a fraud of
ny new determ nation

Two ot her young women, both wearing the smart conpany outfit, were
wor ki ng behi nd desks: one was speaking on the tel ephone, the other was typing.

| said to the one at the typewiter: "Is Seri Fulten here, please?"

"Seri isn't coming in today. May | help you?"

"I was supposed to be neeting her here."

"Are you Peter Sinclair?"

"Yes."

The girl's expression changed; that subtle shift fromformality to
recognition. "Seri left a nessage for you." She tore a sheet from a notepad.
"She asked you to call at this address."

| looked at it but of course it neant nothing to ne. "How do | find
t hi s?"

"It's just off the Plaza. Behind the bus station."

| had crossed the Plaza during my |ate-night wal k, but no | onger had any
idea howto find it.

"I"ll have to go by cab," | said.

"Wuld you like me to call one for you?" she said, and lifted the
t el ephone.

VWhile we were waiting for the car to arrive, the girl said: "Are you a
|ottery w nner?"

"Yes, of course."

"Seri didn't say." The girl smled, hinting at intrigue, then | ooked
down at her work. | went to sit at the gl ass_topped table.



A man appeared fromthe inner office, glanced briefly in ny direction,
then went to the desk Seri had been using the day before. There was sonet hing
about the office-life quality to the Lotterie that made me uneasy, and
renenber ed how ny doubts had been focused when | was here before. The bright
and reassuringly confident inmge projected by the staff and their sunroundings
made ne think of cabin crew on aircraft, who attenpt to cal m nervous
passengers with professional blandness. But the Lotterie's product surely did
not need to be backed up with reassurances? It was paranmount that the
treatment was safe, or so it was clained.

At last the taxi arrived, and | was taken the short distance across the
centre of town to the address Seri had left.

Anot her side street, bleached by sunlight: shops were shuttered, a van
waited by the kerb with its engine running, children squatted in shadowed
doorways. As the taxi drove away | noticed fresh water was running in the
gutters on both sides of the street; a dog linped forward and licked at it,
gl ancing to the side between gul ps.

The address was a stout wooden door, |eading through a cool corridor to
a courtyard. Unclainmed nail was scattered on the floor and | arge containers of
househol d waste spilled out across the uncut grass. On the far side of the
courtyard, in another corridor, was an elevator, and | node up in this to the
third floor. Directly opposite was the nunbered door | was | ooking for

Seri opened the door within a few seconds of ny ring.

"Ch, you're here," she said. "I was just about to tel ephone the office."
"I slept late," | said. "I didn't realize there was anything urgent."
"There isn't . . . come in for a noment."

| followed her in, any remmining intention of seeing her as a nere
enpl oyee confounded by this new insight into her. How many lottery wi nners did
she normally invite round to her flat? Today she was wearing a revealing
open_neck shirt and a denimskirt, buttoned down the front. She | ooked as she
had done the night before: youthful, attractive, divorced fromthe inmage the
job gave her. | renenbered that feeling of resentnment when she left me to neet
someone el se, and while she closed the door | realized | was hoping the
apartment woul d show no signs of some other man in her life. Inside it was
very small: to one side there was a tiny bathroom-through the hal f-open door
I glinpsed antique plunbing and cl othes hanging up to dry--and to the other
was a cranped |iving-cum bedroom cluttered with hooks, records and furniture.
The bed, a single, was neatly nade. The apartnment backed on to a main street,
and because the w ndows were open the roomwas warm and noi sy.

"Wuld you like a drink?" Seri said.

"Yes please.” | had drunk a whole bottle of wi ne the evening before, and
was feeling the worse for it. Another would clear nmy head . . . but Seri
opened a bottle of mneral water and poured two gl asses.

"I can't get you a passage," she said, sitting on the edge of her bed.

"I tried one shipping line, but they won't confirmreservations yet. The
earliest | call get you on is next week."

"Whatever is available," | said.

There the business side of our neeting cane to an end, as far as | knew.
She could have told ne this in the office, or left the nessage with one of the
other staff, but clearly that was not all

| had drunk my mineral water quickly; I liked it. "Way aren't you at
wor k t oday?"

"I"ve taken a couple of days off, and | need the break. |'mthinking of
going up into the hills for the day. Wuld you like to come with nme?"

"Is it far?"

"An hour or two, depending on whether the bus breaks down or not. Just a
trip. I want to get out of town for a few hours.™

"All right," | said. "lI'd like that."

"I knowit's a bit of a rush, but there's a bus in a few m nutes' tine.
| was hoping you woul d get here earlier, so we could talk about it nore. Do
you need to collect anything fromthe hotel ?"



"I don't think so. You say we'll be back by this evening?"

"Yes."

Seri finished her drink, picked up her shoul der bag, and we went down to
the road. The bus station was a short wal k away: a dark, cavernous building
with two ancient nmotor buses parked in the centre. Seri led the way to one of
them It was already nore than half full, and the aisle between the two doubl e
rows of seats was bl ocked by other passengers standing up to talk to their
friends. W squeezed past, and found a pair of seats near the back

"Where are we going?" | said.

"Avillage | found last year. A fewvisitors go there, but it's usually
very quiet. You can get a good neal, and there's a river where you can swim"

A few minutes later the driver clinbed aboard, and noved down the bus
taking the fares. Wen he reached us | offered to pay, but Seri already had a
note in her hand.

"This is on the Lotterie," she said.

The bus was soon out of the centre of the city and noving through
broader streets lined with elderly and crunbling apartnent buildings. The
dnabness of the area was enphasized by the pure white light of the m dday sun
and relieved only by a horizontal forest of brightly col oured washi ng, hangi ng
on lines suspended between the buil dings. Many of the w ndows were broken or
boarded up, and children scattered in the road as the bus cl anked through
Whenever we sl owed children junped on the running hoard and clung to the side,
while the driver snarled at them

The last of the children dropped away, tunbling in the roadsi de dust,
when we reached a steel bridge thrown high over the gorge of the river. As we
crossed | could see on the clean water bel ow the other face of Miriseay Town:
the white-painted yachts of visitors, the riverside cafés and bars, the
chandl ers' shops, the boutiques.

On the other side of the gorge the road turned sharply inland, follow ng
the course of the river to our right. | watched this view for some m nutes,
until Seri touched my armto point out what could be seen through the other
wi ndows. Here a vast shanty town existed. Hundreds on thousands of makeshift
dwel | i ngs had been thrown together out of every conceivabl e piece of waste
material: corrugated iron, crates, auto tyres, beer barrels. Many of these
mean houses were open to the sky, or sheltered beneath worn-out tarpaulins or
pl astic sheeting. None of the houses had w ndows, only crude holes, and very
few of them had any kind of door. Adults and children squatted by the side of
the road, watching with dull eyes as the bus went by. Rusty cars and old oi
drunms littered every flat space. Dogs ran wild everywhere.

| watched this sordid township with a feeling of vague but painful
guilt, aware that Seri and | were the only two people 011 the bus dressed in
new or clean clothes, that the other passengers probably recognized this as
the "real" Miriseay, that they had 110 econonic access either to ny hotel or
Seri's apartnent. | recalled the ribbon devel opnent of |uxury homes | had seen
fromthe ship, and ny thoughts about the gl anorized i mage of the islands
portrayed in the nedia.

| 1 ooked away, to ny side of the bus, but now the road had wandered away

fromthe river and the shanty town extended here too. | watched the tunbl edown
shacks as we passed and tried to imagine what it nust he like to live there.
Wul d | even consider the Lotterie treatnent, | wondered, if | lived in a

pl ace like that?

At last the bus left the township and entered open countrysi de. Fan
ahead the nountains rose. Sone of the parched |and was being cultivated, but
much of it lay enpty.

W passed an airport on the right, surprising me. Air travel was
supposed to be prohibited within the Archipel ago, the airspace regul ated by
t he Covenant of Neutrality. But to judge by the pylons of electronic sensors,
and the ground-radar dishes, Miriseay Airport was as nodern as any equi val ent
in the north. Approaching the termnal buildings | saw several l|large aircraft
parked in the distance, but they were too far away for me to distinguish the



mar ki ngs.

"I's this a passenger airport?" | said quietly to Seri

"No, purely mlitary. Miriseay receives nost of the troops fromthe
north, but there are no canps here. The nen are taken straight to ships, on
the southern coast."

Sone friends of mine in Jethra were associated with a civil rights
group, concerned with nmonitoring the Covenant. According to them many of the
larger islands were the sites of mlitary transit- and rest-canps. These were
not strictly in breach of the Covenant, but represented one of its odder
aspects. Such canps were used by both sides, and sonetines by both arnies at
once. However, | had seen no sign of them and guessed they must be situated a
long way fromthe roads or regular shipping | anes.

The bus halted outside the airport, and nost of the passengers clinbed
out, clutching their bundles and parcels. Seri said they would be the civilian
staff: caterers, cleaners, and so on. Soon after we set off again, the
wel | - paved road we had been foll owi ng gave out, and becane a dusty, pot-holed
track instead. Fromhere, the rest of the journey was nmarked by the constant
[ urching of the bus, the roaring of the engine in | ow gear and occasi ona
bangs fromthe suspension. And dust: the tyres threw up cl ouds of dust and
grit which flewin the open wi ndows, grimng our clothes, marking the tiny
lines of the face and gritting between the teeth.

Seri becane tal kative, and as the track rose into the foothills and the
countrysi de became greener, she told nme about some of the islands she had
visited and things she had seen. | discovered a few nore facts about her: she
had worked on ships for sone tinme, she had | earned how to weave, she had been
married for a brief period.

Now that we were in rising agricultural country, the bus nade frequent
stops to take on or let off passengers. At each of these stops people
clustered around the bus, offering things for sale. Seri and |, marked out by
our clothes, were the obvious focus of attention. Sonetimes we bought fruit,
and once we were served | ukewarm bl ack cof fee from a chi pped enamel bucket; by
then | was so thirsty fromthe heat and dust that | easily overcane
fastidi ousness and drank fromthe one cup shared by everyone.

A few mnutes later the bus broke down. The driver investigated, and
steam burst forth fromthe radiator.

Seri was smling.

"I take it this always happens?" | said.

"Yes, but not as soon as this. It normally boils when we start
cl i mbi ng. "

After loud discussion with the passengers at the front, the driver set
of f back down the road towards the last village, acconpanied by two of the
nen.

Unexpectedly, Seri slipped her hand into m ne and | eaned agai nst ne
slightly. She squeezed ny fingers.

"How much further are we going?" | said.

"We're nearly there. The next village."

"Couldn't we walk? 1'd like to stretch nmy legs."

"Let's wait. He's only gone to get water. It doesn't | ook steep, but
it's uphill all the way."

She cl osed her eyes, resting her head on ny shoulder. | stared ahead,
| ooking at the bulk of the mountains now rising directly before us. Al though
we had clinmbed a | ong way since |leaving the town, the air was still warm and

there was hardly any w nd. Vineyards stretched on either side of the road.
could see tall cypresses in the distance, black against the sky. Seri dozed

for a while, but I was getting stiff so | roused her. | clinbed down fromthe
bus and wal ked a di stance up the road, relishing the exercise and the
sunshine. It was not as humid here, the air snelt different. | wal ked as far

as the crest of the rise the bus had been clinbing when it broke down, and
here | stopped and | ooked back. The plain stretched out before me, wavering in
the thenmal s, a fusion of greys and greens and ochnous yellows. In the



di stance, on the horizon, was the sea, but there was a haze and | could not
see any ot her isl ands.

| sat down, and after a few minutes | saw Seri wal king up the road to
join ne. As she sat down beside ne she said: "The bus has broken down every
tinme |'ve been on it."

"It doesn't matter. W're not in a hurry.”

Agai n she slipped her hand into mne. "Wiy did you | eave ne there?"

I thought of excuses--fresh air, exercise, see the view-but changed ny

m nd.

"I suppose |I'ma bit shy of you," | said. "Last night, when you left ne
in the bar, | thought 1'd made a m st ake."

"I just had to see soneone. A friend. |1'd rather have been with you."

She was | ooki ng away, but she was hol ding ny hand tightly.

Later, we saw the group of nen returning to the bus with a can of water,
so we wal ked down and took our seats again. In a few mnutes the journey
resumed, as dusty and lurching as before. Soon the road was rising through
trees, turning into a pass in the mountains invisible fromwhere we had
halted. Tall eucal ypts grew on each side of the track, the white bark peeling.
Above, a ceiling of blueish-green | eaves, glinpses of sky; below, a tw sting
shal l ow river, seen fleetingly through the trees. The pass curved, and the
road with it, and for a minute | saw a superb nountai nscape, rocks and trees
and broad shoul ders of scree. Water tunbled down the face of the rocks,
bounci ng and spuning through the gumtrees to the river below. The dusty plain
around Muriseay Town was |ost to sight.

Seri was staring through the open window as if it was the first tine she
too had been along this road. | began to sense the scale of these nountains;
by Fai andl and standards they were | ow and unspectacul ar, because the High
Massif in the north of the country contained the grandest nountain scenery in
the world. Here on Miriseay, scale and expectations were smaller, the effect
nore conpact yet nore startling. One could relate enptionally to this scenery:
it was human-sized w thout being donestic.

"Do you like it?" Seri said.

"Yes, of course."

"We're alnost there."

| |1 ooked ahead but could see only the track clinbing through the trees
i nto green penunbr a.

Seri shoul dered her bag and nade her way up the aisle to the front of
t he bus. She spoke briefly to the driver. In a few nonments we cane to a part
of the road where it opened out, and where two wooden benches had been built
at the side. The bus halted, and we clinbed down.

9

A path led down fromthe road, worn fromthe undergromh to expose the
soil. Stripped tree-branches had been laid in the ground at intervals to
provi de crude steps, and in the steepest places there was a handrail. W

descended rapi dly because the soil was dry and firm and al nost before the
sound of the bus's engine had faded into the distance we saw the roofs of a
vil | age bel ow us.

The path opened out on to a levelled area, where several cars were
parked, and from here we canme straight into the centre of the village. This
was a pleasing double row of well-preserved old buildings. One or two had been
converted to shops: there was a souvenir shop, a snmall restaurant and a
garage. Because we were both hungry we went straight to the restaurant, and
sat at one of the tables under the trees at the hack

It was good to sit down without the intrusive racket of the bus, on the
flying grit; we were in the shade, the river flowed at the end of the garden
and high in the trees overhead were birds invisible to us, making a strange
and abrupt bell-like call. The neal was a dish called valti. Native to



Miriseay it was a colourful mxture of rice, beans, tonatoes and neat, served
in a spicy saffron-col oured sauce. Seri and | spoke little, but we had becone
detectably cl oser to each ot her

Afterwards, we wal ked through the village until we came to the river.
Here, a broad | awn had been | aid and a nunber of people were sitting around,
relaxing in the shade of the trees. It was a peaceful place, nade oddly nore
silent by the river sounds and the birdsong. A wooden bridge, rustic but
solid, led across to the other side where another path clinbed erratically
through the trees. There was a great stillness to the air, and the snell of
t he eucal ypts, rem nding ne obscurely of childhood medi ci nes, hung thick in
t he warm day. Below, we could hear the river on the stones.

W had not clinbed far when we cane to a single-bar gate across the
path. Seri slipped two coins into a box, and we went through. Beyond the gate
the path went nore steeply up the hillside, leading to a narrow cleft in the
rock. We cl anbered through, and | saw that the corners and angl es of the rock
had been worn snooth by feet. Now the path went down, while the walls of rock
st eepened above us. A few small trees and bushes grew on the ground besi de us,
but the rock was bare, crowned with foliage, darkening the vale.

Three peopl e were wal ki ng hack al ong the path towards us, but they
passed without saying anything. It was oppressively quiet in the tiny valley,
and the fewthings Seri and | said to each other were in hushed voices. It was
the sane sort of quietude adopted by non-believers who visit a church; here in
the nountains the same serene stasis existed.

| heard the sound of water, and as the path turned towards the tall est
face of rock I saw the pool

There was a spring in the rock, flowi ng across a flat surface, and
trickling out over the edge were a nunber of tiny waterfalls. They poured down
into the dank pool bel ow, making a sonorous dripping noise, anplified into a
hol | ow echoi ng by the concave wall of rock behind. The pool itself was bl ack
with an illusion of greenness fromthe overhangi ng shrubbery. Its surface
trenbl ed continuously, while the unceasing water fell from above.

Al though the air in the valley was as warm as el sewhere, there was a
chill quality given by the sound of the water. Unaccountably, | felt myself
shiver, the nervous tic that brings an unexpl ai ned shudder, the feeling that
is said to be like soneone wal ki ng over your grave. The pool was beautiful in
a sinple way, but it had a presence | could not like. It was cluttered with
i ncongruity.

Hanging fromthe Iip of the water shelf was a bizarre array of househol d
items. There, in the flow of water, someone had dangl ed an old shoe. Next to
it swng a child s knitted jacket, bobbing as the water turned it. Then there
was a pair of sandals, a wooden matchbox, a ball of string, a raffia basket, a
necktie, a glove. They had a faint sheen of greyness, unclearly seen as the
wat er poured over and through them

Thi s juxtaposition had an eerie, unexplained quality to it, like a
sheep's heart nailed to a door, a token of ritual nagic.

Seri said: "They're petrifying, turning to stone."

"Not literally."

"No . . . but there's something in the water. Silica, | think. Anything
hung in the water builds up a coating."

"But why shoul d anyone want a stone shoe?"

"That's the people who run the souvenir shop. They put nost of the stuff
here, although anyone can | eave sonething. The people in the shop say it wll
bring you luck. It's just a novelty, really."

"I's this what you brought ne to see?" | said.
"Yes."

"Wy, Seri ?"

"I"'mnot sure. | thought you'd like it here."

W sat down together on the grass, regarding the petrifying pool and its
notl ey of domestic fetishes. Wiile we were there, nore peopl e wal ked through
the vale and visited the pool. They were in a group of about ten, wth



children runni ng around and naking a noi se. They made rmuch of the objects
dangling in the falls, and one of the nmen was phot ographed | eani ng out over
the pool with his hand in the trickling water. Afterwards, as they wal ked
away, he was still pretending his hand had been turned to stone, as he w el ded
it like arigid claw

| wondered what would happen if something living really was laid out
beneath the falling water. Wuld it too acquire a veneer of stone, or would
skin reject it? Cbviously a human being or an aninmal would sinply not keep
still or stay |ong enough. A corpse, though, could probably turn to stone;
organi ¢ death to inorganic permanence.

Wth such distracting macabre thoughts | sat silently with Seri while

the birds made their strange noise overhead. It was still warm but | noticed

a gradual reduction in the intensity of sunlight on the trees above us. | was

unused to being so far south as this, and the sudden twlights still surprised
ne.

"What time does it get dark?" | said.

Seri glanced at her wistwatch. "Not | ong. W ought to get back up to
the road. There's a bus in about half an hour."

"I'f it hasn't broken down again."

"That's if it has," she said with a wy smle. W wal ked up through the
little valley, then along the path to the bridge over the river. Lights were
coming on in the village as we passed through, and by the tine we had
clanbered up to the road it was al nost dark. W sat down on one of the benches
and |listened to the evening sounds. Cicadas scraped for a while, but then
there was a brief and lovely burst of hirdsong, like the dawn chorus in the
Fai andl and countryside, transforned in the tropics. Below us, we heard nusic
fromthe village, and the shallow river

As the dark becane absolute, the physical tension we had both been
suppressi ng suddenly was rel eased. Wthout either of us initiating it, or so
it seemed, we were kissing passionately, |eaving no doubts. But in a while,
Seri drew back fromne and said: "The bus won't be coming now It's too |late.
Not hi ng's all owed on the road past the airport after dark."

| said: "You knew that before we cane here."

"Well, yes." She kissed ne.

"Can we stay sonewhere in the village?"

"I think I know a place."

W went slowy down the wooded path, stunbling on the steps, heading
down to the village lights we could just see through the trees. Seri led me to
a house set back slightly fromthe road, and spoke in patois to the woman who
cane to the door. Mney changed hands, and we were taken up to a room tucked
under the roof: black-painted wooden rafters sl oped over the bed. W had said

not hi ng on the way, suspending it all, but as soon as we were al one, Seri
slipped out of her clothes and lay on the bed. | quickly joined her
An hour or two later, drained of the tension but still not really

knowi ng each other, we dressed and went across to the restaurant. There were
no other visitors in the village, and the owner had closed for the night.
Agai n, Seri spoke persuasively in patois, and gave the man some noney. After a
del ay we were brought a sinple neal of bacon and beans, served in rice.

| said, while we were eating: "l nust give you sone noney."

"Why? | can get all this back fromthe Lotterie."

Under the table our knees were touching, hers slightly gripping nine.
said: "Do | have to give you back to the Lotterie?"

She shook her head. "I'mthinking of quitting the job. It's time |
changed i sl ands. "

n W]y?ll

"I"ve been on Miriseay |ong enough. I want to find somewhere quieter."

"I's that the only reason?"

"Part of it. | don't get on too well with the manager in the office. And

the job's not quite what | expected."
"What do you nean?"



"It doesn't matter. I'Il tell you sonetine."

W did not want to return to the roominmedi ately, so we wal ked up and
down the village street, our arns around each other. It was getting cool

W stopped by the souvenir shop and | ooked in at the |ighted w ndow
display. It was full of petrified objects, bizarre and rnundane at once.

Wal king again, | said: "Tell me why you want to quit the job."

"I thought | did."

"You said it wasn't what you expected."

Seri said nothing at first. W crossed the wide |awn by the river, and
stood on the bridge. We could hear the myrtaceous trees nmoving in the breeze.
At last Seri said: "I can't make up nmy mind about the prize. I'mfull of
contradictions about it. In the job I've got to hel p people, and encourage
themto go on to the clinic and receive the treatnment."

"Do many of them need encouragenent?" | said, thinking of course of ny
own doubts.

"No. Afew are worried in case it's dangerous. They just need someone to
tell themit isn't. But you see, everything | do is based on the assunption

that the Lotterie is a good thing. I'mjust not sure any nore that it is.”
n W]y?ll
"Well, for one thing, you're the youngest wi nner |'ve ever seen

Everyone else is at least forty or fifty, and sone of themare extrenely old.
What it seens to nean is that the majority of people who buy the tickets are
the sane age. If you think about it, that nmeans the Lotterie is just

expl oiting people's fear of dying."

"That's understandable,” | said. "And surely athanasia itself was
devel oped because of the sane fear?"
"Yes . . . but the lottery system seens so indiscrimnate. Wien | first

started the job I thought the treatnent should only go to people who are ill.
Then | saw sonme of the mail we get. Every day, the office receives hundreds of
letters frompeople in hospital, pleading for the treatment. The clinic sinply
couldn't cope with even a fraction of them™

"What do you do about the letters?"

"You'll hate the answer."

"CGo on."

"We send thema formletter, and a conplinmentary ticket for the next
draw. And we only send a ticket if they wite froma hospital for incurable
di seases. "

"That rmust bring themconfort,"” | said.

"I don't like it any nore than you do. No one at the office likes it.
Eventual ly, | began to understand why it was necessary. Suppose we gave the
treatment to anyone with cancer. Wy is someone deserving of athanasia just
because they're ill? Thieves and swi ndlers and rapists get cancer just like
anyone el se.™

"But it would be humanitarian," | said, thinking that thieves and
rapi sts can also win lotteries.

"I't's unworkabl e, Peter. There's a booklet in the office. I'll let you
read it if you want to. It's the Lotterie's argunent against treating the
sick. There are thousands, perhaps mllions, of people suffering from cancer
The clinic can't treat themall. The treatnment's too expensive, and it's too
slow. So they would have to he selective. They would have to go through case
histories, | ook for people they consider deserving, narrow it down to a few
hundred a year. And _who_ sits in judgenent? Who can deci de that one person
deserves to live while another deserves to die? It might conceivably work for
a short time . . . but then there woul d be sonmeone denied the treatnent,
someone in power or soneone in the media. Perhaps they'd be given the
treatment to keep them quiet, and at once the systemis corrupted.”

| felt the skin on Seri's armas she pressed a hand on mne. She was
cold, like me, so we started wal ki ng back towards the house. The nount ai ns
| oomed bl ack around us; everything was silent.

"You' ve tal ked ne out of going to the clinic,” I said. "I don't want



anything nmore to do with this."
"I think you should."

"But why?"

"I told you I was full of contradictions.” She was shivering. "Let's go
inside and 1'Il tell you."

In the house the upstairs roomfelt as if it had been heated, after the
unexpected freshness of the night nountain air. | touched one of the overhead
beams, and it was still warmfromthe day's sun

W sat down on the edge of the bed, side by side, very chaste. Seri took
nmy hand, teasing the palmwith her fingers.

She said: "You' ve got to have the treatnent because the lottery is run
fairly, and the lottery is the only defence against corruption. Before | got
the job | used to hear the stories. You know, the ones we've all heard, about
peopl e buying their way in. The first thing they tell you when you start the
job is that this isn't true. They show you what they call the proof . . . the
total amount of drugs they can synthesize in a year, the maxi mum capacity of
the equipnent. It tallies exactly with the nunber of prize-w nners every year
They're very defensive about it, to the point where you suspect they're
covering somet hing up."

"Are they?"

"They _nust_ be, Peter. Wat about Manki nova?"

Yosep Manki nova was the former prinme mnister of Bagonne, a country in
the north with supposed non-aligned status. Because of its strategic
i mportance--o0il reserves, plus a geographical |ocation commandi ng cruci al
sea- | anes- - Bagonne exercised political and econom c influence out of al
proportion to its size. Mankinova, an extrenme right-w ng politician, had
governed Bagonne in the years leading up to the war, but about twenty-five
years ago had been forced to resign when evidence was found that he had
corruptly received the athanasia treatnment. No final proof was established.
Lotterie-Collago had enphatically denied it, but shortly afterwards two of the
i nvestigating journalists died in nysterious circunstances. Events noved on,

t he scandal faded and Manki nova went into obscurity. But recently, a few

nmont hs before | left Jethra, the story had been revived. A nunber of
phot ogr aphs appeared in newspapers, alleged to be of Mankinova. If this was
so, they reveal ed that he | ooked no ol der than he had been at the tine of his
resignation. He was a man in his eighties who | ooked like a man in his
fifties.

| said: "It would be naive to think that that sort of thing doesn't
happen. "

"I"mnot naive. But the nunber of people they can treat is linited, and
anyone who wins the prize and then turns it down sinmply makes it possible.”

"Now you' re supposing that | deserve to live, and soneone el se doesn't."

"No . . . that's already been decided by the conputer. You're just a
random wi nner. That's why you nust go on."

| stared at the threadbare carpet, thinking that everything she said

only deepened ny doubts. | was of course tenpted by the idea of living a |ong
and healthy life, and the notion of refusing it was one which would require a
strength | had never before possessed. | was not a Del oi nne, highly
principled, austerely noralistic. | was greedy for life, greedy even for

living, as Deloinne had put it, and a part of me could never deny this. But it
continued to feel wong, in a way | understood only vaguely. It was not for
ne.

And | thought of Seri. So far we were casual |overs, two people who had
recently met, who had al ready made | ove and who probably woul d again, yet who
had no enotional commitnent to each other. It was possible the relationship
woul d devel op, that we would continue to know each other, perhaps fall in |ove
in the conventional sense. | tried to i magi ne what woul d happen if | took the
treatment while she did not. She, or anyone | might becone involved wth,
woul d grow steadily older and I would not. My friends, my famly, would nove
on into biological future, while | would be fixed, or petrified.



Seri left the bed, stripped off her shirt and ran water for washing into
the basin. | watched her curved back as she | eaned down to wash her face and
arms. She had a slim ordinary body, very conpact and supple. Bendi ng down she
| ooked at ne around her shoulder, smling invertedly.

"You're staring," she said.

"Why not ?"

But I was only | ooking abstractedly. | was thinking about what deci sion,
if any, | should rmake. | supposed that it was conflict between mnd and heart.
If I followed ny instincts, my selfish greed, | shoul d abandon my doubts and
travel to Collago and beconme an athanasian; if | listened to nmy thoughts,
shoul d not.

When we were in bed we nmade | ove again, less urgently than the first
tinme but with an affection that had not been there before. | was w de awake
afterwards, and | lay back in the crunpled sheets staring at the ceiling. Seri
lay curled in my arm her head agai nst nmy neck, a hand lying on ny chest.

"Are you going to go to Collago?" she said.

"I don't know yet."

"If you do, I'lIl go with you."

"\Why 2"

"I want to be with you. | told you, I"'mquitting nmy job."

"I'd like that," | said.

"I want to be sure--"

"That 1'Il go through with it?"

"No . . . that if you do, then afterwards you'll be all right. I can't

say why." She noved suddenly, resting on an el bow and | ooki ng down at ne.
"Peter, there's sonething about the treatnent | don't like. It frightens ne."
"I's it dangerous?"

"No, not dangerous. There's no risk. It's what happens afterwards. |'m
not supposed to tell you."

"But you will," 1 said.

"Yes." She kissed ne briefly. "Wien you get to the clinic there are a

few prelimnaries. One of themis a conplete nmedical check-over. Another is,
you have to answer a questionnaire. It's one of the conditions. In the office
we call it the longest formin the world. It asks you everything about

yoursel f."

"I have to wite ny autobi ography."”

"That's what it anounts to, yes."

"They told me this in Jethra," | said. "They didn't say it was a
guestionnaire, but that before the treatnment | would have to wite a conplete
account of nyself."

"Did they tell you why?"

"No. | just assumed it was part of the treatment."

"It's nothing to do with the treatnent itself. It's used in the
rehabilitation afterwards. Wat they do to you, to nmake you athanasian, is
cl ean out your system They renew your body, but they w pe your mind. You'l
be ammesi ac afterwards."”

| said nothing, |ooking back into her earnest eyes.

She said: "The questionnaire beconmes the basis for your new life. You
become what you wote. Doesn't that scare you?"

| remenbered the Iong nonths in Golan's villa in the hills near Jethra,
my quest to tell the truth, the various devices | had used to discover that
truth, the certainty that | had succeeded, and, finally, the sense of renewal
| had felt when I finished. That manuscript, presently Ilying in my hotel room
in Muriseay Town, contained ny life as surely as words contai ned neani ng.

had al ready becone what | had witten. | was _defined_ by ny work.
| said: "No, it doesn't scare ne."
"It does nme. That's why | want to be there with you. | don't believe

what they claim that the patients recover their identities."
| hugged her, and although she resisted at first she soon rel axed and
| ay down besi de nme again.



"I haven't made up nmy mind yet. But |I think I'lIl go to the island, and
deci de when I'mthere.”

Seri said nothing, holding herself against ne.

"I"ve got to find out for nyself,"” | said.

Her face buried in ny side, Seri said: "Can | cone with you?"

"Yes, of course."

"Talk to ne, Peter. VWile we travel, tell me who you are. | want to know
you. "

W drifted off into sleep soon after that. During the night | dreamed I
was hangi ng on a rope beneath a waterfall, spinning and bobbing in the
relentless torrent. Gadually my |inbs becane stiffer and nmy m nd becane
frozen, until | shifted in ny sleep and the dream di ed.
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It was raining in Sheffield. | had been given the small front bedroomin

Felicity's house, and when | was there | could be alone. | would sonetines

stand for hours at the wi ndow | ooki ng across the roofs at the industrial
scenery beyond. Sheffield was an ugly, functional city, fallen fromits great
days of steelworking, now an untidy urban nmess that flowed up to the Pennine
H1lls in the west and bl ended under the arches of the notorway viaduct wth
the smaller town of Rotherhamto the east. It was on this side of Sheffield
that Felicity and Janes had their house.

Greenway Park was an island of clean m ddl e-class houses and gardens,
surrounded by the ol der and gl oom er suburbs of the city. In the centre of the
estate the planners had | eft an open space of about half an acre, in which
young saplings had been planted, and into which the residents took their dogs
to defecate. Felicity and Janes had a dog, and his name was Jasper or
Jasper boy, dependi ng.

Fromthe nmonent | arrived at the house, | entered a conplicated,
wi thdrawn state of mind. | acknow edged that Felicity was doing me a favour,
that | had made a nmess of my life in Edwin's cottage, that the tine had cone
for a formof recuperation, and so | becane subm ssive and conpliant. | knew
that nmy obsessive interest in ny nmanuscript was responsible for ny errors, so
| tried to put it out of my mind. At the sane tinme, | continued in the belief
that the work |I had been doing was crucial to ny sense of identity, and that
Felicity had dragged ne away fromit. | was therefore deeply resentful and
angry, and | wi thdrew from her

| became detached fromlife in her house, and was obsessed with trivia.
I could not help but notice everything. | was critical of the house, their
habits, their attitudes. | disliked their friends. | felt suffocated by their
cl oseness, their normality. | watched the way Janmes ate, the fact that he had
alittle paunch, that he went jogging. | noted the tel evision progranmmes they
wat ched, the sort of food Felicity cooked, the things they said to their
children. These two, Alan and Tarnsin, were for a tinme allies, because | too
was treated like a child.

| suppressed ny feelings. | tried tojoininwith their life, to show
the gratitude that | knew | ought to feel, but Felicity and | had sinply grown
apart. Everything about her life grated on ne.

Many weeks went by. Autumm passed and winter cane; Christmas was a brief
respite because the children becanme nore inportant than ne. But in general we
were irritants for each other.

On alternate weekends all five of us would drive down in Janes's Vol vo
to the house in Herefordshire. These were expeditions | dreaded, although
Felicity and Janmes seened to |l ook forward to them It gave the children a
taste for the countryside, Felicity said, and Jasper-boy enjoyed the exercise.

The house was shaping up well, Janes said, and often tel ephoned Edwi n
and Marge to give themwhat he called progress reports. | was always made to
work in the garden, clearing the tangle of overgrown shrubs and maki ng them



into conpost. Janmes and Felicity and the children concentrated on the
decorating. My white room still intact until these visits, was the first to
be done: magnolia emul sion made a tasteful background for the curtain materi al
Marge had described on the phone to Felicity. James hired | ocal electricians
and pl asterers, and soon the sinple cottage was turned into just what Edw n
and Marge want ed.

Felicity helped ne in the garden one weekend, and while | was on the
ot her side of the house she uprooted the honeysuckl e and dunped it on the huge
new heap that woul d one day decay into garden conpost.

| said: "That was a honeysuckle."

"It was dead, whatever it was."

"Plants |l ose their leaves in winter," | said. "It's called nature.”

"Then that proves it wasn't a honeysuckle, because they're evergreen."

| rescued the plant fromthe heap, and stuck its roots back in the soil

but when we returned two weeks later it had nysteriously vanished. | was
extremely saddened by this vandalism because the honeysuckl e was sonet hi ng
had | oved. | renenbered those evening scents while | was witing in nmy white

room and it was this incident that at last returned ne to ny manuscript. As
soon as we were back in Geenway Park |I took it frommy holdall where | kept
it hidden, and started to read through it.

| had difficulty with it at first, because | was di sappointed wi th what
I found. It was as if, during the weeks | had been away fromit, the words had
decayed or dimnished. Wat | found seened like a synopsis for the real thing.
Later pages were better, but | was unhappy.

| knew | ought to go through the manuscript yet again, but something

hel d ne back. | shrank away fromthe prospect of renewing Felicity's interest
in what | had been witing; while the manuscript was hidden in nmy bag | could
forget it, and so could Felicity. Everyone said how well | was doing.

The manuscript was a rem nder of ny past, what | m ght have been. It was
dangerous to me; it excited ne and seduced nme, charged ne wi th imagination
but the reality of it was a di sappoi ntnent.

So | stared at the unsatisfactory pages spread on the table in ny room
and for a while | stood at the wi ndow and | ooked across the city at the
di stant Pennines, and then at last | bul ked the pages and squared them off and
returned themto the holdall. Afterwards, | stood by the wi ndow for the rest
of the afternoon, playing idly with the macrame plant hol der that hung from
the ceiling, and watched the city lights come on as the Pennines receded into
the mist.

Wth the com ng of the New Year the weather deteriorated, and so too did
t he atnosphere in the house. The children no | onger wanted to play with ne,
and al t hough Janes remained superficially friendly to me, Felicity becane
al nrost overtly hostile. She served ny food at nealtines in a glaring silence,
and if | offered to help around the house | was told to keep out of the way. |
spent nore and nmore tine in nmy room standing by the w ndow and | ooking at the
snow on the distant hills.

The Penni ne Chain had al ways been an inportant part of ny nental
envi ronnent. Childhood in the Manchester suburb: safe houses and streets with
nei ghbours and gardens, school close at hand, but always a fewmles to the
east, dark and undulating and wild, the Pennine Hills. Now |l was to the other
side of thembut the hills were the sane: a barren wil derness bisecting
England. It seenmed to ne they were a synbol of neutrality, a bal ance, dividing
my past life fromny present. Perhaps there, in the steep curving valleys
between the |inmestone noors, was sonme nore abstract clue to where | had failed

inm life. Living on a small island like Britain, nmodern and civilized, one

felt the elenents |l ess. There were just the sea and the hills, and in

Sheffield the hills were nearer. | needed sonething el enental to clarify ne.
One day, following an idea, | asked the children if they had ever been

to the caves in Castleton, deep in the Pennines. Before |long they were
pestering their parents to take themto see the Bottom ess Pit, the Blue John
Caves, the pool which could turn things to stone.



Felicity said to nme: "Have you put themup to this, Peter?"

"It would be nice to go up in the hills."

"James won't drive up there in the snow "

Fortunately, the weather changed soon after this, and a spell of warm
wind and rain nelted the snow and once agai n sharpened the dark sil houette of
t he Pennines. For a few days it |ooked as if the children had forgotten ny
i dea, but then, entirely w thout nmy pronpting, Al an brought up the subject
again. Felicity said she would see, frowned at ne and changed the subject.

| turned again to nmy manuscript, feeling that something was beginning to
nove in ne.

| made a resolution that this tinme | would read it through to the end,
suppressing criticism | wanted to discover _what_| had witten, not how
had witten. Only then would | deci de whether another draft should be
undert aken.

Stylistically, the early pages were the worst, but as soon as | was past
them| found it easy to read. My strongest inpression was an odd one: that |
was not so nuch reading as recalling. | was still virtually word-perfect, and
| felt that all |I had to do was hold the pages in nmy hand and turn them one by
one, and the story would spring spontaneously to mind

| had always believed that | had put the essence of myself into the
pages, and now that | was again in touch with the preoccupation of the |ong
summer | experienced the nost extraordinary feeling of security and
reassurance. It was as if | had wandered away from nysel f, but now | was
returning. | felt confident, sane, outward-I|ooking and energetic.

Downstairs, while | read, James was putting up sone bookshel ves, even
t hough the house was al nbost devoid of books. Felicity had sone pot plants and
ornanents that needed a place. The sound of the electric drill interrupted the
readi ng, like incorrect punctuation

| had taken my work for granted. During the weeks | had been | angui shing
in Felicity's house | had neglected ny identity. Here, in the pages, was all |
had m ssed. | was in contact with nyself again.

Certai n passages were astonishingly acute in their observation. There
was a roundness to the ideas, a consistency to the whole. Wth each revel ati on
| felt my confidence return. | started to live again, as once before |I had
lived vicariously through ny witing. | recognized the truths, as once | had
created them Above all, | identified strongly with the fictions | had devised
and the | andscape in which they were set.

Felicity, in real life changed beyond recognition by her children, her
husband, her attitudes, becane explicable to ne as "Kalia". James featured, in
shadow, as "Yallow'. Gracia was "Seri". | lived again in the city of Jethra,
by the sea, overlooking islands. | sat at ny table by the windowin Felicity's
house, staring across Sheffield at the bl eak npbors beyond, as in the closing
passages of the manuscript | stood on a rise in Jethra's Seigniory Park
staring across the roofs at the sea.

Those islands of the Archipelago were as the Pennine Hills: neutra
territory, a place to wander, a division between past and present, a way of
escape.

| read the manuscript through to the end, to that |ast unfinished
sentence, then went downstairs to help Janes with his carpentry. My nood was
good and we all responded. Later, before the children went to bed, Felicity
suggested we could all visit Castleton at the weekend; it would nmake a nice
day out.

| remained in high spirits until the day. Felicity packed a picnic |unch
in the norning, saying that if it rained we could eat in the car, but there
was a picnic area just outside the village. | anticipated freedom a |ack of
direction, a wandering. Janes drove the Volvo through the crowded centre of
Sheffield, then headed up into the Pennines, followi ng the road to
Chapel -en-le-Frith, clinbing past sodden green hill pasture and by scree
slopes of fallen |linmestone. The wind buffeted the car, exhilarating ne. These
were the horizon hills, the distant shapes that had al ways been on the margin



of my life. |I sat in the centre of the back seat, between Al an and Tansin,
listening to Felicity. The dog was crouched in the baggage space behi nd.

W parked in a small open space on the edge of Castleton village, and we
all clinbed out. The wind blustered around us, spotting us with rain. The
children burrowed deeper into their weatherproof anoraks, and Tamsin said she
wanted to go to the lavatory. Janes | ocked the car, and tested the handl es.

| said: "I think 1'll go for a walk by myself."

"Don't forget lunch. We're going to | ook at the caves."

They headed off, content to he wi thout nme. James had a wal ki ng stick
and Jasper bounded around him

Al one, | stood with nmy hands deep in ny pockets, |ooking around for a
wal k to take. There was only one other car in the park: a green Triunph
Heral d, spotted with rust. The woman sitting behind the wheel had been
regardi ng ne, and now she opened the door and stood where | could see her

"Hell o, Peter," she said, and at last | recogni zed her
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Dark hair, dark eyes; these | noticed at once. The wi nd took her hair
back from her face, exposing the rather w de forehead, the eyes sunk beneath.
Gracia had al ways been too thin, and the wind was not flattering her. She had
her old fur coat on, the one we had bought froma stall in Canden Lock one
Sat urday afternoon in sumrer, the one with the torn lining and the rents
beneath the sl eeves. This had never buttoned, and she held it closed in front
of her by keeping her hands in the pockets. Yet she stood erect, letting ne
see her, letting the wind knock her. She was as she had ever been: tall
angul ar of face, untidy and casual, unsuited to open air or countryside, nore
at home in London flats and streets, the basenments of cities. There she
bl ended, here she was incongruous. Gypsy bl ood, she once had told ne, but she
rarely |l eft London, she had never known the road.

| went across to her, surprised as nuch by how faniliar she | ooked as by
the fact she was there. | was not thinking, only noticing. There was an
awkwar d nmonent, when we stood facing each other by her car, neither of us
sayi ng anything, then spontaneously we noved quickly and put our arns around
one another. W held tight, pressing our faces together w thout kissing; her

cheeks were cold, and the fur of the coat was danp. | felt a surge of relief
and happi ness, a marvelling that she was safe and we were together again. |
held on and held on, unwilling to let the reality of her frail body go, and

soon | was crying with her. Gracia had never made nme cry, nor | her. We had
been sophisticates in London, whatever that neant, although at the end, in the
nmont hs before we parted, there had been a tautness in us that was just a
suppressi on of enotion. Qur cool ness to each other had beconme a habit, a
manneri smthat becane self-generating. W had known each other too long to
break out of patterns.

Suddenly, | knew that Seri, by whom| tried to understand G acia, had
never existed. Gacia, holding me as tightly as | held her, defied definition
Gracia was Gracia: fickle, sweet-snelling, noody, unpredictable, funny. |
could define Gracia only by being with her, so that through her | defined
nmyself. | held her nore tightly still, pressing ny |ips against her white
neck, tasting her. The fur coat had opened as she raised her arms to take ne,
and | could feel her thin body through her blouse and skirt; she had been
wearing the sanme cl othes when | |ast saw her, at the end of the previous
wi nter.

At last | stepped back fromher, but held her hands. Gracia stood
| ooki ng down at the ground, then let go of my hands, bl ew her nose on a
ti ssue. She reached into the car for her shoul der bag, then slanmed the door
| held her again, arms around her back, but not pressing her to me. She kissed
me, and we | aughed.

"I didn't think 1'd see you again," | said.



"Neither did 1. | didn't want to, for a long tine."

"\Where have you been |iving?"

"I moved in with a friend." She had | ooked away, briefly. "Wat about
you?"

"I was down in the country for a tinme. | had to sort things out. Since
then 1've been with Felicity."

"l know. She told me."

"I's that why you--7?"

She gl anced at Janmes's Volvo, then said: "Felicity told nme you'd be
here. I wanted to see you again."

Felicity had arranged the neeting, of course. After the weekend | had
spent in Sheffield with Gracia, Felicity had gone out of her way to befriend
her. But the two wonmen were not friends, in the usual sense. Felicity's
gestures towards Gacia had been political, significant to me. She saw G acia
as a victimof ny shortcom ngs, and hel ping Gacia was her way of expressing
di sapproval of ne, and sonething nore general: responsibility, and sisterhood
bet ween wonen. It was revealing that Felicity had not arranged the neeting at
Greenway Park. She probably despi sed Gracia without knowing it. G acia was
just a wounded bird, soneone to be helped with a splint and a spoon of warm
ml k. That | had done the woundi ng was where her concern began, naturally

enough.

W started wal king into the village, holding hands and pressing
shoul ders, heedl ess of the cold and the wind. | had beconme alive in ny nind,
sensing a further nove forward. | had not felt like this since before ny
father died. | had been obsessed with the past too long, too concerned wth

nmyself. All that | had been damming up in ne now fl owed towards an outlet:
Gracia, part of my past yet returning.

The main street of the village was narrow and wi ndi ng, pressed in by the
grey houses. Traffic went through noisily, throwing up fine spray with the
tyres.

"Can we find sonewhere for coffee?" Gacia said. She had al ways drunk a
| ot of cheap instant coffee, nade too weakly and with white sugar. | squeezed
her hand, remenbering a stupid argunent.

In a tiny side street we found a café, the front roomof a terraced
house, converted with a | arge pane of plate glass and netal topped tables.
Little glass ashtrays rested exactly in the centre of each one. It was so
quiet as we went in that | assuned the place was closed, but after we had been
seated for a minute or two, a worman in a bl ue gi ngham kitchen overall cane to
take our order. Gracia ordered two poached eggs, as well as coffee; she had
been driving since hal f_past seven, she said.

"Are you still staving with your friend?" | said.
"At the monment. That's one of the things | want to talk to you about.
|'ve got to nmove out soon, but there's a place conming up. | want to know

whether to take it or not."

"How much is it?"

"Twel ve pounds a week. Controlled rent. But it's a basenent, and not a
very good area."

"Take it," | said, thinking of London rents.
"That's all | wanted to know," Gracia said, and stood up. "I'Il go now "
"What ?"

| watched her in amazenent as she turned towards the door. But | had
forgotten Gracia's odd sense of humour. She | eaned forward agai nst the
condensati on-covered wi ndow, made a squiggle with her fingertip, then cane
back to the table. She ruffled nmy hair as she passed. Before sitting down
agai n she shrugged off the fur coat and let it fall over the back of the
chair.

"Way didn't you wite to nme, Peter?"

"I did . . . but you never answered."

"That came too soon. Wiy didn't you wite agai n?"

"I didn't know where you were. And | wasn't sure your flatnmate was



forwarding mail."
"You coul d have found ne. Your sister did."

"I know. The real reasonis ... | didn't think you wanted to hear from
ne."

"Ch, | did." She had the ashtray in her fingers, turning it around. She
was smling slightly. "I think | wanted the chance to throw you out again. At
least, | did at first."

"I really didn't know how upset you were," | said, and the devil of
consci ence rem nded ne of those hot sumer days, obsessively witing about
nmyself. | had had to put Gracia fromny nmind, | needed to find nyself. Ws
this the truth?

The wonman canme back then, and put down two cups of coffee. G acia heaped
in the sugar, stirred the liquid slowy.

"Look, Peter, it's all passed now. " She took my hand across the top of

the table, gripping it firmy. "I got over it. | had a lot of problens, and it
was difficult for a while. | needed a break, that's all. | saw sonme ot her
people, talked a lot. But I"'mover it all now What about you?"

"I think so," | said.

The fact was that Gacia exerted an irresistible sexual influence over
me. When we split up, one of the worst things about it was the thought of her
in bed with sonmeone el se. She had often used that as an unstated threat, one
used to hold us together yet one which eventually drove us apart. Wen | had
finally convinced nmyself that we had reached the end, the only way | knew of
coping was to close ny nmind to her. My possessiveness was irrational, because
in spite of the sexual magneti smwe had not often been good |overs for each
ot her, but nonethel ess ny awareness of her sexuality pervaded everything | did
with her and every thought | had of her. | was aware of it now, sitting there
in the bleak café with her: the unbrushed hair, her |oose and carel ess
cl ot hes, colourless skin, vagueness behind the eyes, tension within. Above
all, perhaps, the fact that Gacia had al ways cared for ne, even when | did
not deserve it, or when her neuroses cane like radio interference to our
attenpts to communi cate.

"Felicity said you weren't well, that you' ve been acting strangely."
"That's just Felicity," | said.

"Are you sure?"

"Felicity and | don't get on too well," | said. "W've grown apart. She

wants nme to he like her. W' ve got different standards.™
Gracia was frowning, |ooking down at her cup of coffee.

"She told ne frightening things about you. | wanted to see you."

"I's that why you're here?"

"No . . . just a part of it."

"What sort of things was she telling you?"

Still avoiding ny eves, she said: "That you were hitting the bottle
again, and not eating properly."

A sense of relief that that was all. "Does that seemas if it's true?"

"l don't know "

"Look at me and tell ne.

"No, it doesn't."

She had gl anced at nme, but now she kept her eyes averted as she drained
her cup. The woman arrived with Gracia's eggs.

"Felicity's materialistic," | said. "She's full of wong i deas about ne.
Al 1 wanted to do after we split up was get away somewhere on my own, and try
to work things out."

| stopped tal king because | had suddenly been distracted by the kind of
stray thought that had cone so often in the last few weeks. | knew that | was
not telling Gracia the whole story; somehow that kind of whol eness had been
sucked out of ne by ny manuscript. Only there lay the truth. Wuld | one day
have to show it to her?

| waited while Gracia finished her neal--she ate the first egg quickly,
t hen picked at the second; she had never had a long attention span for



food---and then | ordered two nore coffees. Gracia lit a cigarette. | had been

waiting for that, wondering if she still snoked.

| said then: "Wy couldn't you have seen ne | ast year? After the row?"

"Because | couldn't, that's all. I'd had enough and it was still too
soon. | wanted to see you but you were always so critical of me. | was just
denoralized. | needed time to put things right."

"I"'msorry," | said. "I shouldn't have said those things."

Graci a shook her head. "They don't nean anything now "
"I's that why you're here?"

"I"ve sorted things out. | told you, I"'mfeeling a lot better."

"Have you been with anot her guy?"

"\Why 2"

"Because it matters. | nean, it would have mattered." | sensed nyself
headi ng i nto danger, disrupting something.

"I was with sonmeone for a while. It was all |ast year."

Last year: the words made it sound as if it was a long tine ago, but
| ast year was still only three weeks ago. Now it was | who | ooked away. She

knew the irrationality of my possessiveness.

"He was just a friend, Peter. A good friend. Soneone | net who's been
| ooking after ne."

"I's that who you're still living wth?"

"Yes, but |I'mnoving out. Don't be jeal ous, please don't he jealous. |
was on nmy own, and | had to go into hospital, and when | cane out you weren't
there, and Steve canme along just when | needed him"

| wanted to ask her about him but at the same time | knew | wanted to
ask to stake territory, not to hear answers. It was stupid and unfair, but I

resented this Steve for being who he was, for being a friend. | resented him
nmore for arousing in ne an enotion, jealousy, that | had tried to rid myself
of . Leaving Gracia had purged me of that, | thought, because only with her had

it been so acute. Steve becane in ny mnd everything | was not, everything
that | could never he.

Gracia nust have seen it in ny eyes. She said: "You' re being
unr easonabl e about this."

"I know, but | can't help it."

She put down her cigarette and took ny hand agai n.

"Look, this isn't about Steve," she said. "Wy do you think I've cone
here today? | want _you_, Peter, because | still love you in spite of
everything. | want to try again."

"I do too," | said. "But would it go wrong agai n?"

"No. I'll do anything to make it work. Wen we split up, | realized that
we had to go through all that to be sure. It was nme that was wong before. You
made all that effort, trying to repair things, and all | did was destroy. |
knew what was happening, | could feel it inside ne, but | was obsessed with
nmysel f, so mserable. | started to | oathe you because you were trying so hard,
because you couldn't see how awful | was being. | hated you because you
woul dn't hate me."

"I never hated you," | said. "It just went wong, again and again."

"And now | know why. All those things that caused tension before,
they're gone. |I've got a job, somewhere to live, |I'mback in touch with my own
friends. | was dependent on you for everything before. Nowit really is
different.”

More different than she knew, because | had changed too. It seenmed she
possessed all the things that once were nmine. My only possessi on now was
sel f-know edge, and that was on paper

"Let me think," | said. "I want to try again, but . . ."
But | had lived for so long with uncertainty that I had grown used to
it; | rejected Felicity's normality, James's security. | welcomed the

unreliability of the next neal, the norbid fascinations of solitude, the
introspective life. Uncertainty and |oneliness drove ne inwards, reveal ed ne
to nyself. There would be an inbal ance between G acia and mysel f again, of the



same type but weighted the opposite way. Wuld | cope with it any better than
she had?

| loved Gracia; | knewit as | sat with her. | loved her nore than I had
ever | oved anyone, including nyself. Especially mnmyself, because | was
explicable only on paper, only by fictionalization and faulty menory. There
was a perfection to nyself as shaped by the manuscript, but it was the product

of artifice. | had needed to re-invent nyself, but | could never have invented
Gracia. | renenbered nmy faltering attenpts to describe her through the girl,
Seri. | had left out so much, and in making up for the omissions | had made

her merely convenient. Such a word could never be applied to Gracia, and no
ot her woul d descri be her exactly. Gacia resisted description, whereas | had
defined nmyself with ease.

Even so, meking the attenpt had served its purpose. In creating Seri |
had failed, but then | had di scovered sonething else. Gacia was affirned.

M nutes passed in silence, and | stared at the table-top as | felt ny
conplicated enmotions and feelings turn within nme. | experi_ enced again the
same sort of instincts that had driven me to nmy first attenpt at the
manuscript: the wish to straighten out ny ideas, to nationalize what perhaps
woul d be better left unclear

Just as fromnow | should al ways be a product of what | had witten, so
too woul d Graci a be understood through Seri. Her other identity, the

convenient Seri of mny inmagination, would he the key to her reality. | had
never been fully able to understand Gracia, but fromnow Seri would he there
to make me recogni ze what | _did_ conprehend of her

The i sl ands of the Dream Archi pel ago woul d al ways be with me; Seri would
al ways haunt ny rel ationship with G acia.

| needed to sinplify, to let the turbul ence subside. | knew too nmuch,
understood too little.

At the heart of it all was an absolute, that | had discovered | stil

loved Gracia. | said to her: "I'mreally sorry everything went wong before.
It wasn't your fault."

"Vell, it was."

"I don't care about that. It was ny fault too. It's all in the past."

Distractingly, the thought came that it too, the split-up, had been sonehow
defined by nmy witing. Could it all have been as easy as that? "Wat are we
goi ng to do now?"

' °What ever you like. That's why |I'm here."

"I"ve got to get away fromFelicity," | said. "I"'monly staying with her
because |'ve nowhere else to go."

"I told you I"'mnoving. This week, if | can manage it. Do 'you want to
try living with me?"

As | realized what she had said | felt a thrill of sexual excitenent; |
i magi ned | overmraki ng agai n.

"What do you think about that?" | said.

Gracia smled briefly. W had never actually lived together, although at
t he height of the relationship we would often spend several consecutive nights
toget her. She had al ways had sonewhere of her own to stay, and | had mne. In
the past we had resisted the idea of nmoving in together, perhaps because both
of us feared we might tire of each other. In the end it had taken | ess than
that to split us up

| said: "If | lived with you because | had nowhere else to go, it would
fail. You know that."

"Don't think of it like that. It invites failure." She was | eaning
towards nme across the table, and our hands were still clenched. "I've worked
this out on ny own. | came up here today because of what | decided. | was
stupid before. It _was_ ny fault, whatever you say. But |'ve changed, and
thi nk you've grown too. It was only selfishness that nmade nme react awa from
you before.™

"I was very happy," | said, and suddenly we were ki ssing, reaching
awkwar dl y towards each other across the table-top. W upset Ghacia's coffee



cup, and it fell on the floor, breaking into pieces. W started trying to nop
up the spilled coffee with paper serviettes, and the worman cane with a cloth.
Later, we wal ked through the cold streets of Castleton, then followed a path
that led up one of the hills. Wen we had clinbed for about a quarter of an
hour we cane to a place above the tree line where we could see down over the
village. In the car park the back door of the Volvo was open. A few nore cars
had driven in since we were there, and these were parked in a line beside it.
Amongst themwas Gracia's; she had told nt she could drive, but in all the
tinme | had known her she had never owned a car

W stared down at Felicity's little famly group huddl ed around their
car.

Gracia said: "I don't really want to neet Felicity today. | owe her too
nmuch. "

"So do I," | said, knowing it was true, yet neverthel ess continuing to
resent her. | would as soon never see Felicity again, so troubled were ny
feelings about her. | remenbered Janes being snug, Felicity being patronizing.
Even as | took advantage of them and sponged off Felicity, | resented
everything they stood for and rejected anything they offered ne.

It was cold on the hillside, with the wind curling down fromthe noors
above, and G acia held close to ne.

"Shall we go sonewhere?" she said.

"I"'d like to spend the night with you."

"So would I . . . but I haven't any noney."

"I"ve got enough," | said. "My father left me some, and |'ve been |iving
off it all year. Let's find a hotel ."

By the time we had wal ked down to the village, Felicity and the others
had gone off again. W wote a note and left it under the w ndscreen w pers,
then drove to Buxton in Gracia's car.

The following Monday | went with Gacia to Geenway Park, collected ny
stuff, thanked Felicity effusively for everything she had done for nme, and
left the house as quickly as | could. Gracia waited in the car and Felicity
did not go out to see her. The atnosphere in the house remained tense all the

time | was there. Resentnments and accusati ons were suppressed. | had a sudden
eerie feeling that this would be the last tine | should ever see ny sister
and that she knew it too. | was unnoved by the idea, yet as we drove down the

crowded nmotorway to London mny thoughts were not of Gracia and what we were
about to start, but of ny ungracious and inexplicable resentnent of ny sister
I had ny manuscript safe in my holdall, and | resolved that as soon as | had
the tine in London | would read through the sections dealing with Kalia, and
try to understand. As we drove along it seened to nme that all ny weaknesses
and failings were explained to ne in the manuscript, but that in addition
there were clues to a new begi nni ng.

| had created it by the force of imagination; now !l could rel ease that
i magi nati on and channel it into a perception of ny life.

Thus, it seened to me now that | was nmoving fromone island to anot her
Beside me was Seri, behind ne were Kalia and Yall ow. Through them| could
di scover nyself in the glowi ng | andscape of the mnd. | felt that at |ast |
saw a way to free nyself fromthe confinenents of the page. There were now two
realities, and each explained the other
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The ship was called _Milligayn_, a name which we could trace to neither
geogr aphy, personality nor reason. Registered in Tunmp, she was an el derly,
coal -burning steaner, given to rolling in the mldest swell. Unpainted,
uncl eaned and | acking at |east one of her lifeboats, the _Milligayn_ was
typi cal of the hundreds of small passenger ships that |inked the popul ous
sout hern islands of the Archipelago. For fifteen days Seri and | sweltered in
her airless cabins and conpani onways, grunbling at the crew because it was



expected of us, although privately neither of us felt we had much to conplain
about .

Li ke ny earlier voyage to Miriseay, this second | eg of the journey was
in part a discovery of nyself. | found that | had al ready absorbed sone island
attitudes: an acceptance of crowding, and of general uncleanliness, and of
| ate ships and unreliable tel ephones and corruptible officials.

| frequently renmenbered the saying | had heard from Seri, the first tine
we net: that | would never |eave the islands. The longer | stayed in the
Archi pel ago the nore | understood it. | still had every intention of going
back to Jethra, regardl ess of whether or not | took the Lotterie treatnent,
but with every day that passed | felt the rapture of islands grow within ne.

Because | had lived all ny life in Jethra | accepted its values as the
norm | never saw the city as prim ol d-fashioned, conservative,
over-| egi sl ated, cautious and inward-looking. | had sinmply grown up init, and
although I was aware of its faults as well as its virtues, its standards had
become ny own. Now that | had left, now that the happy-go-lucky outl ook of
many i sl anders was becom ng something | liked, | wanted to experience nore of
the culture, becone a small part of it.

As ny perceptions changed, the thought of returning to Jethra becane
less and less attractive. | was enthralled by the Archipel ago. On one |evel,
travelling around the islands was undoubtedly a bore, but the constant
know edge that there was going to be another island, somewhere else to visit
and explore, opened broad internal vistas in ne.

During the |l ong voyage to Collago, Seri told me about the effect the
Covenant of Neutrality had had within the Archipel ago. The Covenant was the
i nvention of governments in the north, inposed on the islands fromw thout. It
enabl ed both warring factions to use the Archi pel ago as an econonic,
geographi c and strategic buffer against the other side, distancing the war
fromtheir own territories by adventurismin the great enpty continent to the
sout h.

Once the Covenant had been signed, a sense of tinelessness and apathy
had descended on the Archi pel ago, sapping cultural energy. The islanders had
al ways been racially and culturally distinct fromthe people in the north,
al t hough trading and political |inks went back as far as could he renenbered.
But now the islands were isolated. It affected Archipelagan life on every
| evel . Suddenly there were no new filns fromthe north, no books, no cars,
virtually no visitors, no steel or grain or fertilizer, no oil or coal, no
newspapers or academ cs or expertise or industrial equipnent. The sane
sanctions closed the islands' only export markets. Al the dairy produce of
the Torqui Goup, the fishing, the tinber, the mnerals, the hundreds of
different types of arts and crafts, no |onger had the mass consumer markets of
the north open to them Gbsessed with its |ocal squabble, the northern
continent closed its doors to the rest of the world, and it did so because it
considered itself to _be_ the world.

The worst effects of the Covenant had been felt in the years immediately
following it. Both it and the war had by now becone a part of everyday life
and the Archipel ago was beginning to recover, both economcally and socially.
Seri told nme there had been a noticeable change of nood in recent years, a
reacti on agai nst the north.

A kind of pan-islandic nationalismwas growing in the Archipelago. There
had been a renewal of religious faith, for one thing, a sweeping evangelism
that was taking worship to the Orthodox cathedrals as never before in the | ast
t housand years. In step with this there had been a secular revival: a dozen
new uni versities had been built or were in the process of construction, and
nore were planned. Tax revenue was being put into the new industries appearing
to replace the inmported goods. Major discoveries of oil and coal had been
made, and counter-Covenant offers of assistance or investnent fromthe north
had been pointedly turned down. Arising with this was a new enphasis on the
arts and agriculture and the sciences: investnent and grant noney was
obt ai nabl e with a mi ni mum of bureaucratic delay. Seri said she knew of dozens



of new settlements on previously uninhabited islands, each pursuing a way of
life centred on their own interpretation of what cultural independence really
meant. For sone it was an artists' colony; for others, subsistence farning
others, an opportunity to experiment with lifestyles, educational programres
or social structures. Al were united, though, by the renaissance spirit, and
by a comon instinct to prove to thenselves, and to anyone el se who cared to
inquire, that the old hegenony of the north was at an end.

Seri and | intended to beconme two of those who would inquire. Qur plan
after Collago, was to go island-hopping for a long tine.

Before all this, standing in the way, was Collago. The island where
living was bestowed, where life was denied. | had still not decided what to
do.

W were follow ng one of the main sea-|anes between Miriseay and
Collago, and so it was inevitable that other lottery w nners woul d he aboard.
| was unaware of the others at first, preoccupied with Seri, watching the
i sl ands, but after a couple of days it was obvious who they were.

They had fornmed a clique, the five of them There were two nmen and three
worren, all of an age; | judged the youngest, one of the men, to he in his late
fifties. They were invulnerable in their conviviality, eating and drinking,
filling the first-class lounge with jollity, often drunk but always tiresonely
polite. Once | started watching them fascinated in a rather norbid way, |
kept willing themto break out, perhaps to swing a punch at one of the
stewards or eat to such excess that they would be sick in public; already,

t hough, they were superior beings, above such veniality, hunble in their
i mm nent role of dem -gods.

Seri had recognized themfromthe office, but she said nothing to ne
until | had worked it out for myself. Then she confirned it. "I can't renenber
all their nanes. The wonan with the silver hair, she's called Treeca. | quite
liked her. One of the men is called Kerrin, | think. They're all from d aund."

d aund: the eneny country. There was enough of the north still in ne to
thi nk of them as foes, but enough of the islands to recognize the instinct as
irrelevant. Even so, the war had been going on for nobst of ny life, and | had
never before |eft Faiandland. W sonetinmes saw propaganda filnms in Jethran
ci nemas about the d aundi ans, but | had never given them nmuch credence
Factual ly, the @ aundians were a fairer-skinned race than mne, their country
was nore industrialized and they had a history of being territorially
anbitious; less authentically, they were supposed to be ruthless businessnen,
i ndi fferent sportsnen and inconmpetent |overs. Their political system was
different fromours. Wile we |lived under the benevol ent feudalismof the
Sei gni or, and the whol e i npenetrabl e apparatus of the Tithe Laws, the
d aundi ans operated a system of state socialism and were supposed to be
soci al i zed equal s.

These five appeared not to recognize nme as being one of them which
suited me. | was disguised fromthemby ny youth, and by the fact I was with
Seri. To them we nust have seermed to be nmere drifters, island-hoppers, young
and irresponsible. None of them seemed to recognize Seri w thout her uniform
They were wapped up in thenselves, united in their inmpending athanasia.

As the days passed | went through a nunber of different states of mind
about them For atine | sinply disliked themfor the vulgarity of the way
t hey displayed their luck. Then | began to pity them two of the wonen were
obese, and | tried to inagi ne what an eternity of waddling breathl essness
would be like. Then | felt sorry for themall, seeing themas plain people to
whom great fortune had conme late in life, and celebrating it in the only way
t hey knew how. Soon afterwards | underwent a period of self--dislike, know ng
that | was patronizing themand that | was no better than them just younger
and heal thier.

Because of the link between us, because | was just |like them | severa
times was tenpted to approach them and find out what they thought about the
prize. Perhaps they had the same doubts about it as | had; | only assuned they

were hurrying to salvation, and did not know for sure. But the thought of



being drawn into their card-playing, good-natured drinking circle deterred ne.
They woul d be, inevitably, as interested in ne as | could not help being
interested in them

| tried to understand this stand-offishness and explain it to nyself.
Because | was unsure of ny own intentions | did not wish to have to explain
nmysel f, either to themor to ne. | frequently overheard snatches of their
conversations: ranbling and i nprecise, they often spoke of what they were
going to do "afterwards". One of the men was convinced that great wealth and
i nfluence would he his after he left Collago. The other kept repeating that he
woul d be "set up for life", as if he only needed enough athanasia to see him
through the rest of his retirenent, a nice little nest egg to tell his
grandchi | dren about.

| knew, though, that if someone asked ne what use | should put my own
long life to, my answer woul d be equally vague. | too would utter homilies
about enbar ki ng on good works in the conmunity, or returning to university, or
joining the Peace Movenment. Each of these would he untrue, but they were the
only things I could think of as worthwhile, as sufficient noral excuse for
accepting the treatnent.

The best use to which I could put a long life would he the selfish one
of living for a long tine, of avoiding death, of being perpetually twenty-nine
years old. My only anbition for "afterwards" was to travel around the islands
with Seri.

As the voyage progressed | therefore slipped into a nore introspective
nmood t han ever before, feeling unaccountably sad about what | had becone
involved in. | concentrated on Seri, | watched the ever-changing islands. The
nanes slipped hy--Tuno, Lanna, Wnho, Salav, la, Lillen-cay, Paneron
Junno--sorne of themnanmes | had heard, sonic of themnot. W were a | ong way
south now, and for a tinme we could see the distant coast of the wild southern
continent: here the Qataari Peninsula reached northwards into the islands,
stacked high behind rocky cliffs, but beyond this the | and receded sout hwards
and the illusion of endless sea returned, nore tenperate in this latitude.
After the barren appearance of sonme of the islands in the tropics, the scenery
here was soothing to the eye: it was greener and nore forested, with tidy
towns rising up the hills fromthe sea, and donestic farm ani mals grazing, and
cultivated crops and orchards. The cargoes we | oaded and unl oaded al so
reveal ed the gradual sout hwards progress: we carried bulk food and oils and
machi nery in the equatorial seas, later we carried grapes and ponegranates and

beer, later still it was cheese and appl es and hooks.

Once | said to Seri: "Let's get off. | want to see this place.™

The island was la, a large, wooded island with sawni |l s and shi pyards.
Watching fromthe deck | liked the way la Town was laid out, and | admired the

unhurried efficiency of the docks. la was an island | wanted to walk in, and
sit on grass and snell the earth. Fromthe | ook of the place you could
visualize cold springs and wild flowers and whitewashed farnhouses.

Seri, suntanned from her long idle hours on deck, was beside ne as |
| eaned on the rail.

"We' || never get to Collago if we do."

"No nore ships?"

"No nore resolution. W can al ways cone back here."

Seri had the will to get me to Collago. She remai ned sonething of a
nmystery to me, however nuch time we spent together. W never tal ked together
very much, and so we argued rarely; by the same token, though, we reached a
| evel of intinmacy beyond which it seened we woul d never proceed. The plans for
i sl andhopping were hers. | was included in them and included to the extent
t hat when once | reveal ed a hesitancy about them she was prepared to abandon
them but | felt | was incidental to them Her interest in |ovenaking was
di sconcertingly sporadic. Sonetimes we would crawl into our tiny bunk in the
cranped cabin, and she would say she was too tired or too hot, and that would
be the end of it; at other tines she would exhaust nme with her passions. She
was sonetimes intensely caring and affectionate, and | liked that. \Wen we



tal ked she asked ne all sorts of questions about nyself and ny past life, yet
about hersel f she was unconmmuni cati ve.

Thr oughout the | ong voyage, as mny doubts about the athanasia treatnent
remai ned, the relationship with Seri was dogged by a growi ng feeling of ny own
i nadequacy. When | was apart from her--when she sunbathed alone, or I was in
t he bar on was specul ati ng about ny fell ow woul d-be i mortal s--1 coul d not
hel p but wonder what she saw in ne. | obviously fulfilled some need in her
but it seened an unselective need. | sonetinmes had a suspicion that if someone
el se cane along she would I eave me for him But no one el se appeared, and in
general | judged it better not to question what was in many ways an ideal
casual friendship.

Towards the end | unpacked ny | ong-negl ected manuscript, and took it to
the bar, intending to read it through

It was now two years since | had finished work on it, and it was strange
to hold the | oose pages again and renenber the period | had been witing them
I wondered if | had left it too long, if | had grown away fromthe person who
had tried to resolve a tenporary crisis by conmtting hinself to the
per manence of the witten word. As we grow we do not see oursel ves changi ng- -
there is the apparent continuity of the mrror, the daily awareness of
i medi ate past--and it takes the renminders of old photographs or old friends
to point out the differences. Two years was a substantial period, yet for al
that time | had been in a sort of stasis.

In that sense, ny attenpt to define nyself had been a success. By
describing ny past | had intended to shape nmy future. If | believed that ny
true identity was contained in the pages, then | had never left them

The manuscript was yellowi ng and the corners of the pages were curl ed.
slipped off the elastic band that held themall together, and started to read.

The first thing | noticed cane as a surprise. In the first two or three
lines | had witten that | was twenty--nine years old, noting it as one of the
few certainties in my life.

Yet this nust have been a conceit, a falsification. | had witten the
manuscri pt two years ago.

At first this confused me, and | tried to renmenber what | had had in
m nd. Then | saw that it was perhaps a clue to understanding the rest of the
text. In a sense, it hel ped account for the two years of stagnation that had
followed: my witing had already taken _itself_ into account, disallow ng
further progress.

| read on, trying to identify with the mnd that had produced the
manuscri pt and finding, against initial expectations, that | could do so with
ease. After | had read only a few chapters, nuch of which dealt with ny
relationship with ny sister, |I felt | needed to read no nore. The manuscri pt
confirmed what | had known all along, that nmy attenpt to reach a higher
better truth had been successful. The metaphors lived, and ny identity was
def i ned anongst them

| was alone in the bar; Seri had gone early to our cabin. | sat by
nmysel f for another hour, thinking over ny uncertainties and reflecting on the
irony that the only thing in the world I knew for sure was a rather tattered
stack of typewitten pages. Then, exhausted with nyself and tired of ny
endl ess i nner concerns, | went below to sleep

The next norning, at last, we came to Coll ago.
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When | first won the lottery, and realized that athanasia was mne for
the taking, | had tried to i magi ne what the clinic on Collago would be Iike. |
vi sual i zed a gl eam ng gl ass-and-steel skyscraper, filled with nodern nedica
equi prent, and doctors and nurses noving about the shining corridors and wards
wi th purpose and expertise. Relaxing in the | andscaped gardens woul d be the
new i nmortal s, perhaps reclining in bath chairs with bl ankets over their |egs



and cushi ons behind their heads, while orderlies wheeled themto adnire the
profusi on of fiowerbeds. Somewhere there would be a gymasi um where
rejuvenat ed nmuscl es woul d be exerci sed; perhaps there would even be a

uni versity, where newy acquired wi sdom coul d be di ssem nat ed.

The photographs | sawin the office in Miriseay made |literal whatever
i magi nings | mght have had. These | had reacted against: the smiling faces,
the saturated colours, the blatant attenpt to sell me something | had al ready
unwi ttingly purchased. The clinic, as depicted in the brochure, |ooked as if
it woul d be somewhere between a health farmand a ski-resort, wth physica
wel | - bei ng, exercise and social intercourse predom nating.

The ways of the Archipel ago were al ways surprising me, though, for
found none of this. The brochure was a lie, but only in the way all brochures
are lies. Everything in the pictures was there to he seen, although the faces
were different and now there was no photographer to be smiling for, but when |
saw t he place for nyself everything seenmed subtly different. Brochures, by
om ssi on, encourage you to bring your own w shes to what you do not see. | had
assuned, for instance, that the clinic was in open countryside, but this was
t he product of careful choice of photographic angle, because it was on the
very edge of Collago Town itself. Then | had thought that the gardens and
chalets and antiseptic corridors were all there was of the place, but the
pi ctures had not shown the central adm nistrative building. This, an
i ncongruous, dark-brick mansion, |oomed over the tastefully spaced wooden
chalets. That the interior of the place had been gutted, nodernized and
equi pped with advanced nedical facilities | discovered |ater, but the first
sight of the old house gave one an oddly sinister feeling; it had the quality
of moor and wind to it, as if it had been transplanted from some romantic
nmel odrama of the past.

W had been nmet fromthe ship by a nodern m ni bus operated by the
clinic. A driver had stacked our baggage in the back of the vehicle, while a
young wonan, wearing the Lotterie uniform took a note of our nanes. As |
guessed, ny five fell ow passengers had not realized | was one of them While
we drove up the hilly streets of Collago Town, there was an al nost pal pabl e
sense that Seri and | were interlopers in a private panty.

Then we came to the clinic grounds, and our first sight of the place.
The incongruities registered thenmsel ves, but what | noticed nbst was how smal |
it was.

"I's this all there is?" | said quietly to Seri
"What do you want, a whol e town?"
"But it seens so snmall. No wonder they can only treat a few people at a

tine.

"The capacity's nothing to do with size. It's the manufacture of the
drugs which is the problem™

"Even so, xvhere's the computer, where do they keep all the files?"

"It's all done here, as far as | know "

"But the clerical work al one

It was a minor distraction, but ny weeks of self-questioning had given
me the habit of doubt. Unless there were nore prem ses el sewhere, the
Lotterie-Collago could not operate on its pannational scale fromthis place.
And the tickets would have to he printed sonewhere; the Lotterie would hardly
subcontract the work, with all the risk of fraud

| wanted to ask Seri, but | suddenly felt | should be careful what |
said. The bus we were in was tiny, the seats cramed cl ose together. The
uni formed young wonman, standing at the front beside the driver, was not
showi ng much interest in us but she would be in easy hearing of me if | spoke
in normal tones.

The bus drove around to the far side of the house; on this side there
were apparently no nore outbuil dings. The gardens stretched away for sone
di stance, blending inperceptibly with wild ground beyond.

W alighted with the other people and went in through a doorway. W
passed through a bare hall and went into a |l arge reception area at the side.



Unli ke the other people | was carrying ny |luggage: the holdall, which I slung
over my shoulder. My five fell ow passengers were now subdued, for the first
time since | had noticed them apparently overawed by the fact that they had
finally entered the very building where they would be made to live forever.
Seri and | hung back fromthe rest, near the door

The young woman who had met us at the harbour went behind a desk placed
to one side.

"I need to verify your identities," she said. "Your local Lotterie
of fice has given you a coded adm ssion form and if you would now give this to
me | will assign you your chalets. Your personal counsellor will neet you
there."”

A mnor upheaval followed, as the other passengers had left their forms
in their baggage, and had to retrieve them | wondered why the girl had not
said anything on the bus; and | noticed the bored, sour expression she wore.

| took the opportunity to go forward first and identify nwself. M

adm ssion formwas in one of the pouches on the side of my bag, and | laid it
on the desk in front of her
"I"'mPeter Sinclair," | said.

She said nothing, but ticked my nane off the Iist she had conpiled on
t he bus, then punched the code nunber on ny forminto a keyboard in front of
her. Silently, and invisibly to ne, a readout mnmust have appeared on the screen
facing her. There were sone thin netal bracelets on the desk, and she passed
one of themthrough a recessed channel in the surface of the desk, presumably
encoding it magnetically, then held it towards ne.

"Attach this to your right wist, M Sinclair. You will be in Chalet 24,

and one of the attendants will show you howto find it. Your treatnment wil
conmence tonorrow norning. "

| said: "I haven't finally decided yet. Wiether or not to take the
treatnent, | nean."

She gl anced up at ne then, but her expression remained cold.
"Have you read the information in our brochure?"

"Yes, but I"'mstill not sure. I'd like to find out nore about it."

"Your counsellor will visit you. It's quite usual for people to be
nervous."

"It's not that I'm-" | was aware of Seri standing close behind ne,
listening to this. "I just want to ask a few questions."

"Your counsellor will tell you anything you wish to know. "

| took the bracelet, feeling ny antipathy harden. | could feel the
monentum of nmy win, ny travels, ny arrival and induction here, taking ne
i neluctably on towards the treatnent, mny reservations cast aside. | stil
| acked the strength to back out, to reject this chance of living. | had an

irrational fear of this counsellor, visiting ne in the norning, uttering
soothing platitudes and propelling me on towards the operating table and the
knife, saving nmy life against ny will.

Sone of the other people were now returning, their admn ssion forns
cl asped |ike passports.

"But if | decide against it," | said. "If | change nmy mind . . . is
there any reason why | shoul dn't?"

"You are committed to nothing, M Sinclair. Your being here does not
imply consent. Until you sign the release form you may |eave at any tine."

"Al'l right," | said, conscious of the small group of elderly optimsts
assenbling behind nme. "But there's something else. I've got ny girlfriend with
me. | want her to stay with me in the chalet."

Her eyes turned briefly towards Seri. "Does she understand that the

treatnment is for you al one?"
Seri exhal ed breath sharply. | said: "She's not a child."
"Il wait outside, Peter," Seri said, and went out into the sunlight.
"We can't allow m sunderstandings,"” the girl said. "She can stay
toni ght, but tomorrow she will have to find accommpdation in the town. You
will only be in the chalet for one or two nights.”



"That suits ne fine," | said, wondering if there was still a chance
_Miulligayn_ was in the harbour. | turned ny back on her and went outside to
find Seri.

An hour |ater Seri had cal med ne doxvn, and we were installed in Chal et
24. That evening, before going to bed, Seri and | wal ked in the darkness
t hrough the gardens. Lights were on in the main building, but nost of the
chal ets were dark. W wal ked as far as the main gate, where we found that two
men with dogs were on guard.

As we wal ked back, | said: "It's like a prison canp. They've overl ooked
t he barbed wire and watchtowers. Perhaps someone should renind them"

"I had no idea it was like this," Seri said.

"I had to go into hospital when | was a child. Wat | didn't |ike about
that, even then, was the way they treated nme. It was as if | didn't exist,
except as a body with synptons. And this place is the same. | really resent
that bracelet.”

"Are you wearing it?"

"Not at the noment." We were following a path through the fiowerbeds,
but the further we nmoved fromthe lights of the main building the nore
difficult it was to see, A patch of open ground was on our right, so we sat

down, discovering that it was a lawn. "I'mgoing to |leave. First thing in the
nmorning. WIIl you understand if | do?"
Seri was silent for a while, then said: "I still think you should go

through with it."

"In spite of all this?"

"It's just a sort of hospital. They' ve got the institutionalized m nd
that's all."

"It's most of what's putting me off at the nmonent. | just feel I'mhere
for sonething I don't need. As if | volunteered for openheart surgery or
somet hing. | need soneone to give me a good reason to go on with it."

Seri sai d not hi ng.

"Well, if it was you, would you take the treatnment?"

"It doesn't apply. | haven't won the lottery."

"You're avoiding the question," | said. "I wish |I'd never bought that
dammed ticket. Everything about this place is wong. | can feel it, but I

can't say why."
"I just think you' ve been given a chance to have sonething that very few
peopl e have, and that a ot would like. You shouldn't turn your back on it

until you're sure. It will stop you dying, Peter. Doesn't that mean anything
to you?"

"We all have to die in the end,"” | said defensively. "Even with the
treatment. Al it does is delay it a bit."

"No one's died yet."

"How can you be sure of that?"

"I can't be conpletely, of course. But in the office we got annua
reports on all the people who have been treated. The records go back to the
begi nning, and the lIist always got |onger. There were people on Miriseay. Wen
they came in for their check-ups, they always said how well they felt."

| said: "Wat check-ups?"

In the darkness | could see Seri was facing nme, but | could not nmake out
her expression.

"There's an option. You can nonitor your health afterwards."

"So they're not even sure the treatnment works!™"

"The Lotterie is, but sometines the patients aren't sure. | suppose it's
a form of psychol ogi cal reassurance, that the Lotterie does not abandon them
once they | eave here."

"They cure everything except hypochondria," | said, remenbering a friend
of mne who had becone a doctor. She used to say that at |east half her
patients came to the surgery for the conpany. Illness was a habit.

Seri had taken ny hand. "It's got to he your decision, Peter. If | was

in your position, perhaps I'd feel the same. But | wouldn't want to regret



turni ng down the chance."

"It just doesn't feel real,"” | said. "I've never worried about death
because |'ve never had to face it. Do other people feel that?"

"I don't know." Seri was |ooking away now, staring at the dark trees.

"Seri, | realize I'mgoing to die one day . . . but | don't _believe_
that, except cerebrally. Because I'malive now !l feel | always will he. It's
as if there's a sort of life force in me, sonething strong enough to fend off
deat h. "

"The classic illusion."
"I knowit's not logical," | said. "But it means sonething."
"Are your parents still alive?"

"My father is. My nother died several years ago. Wy?"

"It's not inmportant. Go on."

| said: "A couple of years ago | wote my autobiography. | didn't really
know why | was doing it at the time. | was going through sonething, a kind of
identity crisis. Once | started witing | began to discover things about
nmysel f, and one of themwas the fact that nenory has continuity. It becane one
of the main reasons for witing. As long as | could _renenber_ nyself, then
exi sted. When | woke up in the nornings the first thing 1'd do would be to
t hi nk back to what |I'd done just before going to bed. If the continuity was
there, | still existed. And | think it works the other way . . . there's a
space ahead that | can anticipate. It's like a balance. | discovered that
menory was |ike a psychic force behind ne, and therefore there nust be sone
kind of Iife force spreading out in front. The human m nd, consci ousness,

exists at the centre. | know that so long as there is one there will always be
the other. While | can renmenber, | amdefined."”

Seri said: "But when you die in the end, because you will . . . when
t hat happens your identity will cease. Wen you die you | ose your nenory with
everything el se.”

"But that's unconsciousness. |'mnot scared of that because | won't

experience it."

"You assume you have no soul."

"I"'mnot trying to argue a theory. I'mtrying to explain what | _feel .
I know that one day | will die, but that's different fromactually believing
it. The athanasia treatnment exists to cure me of sonething | don't believe I
have. Mortality."

"You woul dn't say that if you suffered from cancer."

"So far as | know, | don't. I knowit's possible I might contract it,
but | don't really believe, deep down, that | will. It doesn't scare ne."

"It does ne."

"What do you nean?"

"I'mscared of death. | don't want to die."

Her voice had gone very quiet, and her head was bent.
"I's that why you're here with ne? Because of that?"

"I just want to know if it's possible. I want to be with you when it
happens, | want to see you live forever. | can't help that. You asked ne what
| would do if |I won the prize . . . well, I'd take the treatnment and not ask

why. You say you have never faced death, but | know all about it."

"\What happened?” | said.

"It was a long tine ago." She | eaned towards nme and | put ny arm around
her shoul ders. "I suppose it shouldn't matter anynore. It was when | was a
child. My nmother was an invalid and she was dying slowy for ten years. They
said there was no cure for her, but she knew, and we all knew, that if the
Lotterie had adm tted her she would be alive now "

I remenbered our walk in the village by the petrifying pool, when Seri
had argued the Lotterie's case for turning away the sick. | had had no idea of
t he degree of her contradictions.

"I took the job because |1'd heard a runour that after sone years the
staff qualify for free treatnent. It wasn't true, but | had to stay on. These
peopl e who win, who turn up at the office . . . | loathe thembut | have to be



near them It's a kind of rapture, knowing that they will not die, that they
can never be ill. Do you know what it is to be in real pain? | had to watch ny
not her die, knowi ng there was sonething that could save her! Every nonth ny
father went out and bought lottery tickets. Hundreds of them whatever cash he
had spare. And all that nobney cane to this place, and the treatnment that could
have saved her is given to people |like you and people |ike Manki nova, and al

t he other people who don't really need it."

| drew away from her, and picked stupidly at the grass with ny fingers.
| had never known pain, beyond the transient agony of a neglected tooth, of a
broken armin childhood, a tw sted ankle, a septic finger. | had never
considered it before, never thought about death in any way except the
abstract.

| failed to nmeasure the value of the clinic's treatnent, but this was
only because | did not understand the alternative.

Life seened | ong and untroubl ed because it had been so far. But good
heal th was a deception, a variant fromthe norm | renenbered the hundreds of
prosai c conversations | had heard throughout ny life, snatches of dialogue in
public transport and restaurants and shops: nost of them seenmed to be about
illness or worries, their own or those of close ones. There had been a little
shop near my apartment in Jethra where for a tinme | bought fruit. After a few
weeks | had found somewhere el se, because for some reason the shopkeeper
encour aged his custoners to talk about thenselves, and waiting to buy fruit
was al ways attended by nightmare glinpses into other people's lives. An
operation, a seizure, an unexpected death.

| had shrunk away fromthat, as if by contagion | would suffer too.

"Then what do you think I should do?" | said at |ast.

"I still think you should go ahead. Isn't that obvious?"

"Frankly, no. You just contradict yourself. Everything you say nakes it
worse for ne."

Seri sat in silence, staring at the ground. | realized that she and
were noving away from each other. W had never been cl ose, except for
affection and the tenporary proximties of sex. | had al ways had sone

difficulty inrelating to her, sensing that we had | anded accidentally in each
other's lives. For a tine our lives were running parallel, but inevitably they
woul d diverge. Once | had thought it would be the athanasia that would divide
us, but perhaps it would take less than that to split us up. She would nove
on, | would nove on

"Peter, I'mgetting cold.”" There was a wind fromthe sea, and the
| atitude was tenperate. Here it was just the beginning of sumer, as in Jethra
it had been the first weeks of autumm.

"You haven't expl ained yourself," | said.

"Do | have to?"

"It would help ne if you could. That's all."

W wal ked back to our chalet, and Seri |inked her hand in ny arm
Not hi ng had been resol ved, the decision would have to he nine. Because
| ooked to Seri for an answer | dodged the uncertainty in nmy own nind

Li ke that house in the village, the chalet felt warmafter the relative
cool outside. Seri sprawl ed on one of the two narrow beds and began reading
one of the magazines we had found. | went to the other end, where an area was
furnished as a witing space. There was a desk and a chair, both well nade and
nodern, a wastepaper basket, a typewiter, a stack of clean paper and a nunber
of different pens and pencils. | had always had an enjoyabl e appreciation for
clean stationery, and | sat at the desk for a few minutes, fingering the keys
of the typewiter. It was much nore efficiently designed and solidly built
than the little portable | had used for nmy manuscript, and as you soneti mes
feel when you sit at the controls of an unfaniliar can that you could drive it
fast and safely, so | got the inpression that were | to work at this desk
could wite fluently and well.

"Do you know why they've put all this stuff here?" | said to Seri

"It's in the brochure," she said in an irritated voice, not |ooking up



from her magazi ne.

"I'"'mnot disturbing you, am]|l?"

"Wuul d you just shut up for a while? I want a rest fromyou."

| took down my holdall and found the brochure. | flipped through it,
gl anci ng again at the photographs. One was of the interior of one of the
chalets, brightly Iit and unoccupi ed. There were no sandals scattered on the
matting on the floor, no clothes thrown untidily on the ends of the beds, no
enpty been cans lined up on the shelf, no shadows on the brilliant white
wal | s.

In the caption to this photograph it said: " each of our chalets
i ncl udes nodern facilities for the witing of your private account, which is a
crucial part of our exclusive treatnent”.

This rmust mean the questionnaire Seri had told ne about. So | was to
wite of myself, to tell the story of ny life, so that afterwards | could be
made into the words | had witten. No one here at the clinic could have known
that this was sonmething | had al ready done.

I mused for a while, thinking of the sort of people who had been on the
ship with us, each tonight sitting at a desk like this one, contenplating
their own lives. | wondered what they would find to say.

It was a return to the hubris I felt whenever | thought of the others.
What, indeed, had | found worth saying? Wiile witing, | had been hunbl ed by
the discovery that very little of interest had happened to ne.

Was this perhaps the real reason | had invented so much? Was it not,
after all, that truth was best found through netaphor, but that self-deceit
and sel f-enbellishnent were the principal notives?

| 1 ooked along the cabin at the top of Seri's head, bent over the
magazi ne while she read. Her pale blonde hair fell forward, concealing her
face. She was bored with nme, wanted a break. | had becone sel f-obsessed,

i ntrospective, endlessly questioning. My inner life was constantly
externalizing itself, and Seri had al ways been there to bear the brunt of it.

| had spent too nuch time in nmy inner world; | too was tiring of it, wanted an
end to it all.

Seri ignored me as | undressed and clinbed into the other bed. Sone tine

| ater she turned off the lights and crawled into her own bed. | listened to
the sound of her breathing until | drifted off into sleep

In the mddle of the night, Seri cane to lie with me. She held ne
tightly, kissed ny face and neck and ear until | wakened, and then we made
| ove.
14

The followi ng norning, while Seri was taking a shower, the counsellor
arrived at the chalet. Alnost at once it was as if my doubts were focused.

Her nane was Lareen Dobey; she introduced herself, invited ne to use her
first name, and sat down in the chair behind the desk. | was on nmy guard from
t he nonent she arrived, sensing the nonentum of the Lotterie's system behind
her. She was here to counsel ne, inplying she was trained to persuade ne.

She was mi ddl e-aged, married, and rem nded nme of a teacher | had had in
my first year at senior school. This alone gave ne the instinct to resist her
i nfluence, but on a nore rational level it was clear she took it for granted
that I would be going ahead to take the treatnment. | now had an object for ny
doubts, and ny thoughts clarified.

There was a brief, irrelevant conversation: Lareen asked ne about ny
journey, what islands | had visited. | found nyself taking a nental step back
fromher, secure in ny new objectivity. Lareen was here to counsel ne through
the treatnent, and | had at |ast reached ny decision

"Have you had breakfast yet, Peter?" she said.

"No. "

She reached behind a curtain beside the desk and pulled forward a



t el ephone receiver | had not known was there.

"Two breakfasts for Chalet 24, please.™

"Wul d you nmake that three?" | said.

Lareen | ooked at nme inquisitively, and | explained briefly about Seri
She changed the order, then hung up

"I s she a close friend?" Lareen said.

"Fairly close. Wy?"

"We sonetines find that the presence of soneone el se can be distressing.
Most peopl e cone here al one.”

"Well, | haven't decided--"

"On the other hand, fromour point of view the rehabilitation process
can be greatly assisted. How | ong have you known Seri ?"

"A few weeks."

"And do you expect the relationship to go on?"

Annoyed by the frankness of the question, | said nothing. Seri was
wi thin earshot, had she chosen to listen, and anyway | could not see what it
had to do with this woman. She stared at me, until | |ooked away. In the
shower cubicle | heard Seri turn off the water

"Al'l right, |I understand," Lareen said. "Maybe you find it difficult to
trust ne."

"Are you trying to psychoanal yse ne?"

"No. I'mtrying to learn what | can about you, so | can help you later."

I knew | was wasting this woman's time. Whether or not | "trusted" her
was not the issue; the confidence | |acked was in nyself. | no | onger wanted

what her organization offered ne.

Just then, Seri came in fromthe shower cubicle. She had a towel w apped
around her body and anot her about her head. She gl anced at Lareen, then went
to the other end of the chalet and pulled the screen across.

Knowi ng that Seri could hear me, | said: "I might as well be honest with
you, Lareen. |'ve decided not to accept the treatnent."

"Yes, | see. Are your reasons ethical on religious?"

"Neither ...well, ethical | suppose.” The pronptness of the question had

again taken me by surprise.

"Did you have these feelings when you bought the ticket?" Her tone was
i nterested, not inquisitive.

"No, they cane later." Lareen was waiting, so | went on, noting
subconsci ously that she was expert at manipul ating a response out of me. Now
that | had stated nmy decision | felt a strong compul sion to explain nyself. "I
can't really describe what it is, except that nmy being here feels wong. |
keep thinking of other people who need the treatnent nore urgently than | do,

and that | don't really deserve it. | don't know what |'mgoing to do with
athanasia. |'mjust going to waste it, | think.” Still Lareen said nothing.
"Then yesterday, when we arrived here. It's like a hospital, and '"'mnot ill."
"Yes, | know what you nean."
"Don't try to talk me intoit, please. I've made up ny mnd."

I could hear Seri noving around behind the screen, brushing her hair
out .

"You know you are dying, Peter?"

"Yes, but that doesn't nean anything to ne. W're all dying.

"Sone of us sooner than others.”

"That's why it doesn't seemto matter. I'll die in the end, whether or
not | take the treatnent."

Lareen had nade a note on the pad of paper she carried. Sonmehow it
i ndi cated that she had not accepted ny rejection of the treatnent.

"Have you ever heard of a witer called Del oi nne?" she said.

"Yes, of course. _Renunciation ."

"Have you read the hook recently?"

"When | was at school . "

"We've got copies here. Wiy don't you borrow one?"

"I wouldn't have thought that was approved reading here," | said. "It



doesn't exactly agree with your treatnent.”

"You said you didn't want to be tal ked out of your decision. If you're
not going to change your mind, | want you to be sure you' ve not nade a
m st ake. "

"AlI'l right," | said. "Wy did you nention it?"

"Because the central point of Del oinne's argunent is that the irony of
life is its finite nature, and that the terror of death is caused by its
i nfinitude. When death conmes, there is no reversing it. A human bei ng can
therefore only achi eve whatever it is he aspires to in a relatively brief
ti me. Del oi nne argues--m stakenly, in ny personal opinion--that it is the
tenmporary nature of life that nakes it worth living. If life is prolonged, as
we can prolong it here, then life's achi evenents beconme attenuated. Del oi nne
al so points out, correctly, that Lotterie-Collago has never nmade guarantees
agai nst eventual death. He therefore cones to the conclusion that a short,
rich life is preferable to a | ong and i nmpoveri shed one."

"That's how | see it," | said.

"So you prefer to live your normal span?”

"Until | won the prize, |1'd never even thought about it."

"VWhat would you call a normal span? Thirty years? Forty?"

"More than that, of course,” | said. "lIsn't normal |ife expectancy
somewher e around seventy-five years?"

"On average, yes. How old are you, Peter? Thirty-one, isnt it?

"No. Twenty--nine."

"Your records say thirty--one. But it doesn't matter."

Seri cane out from behind the screen, fully dressed but with her hair
hangi ng | oose and wet. She had a towel around her shoul ders, and a conb in her
hand. Lareen took no notice of her as she sat down in the other seat, but
i nstead unclipped a large fold of computer print_out paper and exam ned the
top sheet.

"Peter, I'mafraid |'ve got sonme rather hard news for you. Del oi nne was
a phil osopher but you try to take himliterally. Whatever you _say , you
believe instinctively that you will live forever. The facts are rather

different." She was noving her pencil oven the sheet. "Here we are. Your life
expectancy, at present, is put at just under four and a half years."

| | ooked at Seri. "That's nonsense!"

"I"'msorry, but it's not. | know you find it difficult to believe, but
I"'mafraid it's extrenely likely."

"But I'mnot ill. 1've never been ill inny life."

"That's not what your medical records say. You were hospitalized when
you were eight, and you were under treatnment for several weeks."

"That was just a childhood illness. Kidney trouble, they said, but the
doctors told my parents | was all right and I've never had any trouble since."
Again | | ooked at Seri, seeking reassurance, but she was staring at Lareen

"When you were in your early twenties, you went to your G P. severa
ti mes. Headaches."
"This is ridiculous! That was just a nminor thing. The doctor said it was

because I was working too hard. | was at university. Everybody gets headaches!
Anyway, how do you know all this? Are you a doctor?"
"No, I'mjust a counsellor. If it was as minor as you say, then perhaps

our computer prognosis is wong. You can be exam ned if you wish. At the
nmonent, all we have to go on is your records."

"Let me see that," | said, pointing at the sheet of paper. Lareen
hesitated, and for a nonent | thought she was going to refuse. But then she
passed it over.

| read through it quickly. It was in detail accurate, though
selectively. It listed my birth date, parents, sister, addresses, schools,
nmedi cal treatnent. Further on were nore unexpected details. There was a |ist
(inconplete) of nmy friends, places | had often visited, and, disturbingly,
details of how | had voted, the tithes | had paid, the political society I
joined at university, my contacts with a fringe theatre group, mnmy connections



wi th people who were nonitoring the Covenant. There was a section on what the
conputer called "inbal ance indications": that | drank frequently, had friends
of dubious political affiliation, was fickle with wonen, was given to
unr easonabl e rages when younger, was described as "mpody and introverted" by
one of ny tutors, was described as "only So per cent reliable" by a forner
enpl oyer, had been granted deferment of the draft on "psychol ogical" grounds,
and that for a time | had been involved with a young wonman descended from
d aundi an i nmi grants.

"Where the hell does this stuff cone fron?" | said, brandishing the

sheet .

"Isn"t it accurate?"

"Never mind that! It's a conplete distortion!"

"But is it factually accurate?"

"Yes . . . but it msses out a lot of things."

"We didn't ask for these details. This is just what came out of the
conmputer."

"Do they have files like this on everyone?"

"I"ve no idea," Lareen said. "You nust ask your own governnent that. Al
we're concerned with is your life e.xpectaney, although this extra information
can have a bearing. Have you read the medi cal sunmary?"

"Where is it?"

Lareen left her seat and stood beside ne. She pointed with her pencil
"These figures are our codes. Don't worry about them This is where your life
expectancy is printed."

The conputer had printed 35.46 years.

"I don't believe it," | said. "It nmust be a mstake."

"We're not often wong."

"What does the figure mean? Is that how long | have to live?"

"That's the age at which the conputer says you are nost likely to die."

"But what am | suffering fron? I don't _feel ill!"

Beside nme, Seri took nmy hand. "Listen to her, Peter."

Lareen had returned to her seat behind the desk. "I can arrange for a
nmedi cal exanmination, if you like."

"I's there sonething wong with ny heart? Is it something |like that?"

"The conputer doesn't say. But you can be cured here."

| was hardly listening. All of a sudden ny body felt as if it were a
mass of previously unnoticed synptons. | renenbered the numerous aches and
pains | had felt: indigestion, bruises, stiff |legs, a sore back after working
too I ong, the hangovers | sonetimes suffered, the headaches at university, the
coughing with head colds. All seemed innocuous and explicable at the tine, but

now | wondered. Did they hint at sonething worse? | imagined clotted arteries
and neopl asnms and gal | -stones and ruptures, lurking within me, destroying ne.
Yet it still had a faintly ridicul ous aspect: in spite of everything

continued to feel as healthy as ever

| resented utterly the fact that the Lotterie had thrust this on ne. |
stood up, |ooked out of the wi ndow, and across the | awns towards the sea.
was free, under no conpul sion; Seri and |I could | eave i medi ately.

But then the realization: no matter what was wong with ne, there was a
cure for it! If | took the athanasia treatnment | should never again be ill, |

should live forever. Illness thwarted.
It was an exhilarating feeling, one that seenmed to give nme great power
and freedom | suddenly realized how inhibiting was the prospect of illness:

that one was cautious with food, or wary of too little exercise, on too much,
aware of the signs of advanci ng age, shortage of wi nd, not getting enough
sl eep, or drinking on snmoking too much. | would never need worry about such
t hi ngs again: | could abuse ny body as | wi shed, or ignore it. | should never
weaken, never decli ne.

Al ready, at the advanced age of twenty-nine, | had felt the first
stirrings of envy of those younger than nme. | saw the effortlessly agile
bodi es of younger nen, the slender unsupported bodies of girls. They al



| ooked so fit, as if good health were sonething to be taken for granted.

Per haps someone ol der than nyself would find this anusing to contenplate, but
fromnmy point of view | had already noticed nyself slowi ng up. After the
athanasia treatnent | would remain forever twenty-nine. In a few years' tine,
those young adults | secretly envied would be ny physical equals, yet | would
have extra years of insight. And with every new generation | would acquire a
greater nental stature.

Gven the jolt, the news of ny |life expectancy, | began to recognize
that the Lotterie's treatnent was subtly different from Del oi nne's
i nterpretation. Because | read his book at an inpressionabl e age, Del oi nne had
i nfluenced me too nuch. | made his ideas my own, w thout questioning them
Del oi nne saw at hanasi a as an abnegation of life, yet really it was an
affirmation.

As Seri had pointed out, the com ng of death brings the destruction of
menory. But life is menmory. As long as | amalive, as long as | wake every
morning, | renenber ny life, and as the years pass ny nmenory becomes enriched.
A d nen are wise, not by nature but by absorption and retention, and by the
accunul ation of sufficient menories to be able to select what is inportant.

Mermory is continuity too, a sense of identity and place and consequence.
I am what | am because | can remenber how | becane it.

Mermory was the psychic force | had described to Seri: the nonmentum of
life, driving from behind and anticipating what is to cone.

Wth increased life span the quantity of nermory would increase, but a
mnd can fine-tune this into quality.

As nenory is enhanced, so is one's perception of life.

This is the fear of death. Because it is unconsciousness, the
obliteration of all physical and mental processes, the nenory dies with the
body. The human nind, at pivot of past and future, vanishes with its nenories.
Thus, from death there is no renenbering.

The fear of dying is not just the terror of pain, the humliation of the
loss of faculties, the fall into the abyss . . . but the prinmeval fear that
afterwards one mght _renenber_ it.

The act of dying is the only experience of the dead. Those who are
living cannot be alive if nenory includes that of the state of death.

| was aware, beyond my new introspection, that Seri and Lareen were
speaking to each other: polite exchanges and pl easantries, places for Seri to
visit on the island, an hotel she might stay in. And | was al so aware that a
man had brought a large tray bearing breakfast, but | was not interested in
f ood.

Lareen's conputer print-out lay on the desk, the prediction of my life
expectancy visible on the face | could see. 35.46 years . . . a statistica
probability, not really a prediction

A young man in his early twenties would have an expectancy of half a
century. O course, he might only live another three weeks, but the statistics
wer e agai nst this.

My own expectation was said to be another six years. | could live to be
ninety, but the statistics were against this too.
However, | had no way of knowing if the figures were reliable. | |ooked

again at the print-out, stanped with all the inplacable neatness of a
conputer, and read again through the sundry evidence against nme. It was a
bi ased picture, saying al nost nothing about me that could be construed in ny
favour. | was said to drink a lot, was nmoody, had a certain political dubiety.
This was supposed to influence nmy general health and well-being; fromthis the
conputer had estimated ny life span

Why had it not taken other facts into account? For instance, that |
often went swiming in sumer, that | enjoyed wellcooked fresh food and ate
plenty of fruit, that | had given up snmoking, had attended church until | was
fourteen, was generous to charities, kind to animals and had bl ue eyes?

They all seened just as relevant or irrelevant to nme, yet each would
presunmably influence the conputer, and some might predicate a few extra years



for me.

| felt suspicious. These figures had been produced by an organization
that sold a product. No secret was made of the fact that Lotterie-Collago was
profit-making, that its principal source of revenue was the sales of its
tickets, and that every healthy athanasian who enmerged fromthe clinic was a
wal ki ng advertisement for their business. It was in their interests that
wi nners of the lottery accept the treatnment, and therefore they would offer
any i nducenent they coul d.

| reserved judgenent on the treatnent, but | resolved that | would make

a decision only after an independent medi cal exami nation. | continued to fee
heal thy; | was suspicious of the conputer; | found athanasia a chall enge.

| turned back to the other two. They had started on the toast and
cereals the man had brought. As | sat down, | saw Seri |ooking at ne, and she

knew |I had changed ny nind.

15

The clinic's medical centre occupied one wing of the main building. Here
all recipients of the athanasia treatnment were given a screening before

progressing further. | had never before undergone a conplete nedical, and
found the experience in turn tiring, alarmng, boring, humliating and
interesting. | was readily inpressed by the array of nodern diagnostic

equi prent, but | was intended not to understand the functions of nost of it.
The prelimnary screening was by direct interaction with a conputer; |ater
was placed in a machine I took to be a whol e-body scanner; after further nore
detail ed X-raying of specific pants of ny body--mnmy head, ny |ower back, ny

left forearmand ny chest-- | was briefly interviewed by a doctor, then told
to dress and return to ny chal et.
Seri had left to fluid an hotel, and there was no sign of Lareen. | sat

on ny bed in the cabin, reflecting on the psychol ogical factors in hospitals,
in which the renoval of the patient's clothing is only the first step of many
by which he is reduced to an animated slab of nmeat. In this condition
individuality is suppressed for the greaten glory of synptons, the forner
presumably interfering with the appreciation of the latter

| read ny manuscript for a while, to remind me of who | was, but then
was interrupted by the arrival of Lareen Dobey and the man who had intervi ewed
me, Doctor Corrob. Lareen smiled wanly at ne, and went to sit in the chain by
t he desk.

| stood up, sensing something.

"Ms. Dobey tells ne you are in doubt as to whether or not you will
accept the treatnent,"” Connob said.

"That's night. But | wanted to hear what you had to say."

"My advice is that you should accept the treatment w thout delay. Your
life is in great danger without it."

| glanced at Lareen, but she was | ooking away. "What's wong with nme?"

"W have detected an anomaly in one of the main blood vessels leading to
your brain. It's called a cenebro-vascular aneurysm It's a weakness in the
wal | of the vessel, and it could burst at any tine."

"You're making it up!"

"Why do you think that?" Corrob at |east |ooked surprised.

"You're trying to frighten me into having the treatnment."

Corrob said: "I'monly telling you what we've diagnosed. |'mretai ned by
the Lotterie as a consultant. What I'mtelling you is that you have a serious
condition, which if left unattended will certainly kill you."

"But why has this never been found before?"

"Per haps you have not been exam ned recently. W know that when you were
a child you suffered a kidney condition. Although this was dealt with at the
time, it has left you with a higher than average bl ood pressure. You al so
admt to a drinking. habit."



"Just a nornmal anount!" | said.

"I'n your case the normal anmpunt should be none at all, if you cane for
your health. You say you are a regular drinker, taking the equivalent of a
bottle of wine a day. In your condition this is extrenely foolish."

Again | | ooked at Lareen, and now she was wat chi ng ne.

"This is crazy!" | said to her. "I"'mnot ill!"

"That isn't really for you to decide,"” Corrob said. "According to the
results fromthe cerebral angiognam you are a very sick man." He stood with
his hand on the door, as if anxious to |leave. "Of course, the decision is
yours, but ny advice is that you should take the treatnent inmediately."

"Woul d that cure this?"

Corrob said: "Your counsellor will explain."

"And there's no danger?"

"No . . . the treatment is perfectly safe.”

"Then that settles it," | said. "If you're sure--"

Corrob was holding a small file | had thought nmust he the case notes on
a patient; now !l realized it nmust be on me. He passed it to Lareen. "M.
Sinclair should he admtted to the athanasia unit i mediately. How rmuch tine
do you require for the rehabilitation profile?"

"At | east another day, perhaps two."

"Sinclair is to be given priority. The aneurysmis a severe one. There's
no question that we can allow an attack to happen while he's in the clinic. If
he tries to cause delays, he nust he off the island tonight."

"I'"ll clear himby this evening."

Al'l this had been said as if | were not there. Corrob turned back to ne.

"You must take no solids after four this afternoon,” he said. "If you're
thirsty, you may drink water or light fruit juice. But no al cohol. Ms Dobey
will visit you in the norning, and then you'll be admitted for the treatnent.
Do you under st and?"

"Yes, but | want to know -"

"Ms Dobey will explain what will happen.” He went through the door, and
closed it quickly behind him He left a whirling air space.

| sat on my bed, ignoring Lareen. | accepted what the doctor had said,
even though |I continued to feel as well as even. There was sonethi ng about the
nmedi cal manner, the way a synptomwas made to be inferior to the doctor's

know edge. | renenbered visiting ny GP. a few years before, conplaining of

bl ocked sinuses. After exam ning me he had di scovered that | had been sl eeping
in a centrally heated bedroom and, worse, | had been using a proprietary
brand of decongestant nose drops. Suddenly, the sinusitis was the consequence
of my own nisdeeds, | was to blame. | left the surgery that day feeling guilty
and hunmbl ed. Now, with the departure of Corrob, | felt that | was again guilty
in sone way of inflicting a weakened bl ood vessel on nyself. | had been a
patient as a child, | was a drinker when an adult. For the first time in ny
life | felt defensive about drinking, felt the need to deny on explain or
justify.

It nust have been something to do with the clinic's own defensiveness;
the staff, acutely conscious of the controvery surrounding the treatnent, made
the recipients a party to the system The willing were inducted snoothly and
conspiratorially; the unwilling or the reluctant were psychol ogically
mani pul ated then medically intim dated.

| wished Seri were with ne, and | wondered how | ong she woul d be gone. |
want ed the chance to be a human bei ng agai n: perhaps go for a walk with her
or make love, on just sit around doi ng not hing.

Lareen closed the file she had been reading. "How do you feel, Peter?"

"How do you think I feel?"

"I"'msorry . . . there's no satisfaction for me in the conputer being
right. If it's any consolation, at |east we can do sonething for you here. If
you were still at home, it probably woul dn't have been di agnosed.”

"I can still hardly believe it." Qutside, a man was nowi ng the lawn; in

the distance | could see a part of Collago Town, and behind it the headl and by



t he harbour. | nmoved away fromthe wi ndow by the bed, and went to sit with
Lareen. "The doctor said you would explain the treatnent."

"For the aneurysn?"

"Yes, and the athanasia."

"Tormorrow you'll go in for conventional surgery on the diseased artery.
What the surgeon will probably do is inplant a tenporary by-pass until the
artery regenerates itself. This should happen quite quickhr."

"What do you nean by regenerate?" | said.

"You'll be given a nunber of hormonal and enzymal injections. These
stinmulate cell replication in parts of the body where it doesn't normally take
pl ace, such as the brain. In other parts, the enzymes control replication
preventing mal i gnanci es and keepi ng your organs in good condition. After the

treatment, in other words, your body will constantly renew itself."

"I"ve heard that | have to have a check-up every year," | said.

"No, but you can if you wi sh. What the surgeons will also do is inplant
a nunber of m croprocessor nonitors. These can be checked at any of the
Lotterie's offices, and if anything is going wong you will he given advice on

what to do. In sonme cases you can be ne-admitted here.”

"Lareen, either the treatnment is permanent, or it isn't."

"It's permanent, but in a particular way. All we can do here is prevent
organi c decay. For instance, do you snoke?"

"No. | used to."

"Suppose you were to start again. You could snobke as nany cigarettes as
you wi shed, and you woul d never devel op lung cancer. That's definite. But you
could still contract bronchitis or enphysema, and carbon nonoxi de would put a
strain on your heart. The treatnment won't prevent you frombeing killed in a
road accident, and it won't stop you drowning, and you can still get hernias
and chilblains, and you can still break your neck. We can stop the body
degenerating, and we can help you build imunity to infections, but if you
abuse yourself you can still find ways of causing damage."

Rem nders of a body's frailties: ruptures and fractures and bruises. The
weaknesses one knew about, tried not to think about, observed in other people,
overheard in shop conversations. | was devel oping sensibilities about health |
had never had before. Did the acquisition of immortality sinply nake one nore
awar e of death?

| said to Lareen: "How | ong does this take?"

"Al toget her, about two or three weeks. There'll he a short recovery
period after the operation tonorrow. As soon as the consultant thinks you're
ready, the enzyme injections will start."

"I can't stand injections,”" | said.

"They don't use hypodernmic needles. It's a hit nore sophisticated than
that. Anyway, you won't he aware of the treatnent.”

"You nmean |'Il be anaesthetized?" A sudden dread.

"No, but once the first injections are nade you'll becone sem consci ous.
It probably sounds frightening, but npst patients have said they found it
pl easant . "

| valued my hold on consciousness. Once, when | was twelve, | was
knocked off my bicycle by a bully, and suffered concussion and three days
retrospecti ve amesia. The | oss of those three days was the central nystery of
nmy chil dhood. Although I was unconscious for |less than half an hour, ny return
to awar eness was acconpani ed by a sense of oblivion behind ne. Wen | returned
to school, sporting a black eye and a splendidly lurid bandage around ny
forehead, | was brought face to face with the fact that those three days had
not only existed, but that _|I_had existed within them There had been | essons
and games and witten exercises, and presumably conversations and argunents,
yet | could renmenber none of them During those days | must have been alert,
consci ous and self-aware, feeling the continuity of nenmory, sure of ny
identity and exi stence. An event that _followed_ them though, eradicated
them just as one day death would erase all nmenory. It was ny first experience
of a kind of death, and since then, although unconsciousness itself was not to



be feared, | saw nenory as the key to sentience. | existed as long as |
remenber ed.
"Lareen, are you an athanasi an?"

"No, I"'mnot."

"Then you' ve never experienced the treatnent.”

"I"ve worked with patients for nearly twenty years. | can't claimany
nore than that."

"But you don't know what it feels like," | said.

"Not directly, no."

"The truth is, I"'mscared of losing ny nmenory."

"I understand that. My job here is to help you regain it afterwards. But
it's inevitable that you nust | ose what you now have as your nenory."

"Way is it inevitable?"

"It's a chemical process. To give you longevity we rmust stop the brain
deteriorating. In the normal thanatic body brain cells never replicate, so
your nental ability steadily declines. Every day you | ose thousands of brain
cells. What we do here is induce replication in the cells, so that however
I ong you live your nmental capacity is uninpaired. But when the replication
begi ns, the new cellular activity brings al nbst total amesia."

"That's precisely what frightens me," | said. A nmind sliding anay, life
receding, continuity |ost.

"You'll experience nothing that will scare you. You will enter the fugue
state, which is like being in a continuous dream In this, you'll see inmages
fromyour life, remenber journeys and neetings, people will seemto speak to
you, you will feel able to touch, experience enotions. Your nmind will be

giving up what it contains. It's just your own life."

The hol d rel eased, sentience dying. Entry into fugue, where the only
reality was dream

"And when | cone round I'Il remenber nothing about it."

"Why do you say that?"

"I't's what surgeons always say, isn't it? They believe it conforts

peopl e. "

"It's true. You'll wake up here in this chalet. 1'Il be here, and your
friend, Seri."

| wanted to see Seri. | wanted Lareen to go away.

"But 1'll have no nenory," | said. "They'll destroy ny nmenory."

"It can be replaced. That's my job."

In the fugue the dream di spensed, |leaving a void. Life returned |ater
inthe formof this cal meyed, patient woman, returning ny nenories to ne as
if she were a hand witing words on bl ank paper

| said: "Lareen, how can | know that afterwards 1'll be the sanme?"

"Because nothing in you will be changed, except your capacity to live."

"But | amwhat | renmenber. If you take that away | cannot be the sane
person again."

"I"'mtrained to restore your menory, Peter. To do that, you' ve got to
hel p me now. "

She produced an attractively packaged fol der, containing a thick wad of
partially printed pages.

"There isn't as much tine as we would normally have, but you should be
able to manage this during the evening."

"Let me see it."

"You must be as frank and truthful as possible," Lareen said, passing
the folder to ne. "Use as much space as you |like. There's spare paper in the
desk. "

The papers felt heavy, auguring hours of work. | glanced at the first
page, where | could wite ny name and address. Later, the questions dealt with
school . Later, with friendships, sex and | ove. There seemed no end to the
guestions, each phrased carefully so as to pronote frankness in nmy answer. |
found that | could not read them that the words blurred as | flicked the
pages acr o0ss.



For the first tine since sentence of death had been pronounced on ne, |

felt the stirrings of revolt. |I had no intention of answering these questions.

"I don't need this," | said to Lareen. | tossed the questionnaire on to
the desk. "I've already witten ny autobiography, and you'll have to use
that."

| turned away from her, feeling angry.

"You heard what the doctor said, Peter. If you don't co-operate they'l
make you | eave the island tonight."

"I'"mco-operating, but I'mnot going to answer those questions. It's al
witten down already."

"Where is it? Can | see it?"

My manuscript was on ny bed, where | had left it. | gave it to her. For
some reason | was unable to ook at her. As it was briefly in ny hands the
manuscri pt had transmitted a sense of reassurance, a |link with what was soon
to becone nmy forgotten past.

| heard Lareen turn a few of the pages, and when | | ooked back at her
she was reading quickly fromthe third on fourth page. She gl anced at the | ast
page, then set it aside.

"When did you wite this?"

"Two years ago."

Lareen stared at the pages. "1 don't like working wthout the
guestionnaire. How do | know you've |eft nothing out?"

"Surely that's ny risk?" | said. "Anyway, it's conplete.” | described
the way | had witten, how | had set nyself the task of expressing whol eness
and truth on paper.

She turned again to the last page. "It isn't finished. Do you realize
t hat ?"

"I was interrupted, but it doesn't matter. | was alnost at the end, and
although | did try to finish it later, it seenmed better the way it is." Lareen
sai d not hing, watching nme and nmani pul ating nore from me. Resisting her,

said: "lIt's unfinished because ny life is unfinished."
"If you wote it two years ago, what's happened since?"
"That's the point, isn't it?" | was still feeling hostile to her, yet in

spite of this her strategic silences continued to influence ne. Another cane,
and | was unable to resist it. "Wien | wote the manuscript | found that ny
life formed into patterns, and that everything | had done fitted into them
Since | finished witing I've found that it's still true, that all |'ve done
in the last two years has just added details to a shape.”

"I"ll have to take this away and read it," Lareen said.

"Al'l right. But take care of it."

"Of course I'll he careful."”

"I feel it's a part of ne, sonething that can't be replaced."

"I could replicate it for you," Lareen said, and |aughed as if she had
made a joke. "I nmean, |I'Il get it photocopied for you. Then you can have the
original back and 1'll work with the copy."

| said: "That's what they're going to do to nme, isn't it? I'mgoing to
he photocopied. The only difference is that | won't get the original back
"Il be given the copy, but the original will be blank."

"It was only a joke, Peter."

"I know, but you rmade me think."

"Do you want to reconsider filling out ny questionnaire? If you don't
trust the manuscript--"
"It's not that | distrust,” |I said. "I live by what | wote, because

_am_ what | wote."

| closed nmy eyes, turning away from her again. How could |I ever forget
t hat obsessive witing and rewiting, the warm sumrer, the hillside view of
Jethra? | particularly renenbered being on the verandah of the villa | had
borrowed from Col an the evening | made ny nost exciting discovery: that
recol l ection was only partial, that the artistic recreation of the past
constituted a higher truth than mere nmenory. Life could be rendered in



nmet aphorical terns; these were the patterns | nmentioned to Lareen. The actua
details of, for instance, ny years at school were only of incidental interest,
yet consi dered netaphorically, as an experience of |earning and grow ng, they
became a larger, higher event. | related to themdirectly, because they had
been ny own experiences, but they were also related to the | arger body of
human experi ence because they dealt with the verities. Had | nerely recounted
t he hundrum narrative, the catal ogue of anecdotal details in literal nenory, |
shoul d have been telling only half the story.

I could not separate nyself fromny context, and in this ny manuscri pt
became a whol eness, describing ny living, describing ny life.

| therefore knew that to answer Lareen's questionnaire would produce
only half-truths. There was no roomfor elaboration in literal answers, no
capacity for netaphor, or for _story_.

Lareen was gl ancing at her wi stwatch.

"Do you know it's after three?" she said. "You m ssed |lunch, and you're
not allowed food after four."

"Can | get a neal at this tinme?"

"At the refectory. Tell the staff you're starting treatnent tonorrow,
and they'll know what to give you."

"Where's Seri? Shoul dn't she he back by now?"

"I told her not to be back before five."

"I want her with nme tonight," | said.

"That's up to you and her. She nustn't be here when you go up to the
clinic."”

| said: "But afterwards, can | see her then?"

"Of course you can. W'll both need her." Lareen had tucked ny
manuscri pt under her arm ready to take it away, but now she pulled it out
agai n. "How nuch does Seri know about you, about your background?"

"We've talked a bit while we were travelling. We both tal ked about
our sel ves. "

"Look, 1've had an idea." Lareen held out the manuscript for ne to take.
"I"ll read this later, while you're in the clinic. Tonight, let Seri read
this, and talk to her about it. The nore she knows about you the better. It
could be very inportant.”

| took the manuscript back, thinking of the way nmy life and privacy were
being invaded. In witing of nyself | had exposed nyself; in the manuscript |
was naked. | had not witten to pronote or excuse nyself; | had just been
honest, and in the process had found nyself frequently unlikable. For this
reason, the very idea of sonmeone el se reading the manuscript woul d have been
unt hi nkabl e a few weeks before. Yet two wonen | hardly knew were now to read
my work, and presumably would know nme as well as | knew nysel f.

Even as | resented the intrusion a part of ne rushed towards them
urging themto close scrutiny of midentity. In their interpretation, passed
back to ne, | woul d becone nysel f again.

After Lareen had left | wal ked across the sloping lawns to the
refectory, and was given the authorized pre-treatnment nmeal. The condemmed man
ate a light salad, and afterwards was still hungry.

Seri reappeared in the evening, tired frombeing in the sun all day and
wal ki ng too far. She had eaten before returning, and again |I glinpsed the
ef fect of what was happening. Already our tenporary l|iaison was disrupted: we
spent a day apart, ate neals at different tines. Afterwards our |ives would
proceed at different paces. | talked to her about what had happened during the
day, what | had | earned.

"Do you believe then?" she said.

"l do now. "

Seri placed her hands on the sides of ny face, touching my tenples with
light fingertips. "They think you will die."

"They're hoping it won't happen tonight," | said. "Very bad for
publicity."

"You mustn't excite yourself."



"What does that nean?"

"Separate beds tonight."

"The doctor said nothing about sex."

"No, but I did."

The energy had gone out of her teasing, and | sensed a grow ng silence
within her. She was acting |ike a concerned relative before an operation,
maki ng bad-taste jokes about bedpans and enemas, covering up a darker fear

| said: "Lareen wants you to help with the rehabilitation."

"Do you want nme to?"

"I can't imagine it wi thout you. That's why you cane, isn't it?"

"You know why |'m here, Peter." She hugged me then, but turned away
after a few seconds, |ooking down.

"I want you to read something this evening," | said. "Lareen suggested
it."

"What is it?"

"I haven't enough tine to answer her questionnaire,” | said, fudging the
answer. "But before I left home | wote a manuscript. My life story. Lareen's
seen it, and she's going to use it for the rehabilitation. If you read it this
evening, | can talk to you about it."

"How long is it?"

"Quite long. More than two hundred pages, but it's typewitten. It
shouldn't take too |ong."

"Where is it?"

| passed it to her.

"Why don't you just talk to ne, like you did on the boat?" She was

hol di ng the manuscript |oosely, letting the pages spread. "I feel this is,
wel |, sonething you wote for yourself, something private."
"It's what you've got to use." | started to explain ny notives for

witing it, what | had been trying to do, but Seri noved away to the other bed
and began to read. She turned the pages quickly, as if she was only skinm ng,
and | wondered how rmuch of it she could take in with such a superficial
r eadi ng.

| watched her as she went through the first chapter, the I ong
expl anatory passage where | was working out ny then dilemra, ny series of
m sfortunes, ny justification for self-exam nation. She reached the second
chapter, and because | was watching closely |I noticed that she paused on the
first page and read the openi ng paragraph again. She | ooked back to the first
chapter.

She said: "Can | ask you sonet hi ng?"

"Shouldn't you read a bit nore?"

"I don't understand." She put down the pages and | ooked at nme oven them
"I thought you said you cane from Jet hra?"

"That's right."

"Then why do you say you were born sonmewhere el se?" She | ooked again at
the word. " 'London' . . . where's that?"

"Ch, that," | said. "That's an invented nane . . . it's difficult to

explain. It's Jethra really, but | was trying to convey the idea that as you
grow up the place you're in seens to change. 'London' is a state of mind. It
describes ny parents, | suppose, what they were |ike and where they were
[iving when | was born."

"Let me read," Seri said, not |ooking at nme, staring down at the page.

She read nore slowy now, checking back several tines. | began to fee
unconfortable, interpreting her difficulties as a formof criticism Because
had defined nyself to nmyself, because | had never imagi ned that anyone el se
woul d ever read it, | had taken for granted that ny method woul d be obvi ous.
Seri, the first person in the world to read ny book, frowned and read
haltingly, turning the pages forward and back.

"Gve it back to me," | said at last. "I don't want you to read any

nore."

"I"ve got to," she said. "lI've got to understand."



But tinme passed and not nuch was clear to her. She started asking ne
guesti ons:

"Who is Felicity?"

"What are the Beatl es?"

"Where is Manchester, Sheffield, Pinaeus?”

"What is England, and which island is it on?"

"Who is Gracia, and why has she tried to kill hersel f?"

"Who was Hitler, what war are you tal king about, which cities had they
bonbed?"

"Who is Alice Dowden?"

"Why was Kennedy assassi nated?"

"When were the sixties, what is marijuana, what is a psychedelic rock?"

"You' ve mentioned London again . . . | thought it was a state of m nd?"

"Why do you keep tal king about G acia?"

"What happened at Watergate?"

| said, but Seri did not seemto hear: "There's a deeper truth in
fiction, because nenory is faulty."

"Who is_ Gacia?"

"I love you, Seri," | said, but the words sounded hol | ow and
unconvi nci ng, even to ne.
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| love you, Gracia," | said, kneeling on the threadbare carpet beside
her. She was spraw ed agai nst the bed, half on, half off, no | onger crying but
silent. | was always unconfortabl e when she said nothing, because it becane

i mpossi bl e to conprehend her. Sonetimes she was sil ent because she was hurt,
somet i nes because she sinply had nothing to say, but sonetimes because it was
her way of taking revenge on ne. She said ny own silences were mani pul ative of
her. Thus the conplexities doubled, and I no | onger knew how to behave. Even
her anger was sonetinmes false, leading me to a response that she would cal
predi ctable; inevitably when her anger was real | took her |ess seriously,

i nfuriating her nore.

A decl aration of |ove was the only common | anguage |left, yet it was
spoken nmore by me than by her. The context of our rows made it sound hol | ow,
even to ne.

Toni ght's now had been genuine, albeit trivial in origin. | had prom sed
to keep the evening free to go with her to see sone friends for dinner
Unfortunately | had forgotten my prom se and bought some tickets for a play |
knew she wanted to see. It was ny fault, | was absent-minded, | admtted it
all, but she blamed ne all the sane. Her friends could not be tel ephoned; we
had wasted nmoney on the seats. \Wichever way we acted sonethi ng was w ong.

It was just the start. The inpasse led to tension, and this in its turn
brought out the deepen differences. | was unloving, took her for granted, the
flat was always in a nmess, | was noody and withdrawn. She was neurotic and
nmercurial, slovenly, flirtatious with other men. It all cane out, spreading
t hrough the roomlike a danmp cloud of recrimnation, making us |ess well
defined to each other, colder and further away, nore likely to hurt by
bl undering into places we could only dimy see.

I was hol di ng her hand, but she was unresponsive and cool. She lay with
her face turned away fromne, staring into the pillows. She was breathing
steadily; the tears were past.

| kissed the back of her neck. "I do |ove you, Gacia."

"Don't say that. Not now. "

"Way not? Isn't it the only thing that's still true?"

"You're just trying to intimdate ne."

I grunted with exasperation and noved away from her. Her hand fell 1inp.

| stood up and went to the w ndow.
"\Where are you goi ng?"



"I"'mjust pulling the curtains."

"Leave them al one. ™"

"I don't want people looking in."

G acia was carel ess of curtains. The bedroom was at the front of the
house, and al though the flat was in the basenment the room could be clearly
seen fromthe road. If Gacia went to bed before me she often undressed with
the lights on and the curtains open. Once | had wal ked into the bedroomto
find her sitting naked on the bed, drinking coffee and reading a book
Qut si de, people | eaving the pub were wal ki ng down the road.

"You're a prude, Peter."

"I just don't want people to see us rowing." | drew the curtains anyway,
and returned to the bed. Gracia had sat up, and was lighting a cigarette.

"What are we going to do?"

| said: "We'll do what | suggested half an hour ago. You drive to Dave

and Shirley's, and I'Il go on the Underground to try to change the tickets.
"1l meet you later."

"Al'l right."

Earlier, the sanme proposal had been fan fromall night; it had reduced
her to tears. | was trying to cover up ny mistake, trying to get out of seeing
Dave and Shirley. Now Gracia's nood had abruptly changed. | was forgiven and

soon we woul d be maki ng | ove.

I went into the kitchen and ran a glass of water. It was cold and cl ean
but it tasted flat. | had become used to the sweet Welsh water in
Henef or dshi ne, the soft Pennine water in Sheffield; in London it was the
Thanes, chemically neutralized and endl essly recycled, tasting |like an
imtation of the real thing. | enptied the glass, rinsed it and left it to
drain on the side. The dishes fromyesterday's evening neal were still stacked
t here, greasy and odorous.

Gracia's flat was in a street typical of many inner London suburbs. Sone
of the houses were privately owned, others were council property. The house we
lived in was due for nodernization, but until then Canden Council was renting
out the flats it contained on short |eases at subsidized rents. It was
sub- st andard housi ng, but no worse than the expensive privately let flat | had
lived in before. On the corner of the street was a take-away kebab house run
by Cypriots; a nunber of bus routes went down the main street, from Kentish
Town to King's Cross; there were two cinenas in Canmden Town, one of which
showed mnorityinterest films by foreign directors; in Tufnell Park, about a
ml e away, a Shakespearean theatre conpany had taken oven and converted an old
church. These were the principal anenities of the area, and it was being
slowy converted from | ow grade workingcl ass residential to desirable
i nner-London middl e class. The pseudo- Georgi an doors, Banham | ocks, pinewood
kitchen tabl es and Wel sh dressers were arriving in many previously negl ected
houses, and al ready a nunber of craft shops and delicatessens were appearing
inthe min street to serve this discrimnating and affluent group

Gracia had come up behind ne. She put her armaround ny chest, pulling
me agai nst her, and she kissed nme behind ny car

"Let's go to bed," she said. "W've got tine."

| resisted her because of the inevitability of it. Gacia was able to
use sex for healing, and never really understood that rows were anaphrodisiac
to ne. | wanted to he alone afterwards, to walk the streets or go for a drink
She knew this because | had explained it, and, by inability to respond,
soneti nes denonstrated it. She realized nowthat | was resisting her, and
felt her go taut. Because of that, not wanting to renew the trouble, | turned
around and ki ssed her very quickly, hoping it would be enough

Soon we were undnessed and in bed, and G acia, her change of nbod now
conpl ete, became an expert, sensitive lover. She sucked me until | was ready,
then a little longer. W only became explicable to each other in bed. | |iked
to kiss and caress her breasts: they were small and soft and rolled in ny
hands. Her nipples were pliant, rarely erecting to ny touch. | was |oving
Gracia, truly, but then | renenbered Seri, and suddenly it was wong



Seri in bed beside nme, her pale hair folded untidily across her brow,
her lips parted, her eyes closed and her breath sweet. W always made | ove on

our side, she with one knee raised, the other tucked beneath ne. | liked to
ki ss and caress her breasts: they were small but firm filling nmy hands, the
little stud nipples stiff against ny palnms. Gracia, dark hair tousled on the
pillow, unwashed in four days, was hol ding nmy head agai nst hers; | was on top

of her, trying to roll to the side, breathing her scents. It was wong and |
could not think why. Gacia felt me withdraw, her instinct for ny |oss of
desire was unerring.

"Peter, don't stop!"

She arched her back, thrusting herself against ne, then moved suddenly
to clasp ny penis at the base, jerking it up and down a few tines, then
leading ne to her. | went on, physically capable but enptionally distant.
felt her nails gripping nmy shoul der bl ades, and | kept my eyes closed, hair in
nmout h and nose. | finished, but it was Seri who was there with me, turned to
the side so | lay on her leg. Gacia gradually relaxed, still sensing ny
enotional w thdrawal from her, but because she was physically satisfied the
tension faded fromher too. | pretended she was Gacia, even though she really
was, and held her close while she snpked another cigarette.

Later, when Gracia had driven to Dave and Shirley's flat in Ful ham |
wal ked down to the Underground station in Kentish Town, and caught a train to
the West End. The exchange of tickets was sinply done; seats were avail able
for the follow ng night's performance, and toni ght people were waiting for
cancel l ations. Sure that | had at |ast done the right thing, | caught a second
train to Ful ham

Dave and Shirley were teachers, and they were into whol efood. Shirley
t hought she ni ght be pregnant, and Gracia got drunk and flirted with Dave. W
| eft before mdnight.

That night, while Gracia was asleep, | thought about Seri.

| had once believed that she and Gracia were conplenentary to each
ot her, but now the differences between them were hecom ng obvious. That day in
Castleton | had used my know edge of Seri to try to understand Gracia. But the
fallacy in this was the assunption that | had consciously created Seri

Remenbering the way | had witten ny manuscript, bl ending conscious
i nvention with unconsci ous di scovery, | knew that Seri must be nore than a
fictional anal ogue of Gracia. She was too real, too conplete, too notivated by
her own personality. She lived in her own right. Every time | saw her, or

spoke to her, | felt this growing in her
But so long as Gracia was there, Seri was in the background.
Sonetimes, | would wake in the night to find Seri in bed with me. She

woul d pretend to be asleep, but ny first touch would rouse her. Then she woul d
become, sexually, everything Gracia was not. Lovemaking with Seri was exciting
and spont aneous, never predictable. Gacia knew | found her sexually
irresistible, and became |azy; Seri took nothing for granted, but found new
ways to excite me. Gracia was sexually adept, an expert lover; Seri had
i nnocence and originality. Yet after naking love with Seri, when we were fully
awake and had the light on, Gacia wuld sit up to snoke a cigarette, or get
out of bed to go to the loo, and I would have to adjust to Seri's w thdrawal.

During the days, while Gracia was at work, Seri was an occasi ona
conpani on. She was often in the next room where | would be aware of her, or
she would wait for me in the street outside. Wien | could get her near ne |
woul d talk to her and explain nyself. Qur excursions were the tines when we
cane closest to each other. Then she would talk to nme of the islands: of la
and Quy, Miriseay, Seevl and Paneron. She had been born on Seevl, had married
once, and since then had travelled widely in the islands. Sonetines, we wal ked
t oget her through the boul evards of Jethra, on took a tramride to the coast,
and | would show her the Seignior's Palace, and the Guards in their exotic,
nmedi eval costunes.

But Seri only cane to ne when she wanted to, and sonetimes | needed nore
of her.



Suddenly, Gracia said: "You're still awake."

| waited several seconds before answering. "Yes."

"What are you thinking about ?"

"Al'l sorts of thing s."

"I can't sleep. I'mtoo hot." She sat up and switched on the |ight.
Blinking in the sudden brightness, | waited for her to light a cigarette,
whi ch she did. "Peter, it's not working, is it?"

"You mean ny living here?"

"Yes, you hate it. Can't you be honest about it?"

"I don't hate it."

"Then it's me. There's something wong. Don't you remenber what we
agneed in Castleton? If it went wong again we'd he straight with each ot her
about it?"

"I ambeing straight." | noticed that Seri had unexpectedly appeared,
sitting on the end of our bed with her back turned and her head tilted
slightly to one side, listening. "lI've got to adjust to what happened | ast

year. Do you know what | nean?"

"I think so." She turned her face away, then played with the end of the
cigarette in the ashtray, twisting it to niake the ash shape into a cone. "Do
you ever know what _|_ nean?"

"Sonetines. "

"Thanks a lot. The rest of the time | just waste ny breath?"

"Don't start another row, Gacia. Please.”

"I"'mnot starting a row. I'mjust trying to get through to you. Do you
ever listen to what | say? You forget things, you contradict yourself, you
| ook through ne as if I'ma pane of glass. You were never like this before.™

"Yes, all right."

It was easier to concur. | wanted to explain, but feared her anger

| thought of the tines Gracia was at her nost difficult, when she was
tired after work or sonething had happened to upset her. VWen it first
happened | had tried to neet her hal fway, and offer her sonething of nyself. |
want ed her to expend her frustrations so that they became something that
united us, rather than divided us, but she put up enmotional barriers that I
found inpassable. She would disnmiss ne with a petulant gesture, on flare with
anger, or retreat fromne in sone other way. She was extrenely neurotic, and
although | tried to accept this sonetinmes it was very difficult.

When | had first started sleeping with her in London, a few nonths after
Greece, | noticed that she kept a little pot of Iiquid detergent by the
bedside. She told ne it was in case she needed to renove her finger rings in
the night. (I asked her why she did not take them off before getting into bed,
but she said that was supposed to he unlucky.) Wien | knew her better she
expl ai ned, half enbarrassed, that she sometines suffered cl austrophobia of the
extremties. | thought it was a joke, but it was not. Wen tensions nounted in
her she coul d not wear shoes, rings, gloves. One evening, shortly after
Castleton, | cane in fromthe pub and discovered Gracia |ying on the bed
sobbi ng. The seam of her bl ouse, beneath the arnpit, was torn apart, and ny
first thought was that soneone nust have attacked her in the street. | tried
to consol e her, but she was hysterical. The zip fastener on her boot had
jamred, the blouse had torn as she withed on the bed, the boot was stuck fast
on her foot. She had broken her fingernails, smashed a glass. It took ne just
a few seconds to free the fastener and renove the boot, but by then she had
wi t hdrawn conpletely into herself. For the rest of that evening she wal ked
around the flat barefoot, the torn blouse flapping by her breast. A terror,
bl ank and unapproachabl e, put silence in her swollen eyes.

Now Graci a stubbed out her cigarette and pressed herself to ne.

"Peter, | don't want it like this. W both need it to work."

"Then what's wong? |'ve tried everything."

"I want you to care for me. You're so distant. Sonmetimes it's as if |
don't exist. You act . . . no, it doesn't matter."

"It does. Go on."



Gracia said nothing for several seconds, and the silence spread mstily
around us. Then: "Are you seeing soneone el se?"

"No, of course not."

"I's that true?"

"Gracia, there's no one. | love _you_ why should | need soneone
el se?"

"You act as if you do. You al ways seemto be dream ng, and when | talk
to you what you say cones out as if you' ve rehearsed it with soneone el se. Do
you realize you' re doing that?"

"G ve nme an exanple."

"How can I? | don't take notes. But there's no spontaneity in you.
Everyt hi ng has been made ready for ne. It's as if you' ve worked nme out in your

m nd, how you think | should be. As long as | do what you expect, |'mreading
the script you wote for ne. And then | don't, because |I'mupset or tired, or
because I'mnme . . and you can't cope with it. It's not fair, Peter. | can't
just beconme what you imagine | am"

"I"'msorry," | said, and slipped ny arm around her back and pul |l ed her
cl oser against ne. "I didn't know. | don't mean to do that. You're the only
person | know, the only one | want to know. | went away |ast year because of

you. There were other reasons, but it was nostly because we'd split up and
was upset. Now |'ve got you back, and everything |I do and think is about you.
| don't want anything to go wong again. Do you believe that?"
"Yes . . . but can you show it nore?"
"I"'mtrying, and I'Il try again. But |1've got to do it ny way, the only
way | know. " At the end of the bed I could feel Seri's weight, pressing down
t he bedcl ot hes over ny feet.
"Kiss me, Peter." Gracia drew ny hand to her breast, and brought her I|eg

across ny thigh. The nervous energy in her was exciting; | responded to it,
sensi ng the sane charge in nyself. So we nade | ove, and Seri was not there
Afterwards, drifting into sleep, | wanted to tell Gacia about her, explain

that Seri was just a part of nmy orientation around her, rem nd her of the
rapture of islands, but it was too late for that.

Later there was dawn |ight beyond the curtains. | was woken by G acia
nmovi ng. Her breath was quick. The bed shook as if trenbling, and | heard her
rings clatter lightly on to the bedside table.
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The next day, while Gracia was at work, | felt listless. There were
smal |l cleaning jobs to do around the flat, and | did these with my usual |ack
of enthusiasm Seri did not appear, and after | had been to the |ocal pub for
[ unch, | found ny manuscript and went through it, seeking references to Seri
in the hope of separating her fromGacia. It seemed to ne | was confusing
Gracia in ny mnd; Seri distracted me. In the night | had | earned that G acia
was nore inportant than anything.

But | was tired, and the only tensions eased by sex were physical. Both
Gracia and | were unsure of our identities, and in seeking themwe were
damagi ng each other. My manuscript was a danger. It contained Seri, but it

al so contained nyself as protagonist. | needed it still, but it drove ne
i nwar ds.

Inevitably, Seri appeared. She was real, independent, tanned fromthe
i sl ands.

"You didn't help ne last night," | said. "I needed you then, to reassure
Gracia of what | amtrying to do."

Seri said--1 was upset and felt lonely. | couldn't interfere.

She was renote fromne, drifting on the periphery. | said: "But can't
you hel p ne?"

Seri said--1 can he with you, and help restore you to yourself. | can't

say anything to you about Gracia. You're in love with her, and that excludes



ne.

"If you cane closer | mght be able to | ove you both. | don't want to
hurt Gacia. Wat shall | do?"

Seri said--Let's go out, Peter

| left my manuscript scattered on the bed, and followed her to the

streets.

It was spring in the city, and along the boul evards the cafés had put
their tables out beneath the canopies. It was the tinme | |iked best in Jethra,
and to leave the flat to enjoy the mld air and sunshine was like a tonic to
ne. | bought a newspaper. W went to one of the cafés | |iked best, situated

on the corner of a large, busy intersection. Here there was a tram crossing,
and | enjoyed the distinctive clang of the bells, the clatter of the wheels on
the crossings and the overhead tracery of the power |ines. The pavenents were
crowded with people, conveying a sense of collective bustle and purpose, yet

i ndi vidually nost of them seened nerely to be enjoying the sunshine. Faces
were upturned after winter. Wiile Seri ordered sone drinks |I glanced oven the
headl i nes of the newspaper. Mdire troops were to be sent to the south; the
early thaw had brought aval anches to the nountain passes, and a patrol of the
Border Police had been w ped out; the Seigniory had announced further grain
enbargoes to the so-called non-aligned states. It was depressing news,

di scordant with the reality of the Jethran day around me. Seri and | sat in
the warmlight, watching the passers-by and the tnanms and the horse traffic,
and aware of the people at the other tables. There was a predomn nance of
unaccompani ed young wonen; an intimation of the social effect of the draft.

"I love it here in Jethra," | said. "At this tine of year it's the best
place in the world."

Seri said--Are you going to stay here for the rest of your life?

"Probably." | saw the sun in her hair, and she was coning cl oser

Seri said--"Don't you feel the urge to travel ?"

"Where to? It's difficult while the wan's on."

Seri said: "Let's go to the islands. Once we're out of Faiandland we can
go anywhere we pl ease.™

"I"'d love to," | said. "But what can | do about Gracia? | can't just nun
away from her. She's everything to ne."

"You did it once before."

"Yes, and she tried to kill herself. That's why | have to stay with her
I can't risk that happeni ng again."

"Don't you think you m ght be the cause of her unhappi ness?" Seri said.
"I"ve watched the way you two destroy each other. Don't you remenber what
Gracia was |ike when you met her in Castleton? She was confident, positive,
buil ding her life. Can you still recognize her as the sane woman?"

"Sonetines. But she has changed, | know "

"And it's because of you!" Seri said, flicking back her hair oven her
right ear, as she sonetines did when she becane agitated. "Peter, for her sake
and yours, you've got to get out."

"But |'ve nowhere to go."

"Conic with ne to the islands."

"Way is it always the islands?" | said. "Couldn't | just get out of
Jethra, like | did |last year?"
| becane aware that soneone was standing beside ny table, and | | ooked

up. The waiter was standing there.

"Wul d you mind keepi ng your voice down, sin?" he said. "You're
di sturbing the other custoners."

"I"'msorry," | said, |ooking around. The ot her people seemed unaware of
me, busy in their own lives. Two pretty girls wal ked past the tables; a tram
clattered by; on the far side of the boul evard a council enployee was sweeping
up horse droppings. "Wuld you bring the sane again, please?"

| 1 ooked back to Seri. She had turned away while the waiter was there,
neceding fromme. | reached over and found her wist, gripping it lightly,
feeling the substance of it.



"Don't |eave ne," | said.

Seri said--1 can't help it. You're rejecting ne.

"No! Please . . . you were really helping ne then."

Seri said--"I'"mscared you will forget who I am ['Il |ose you."
"Please tell nme about the islands, Seri," | said. | noticed the waiter

was wat ching me, so | kept ny voice quiet.

"They're an escape fromall this, your own private escape. Last year
when you went to your friend s house, you thought you coul d define yourself by
exploring your past. You tried to renmenber yourself. But identity exists in
the _present_. Menory is behind you, and if you depend on that alone you will
be only half defined. You nust seek bal ance, and enbrace your future. The
Dream Archi pel ago _is_ your future. Here, in Jethra, you will just stagnate
with Gacia, and damage her."

"But | don't believe in the islands,” | said.

"Then you nust di scover them for yourself. The islands are as real as |
am They exist and you can visit them just as you can speak to ne. But
they're also a state of mind, an attitude to |life. Everything you' ve done in
your life so far has been inward-I|ooking, selfish, hurtful to others. You nust
go outward and affirmyour life."

The waiter returned and put down our drinks: a glass of beer for nyself
and an orange juice for Seri. "Please settle your bill as soon as you have
finished, sir."

"What do you nean?"

"Just he as quick as possible. Thank you."

Seri had receded again, and for an instant | glinpsed another café: a
dingy interior, plastic-topped tables stained with old tea, steamed-up

wi ndows, a milk cooler and a placard for PepsiCola . . . but then a tram went
by with a flash of brilliant blue sparks fromits conducting antenna, and
saw the pink blossomin the trees, the crowds of Jethrans.

Seri said, returning-- "You can live forever in the Archipel ago."

"The Lotterie, you nean."

"No . . . the islands are tineless. Those who go there never return
They find thensel ves."

"I't sounds unhealthy to me," | said. "An escape fantasy."

"No nore than anything el se you have even done. For you, the islands
will he a redenption. An escape from escape, a return to outwardness. You mnust
go deeper inside yourself to find your way out. 1'll take you there."

| fell silent, staring down at the paving stones beneath the tables. A
sparrow hopped between the customers' feet, looking for crunbs. | wanted to
stay there forever.

"I can't leave Gracia," | said at last. "Not yet."

Seri said, receding-- "Then I'Il go w thout you."

"Do you nean that?"

Seri said--1'"mnot sure, Peter. |I'mjealous of Gacia because as |long as
you're with her you're just using me as conscience. |'mforced to watch you

destroy her, and damage yourself. In the end you would destroy ne too.

She | ooked so young and attractive in the sun, her fair hair gl ow ng,
her skin nmellow fromthe south, her youthful, unsupported body glinpsed
t hrough thin clothes. She sat close beside nme, exciting me, and | |onged for
the day when | could be with her al one.

| paid nmy bill and caught a tram heading north. As the streets closed in
and the rain began, |I felt a fam liar depression growing in ne. Seri, sitting
besi de nme, said nothing. | got off the bus in Kentish Town Road and wal ked
t hrough the nean side streets to Gacia's flat. Her can was parked outside,
crammed between a builder's skip and a Dornobile with an Australian flag in
the w ndow.

It was getting dank, but no lights showed at the wi ndow.

Seri said--There's sonething wong, Peter. Hurry!

| left her there and went down the steps to the door. | was going to put
the key in, but the door had been left ajar



"Gracia!'" | switched on the lights in the hall, hurried into the
ki tchen. Her shoul der bag was in the mddle of the floor, its contents
spilling out over the worn linoleum cigarettes, a crunpled tissue, a mrror
a packet of Polos, a conb. | scooped themup and put the bag on the table.
"Where are you, Gacia?"

The sitting roomwas enpty and cool, but the door to the bedroom was
closed. | tried the handl e, and pushed, but sonething had been jammed agai nst
it.

"Gracia! Are you in there?" | shoved at the door with ny shoulder; it
nmoved slightly, but something heavy grated on the floor beyond. "G acial! Let
me inl"

| was trenmbling, and | felt the cartilage of nmy knees shaking
uncontrollably. Wth a dread certainty | knew what Gnhaci a had done. | put ny
wei ght agai nst the door and pushed as hard as | could. The door nmoved an inch
on two, and | was able to reach inside and switch on the light. Peering round
towards the bed | saw one of Gracia's | egs dangling down towards the floor.
shoved the door a third time, and then whatever had been pushed against it
toppled over with a crash. | forced ny way in.

Gracia lay in blood. She was supine, half on the bed. Hen skirt had
ridden up as she had thrashed on the bed, revealing the unhealthy pallor of
her stockingless legs. One of lien boots was pulled unconfortably over her
foot, stuck hal fway; the other lay on the floor. There was a netallic glint
froma blade, lying on the carpet. Blood pul sed fromher wist.

Gasping with the shock I lifted her head and sl apped her face. She was
unconsci ous, and barely breathing. | groped for her heart, but | could fee
nothing. | glanced hel plessly around the roomin terrified anguish. | was
certain she was dying. Stupidly, | noved to nake her confortable, resting her
head on a cushion

Then scything through the shock, sense sliced ny immbility away. |
lifted her savaged armand tied ny handkerchief as tightly as | could above
the wound. Again, | felt for her heart, and this time |I found its beat.

| dashed back into the hall, picked up the pay phone and rang for an
anbul ance. Soon as possible. Three m nutes.

| returned to the bedroom Gacia had rolled fromthe position | had
left her in, and was in danger of sliding to the floor. | |lowered her, trying
not to bruise her, so that she was propped up by the bed. | paced the room
mental |y urging the anbul ance to arrive. | cleared the chest of drawers from
where Gracia had noved it against the door, | propped the front door open, and
stood in the street.

Three mnutes. At last the distant city sound: the two repeated siren
not es, approaching. A blue lIight flashing; neighbours at w ndows, somneone
hol di ng back the traffic.

The anbul ance driver was a woman. Two nmen hurried into the flat: an
alumniumtrolley left by the vehicle, a stretcher carried in, two bright red
bl anket s.

Curt questions: her name, did she live here, how | ong before | had
di scovered her? My own: is she going to live, where are you taking her, please
hurry. Then the departure: turning in the street with agonizing sl owness,
accel erating away, the blue lanp electric, the siren receding.

Inside the flat | used the phone again to call a taxi. Wile | was
waiting | went to the bedroomto tidy up

| pushed the chest of drawers back to its place, straightened the bed
coven, stood stupidly and nunbly in the centre of the room There was bl ood on

the carpet; splashes on the wall. | found a nop and sonme cloths, cleaned the
worst of it away. It was awful to do
The cab still did not arrive.

Back in the bedroom| at |ast confronted what | had so fan avoided. On
the bed where Gracia had been |lying were the scattered pages of mnmy manuscript,
the typewitten sides facing upwards.

Was it to this ny witing had |ed?



Bl ood spattered many of the pages. | knew what was witten on them even
wi t hout reading the words. They were the passages about Seri; her name cane
out of the pages as if underlined by red.

Gracia nust have read the nanuscript, she nust have understood

The taxi arrived. | picked up Gacia's shoul der bag, and went out to the
cab. We drove through the evening rush hour to the Royal Free in Hanpstead.
Inside, I found ny way to the Casual ty Wand.

After a long wait a social worker came to see ne. (Gacia was stil
unconsci ous, but she would survive. If | wished |I could visit her in the
nmorni ng, but first there were a few questions.

"Has she ever done this before?"

"I told the anbul ance crew. No. It nmust have been an accident." | |ooked
away to divert the lie. Wuldn't they have records? Wuldn't they have
contacted her GP.?

"And you say you live with her?"

"Yes. |'ve known her for three or four years."

"Has she ever shown any suicidal tendency before?"

"No, of course not."

The social worker had other cases to go to; he said the doctor had been
tal ki ng about naking out a Section on her, but if | would vouch for her..

"I't won't possibly happen again,” | said. "I'msure it wasn't
del i berate. "

Felicity had told me that after G acia' s |ast attenpt she had been sent
for a nonth's conmpul sory psychiatric treatment, but she had been rel eased at
the end of it. That was in another hospital, another part of London. G ven
time, the people here would find that out, but hospital casualty wards and the
soci al services were constantly overworked.

| gave the address to the social worker, and asked himto let Gacia
have |ien shoul der bag when she cane round. | said | would visit her in the
nmorning. | wanted to | eave; | was finding the nodern buil di ng oppressively
neutral and disinterested. Wat | perversely wanted was sone kind of
authoritative recrimnation, a change fromthis social worker that | was
somehow to bl ane. But he was preoccupi ed and harassed: he wanted Gracia's case
to be a straightforward one.

| went outside, into the drizzling rain.

| needed Seri as never before | had needed her, but | no | onger knew how

to find her. GGacia's act had jolted me; Seri, Jethra, the islands. . . these
were the luxuries of idle inwardness.

Yet by the same token, | was | ess able than ever to cope with the
conplex real world. Gacia's terrible attenpt on her life, my conplicity in
it, the destruction Seri had warned of. | shied away fromthem appalled at
t he thought of what | might find in nyself.

| wal ked down Rosslyn Hill for a few mnutes, then a bus cane al ong and

| caught it, getting off at Baker Street Station. | stood for a while outside
the entrance to the Underground, staring across Maryl ebone Road at the corner
where Gracia and | had once before reached an ending. On an inpul se | wal ked
t hrough the pedestrian subway, and stood in the place. There was an enpl oynment
agency on the conner, offering positions for filing clerks, |egal secretaries
and P. A s; the high advertised salaries surprised ne. It had been a night Iike
this the last time: Gacia and | at an inpasse, Seri waiting somewhere around.
Fromthere | had found the islands, yet now they seemed to be beyond reach

The evocations of place: it was as if Gacia were there with nme again,
rejecting ne, willing me to | eave her and propelling ne towards Seri

| stood there in the drizzle, watching the late rush-hour traffic
accel erate away fromthe lights, heading for Westway and the Oxford road, the
countrysi de fan beyond. Qut there | had first found Seri, and | wondered if |
woul d have to go there to fluid her again.

Feeling cold, | paced to and fro, waiting for Seri, waiting for the
i sl ands.
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This much | knew for sure:

My name was Peter Sinclair, I was thirty-one years old, and | was safe.
Beyond this, all was uncertain.

There were people | ooking after me, and they went to great lengths to
reassure me about nyself. | was totally dependent on them and | was devoted
to themall. There were two wonen and a nian. One of themwas an attractive,
fair-haired young wonan called Seri Fulten. She and | were extrenely fond of
each ot her because she was al ways ki ssing ne, and, when no one el se was
around, she played with my genitals. The ot her woman was ol den; her nanme was
Lareen Dobey, and although she tried to he kind to ne | was a little
frightened of her. The man was a doctor named Corrob. He visited ne twice a

day, but | never grew to know himvery well. | felt rejected by him
| had been seriously ill but now |l was recovering. They told me that as
soon as | was better | should be able to lead a nornal life, and there was no

chance of a relapse. This was very reassuring to know, because | was in pain
for alot of the tine. At first niy head was bandaged, my heart rate and bl ood
pressure were constantly nonitored, and a nunber of snaller surgical scans on
ot her pants of ny body were protected by plasters; |later, one by one, these
were renoved and the pain began to ease.

My state of mind, described broadly, was one of intense curiosity. It
was a nost extraordinary feeling, a mental appetite that seemed insatiable. |
was an extremely _interested_ person. There was nothing that bored nme or
alarnmed me or seened irrelevant to ny interests. Wien | awoke in the nornings,
for just one exanple, the sheer novelty of the feeling of sheets around ne was
enough to hold ny full attention. Sensations flooded in. The experiences of
Warnt h and Confort and Wi ght and Fabric and Friction were enough sensations
to entertain ny untrained mind with all the pernutations and nuances of a
synmphony. (Misic was played to nme every day, exhausting me.) Bodily functions
were an astoni shnent! Just to breathe or to swallow was a miracle of pleasure,
and when | discovered farting, and that | could imtate the noise with ny
mout h, it became ny funniest diversion. | quickly worked out how to
mast urbate, but this was just a phase which ended when Seri took oven. Going
to the lavatory was a source of pride

Gradual ly | became aware of ny physical surroundings.

My universe, as | perceived it, was a bed in a roomin a small chalet in
a garden on an island in a sea. My awareness spread around me like a ripple of
consci ousness. The weat her was warm and sunny, and during nost days the
wi ndows by ny bed were opened, and when | was allowed to sit up in a chain I
was put either by the open door on on a small, pleasant verandah outside.
qui ckly | earned the nanmes of flowers, insects and binds, and saw how subtle
were the ways in which each depended on the other. | |oved the scent of
honeysuckl e, which cane nost pleasantly at night. | could remenber the nanes
of everyone | met: friends of Seri and Lareen, other patients, orderlies, the
doctors, the man who every few days nowed the grass that surrounded the little
white-painted roomin which I |ived

| hungered for information, for news, and | devoured every norsel that
came nmy way.

As the physical pain receded | becane aware that | lived in ignorance.
Fortunately, it seened that Seri and Lareen were there to supply ne
information. Either or both of themwere there with me throughout the days, at

first nursing ne while | was nost ill, later answering the primtive questions
| framed, later still spending painstaking hours with ne, explaining me to
nysel f.

This was the nore conplex, intangible, _inner_ universe, and it was

infinitely nmore difficult to perceive
My principal difficulty was that Seri and Lareen could only speak to ne
fromoutside. My sole question--"VWo am|?"--was the only one they could not



answer directly. Their explanations canie to ne fromw thout ny inner
uni verse, confusing nme utterly. (An early puzzle: they addressed ne in the
second person, and for sone tine |I thought of nyself as "you".)

And because everything was spoken, so first | had to understand what
they said_ before |I could work out what they neant, it |acked conviction. M
experience was whol ly vicarious.

Because | had no choice | had to trust them and in fact | depended on
them for everything. But it was inevitable | would soon start thinking for
nmysel f, and as | did, as ny questions were directed i nwards, two things
energed which threatened to betray that trust.

They crept up on ne, bringing insidious doubts. They m ght have been

connected, they mi ght have been quite distinct; | had no way of know ng.
Because of ny passive role, endlessly learning, it took me days even to
identify them By then it was too late. | had ceased to respond, and a

counter-reaction had been set up in ne.

The first of the two came fromthe way in which we worked.

A typical day would begin with either Seri or Lareen waking nme. They
woul d give ne food, and in the early days help me wash and dress, and use the
| avatory. When | was sitting up, either in bed or in one of the chairs, Doctor
Corrob would call to make one of his perfunctory exam nations of nme. After
that, the two wonen would settle down to the serious work of the day.

To teach ne they used large files of papers, which were frequently
consul ted. Some of these papers were handwitten, but the majority, in a large
and rat her dog-eared heap, were typewitten.

O course | listened with close attention: my craving for know edge was
rarely satisfied in one of these sessions. But sinply because | was |istening
so attentively, | kept noticing inconsistencies.

They showed t henselves in different ways between the two womnen.

Lareen was the one of whom| was nore wary. She seenmed strict and
demandi ng, and there was often a sense of strain in her. She appeared to be
doubt ful of many of the things she talked to nme about, and naturally this
colouration transferred itself to ny understandi ng. Were she doubt ed,
doubted. She rarely referred to the typewitten pages.

Seri, though, transmitted uncertainties in another way. \Wenever she
spoke | becane aware of contradictions. It was as if she was _inventing_
somet hing for ne. She al nost al ways used the typewitten sheets, but she never
actually read fromthem She would sit with them before her, and use them as
notes for what she was saving. Sonetines she would | ose track, or would
correct herself; sonetines she would even stop what she was saying and tell ne
to ignore it. Wen she worked with Lareen besi de her she was tense and
anxi ous, and her corrections and anbiguities cane nore often. Lareen severa
times interceded while Seri was speaking, drawing my attention to her instead.
Once, in a state of obvious tension, the two wonen left me abruptly and wal ked
t oget her across the | awns, speaking intently; when they returned, Seri was
red-eyed and subdued.

But because Seri was kind to nme, and kissed nme, and stayed with ne unti
| fell asleep, | believed her nore. Seri had her own uncertainties, and so she
seenmed nmore human. | was devoted to them both, but Seri | |oved.

These contradictions, which | carefully stored in my mind and thought
about when | was alone, interested ne nore than all the bare facts | was
learning. | failed to understand them though

Only when the second kind of distraction grew in inportance was | able
to make patterns.

Because soon | started having fragmentary menories of ny illness.

| still knew very little about what had been done to me. That | had
under gone sorme form of major surgery was obvious. My head had been shaved, and
there was an ugly pattern of scar tissue on ny neck and | ower skull, behind ny
left ear. Smaller operation scars were on ny chest, back and | ower abdonen. In
an exact parallel with nw nental state, | was weak but |I _felt_fit and

energetic.



Certain mental images haunted nme. They did so fromthe time | was first

aware, but only when | found out what was real in the world could I identify
t hese i mages as phantasnms. After nuch thought | concluded that at sone point
inm illness | nust have been delirious.

These i mages therefore had to be flashing menories of ny life before ny
illness!

| saw and recogni zed faces, | heard fanm liar voices, | felt nyself to he
in certain places. | could not identify any of them but they neverthel ess had

a quality of total authenticity.

What was confusing about themwas that they were utterly different, in
tone and feeling, fromthe so-called facts about nyself comng from Lareen and
Seri.

What was conpel | ing about them though, was that they were congruent
with the discrepancies | was picking up from Seri

Wien she stuttered or hesitated, when she contradi cted hersel f, when
Lareen interrupted her, then it was | felt Seri was telling the truth about
ne.

At tinmes like these | wanted her to say nore, to repeat her mstake. It
was much more interesting! Wen we were alone | tried to urge her to he frank

with nme, but she would never admit to her errors. | was incapable of pressing
her too far: ny doubts were too great, | was still too confused.

Even so, after several days of this, | knew two separate versions of
nysel f.

The aut horized version, according to Lareen and Seri, went like this: |
had been born in a city called Jethra in a country call ed Fai andl and. My
not her' s name was Cot heran G | moor, changed to Sinclair on her marriage to ny
father, Franford Sinclair. My nother was now dead. | had a sister naned Kalia
She was married to a man naned Yallow, this was his first nane only. Kalia and
Yallow lived in Jethra, and they were childless. After school | had gone to
uni versity, obtaining a good degree in chemstry. | worked for some years in
industry as a formulation chemst. In the recent past | had contracted a
serious brain condition, and had travelled to the island of Collago in the
Dr eam Ar chi pel ago to receive specialist treatment. On the way to Collago | had
met Seri and we had becone | overs. As a consequence of the surgery | had
suffered amesia, and now Seri was working with Lareen to restore ny nmenory.

On one level of my mind | accepted this. The two wonmen painted a
convi ncing picture of the world: they told nme of the war, of the neutrality of
the islands, of the upheavals in nost people's lives because of the war. The
geography of the world, its politics, econony, history, societies, all these
were described to me plausibly and evocatively.

The ripple of ny external awareness spread to the horizon, and beyond.

But then there was ny perseveration, based on the inconsistencies, and
in my inner universe the ripples collided and col | apsed.

They told me | had been born in Jethra. They showed it to ne on a nap,

there were photographs | could look at. | was a Jethran. However, one day,
describing Jethra while she glanced at the typewitten pages, Seri had
accidentally said "London". It shocked ne. (In ny deliriuml had experienced a

sensation that was | ocated and described by the word. It was certainly a
pl ace, it m ght or mght not have been where I was horn, but it existed in ny
life and it was called "London".)

My parents. Seri and Lareen said ny nother was dead. | felt no shock or
surprise, because this | had known. But they told nme, quite enphatically, that
nmy father was alive. (This was an anonmaly. | was confused, within my other
confusions. My father was alive, nmy father was dead . . . ... which was it?

Even Seri seened unsure.)

My sister. She was Kalia, two years older than me, nmarried to Yall ow
Yet once, quickly corrected by Lareen, Seri had called her "Felicity". Another
unexpected jolt: in my delirious inmges the sister presence was called
"Felicity". (And other doubts w thin doubts. Wen Lareen or Seri spoke of
Kalia, they inparted a feeling of sibling warmh to our relationship. From



Seri | sensed friction, and in ny delirium!| had experienced hostility and
conpetitiveness.)

My sister's husband and famly. Yallow featured only peripherally in ny
life, but when he was nmentioned it was in the sane ternms of conforting warnth
as Kalia. (I knew Yall ow by another nanme, but | could not find it. | waited
for Seri to make another slip, but in this she was consistent. | knew t hat
"Felicity" and her husband, whom | thought of as "Yallow', had children; they
were never mentioned.)

My illness. Sonething inconsistent here, but | could not trace it. (Deep
inside me | was convinced | had never been ill.)

Then, finally, Seri herself. O all her contradictions this was the
| east explicable. | saw her every day for hours at a time. She was daily

explaining to me, in effect, both herself and her relationship with ne. In an
ocean of cross-currents and hi dden depths, she was the only rock of reality on
to which I could crawl. Yet by her words, her sudden frowns, her gestures, her

hesitati ons, she created doubt in ne that she existed at all. (Behind her was
anot her woman, a conplenent. | had no name for her, just a total belief in her
exi stence. This other Seri, the _doppel ginger , had haunted ny delirium She,
"Seri", was fraught and fickle, unreliable and tenperanental, affectionate and

very sexual . She invoked in me strong passions of |ove and protectiveness, but
al so of anxiety and self-interest. Her existence in ny underlife was so
deep-rooted that sonetines it was as if | could touch her, sense her
fragrance, hold her thin hands in mne.)
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The doubts about ny identity becane a permanent and fam liar part of ny
life. If | dwelt on them| saw nyself in reverse image, subtly different, like
a bl ack-and-white photograph printed fromthe wong side of the negative. But
my central preoccupation was ny return to health, because with every day that
passed | felt stronger, fitter, nore equipped to return to the normal world.

Seri and | would often go for |ong wal ks through the grounds of the
clinic. Once, we went with Lareen to Collago Town and watched the bustle of
the traffic and the ships in the harbour. There was a sw nm ng pool at the

clinic, as well as courts for squash and tennis. | exercised every day,
enj oyi ng the sensation of ny body returning to co-ordination and fitness.
started regaining the weight | had lost, ny hair grew again, | tanned in the

war m sunshi ne, and even the operation scars began to fade. (Doctor Corrob told
me they woul d vani sh altogether within a few weeks.)

Meanwhi l e, other skills returned. | learned to read and wite quite
qui ckly, and although |I had difficulty with vocabulary, Lareen |lent ne one of
the clinic's retraining books, and after a few hours | was in command of the
| anguage. My nental receptivity continued: anything | cane across that was
novel to me could he | earned--or relearned, as Lareen insisted--with speed and
t hor oughness.

Soon | devel oped taste. Music, for instance, had been at first an
intimdating scranble of noises, but later I was able to detect nelody, then

har mony, and then, with a sense of triunph, | discovered that sone kinds of
musi ¢ were nore enjoyabl e than others. Food was anot her area where | devel oped
likes and dislikes. My sense of hunour becanme tuned: | discovered that bodily

functions had a limted scope for fun, and that sonme jokes were nore anusing
than others. Seri noved back fromher hotel to live in the chalet with ne.

| was restless to be leaving the clinic. | thought | was back to normal
and was tired of being treated |like a child. Lareen often angered ne, with her
pedantic insistence that nmy | essons continue; my sense of taste was devel opi ng
here too, and | was resenting the fact that things were still being explai ned
to me. Now that | could read | did not see why she could not merely give ne
the notes she worked from nor let me read those typewitten sheets.

A breakt hrough of sorts came with a paradox. One eveni ng, while having



dinner in the refectory with Lareen and Seri, | happened to nention | had | ost
the pen | had been using.

Seri said: "It's on the desk. | gave it to you this afternoon.™

| remenbered then, and said: "Yes, of course.”

It was a trivial exchange, but one that made Lareen | ook sharply at ne.

"Had you forgotten?" she said.

"Yes . . . but it doesn't matter."

Suddenly, Lareen was smiling, and this in itself was so wel cone a change
that | smiled too, w thout understanding.

"What's funny?'' | said.

"I was beginning to think we had made you into a superman. It's good to
know you can he absent-m nded."

Seri | eaned over the table and kissed nme on the cheek

"Congratul ations," she said. "Wl come back."

| stared at them both, feeling aggressive. They were exchangi ng gl ances,
as if they had been waiting for me to do sonmething like this.

"Have you set nme up for this?" | said to Seri

She | aughed, but it was happily. "It just neans you're nornal again. You
can forget."

For sone reason | felt sulky about this; | was a donestic pet that had

learned a trick, or a child who could dress hinself. Later, though, I
understood better. To be able to forget--or rather, to be able to renmenber
selectively--is an attribute of normal nmenory. Wiile | was |earning

voraci ously, accumul ating facts, renenbering everything, | was abnormal. Once
| began to forget, | becane fallible. |I recalled ny restlessness of the past
few days, and | knew that my capacity for |earning was nearly full.

After the meal we returned to the chalet, and Lareen collected her
papers.

“I"l'l recomrend your discharge soon, Peter,'
end of the week."

| watched her sort her papers into a neat pile, and slip theminto her
fol der. She put the typewitten pages into her bag.

"I'"ll be back in the nmorning," she said to Seri. "I think you can tel
Peter the truth about his illness."

The two women exchanged snmiles, and again | felt that paranoia. The
sense that they knew nore about me than | did was grating on ne.

As soon as Lareen had left, | said: "Now what did that nean?"

"Cal m down, Peter. It's very sinple."

"You' ve been keeping things back fromnme." And nore, which | could not
say: the constant awareness of the contradictions. "W don't you just tell me
the truth?"

"Because the truth is never clear-cut."

Before | could contest that she told me quickly about the treatment: |
had won a lottery, and the clinic had changed me so that | would live forever.

she said. "Perhaps by the

| received this information w thout questioning it; | had no scepticism
agai nst which to test it, and anyway it was secondary to ny real interest.
Fromthe revel atory manner in which Seri spoke, | was expecting somnething that
m ght explain her contradictions . . . but nothing cane.

As far as ny inner universe was concerned | had | earned not hi ng.

By not telling me this before, the two wonen had been indirectly |ying.
How could | even know what _other_ omi ssions and evasi ons there were?

| said: "Seri, you ve got to tell me the truth."

"l have done."

"There's nothing el se you should tell ne?"

"What else is there?"

"How the devil do I know?"

"Don't | ose your tenper.”

"I's that like being absent-m nded? If | get angry, does that nake ne
| ess than perfect? If so, I"'mgoing to be doing it nuch nore often.”

"Peter, you're an athanasi an now. Doesn't that nean anything to you?"



"Not really, no."

"It neans that one day |I'mgoing to die, but that you never will. That
al nost anyone you neet will die before you do. You'll live forever."

"I thought we'd agreed | was |ess than perfect."

"Ch, you're just being stupid now"

She pushed past me and went out on to the verandah. | heard her wal ki ng
to and fro on the wooden boards, but then she slunped into one of the chairs.

| suppose, in spite of my resistance to the idea, that | was
psychol ogically child-1ike still, because |I was incapable of keeping ny anger
A few nonents later, full of contrition, I went out to her and put ny arms
around her shoulders. Seri was stiff with frustration at ne and she resisted
at first, but after a while she turned her head and nested her face against ny

shoul der. She said nothing. | listened to the night insects, and watched the
flashing lights on the distant sea.
When her breathing had steadied, | said: "lI'"'msorry, Seri. | |ove you,

and |'ve no reason to be angry with you."

"Don't say any nore about it."

"I'"ve got to, because | want to explain. Al | can be is what you and
Lareen have nmade ne. |'ve no idea who | amon where | came from If there's
somet hing you haven't shown ne, or told me about, on given ne to read, then |
can never becone that."

"But why should it make you angry?"

"Because it's frightening. If you' ve told ne sonething untrue |I've no
power to resist it. If you' ve left sonething out |I've no way of replacing it."

She drew away from ne and sat facing ne. The soft light fromthe w ndow
it her face. She | ooked tired.

"The opposite is true, Peter."

"The opposite of what?"

"That we're keeping something fromyou. W' ve done everything we can to
be honest with you, but it's been al nost inpossible."

"\Why 2"

"Just now. . . | told you that you' ve been made into an athanasian. You
hardly reacted. "

"It neans nothing to me. | don't _feel_ I'mimmortal. | amwhat you' ve
made nme believe | am"

"Then believe me about this. I was with you before you took the

treatment, and we tal ked about now, about what woul d happen after the
operation. How can | convince you? You didn't want the treatnent because you
were scared of |osing your identity."

| suddenly had an insight into myself before this had happened:
frightened of what m ght happen, frightened of this. Like those delirious
imges it was tenptingly coherent. How nmuch of him nyself, remained?

| said: "Does everyone go through this?"

"Yes, it's exactly the same. The at hanasia treatnment causes ammesia, and
all the patients have to be rehabilitated afterwards. This is what Lareen does
here, but your case has given her special problens. Before you came here you
wrote an account of your life. | don't know why you wote it, or when .
but you insisted that we use it as the basis for restoring your identity. It
was all a rush, there was no time. The night before the operation | read your

manuscript, and | found you hadn't witten an autobi ography at all! | don't
know what you would call it. | suppose it's a novel, really."
"You say _|_ wrote this?"

"So you clained. You said it was the only thing that told the truth
about you, that you were defined by it."

"I's this manuscript typewitten?" | said.

"Yes. But you see, Lareen nornally works with--"

"I's that the manuscript Lareen brings every norning?"

"Yes."

"Then why haven't | been allowed to read it?" Something | had witten
before ny illness; a nessage to nyself. | had to see it!



"I't would only confuse you. It doesn't nake sense . . . it's a sort of
fantasy."

"But if | wote it then surely | would understand it!"

"Peter, calmdown." Seri turned away fromne for a few seconds, but she
reached back to take ny hand. Her pal mwas npoist. Then she said: "The
manuscript, by itself, doesn't make sense. But we've been able to inprovise.
While we were together, before you and | got to this island, you told me a few
t hi ngs about yourself, and the Lotterie has sone details on file. There are a
few clues in the manuscript. Fromall this we've pieced together your
background, but it's not conpletely satisfactory."

| said: "l've got to read the nmanuscript."”

"Lareen won't let you. Not yet, anyhow "

"But if | wote it, it's nmy property.”

"You wote it before the treatnment."” Seri was | ooking away from ne,
across the dark grounds and into the warm scents of flowers. "I'Il talk to her
t onmor r ow. "

| said: "If | can't actually read it, will you tell nme what it's about?"

"It's a sort of fictionalized autobiography. It's about you, or soneone
with your name. It deals with chil dhood, going to school, grow ng up, your
famly.'

"What's fictional about that?"

"I can't tell you."

| thought for a nonment. "Were does it say | was born? In Jethra?"

"Yes."

"Is it called Jethra in the manuscript?"

Seri sai d not hi ng.

"Or is it called 'London'?"

Still she said nothing.

"Seri?

"The nane you give it is 'London', but we know this neans J ethra. You
give it other nanes, too."

"What are they?"

"I can't tell you." At last she | ooked at ne. "How did you know about
London?"

"You let it slip once." | was going to tell her about the ghost nenories
of the delirium but sonehow it seenmed too difficult, too unreliable, even in
my own mnd. "Do you know where London is?'

"Of course not! You made the name up!"

"What ot her names did | nake up?"

"I don't know. . . | can't renmenber. Lareen and | went through the
manuscript trying to change everything to places we knew. But it was very
difficult.”

"Then how nuch of what you've taught ne is true?"

"As much as possible. Wen you canme back fromthe clinic you were |like a

vegetable. | _wanted_ you to be who you were before the treatnent, but |
couldn't just will it. Everything you are nowis the result of Lareen's
training."

"That's what scares ne," | said.

| stared up the rising lawn to the other chalets; nost were in darkness,
but lights showed in a few of them There were ny fell ow at hanasi ans, ny
fell ow vegetabl es. | wondered how many of them were suffering the sanme doubts.
Were they even yet aware that sonmehow their heads had been enptied of all the
dusty possessions of a lifetime, then refurnished with someone el se's idea of
a better arrangement? | was frightened of what | had been nade to think
because | was the product of ny mnd and | acted accordingly. Wat had Lareen
told me before | acquired taste? Had she and Seri sonehow acted in

wel | -intended concert to instil in me beliefs | had not held before the
treatnent? How would | even know?
The only link with ny past was that manuscript; | could not ever be

conplete until | read nmy own definition of myself.



There was a wan noon, m sted by high clouds, and the gardens of the
clinic had a still, nonochrone quality. Seri and | wal ked al ong the famliar
pat hs, postponi ng the nmonent when we went inside the chalet, but at |last we
headed hack.

| said: "If | get the manuscript, | want to read it on my own. That's ny
right, | think."

"Don't nention it again. I'll do ny best to get it. Al night?"

"Yes."

"W kissed briefly as we wal ked, but there was still a renoteness in
her .

Wien we were inside the chalet, she said: "You won't renmenber, but
before all this we were planning to visit a few islands. Wuld you still like
to?"

"Just you and nme?"

"Yes."

"But what about you? Haven't you changed your mind about ne?"

"I don't like your hair as short as that," she said, and ruffled her
fingers through ny new stubble.

That ni ght, when Seri was asleep beside ne, | was wakeful. There was a
qui etness and solitude on the island that in a sense | had grown up with. The
pi cture drawn by Seri and Lareen of the world outside was one of noise and
activity, ships and traffic and crowmded towns. | was curious to experience
this, to see the stately boul evards of Jethra and the clustered ol d buil dings
of Muriseay. As | lay there I could imagine the world disposed around Col |l ago,
the endl ess M dway Sea and the innumerable islands. |Imagining them!| created
them a mental |andscape that | could take on trust. | could go out from
Col l ago, island-hop with Seri, invent the scenery and custons and peopl es of
each island as we cane to it. An imaginative challenge |ay before ne.

What | knew of the world outside was sinilar to what | knew of nyself.
From t he verandah of the chalet Seri could point out the neighbouring islands,
and name them and show themto me on a map, and describe their agriculture,

i ndustries and custonms, but until | actually went to themthey could only ever
be di stant objects drawn to my attention

Thus was | to nyself: a distant object, chanted and described and
t horoughly identified, but one which so far | had been unable to visit.

Before | went out to the islands | had sone exploring of ny own to do.

20

Lareen returned in the norning, and brought the wel come news that | was
to he discharged fromthe clinic in five days' tine. | thanked her, but | was
watching to see if she produced the typewitten manuscript. If she had it with
her, it remained in her bag.

Al though | was restless, | settled down to a norning's work with her and
Seri. Now | knew that fallibility was a virtue, | used it to strategic effect.
During lunch the two wonen spoke quietly together, and it seened for a nonment
that Seri had put my request to her. Later, though, Lareen announced that she
had work to do in the main building, and left us in the refectory.

"Why don't you go for a swimthis afternoon?" Seri said. "Take your m nd
off all this."

"Are you going to ask her?"

"I told you--leave it to ne."

So | left her alone and went to the swi nming pool. Afterwards,
returned to the chalet but there was no sign of either of them | felt useless
and wasted, so | signed for a pass fromone of the security guards and wal ked
down to Collago Town. It was a warm afternoon, and the streets were crowded
with people and traffic. | relished the noise and confusion, a hustling,

di scordant contrast with the solipsismand seclusion of my nmenories. Seri had
told me that Collago was a small island, not densely popul ated and well off



the main shipping routes, yet it seened in nmy unpractised life to he the very
hub of the world. If this was a sanple of nodern life, | could not wait to
join the rest!

| wandered through the streets for a while, then wal ked down to the
harbour. Here | noticed a nunber of temporary stalls and shops, erected in a
position overlooking the water, where patent elixirs could he purchased. |
wal ked slow y along the now, admiring the photographically enlarged letters of
testinmonial, the exciting clains, the pictures of successful purchasers. The
profusion of bottles, pills and other preparations--herbal renedies, powders,
salts for drinking water, isometric exercises, thermal garments, royal jelly,
nmedi tational tracts, and every other conceivabl e kind of patent renedy--was
such as to make nme think, for a nmoment or two at |east, that | had undergone
nmy ordeal unnecessarily. Business along the row was not brisk, yet curiously
none of the vendors solicited ny business.

On the far side of the harbour a | arge steamer was docking, and
assuned that it was this arrival that had caused the congestion in town.
Passengers were di senbarking and cargo was bei ng unl oaded. | wal ked as cl ose
as | could without crossing the barrier, and watched these people fromthe
wor | d beyond mine as they went through the routines of handing in their
tickets and collecting their baggage. | wondered when the ship would be
sailing again, and where it was next headed. Wuld it he to one of the islands
Seri had naned?

Later, when | was wal king back to the town, | noticed a small passenger
bus | oading up by the quay. A sign on the side announced that it belonged to
the Lotterie_Collago, and | | ooked with interest at the people sitting inside.
They seemed apprehensive, staring silently through the wi ndows at the activity
around them | wanted to talk to them Because they canme, so to speak, froma
world of the mind that existed before the treatnent, | saw them as an
important link with my own past. Their perception of the world was undoctorcd;
what they took for granted was all that | had lost. If this was consistent
with what | had | earned, then many of ny doubts would be allayed. And for ny
part, there was nuch | could suggest to them

| had experienced what they had not. If they knew in advance what the
after-effects would be, it might help themto a speedier recovery. | wanted to
urge themto use these | ast few days of individual consciousness to | eave sone
record of thenselves, sone personal definition or nmemento by which they m ght
redi scover thensel ves.

I moved in closer, peering in through the wi ndows of the coach. A girl
in an attractive, tailored uniformwas checking nanes against a list, while
the driver was stowi ng |uggage in the hack. A m ddl e-aged man sitting by a
wi ndow was nearest to ne, so | tapped on the glass. He turned, saw ne there,
then quite deliberately | ooked away.

The girl noticed ne, and | eaned through the door

"What are you doi ng?" she called to ne.

"I can hel p these people! Let me speak to them"

The girl narrowed her eyes. "You're fromthe clinic, aren't you? M.

Sinclair."

| said nothing, sensing that she knew ny notives and would try to stop
me. The driver came round fromthe back of the vehicle, shoul dered past ne and
clinmbed up to the driving seat. The girl spoke briefly to him and w t hout
further delay he started the engine and drove off. The coach noved slowy
through the traffic, then turned into the narrow avenue that |ed up the hil
towards the clinic.

| wal ked away, running my fingers over my newly regrown hair, realizing
that it marked me out in the towmn. On the far side of the harbour, passengers
fromthe ship were clustering around the elixir stalls.

| reached the quieter side streets and wandered slowly past the shop
fronts. | was beginning to understand the mistake | had made with those
peopl e: anything | said to them now woul d of course he forgotten as soon as
their treatnment began. And their role as representatives of ny past was a



fallacy. Everyone el se had the sane undoctored quality: the passers-by in the
street, the staff at the clinic, Seri

I wal ked until | felt footsore, then made nmy way up the hill to the
clinic.

Seri was waiting for me in the chalet. She had an untidy pile of papers
on her knee, and was reading through them It took me a few seconds to realize
it was the manuscript.

"You've got it!" | said, and sat down beside her

"Yes . . . but conditionally. Lareen says you're not to read it al one.
"Il go through it with you."

"I thought you agreed to let nme read it by myself."

"I agreed only to get it back from Lareen. She thinks you' ve recovered

well, and so long as | explain the manuscript to you she has no objection to
you knowi ng what it's about."
"All right," | said. "Let's get started.”

"This instant?"

"I"ve been waiting all day for this."

Seri flashed a | ook of anger at me, and threw her pencil on the floor
She stood up, letting the pages slide into a curling heap by her feet.

"What's the matter?" | said

"Not hi ng, Peter. Not a dammed thing."

"Cone on . . . what is it?"

"God, you're so selfish! You forget | have a life too! |I've spent the

| ast eight weeks in this place, worrying about you, thinking about you,
tal king to you, teaching you, being with you. Don't you think there m ght be
other things I want to do? You never ask how | am what |'mthinking, what |'d

like to do . . . you just take it for granted I'mgoing to go on being here
indefinitely. Sometimes, | couldn't give a danm about you and your wretched
life!™

She turned away from nme, staring out of the w ndow.

"I"'msorry," | said. | was stunned by her vehenence.

"I"'mgoing to | eave soon. There are things | want to do."

"What sort of things?"

"I want to see a few islands." She turned back to ne. "I've got my own
life, you know. There are other people | can be with."

There was nothing | could say to this. | knew al nost not hi ng about Seri
or her life, and indeed had never asked about it. She was right: | took her
for granted, and because it was so true | was speechless. My only defence, one
| could not bring nyself to sunmon at that nonment, was that as far as | knew
had not asked her to be with ne, that fromthe first days of ny new
consci ousness she had al ways been there, and because | had not been taught to
gquestion it | never had.

| stared down at the untidy pile that was the nmanuscript, wondering if |
shoul d even know what secrets it contained.

W left the chalet, went for one of our curative wal ks through the
grounds. Later, we ate supper in the refectory, and | encouraged Seri to talk
about herself. It was not a token gesture pronpted by her frustration: by
| osing her tenper with ne Seri had opened ny nind to yet another area of ny
i gnor ance.

| was beginmmg to appreciate the scale of the sacrifice Seri had nade
for me: for nearly two nonths she had done all the things she said, while |
petul ant and child-like, rewarded her with affection and trust, seeking only
nysel f.

Quite suddenly, because | had never thought of it before, | becane
scared she woul d abandon ne.

Feel i ng chastened by this | wal ked back with her to the chal et and
wat ched as she tidied up the scattered manuscript pages. She checked through
themto make sure they were in correct order. W sat down next to each other
on ny bed, and Seri riffled the corners, counting.

"Al'l night, these first few pages are not too inportant. They explain



the circunstances in which you started witing. London is mentioned once or
twice, and a few other places. A friend was hel ping you out after you had had
some bad luck. It's not very interesting."

"Do you mind if | look?" I took the sheets fromher. It was as she had
said: the man who had witten this was a stranger to me, and his
self-justifications seened el aborate and | abouned. | put the pages to one

side. "Wat's next?"
"We get into difficulties straight away," Seri said, holding the page

for me to see and pointing with her pencil. "'l was born in 1947, the second
child of Frederick and Catherine Sinclair'. |I've never even heard of nanes
like that!"

"Why have you changed thenP" | said, seeing that pencil |ines had been

scored through the nanes. Above them she, or Lareen, had pencilled in the
nanes | knew as being nmy parents' connect ones: Franfond and Cot heran
Sinclair.

"We could check those. The Lotterie has themon file."

| frowned, appreciating the difficulties | had nmade for the two wonen.
In the same paragraph there were several nore del etions or substitutions.
Kalia, nmy elder sister, had been naned as "Felicity", a word which | had
| ear ned neant happi ness or joy, but which I had never heard used as a nane.
Later, | discovered that ny father had been "wounded in the desert"--an
extraordi nary phrase--while ny nother had been operating a switchboard in
"governnent offices" in sonewhere called "Bletchley". After the "war with
Htler", my father had been anong the first men to return home, and he and ny
not her had rented a house on the outskirts of "London". It was here that | had
been born. Most of these obscure references had been crossed out by Seri, but
"London" had been changed to "Jethra", giving me a pleasant feeling of
reassurance and famliarity.

Seri led nme through a couple of dozen pages, explaining each separate
difficulty she had found and telling me the reasons for the substitutions she
had made. | agreed with themall, because they so obviously nmade sense.

The narrative continued in its nmundane yet enigmatic way: this famly
had continued to |live outside "London" for the first year of "my" life, and
then they had noved to a northern city called "Manchester". (This too had been

changed to Jethra.) Once in "Manchester" we reached descriptions of "ny" first
nmenories, and with this the confusions cane thick and fast.
"I had no idea," | said. "How on earth did you nanage to make sense of

this?"

"I'"'mnot sure we have. We've had to leave a lot of it out. Lareen was
extremely angry with you."

"Way? It's hardly ny fault.”

"She wanted you to fill out her questionnaire, but you refused. You said
t hat everything we needed to know about you was in this.'

| must have sincerely believed that at the time. At sone stage of ny
life | had witten this inconprehensible manuscript, devoutly believing that
it described nyself and ny background. | tried to i magi ne the sort of
mental ity that could have held such a belief, against all reason. Yet my nane
was on the first page. Once, before the treatnent, | had witten this and
had known what | was doi ng.

| felt a poignant loneliness for nmyself. Behind ne, as if beyond an
unscal able wall, was an identity, purpose and intelligence that | had |ost.
needed that mind to explain to me what had been witten.

| glanced through the rest of the pages. Seri's deletions and
substitutions continued. Wiat _had_ | intended?

The question was nore interesting to me than the details. In answering
it I should gain an insight into nyself, and thus into the world | had | ost.
Had it been these fictitious names and pl aces--the Felicitys, the Manchestens,
the Gracias--that had come to ne in ny delirium haunting me afterwards? Those
delirious images remnai ned a part of ny consciousness, were a fundanental if
i nexplicable pant of what | had beconme. To ignore themwould be to turn ny



back on understandi ng nore.
| was still mentally receptive, still urging to learn
After a while | said to Seri: "Can we go on?"
"It doesn't beconme any clearer."
"Yes, but I'd like to."
She took a few pages fromne. "Are you sure this means nothing to you?"

"Not yet."
"Lareen was certain you would react wongly to it." She | aughed,
shortly. "It seems a bit silly now, when | think of all the trouble we went

to."
W read a few nore pages together, but Seri had spent too long with the
manuscri pt and she grew tired.

"I'"ll go on by nyself,"” | said.
"Al'l right. It's not going to do any harm"
She | ay down on the other bed, reading a novel. | continued with the

manuscri pt, working painstakingly through the inconsistencies, as once,

several times, Seri mnust have done. COccasionally | asked for her help, and she
told me what she had had in nmind, but each new interpretation only made ny
curiosity greaten. It confirned what | knew of nyself, but it also confirned
ny doubts.

Later, Seri undressed and went to bed to sleep. | read on, the
manuscri pt nesting on my lap. In the warmevening | was shintless and
barefoot, and as | read | could feel the rush mat abradi ng pl easantly agai nst
the soles of ny feet.

It struck me that if there was any truth at all in the manuscript, then
it could only be the truth of anecdote. There seenmed to be no deeper pattern
no sense of metaphor.

It was the anecdotes that Seri had nost frequently deleted. One or two
of them she had pointed out to ne, explaining that she found t hem
i ncomprehensible. So they were to ne, but because | was naking no headway
agai nst the shape of the story, | began to | ook nore closely at the details.

One of the |ongest del eted passages, occupying several pages of the
text, dealt with the sudden arrival in "nmy" childhood life of a certain "Uncle
Willianf. He entered the stony with all the bravado of a pirate, bringing a
scent of the sea and a glinpse of foreign | ands. He had captivated nme because
he was di sgraceful and di sapproved of, because he snmpoked a vile pipe and had
warts on his hands; yet he also fascinated ne while | read of him because the
passage was witten with conviction and hunour, a pl ausi bl e-seemi ng account of
an influential experience. | realized that Uncle Wlliam on Billy, as I
seened to renenber him was as attractive a personality to me now as he had
been when | was a child. He had really existed, he had really |ived.

Yet Seri had del eted him She knew nothing of him so she had tried to
destroy him

So far as | was concerned it would take nore than a few pencil strokes
to remove him There was a truth to Uncle Wlliam a truth that was far higher
than mere anecdot e.

| remenbered him | renenbered that day.

Suddenly, | knew how to renenber the rest. It was not whether the
material could he crossed out, on whether nanmes coul d be substituted. Wat
mattered was the text itself, its shapes and patterns, those neani ngs that
were only alluded to, the metaphors that until then | had been incapabl e of
seei ng. The manuscript was full of menories.

| went to tile beginning of the text, and started to read it through
Then of course | renmenbered the events that had taken nie to my white roomin
Edwi n's cottage, and all that had gone before. As | renenbered | becane
reassured, united with ny real past, but then | becanme scared. In renmenbering
nmysel f, 1 discovered how profoundly lost | had becone.

Qut side the white-painted chal et the grounds of the clinic were quiet.
The ni ppl e of ny awareness spread outwards: to Collago Town, to the nest of
the island, to the Mdway Sea and the innunerable islands, to Jethra. Yet



where were they?

| read to the end, to the unfinished scene between G acia and nyself on
the corner by Baker Street Station, and then | collected the typewitten
sheets and shaped theminto a tidy stack. | found my holdall beneath the bed
and packed the nmanuscript at the bottom Quietly, so as not to wake Seri, |
packed ny clothes and ot her possessions, checked that | had my noney, then
prepared to | eave

| |1 ooked back at Seri. She was sl eeping on her stomach like a child, her
head turned to one side. | wanted to kiss her, gently stroke her naked back
but | could not risk waking her. She would stop ne if she knew | was | eaving.
| watched her for two or three silent nminutes, wondering who she really was,
and knowi ng that once | left | should never meet her again.

The door eased open quietly; outside was darkness, and the warm sea
wind. | returned to nmy bed to collect ny holdall, but as I did so | kicked
sonmet hing that lay on the floor by Seri's shoul der bag, and it clinked agai nst
the netal leg of her bed. She stirred, then settled. | crouched down to pick
up whatever it was | had kicked. It was a small bottle, nade of dark green
gl ass, hexagon shaped. The cork was m ssing and the | abel had been renoved,
but | knew instinctively what it nust once have contained, and why Seri had

bought it. | sniffed at the neck of the bottle and smelled canphor
Then | nearly did not go. | stood beside the bed, |ooking sadly down at
the sleeping girl, innocently tired, selfless to ne, vul nerably naked, her

hair folded untidily across her brow, her lips slightly parted.

At last | put down the enpty elixir bottle where | had found it,
collected ny holdall, then left. In the dark I got through the gate and wal ked
down the hill into Collago Town. Here | waited by the harbour until the town
woke up, and as soon as the shipping office opened I inquired when the next
steaner woul d be departing. One had left only the day before; the next would
not he for another three days. Anxious to | eave the island before Lareen or

Seri found me, | took the first small ferry that came, crossing the narrow
channel to the next island. Later that day, | noved again. Wen | was sure no
one would find ne--1 was on the island of Hetta, in an isolated tavern--|
bought sone timetables and maps, and started to plan ny return journey to
London. | was haunted by the unfinished manuscript, the unresolved scene with
G aci a.

21

The fact was that Gracia had brought nme to an ending. Hen suicide
attenpt was too big to be contained in ny life. She swept everything aside,
adm tting of nothing else. Hen drastic act even overshadowed the news that she
was not to die as a result. Wiether or not she had seriously intended to die
was secondary to the gesture she made. She had succeeded in shocking nme out of
nysel f.

| was obsessed by an inagined picture of her at that very nonment: she
woul d be lying sem -conscious in a hospital bed, with bottles and tubes and
unwashed hair. | wanted to be with her

| had cone to a place |I knew the corner where Baker Street crossed
Maryl ebone Road, a pant of London forever associated in ny mind with Gacia.
The rain was intensifying, and the traffic threw up a mst of fine droplets
that gusted around ne in the cityducted winds. | renenbered the cold noor w nd
of Castleton, the passing lorries.

It was hours since | had |l ast eaten, and | felt the m!|d euphoria of |ow
bl ood sugar. It made ne think of the |ong sumer nonths of the year before,
when | had been so intent on witing in ny white roomthat sonetines | went
two on three days w thout propen food. In that state of mental excitation
al ways i magi ned best, could perceive the truth nore cleanly. Then | could nake
i sl ands.

But Jethra and the islands pal ed before the reality of London's danp



awf ul ness, just as | paled before ny owmn. For once | was free of nyself, for
once | | ooked outwards and thought sorrowfully of Gracia.

At that noment, when | did not hope for her, Seri appeared.

She came up the steps and out of the pedestrian subway on the far side
of Maryl ebone Road. | saw her fair hair, her straight back, the bobbing wal k |
knew so well. But how could she have entered the subway w thout ny seeing her?
| was standing by the only other entrance, and she had not passed ne. |
wat ched her, amazed, as she wal ked quickly into the booking hall of the
Undenground station

I ran down the steps, slipping slightly on the rain-glossed treads, and
hurried through to the other side. Wen | reached the booking hall she had
passed the ticket barrier and was at the top of the stairs that led down to
the Metropolitan Line. I went to follow her, but the inspector at the barrier
asked to see my ticket. Angrily, | returned to the ticket office and bought a
single fare to anywhere.

A train was standing at one of the platforns; the indicator board said
it was going to Amersham | wal ked quickly along the curving platform | ooking
t hrough wi ndows, |ooking towards the carriages ahead. | could not see her
even though |I wal ked the whole length of the train. Could she have caught
another? But this was the evening; there were departures only at ten-ninute
i nterval s.

I rushed back as the guard shouted that the doors were about to close.

Then | saw her: she was sitting by the window in a carriage near the
back of the tnain. | could see her face, turned down as if she wene reading.

The pneurmatic doons hissed loudly and slid towards each other. | | eapt
aboard the nearest carriage, forcing myself through the closing pressure of
the doors. Late commuters gl anced up, |ooked away. Bubbl es of isolation
surrounded them

The train pulled away, blue-white discharge sparks flashing on the wet
rails as we crossed the points and noved into the long tunnel. | walked to the
back of the carriage to be at the door nearest to Seri when we stopped at the
next station. | |eaned agai nst the heavy, shatterproof w ndow set into the
door, watching ny reflection against the black wall of the tunnel outside. At
| ast we reached the next station, Finchley Road. | pushed through the doors as
soon as they opened, and ran down the platformto the carriage where | had
seen her. The doors closed behind me. | went to the place where she had been
sitting, but she was no | onger there.

Now the train was on the surface, clattering through the crowded,
decrepit suburbs of West Hanpstead and Kil burn; here the line ran parallel to
the street where ny old flat had been. | wal ked the |l ength of the open
carriage, looking at all the passengers, nmaking sure Seri had not changed her
seat. At the end |I |ooked through the wi ndows of the two connecting doors to
t he next carriage, and saw her

She was standing, as | had done, against the sliding doors and Staring
out at the passing houses. | went through to her carriage--a cold bl ast of
danp air, a noment of swaying peril--and passengers | ooked up, thinking I nust
he a ticket inspector. | went quickly to where she had been standi ng, but once
agai n she had noved. There was no one there who | ooked even renotely |ike her
that | mght have nistaken for her

Wiile the train rushed on to the next station, | walked to and fro in
the aisle of the carriage, preferring the illusion of doing something to the
tensions of idleness. Qutside, the rain ran in quick diagonals down the dirty
wi ndows. At Wenbl ey Park there was a delay of a few m nutes, as here was the
i nterchange with the Bakerl oo Line and a train was expected on the other side
of tile platform | walked the length of ny train, searching for Seri, but she
had vani shed. \Vhen the Bakerloo train arrived she was aboard it! | saw her
step down, cross the platform and clinb into the carriage | had first been
in.

| returned to the train, but of course she eluded ne again.

| found a seat and stared down at the worn and slatted floor, littered



with cigarette ends and sweet wrappers. The train nmoved on, through Harrow,

t hrough Pinner, heading out into the countryside. | again felt nyself noving
into a passive state of nental |aziness, content to know that | was supposed
to he following Seri. |I was lulled by the warnth of the carriage, the notion

of the train, and peripherally aware that passengers were getting off as we
stopped at stations on the way.

The train was al nost enpty when we cane to a station called Chalfont &
Latimer. | glanced out at the station as we drew in, seeing the wet platform
and shining overhead | anps, the fanmiliar advertisenents for filns and | anguage
school s. Passengers waited by the carriage doors, and anongst them was Seri
In ny sommol ent state | barely realized she was there, but when she snmiled at
me and stepped outside | knew | was to follow

| was slow and clunmsy, and only just got through the doors before they
closed. By then, Seri had slipped through the ticket barrier and was agai n out
of sight. | followed, thrusting my ticket at the collector and noving on
before he could check it.

The station was next to a nmain road; as | cane out, the train | had been

on went noisily oven the ironwork bridge. | |ooked to left and night along the
road, seeking Seri. She was al ready an appreciabl e di stance away, wal ki ng
briskly along the road in the direction of London. | hurried after her, pacing

nmysel f with short bursts of running.

The road was lined with nodern detached houses, set back fromthe
traffic with concrete drives, neat |lawns and fl owerbeds, and fl agst oned
pati os. Lighted reproduction carriage lanps glittered their reflectioiis on
the rainy ground. Behind curtained windows | could glinpse the hand blue glare
of television screens.

Seri stayed effortlessly ahead of ne, maintaining her brisk walk w thout
seeming to hurry, yet however nuch | ran she was al ways the sane distance
ahead. | was getting out of breath so | slowed ny pace to a noderate wal k. It
had stopped raining while I was on the train, and already the air was mil der
nmore in keeping with the season

Seri reached the end of the lighted section of the road, and noved into
the strip of countryside between Chal font and Chorl eywood. | |ost sight of her
in the dark, so | ran again. In a mnute or two | had al so passed into the
dar kness, but | could see Seri whenever cars passed with their headlights on
Farm and | ay on either side of the road. Ahead of me, in the south-eastern
sky, the sodium radi ance of London was |ighting the cl ouds.

Seri halted and turned back to face ne, perhaps to he sure | had seen
her. Cars passed, throwing spray and light in drifting veils. Thinking she was
waiting for me | ran again, splashing in the puddles of the unnade verge. Wen
| was within distance, | shouted: "Seri, please stay and talk to ne!l"

Seri said--You' ve got to see the islands, Peter

There was a gate where she had waited, and she passed thnough as |I cane
breathily up to her, but by the tine | foll owed she was al ready hal fway across
the field. Her white shirt and pale hair seened to drift in the dank

| staggered on again, feeling the turned soil clogging around ny shoes.
| was tiring, there had been too many upheavals. Seri would wait.

| came to a halt, slithering on the lunpy sods, and | eaned forward to
catch nmy breath. | hung my head, nesting with my hands on ny knees.

When | | ooked up again | could see Seri's ghostly figure at the bottom
of the dip, by what appeared to be a hedge. Behind her, on the gently rising
slope of a hill, was the Iighted wi ndow of a house. Trees stood darkly blurred
on the close horizon

She did not wait: | saw her white novenent, sideways al ong the hedge.

| sucked a deep breath. "Seri! 1've got to rest!"

It nmade her pause nonmentarily, but if she called an answer | did not
hear it. It was difficult to see: pal eness noved |like a noth against a
curtain, then it was gone.

| |1 ooked back. The main road was |ights sweeping behind trees, and the
di stant sounds of wheels and engines. To think nade mhead hurt. | was in a



foreign country, needing translations, but ny interpreter had left me. |
waited until ny breath steadi ed, then wal ked on slowy, raising and | owering
my feet with the deliberation of a shackled man. The nud made deadwei ghts of
nmy legs, and every tine | managed to scrape sone of it away nore clung on
Sonmewhere invisible to ne, Seri must he watching nmy ponderous, arm sw nging
progress through the clay.

At last | reached the hedge and wiped ny feet in the |long grass that
grew there. | nmoved on in the direction taken by Seri, and peered towards
where | had seen the house with the lighted wi ndow, seeking a reference. |
nmust have been m staken, though, because | could now see no sign of it. A
wind, mld and steady, canme from beyond the hedge, laden with a familiar tang.

A gate was let into the hedge and | went through. Beyond, the ground
continued to drop away in a barely perceptible gradi ent. | took a few steps
in the dark, feeling for the unwel come cling of waterlogged soil, but here the
grass was short and dry.

Ahead was a horizon: distant and fiat, flickering with a fewtiny lights
al nost invisible in their renoteness. The sky had cl eared, and overhead was a
di splay of stars of such brilliance and clarity as | had rarely seen. |
marvel l ed up at themfor a while. then returned to the nore earthly business
of cleaning the remainder of the mud fromny shoes. | found a short branch on
the ground and sat down to poke and scrape at the gluey rmuck. Wen | had
finished | |eaned back on my hands to stare down the slope at the sea.

My eyes were adjusting to the starlight, and | made out the | ow bl ack
forms of islands; the lights | had seen were froma town on an island straight
ahead. To ny right was a shoul der of | and, which ran out to sea with an aged,
rounded resilience, formng the high end of a small bay. The land to ny |eft
was flatter, but | could see rocks and a sand-bar, and beyond these the
coastline curved back and out of sight.

| wal ked on and soon cane to the beach, clanbering down a small cliff of
soil and flints, then running out across dried seaweed and powdery sand t hat
seened to crush beneath nmy feet. | ran as far as the water's edge, then stood
still in the darkness and listened to the special sound of the sea. | felt
utterly reassured and conplete, able to face anything, free of worry, cured by
t he essences of the ocean. The faint pungency of salt, warm sand and drying
seaweed hel d powerful associations with childhood: holidays, parents, mnor
accidents, and that sense of excitement and adventure which, for ne, had
al ways overcome the envies and power struggles between Kalia and nyself.

My clothes had dried in the warmair, and | felt invigorated and fit.
Seri had vani shed, but | knew she woul d reappear when she was ready. | wal ked
the I ength of the beach twi ce, then decided to find sonewhere to sleep. |
found a place in the dry sand that was sheltered by rocks, and here |I scooped
out a shallow bow . It was warm enough to sleep uncovered, so | sinply lay on
nmy back, cupped ny hands behind ny head and stared up at the dazzling stars.
It was not long before | fell asleep

| awoke to the sound of the sea, and to brilliant sunlight, and to the
crying of gulls. | was instantly alert, as if the transition fromsleep to
waki ng was as easy as turning on a light; for nonths | had been used to a
sl ow, sleepy recovery, dogged by nental and physical clunsiness.

| sat up, regarded the glistening silver sea and the sweep of bone-white
sand, and felt the sun warmon ny face. To the side, the headl and was yel |l ow
with flowers and beyond it was a clean blue sky. Lying on the sand beside ne,
an arms length away, was a small pile of clothes. There was a pair of
sandals, a denimskirt, a white shirt; resting on the top, in a shallow recess
made by a hand, was a small silvery cluster of rings and bracel ets.

A smal |l head, black against the |light, was bobbi ng and ducking in the
swell. | stood up, narrowi ng nmy eyes against the glare, and waved. She nust
have seen ne, because as soon as | was standing she waved back and began to
wade out towards ne. She came with sand-crusted feet and matted hair, and
beads of cold water were dripping fromher. She kissed me and undressed ne,
and we nade | ove. Afterwards, we went for a swim



By the time we had wal ked al ong the coast to the nearest village, the
sun was high and the unmade track beside the shone was burni ng beneath our
feet. W ate a nmeal at an open-air restaurant, while the air was drowsy wth
i nsects and distant notorcycles. W were in the village of Paio on the island
of Paneron, but it was too hot for Seri and she wanted to nmove on. There was
no harbour in Paid; just a shallow river running down to nmeet the sea, and a
few smal | boats tied to rocks. The bus would arrive in the aftennoon, but we
could rent bicycles. Paneron Town was a three-hour ride away, on the other
side of the central range.

Paneron was the first of several islands we visited. It becane a
conpul sive journey, travelling, travelling. | wanted to slow down, to relish
each place as we found it, to discover Seri. But she was discovering herself
in away | barely understood. To her, each island represented a different
facet of her personality, each one vested in her a sense of identity. She was
i nconpl ete without islands, she was spread across the sea.

"Why don't we stay here?" | said, in the harbour of an island with the
odd name of Smuj. We were waiting for the ferry to take us on to yet another
island. | was intrigued by Smuj: in the town |I had found a map of the

interior, where an ancient city lay. But Seri needed to change i sl ands.

"I want to go to Wnho," she said.

"Let's stay one nore night."

She seized ny armand there was the force of determination in her eyes.
"W nust go somewhere else.”

It was the eighth day, and already |I could hardly distinguish the
i slands we had visited. "I'mtired of nmoving on. Let's not travel for a
while."

"But we hardly know each other. Each island reflects us."

"I can't tell the diffenence."

"Because you don't know how to see. You have to surrender to the
i sl ands, becone enraptured by them"

"We don't get a chance. As soon as we land in one place we set off for
anot her."

Seri gestuned inpatiently. The boat was approachi ng the quay, the hot
snel | of diesel fumes drifting around it.

"I told you," she said. "In the islands you can |live forever. But you
won't know how until you find the right place.”

"At the monment | wouldn't know the right place if we found it."

W sailed to Wnho, and fromthere to nore islands. A few days later we

were on Serell, and | noticed that fromthere ships sailed regularly to
Jethra. | was frustrated with the journey, and di sappointed with what | had
| earned about Seri. She transmtted her restlessness to ne, and | began to
think of Gracia and to wonder how she was. | had been away too | ong, and
shoul d not have abandoned her. CGuilt grew in ne.

| told Seri my feelings. "If | go back to Jethra, will you come with
ne?"

"Don't | eave ne."
"I want you to come with nme."

"I"'mscared you'll go back to Gracia and forget about me. There are nore
islands to visit."
"\What happens when we reach the | ast one?" | said.

"There is no | ast one. They go on forever."

"That's what | thought."

W were in the central square of Senell Town, and it was noon. A d nen
sat in the shade, the shops were shuttered, in the olive trees growing on the
rocky hills behind the town we could hear goat bells, and a donkey braying. W
were drinking iced tea, and the tinmetable fromthe shipping line lay on the
tabl e between us. Seri called the waiter and ordered a spiced pastry.

"Peter, you're not ready to return yet. Don't you see that?"

"I'" mworried about Gracia. | shouldn't have |left her."

"You had no choice." A notorboat started up in the harbour; in the



slunbering heat it seened as if it were the only nechanical sound in all the
i slands. "Don't you renmenber what | told you? You nmust surrender to the

i sl ands, submerge yourself in them Through themyou can escape to find
yoursel f. You've given yourself no chance. It's too soon to return.”

"You're just distracting me," | said. "I shouldn't be here. It feels
wong. . . it's not for me. | nust go hone."

"And you'll go on destroying Gracia."

"l don't know. "

In the norning a ship called in Senell, and we boarded her. It was a
short voyage--two and a half days, with two ports of call on the way--but as
soon as we were on board it was alnost as if we were in Jethra itself. The
ship was registered there, and the food in the dining saloon had the dul
famliarity of hone. Mdst of the other passengers were Jethrans. Seri and
barely spoke to each other. It had been a mistake to go with her to the
i sl ands; they were not what | expected.

W docked in Jethra in the late afternoon, and di senbarked qui ckly. W
rode the escalator to street level, jostled by the crowds of rush-hour
conmuters. On the street, traffic rushed past and | gl anced at newspaper
pl acards: ambul ance drivers were threatening to strike, and the OPEC countries
had announced another oil-price increase.

| said: "Are you going to cone with ne?"

"Yes, but only as far as Gracia's flat. You don't want ne anynore."

But suddenly | did, and | took her hand and held it tightly. | sensed
that she was about to recede fromme again, as Jethra had receded even before
| had walked in its streets.

"What am | going to do, Seri? | know you're right, but sonmehow | can't
go through with it."

"I"'mnot going to try to influence you anynore. You know how to find the
islands, and I'Il always be there."

"Does that nmean you're going to wait for ne?"

"It neans you'll always be able to find ne."

W were standing in the centre of the pavenent while the crowds pushed
by. Now that | was back in London the urgency of my return had left ne.

"Let's go to our café," | said

"Do you know how to find it?"

W wal ked al ong Praed Street, but it was all too enphatic. At the corner
wi th Edgware Road | began to despair.

Then Seri said: "I'lIl show you."
She took ny hand, and after we had gone a short distance | heard a tram
bell. | sensed that an al nost sublim nal change had come over the city's

appearance. W turned into one of the broad boul evards that ran through the
fashi om abl e residential areas, and before long came to the intersection where
the pavenent café was situated. We sat there for a long tine, until after
sunset, but then | felt the restlessness growi ng in ne again.

Seri said: "There's a sailing this evening. W could still catch it."
| shook ny head. "There's no question of it."
Wthout waiting to see what she would do, | left some coins on the

table-top and started to wal k northwands. It was a warm eveni ng, by London
standards, and there were many peopl e about. Many of the pubs had ovenspilled
into the streets, and the restaurants were doi ng good busi ness.

| was aware that Seri was follow ng nme, but she said nothing and | did

not | ook back at her. | had tired of her, had used her up. She offered only
escape . . . but escape from not to, so there was nothing to replace what |
| eft behind.

But in one sense she had been right: | had needed to see the islands to
find nyself. Sonething had been purged from nme now.

In the enptiness that remained, | recognized ny mstake. | had sought to
under stand Gnaci a through Seri, whereas in reality she was ny own conpl enent.
She fulfilled what | |acked, became the enbodi ment of that. | thought she

expl ained Gacia, but inreality she only defined ne to mysel f.



Wal king in these streets, which had becone ondinary, | saw a new face of
reality.

Seri soothed, where Gracia abraded. Seri aroused, where Gacia
di scouraged. Seri was calm where Gracia was neurotic. Seri was bland and
pal e, and G acia was turbulent, effervescent, nobody, eccentric, |oving and
alive. Seri was bland, above all.

A creation of ny manuscript, she was intended to explain Gacia to ne.
But the events and the places described in the manuscript were inmaginative
ext ensions of nyself, and so were the characters. | had thought they stood for
ot her people, but now !l realized they were all different manifestations of
nysel f.

It was dark when we reached the road where Gracia had her flat. | wal ked
nmore quickly until | could see the house. | sawa light in the front room of
t he baserment. As usual, the curtains had not been drawn, and | turned away,
not wanting to see inside.

"You're going to go in and see her, aren't you?" Seri said.

"Yes, of course."

"What about nme?"

"I don't know, Seri. The islands weren't what | wanted. | can't hide
anynore."

"Do you | ove G acia?"

"Yes."

"You know you're going to destroy her again?"

"l don't think so."

What | had done to hurt Gracia nost of all was to take refuge in ny
fantasies. | had to reject them

Seri said: "You think I don't exist, because you think you created ne.
But 1've got a life of my own, Peter, and if you found me in that you'd know
it isn't true. So far you've only seen a part of ne."

"I know," | said, but she was only a part of nyself. She was ny
enbodi ment of the urge to run, to hide fromothers. She represented the idea
that my msfortunes cane from outside, whereas | was | earning that they cane
fromwithin. | wanted to be strong, but Seri weakened ne.

Seri said, and | heard bitterness--"Then do whatever you want."

| sensed she was receding fromme, and | stretched out to take her hand.
She noved it adroitly away.

"Pl ease don't go," | said.

Seri said--1 know you're going to forget me, Peter, and perhaps it's as
well. 1'll be wherever you find ne.

She wal ked away, her white shirt luminous in the city lights. | watched

her, thinking of the islands, thinking of the fal sehoods in me she
represented. Her slimfigure, erect and lithe, the short hair that swing
slightly as she wal ked. She left ne, and before she had reached the corner of
the street | could see her no nore.

Alone with the parked cars | felt a sudden and exhil arati ng sense of
relief. However Seri had intended it, she had rel eased me fromnmy own
self-fulfilling escapes. | was free of the definition | had nade for mnyself,
and at last |I felt able to be strong.

22

Beyond the parked Australian mnibus, Gacia s w ndow shone orange- hued
behi nd palings. | wal ked forward, determined to reconcile our difficulties.

When | reached the edge of the paverment | could see down into the room
and | saw Gracia for the first tine.

She was sitting on the bed in full view of the road. She was upright,
with her |egs crossed beneath her. She held a cigarette in one hand and was
gesticulating with the other as she spoke. It was a pose | had seen her in
many tinmes; she was active in conversation, was tal ki ng about sonething that



interested her. Surprised, because |I had assuned she woul d be al one, | backed
away before she noticed me. | noved to a place fromwhere | could see the rest
of the room

A young worman was there with her, curled up in the only chair in the
room | had no idea who she was. She was about Gracia's age, dressed
conventional |l y, weaning spectacles. She was listening to what Gracia was
sayi ng, nodding fromtime to time, speaking infrequently.

Wien | was sure neither of themhad seen ne | noved in a little closer
An ashtray full of cigarette ends was on the floor by the bed. Two enpty
coffee nugs were beside it. The room | ooked as if it had been recently tidied:
t he books on the shelves were upright and in neat rows, there were no clothes
in the usual corner and the drawers of the chest were closed. Any remnaining
signs of Gracia's attenpted suicide had | ong since vanished: the furniture had
been repositioned, the damage to the door repaired.

Then | noticed there was a snmall sticking plaster on the underside of
Gracia's wist. She seened totally unaware of it, using that armas freely as
she used the other.

She was talking a lot, but nore inportant she seemed happy. | saw her
snmle several times, and once she |aughed aloud with that sideways tilt to the
head that | had seen so often, in the old days.

| wanted to hurry in and see her, but the presence of the other woman
hel d ne back. | was gl addened by Gracia's appearance. She was as thin as ever,
but that aside she radi ated good health and nental animation: she rem nded ne
of Greece and sunbathing and retsina, where we began. She | ooked five years
younger than she had the last tine | saw her, her clothes seenmed cl ean and
freshly pressed, and her hair had been cut and restyl ed.

| watched the two wonmen for a few mnutes, then, to my relief, the
stranger stood up. Gracia smled, said sonething, and they both |aughed. The
woman went to the door

Not wi shing to be seen lurking around, | wal ked a short distance down
the road and stood on the other side. After a mnute on two, the wonman cane up
to the road and let herself into one of the parked cars. As soon as she had
driven away | wal ked quickly across the road and slipped ny key into the |ock

The lights were on in the hall, and the air snelled of furniture polish.

"Graci a? Were are you?" The bedroom door was open, but she was not
there. | heard the |lavatory being flushed, and the door was opened.

"Gracia, |'mback!"

| heard her say: "Jean, is that you?" Then she appeared, and saw ne.

"Hell o, Gracia," | said.

"I thought--Ch ny God, it's you! Were have you been?"

"I had to go away for a few-"

"What have you been doing? You |look like a tranmp!"

"I"ve been. . . sleeping rough,” | said. "I had to get away."

W were standing a few paces apart, not smling, not moving to enbrace
each other. | had an inexplicable thought, that this was Gracia, the rea
Gracia, and | could hardly believe it. She had assumed an unearthly, _ideal _
quality in nmy mnd, something |ost and unattainable. And yet she stood there,
real and substantial, the very best Gacia, untroubled and beautiful without
t hat haunting terror behind her eyes.

"Where were you? The hospital was trying to trace you, they contacted
t he police--Were did you go?"

"I left London for a while, because of you." | wanted to hug her, fee
her body against nme, but there was sonething in her that kept ne at a
di stance. "What about you? You | ook so nmuch better!™

"I"'mall right now, Peter. No thanks to you."
shouldn't say that. They told ne you saved ny life."

| went to her and tried to kiss her, but she tunned her face so that al
I could do was touch her cheek. When | put up ny arns to hold her, she stepped
back. | followed her, and we went into the cool dark sitting room where the
television and hi-fi were, the roomwe had rarely used.

She | ooked away. "I



"What's the matter, G acia? Wy won't you kiss ne?"

"Not now. | wasn't expecting you, that's all."

"Who's Jean?" | said. "Is that the girl who was here?"

"Ch, she's one of ny social workers. She calls every day to nake sure
I"'mnot going to do nyself in. They | ook after me, you see. After they
di scharged nme they found out | had tried it before, and now they keep an eye
on me. They think it's dangerous for ne to live alone.™

"You're looking terrific," | said.

"I"'mall right now | won't do it again. |'ve cone through all that."

There was an edge to her voice, an inner hardness, and it repelled ne.
It felt as if it was intended to repel

"I"'msorry if | seemed to abandon you," | said. "They told nme you were
bei ng | ooked after. | thought | knew why you had done it, and | had to get
away. "

"You don't have to explain. It doesn't matter anynore."

"What do you nean? O course it still matters!™

"To you.. . on to me?"

| stared at her in a futile way, but she gave no hint by her expression
that m ght help ne.

"Are you angry with nme?" | said.

"Why should | be?"

"Because | ran out on you."

"No . . . not angry."

"What then?"

"I don't know." She noved about the room but not in the restless way I
used to know. Now she was being evasive. This room |ike the bedroom had been
tidied and polished. | hardly recognized it. "Let's go in the front. I want a
cigarette.”

| followed her into the bedroom and while she sat on the edge of the
bed and Iit a cigarette, | drew the curtains. She watched ne, said nothing.
sat down in the chair the social worker had been in.

"Gracia, tell me what happened to you . . . in the hospital."

"They patched me up and sent nme hone. That's all, really. Then the
soci al services found a file on me, and they've been hassling ne a bit. Jean's
O K., though. She'll be glad you've come back. I'lIl ring her in the norning
and tell her."

"\What about you? Are you glad |I'm back?"

Gracia smled as she reached down to flick ash off her cigarette. |
sensed that | had said sonething ironic.

"What are you smiling at?" | said

"I needed you when | cane hone, Peter, but | didn't _want_ you. If you
had been here you'd only have screwed me up again, but the social people would
have left ne alone. | was relieved you weren't here. It gave ne a chance."

"Way woul d | have screwed you up?"

"Because you always did! It's what you' ve been doing ever since we net."
Gracia was trenbling, picking at her fingernails while the cigarette burned
upsi de down in her hand. "Wen | came hone all | wanted was to be alone, to
think for myself and work things out, and you weren't here and it was just
what | wanted."

| said: "Then | shouldn't have conme back at all."

"I didn't want you here then. There's a difference."

"So you want nme now?"

"No. | nean, | don't know. | needed to be alone and | got that. Wat
happens next is sonething el se.™

W both went silent, probably sensing the sane dil emma. W both knew we
wer e dangerous to each other while desperately needing each other. There was
no national way of talking about that: either we acted it out by living
t oget her again, on we tal ked about it in highly changed enotional ternmns.
Gracia was struggling to be calm | wanted to use ny new i nner strength.

W were still alike, and perhaps that was what doomed us. | had left her



to try to understand nyself better, she had needed a space alone. | felt
intimdated by the changes around her: the cleaned and tidied flat, the
changed hair, the outward rehabilitation. She nmade me aware of ny unkenpt,
unshaven appearance, ny unwashed cl othes, nmy snelly body.

But | too had been through a process of recovery, and because it did not
show | needed to tell her about it.

| said eventually: "lI'mstronger too, Gracia. | know you'll think I'm
only saying that, but | really nean it. It's why | had to go away."

Gracia | ooked up fromher silent regard of the freshly vacuuned car pet.

"G on. I'mlistening."

"I thought you had done it because you hated ne."

"No, | was _scared_ of you."

"Al'l right. But you did it because of nme, because of what we had becone
to each other. | understand that now. . . but there was sonething else. You
had been readi ng nmy manuscript."

"Your what ?"

"My manuscript. | wote my autobiography, and it was here. On the bed,
the day | found you. You had obviously been reading it, and | knew you were
upset by it."

"I don't know what you're tal king about," G acia said.

"You must renenber!" | | ooked around the room realizing that since
returning | had not seen the manuscript anywhere. | felt a _frisson_ of alarm

had Gracia destnoyed it or thrown it away? "It was a heap of paper, which I
kept bundl ed up. Were is it now?"
"I put all your stuff in the other room |'ve been cleaning the place."
| left her and hurried through to the sitting room Beside the stereo
record player, by the records--mne neatly segregated from hers--was a snall
pile of nmy books. Underneath, held together with two crossing el astic bands,

was my manuscript. | snapped the bands away and turned a few pages: it was al
there. A few sheets were out of order, but it was intact. | returned to the
bedroom where Gracia had lit another cigarette.

"This is what | nmeant," | said, holding it up for her to see. | was
i measurably relieved that it was safe. "You were reading this, weren't you?
That day."

Gracia narrowed her eyes, though | sensed it was not to see nore
cleanly. "I want to ask you about that--"

"Let me explain,” | said. "lIt's inportant. | wote this while | was in
Herefordshire, before | went to Felicity's. I'msure it's what was causing the

troubl e between us. You thought | was seeing sonmeone else, but really I was
just thinking about what | had witten. It was nmy way of finding myself. But I
never really finished it. Wen you were in hospital, and I knew you were being

| ooked after, | went away to try to finishit."
Gracia said nothing, but continued to stare at ne.
"Pl ease say sonething," | said.

"What does the manuscript say?"

"But you read it! O you read sone of it."

"I looked at it, Peter, but |I didn't read any of it."

| put the pages down, automatically reshaping theminto a neat pile

before letting go. | had not even thought about ny witing while | was in the
i sl ands. Way was the truth so difficult to tell?
"I want you to read it," | said. "You' ve got to understand."

Gracia again went silent, staring down at her ashtray.

"Are you hungry?" she said at |ast.

"Don't change the subject."

"Let's talk about this later. |I'mhungry, and you look as if you haven't
had a neal in days."

"Can't we finish this now?" | said. "It's very inportant."

"No, 1'mgoing to cook sonething. Wy don't you have a bath? Your
clothes are still here.”

"AIl right," | said.



The bat hroom was al so fastidiously clean. It was free of the custonary
heaps of dirty clothes, enpty toothpaste tubes and used toilet-roll wappers.

When | flushed the lavatory the bow filled with fizzy blue water. | bathed
qui ckly, while in the next room!| could hear G acia noving about as she
cooked. Afterwards, | shaved and put on clean clothes. | weighed nyself on her

scal es, and found | had | ost weight while | was away.

W ate at the table in the back room It was a sinple nmeal of rice and
vegetables, but it was the best food | had eaten in a long time. | was
wondering how | had survived while | was away, where | had slept, what | had
eaten. \Were had | been?

Gracia was eating at a noderate pace, but unlike her old self she
finished the nmeal. She had becone |ike soneone | barely knew, yet in the sane
transformati on she had beconme recogni zable. She was the Gracia | had often
willed her to be: free of her neuroses, or apparently so, free of the inner
tensi on and unhappi ness, free of the turbul ence that brought the quicksilver
nmoods. | sensed a new determi nation in her. She was making an i mense effort
to straighten herself out, and it made ne admire her and feel warmtowards
her .

As we finished | felt content. The physical novelty of clean body and
clothes, of a full stomach, of the belief that | had emerged froma | ong
tunnel of uncertainty, made ne feel we could start again.

Not after Castleton; that had been premature for both of us.

Graci a nade sone coffee, and we took the earthenware nugs through to the
bedroom W both felt nore at ease there. Qutside, can doors occasionally
slamed, and fromtinme to tine we heard people passing the window. | sat with
Gracia on the bed: she was facing ne, her |egs crossed beneath her. Qur coffee
mugs were on the floor beside us, the ashtray was between us.

She was quiet, so | said: "Wat are you thinking?"

"About us. You're confusing ne."

"\Why 2"

"I didn't expect you back. Not yet, anyway."

"Why does that confuse you?"

"Because you' ve changed and |I'mnot sure how. You say you're better
that everything will be all right now But we've both said that before, we've
both heard it."

"Don't you believe nme?"

"I believe you nean it . . . of course | do. But I'mstill scared of
you, what you could do to ne."

| was lightly stroking the back of her hand; it was the first rea
i nti mcy between us, and she had not backed away.

| said: "Gracia, | love you. Can't you trust nme?"

"Il try." But she was not |ooking at ne.

"Everything |I've done in the | ast few nonths has been because of you. It
took me away fromyou, but |I've seen | was wong."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"What | wote in nmy manuscript, and what it has nmade ne do."

"I don't want to talk about that, Peter." She was |ooking at ne now, and
again | saw that strange narrow ng of her eyes.

"You said you woul d."

I swung ny legs off the bed, crossed the room and picked up the thick

wad of pages fromwhere | had left them | sat down agai n opposite her, but
she had pulled her hand back

"I want to read you some of it," | said. "Explain what it neans."

While | spoke | was turning the pages, |ooking for those that had got
out of order. They were nostly near the beginning. | noticed that many of the
sheets had specks of dried blood on them and the edges of the pages had a
broad snudge of brown down them @ ancing through, | saw Seri's nane
prom nently witten, again and again. | would cone to that eventually, explain

who Seri was, what she had becone to nme, what | now understood of her. Al
that, and the state of mnd the manuscript represented, the islands, the



escapes, the difficult relationship with Felicity. And the higher truths the
story contained, the definition of nyself, the way it had nmade ne static and
i nwar d-1 ooki ng, emotionally petrified.

Gracia had to be brought into it, so that | could at |ast be brought out
of it.

"Peter, you scare ne when you get like this.” She had lit a cigarette,
her commonpl ace action, but this tinme there was an old tension in her. The
mat ch, flung down in the ashtray, continued to burn.

"Cet like what?" | said.

"You'll upset me again. Don't go on."
"What's wrong, G acia?"
"Put those papers away. | can't stand this!"

"I"ve got to explain to you."

She ran her hand acnoss her tenple, her fingers wildly conbing the hair.
The denure new hair style becane tangled. Her nervousness was infectious;
reacted to it like | reacted to her sexuality. | could not resist it, yet it
rarely satisfied either of us. | saw then what had been nmi ssing between us
since | returned, because as she noved her arm her blouse lightly conpressed
her breast, and | wanted her body. It took the madness in us both to bring out
the sex.

"What are you explaining, Peter? What's left to say?"

"I'"ve got to read you this."

"Don't tornment ne! I'mnot mad . . . you've witten _nothing!_

"It's how | defined nyself. Last year, when | was away."

"Peter, are you crazy? Those pages are bl ank!"

| spread the battered pages across the bed, Iike a conjuror fans a pack
of cards. The words, the story of ny life, the definition of my identity, lay
before ne. It was all there: the lines of typewitten text, the frequent

corrections, the pencillings and notes and del etions. Bl ack type, blue
bal | poi nt, grey pencil, and brown whal e-shaped droplets of dried blood. It was
all of ne.

"There's nothing there, Peter! For God's sake, it's blank paper!"

"Yes, but--"

| stared down at the pages, renenbering ny white roomin Edwin's
cottage. That room had achieved a state of higher reality, of deeper truth,
one that transcended literal existence. So too was my manuscript. The words
were there, inscribed indelibly on the paper, exactly as | had witten them
Yet for Gracia, unseeing of the mnd that had made them they were
non-existent. | had witten and | had not witten.

The story was there, but the words were not.

"What are you |l ooking at?" Gracia cried, her voice rising as if frantic.
She was twi sting one of the rings on her night hand.

"I''"'mreading."

| had found the page | wanted to show her: it was in Chapter Seven,
where Seri and | first met in Miuriseay Town. It paralleled our own first
nmeeting, on the island of Kos, in the Aegean. Seri was said to be working on
the staff of the Lotterie-Collago, whereas Ghacia had been on holiday;
Miuri seay Town was a clanorous city, and Kos had just a tiny port. The events
di ffered, but they had the higher truth of feeling. Gacia would recognize it
all.

| separated the page fromthe others and offered it to her. She put it
on the bed between us. She had it the wong way up.

"Why won't you look at it?" | said.

"What are you trying to do to nme?"

"I just want you to understand. Please read it."

She snatched up the page, crunpled it in her hand and threw it across
the room "l can't read bl ank paper!"

Her eyes were noist, and she had pulled the ring until it had come off.

Real i zing at |last that she could not make the necessary imaginative
| eap, | said, as gently as possible: "Can | explain?"



"No, don't say anything. |'ve had enough. Are you living in total
fantasy? Wat el se do you i magi ne? Do you know who | am who | _really_ an? Do
you know where you are or what you're doi ng?"

"You can't read the words,"” | said.

"There's nothing there. Nothing."

| got up fromthe bed and retrieved the screwed-up page. 1 flattened it

out with the palmof my hand, and returned it to its connect position. | began
to collect the sheets, pushing theminto their reassuringly famliar bulk.

"You' ve got to understand this," | said.

Gracia | owered her head, pressing a hand oven her eyes. | heard her say,
indistinctly: "lIt's happening all oven again."

"What is?"

"W can't go on, you nmust see that. Nothing' s changed." She w ped her
eyes with a tissue. Leaving her cigarette to snmoulder in the ashtray, she
wal ked quickly fromthe room | heard her in the hallway. She picked up the
phone, and she dialled. After a nonent she pushed in a coin, with that
nmechani cal , noney-box sound.

Al t hough she spoke softly, as if her back were turned agai nst ne, |

heard her say: "Steve . . . ? Yes, it's nme. Can you put ne up tonight?
I"mall right, really. Just for tonight. . . . Yes, he's back. | don't know
what happened. Everything's fine. . . . No, I'll cone on the Tube. I'm al
night, really. . . . In about an hour? Thanks."

I was standi ng when she came back into the noom She stubbed out her
cigarette, and turned to face nme. She seemed conposed.

"Did you hear any of that?" she said.

"Yes. You're going to Steve's."

"I"ll come back in the norning. Steve will drop nme off on his way to
work. WII you still be here?"

"Gracia, please don't go. | won't tal k about ny manuscript."

"Look, 1've just got to calmdown a little, talk to Steve. You' ve upset
me. | wasn't expecting you back yet."

She was movi ng about the room collecting her cigarettes and matches,
her bag, a book. She took a bottle of wine fromthe cupboard, then went to the
bat hroom A few nonents |ater she was standing in the hall by the bedroom
door, checking her purse for her keys, a supermarket carrier bag swinging from
her wist with her overnight toilet things, and her w ne bottle.

| went out and stood with her.

"I can't believe this," | said. "Why are you running away from ne?"

"Way did _you_ nun away?"

"That's what | was trying to explain."

She wore a non-committal expression, avoiding ny eyes. | knew she was
maki ng an effort to stay in control of herself; in the old days we woul d have
t al ked ourselves into exhaustion, gone to bed, nmade |ove, continued in the
nmor ni ng. Now she had terninated the whole thing: the phone call, the abrupt
departure, the bottle of w ne.

Even as she stood there, waiting for me to |l et her go, she was al ready
absent, halfway to the Tube station

| held her arm This made her | ook at ne, but then away again.

"Are you still in love with nme?" | said.

"How can you ask that?" she said. | waited, deliberately manipul ating
with silence. "Nothing' s changed, Peter. | tried to kill nyself because
| oved you, because you didn't take any notice of me, because it was inpossible
being with you. | don't want to die, but when | get upset | can't contro
nmysel f. 1'mscared of what you might do to ne." She took a deep breath, but it
was uneven, and | knew she was suppressing tears. "There's sonething deep
inside you | can't touch. | feel it nost when you retreat, when you were
tal ki ng about your bl oody manuscript. You're going to make ne insane!™

"I came honme because | have conme out of myself,"” | said.

"No . . . no, it's not true. You're deceiving yourself, and you're
trying to deceive me as well. Don't ever do that, not again. | can't cope!"



She broke down then, and | released her arm | tried to pull her against
me, to hold her and be conforting, but she dragged herself away, weeping. She
rushed through the front door, slamring it behind her

| stood in the hall, listening to the imgi ned echoes of the slam

| returned to the bedroomand sat for a long while on the edge of the
bed, staring at the carpet, the wall, the curtains. After m dnight | bestirred
nmyself and tidied up the flat. | enptied the ashtrays and washed themup wth

t he supper dishes and the coffee nugs, leaving themall to drain on the side.
Then | found ny old leather holdall, and packed it with as many of ny cl othes
as | could get in. | packed the manuscript last, cramming it down on top. |
checked that all the electricity switches were off, that no taps were
dripping. As | left, | turned off all the lights.

| wal ked down to Kentish Town Road, where late traffic went past. | was
too tired to want to sleep rough again, and thought | would find a cheap hotel
for the night. | renenbered a street near Paddi ngton where there were several
but I wanted to get out of London. | stood undeci ded.

I was nunbed by Gracia's rejection of ne. | had returned to her with no
i dea of what | intem ded to say, on of what m ght happen, but had felt ny new

internal strength would solve all that was wong. Instead, she was stronger
than ne.

The zip fastener of ny holdall was open, and | coul d see the manuscri pt
inside. | took it out and turned the pages in the light of a street |lanp. The
story lay there for nme to see, but the words had gone. Sone of the pages had
typewiting on them but it was always scribbled over. | saw names flip past:
Kalia, Miuriseay, Seri, la, Milligayn. Gacia's blood splashes remai ned. The
only coherent words, undel eted, were on the |ast page. These were the words of
the sentence | had never conpl eted.

| stuffed the pages back in the bag, and squatted down in the recessed
doorway of a shop. If the pages had become unworded, if the story was now
untold, then it neant | could start again.

It was now nore than a year since | had been in Edwin's cottage, and
much had happemied in nmy life that was not described in the manuscript. M
stay at the cottage itself, ny weeks at Felicity's house, ny return to London
nmy di scovery of the islands.

Above all, the manuscript did not contain a description of its own
writing, and the discoveries | had made.

Sitting there in the draughty shop doorway, ny holdall clutched between
nmy knees, | knew that | had returned prematurely to Gracia. My definition of
nmysel f was inconplete. Seri had been right: | needed to i merse nyself totally
in the islands of the mnd.

Excitenment coursed through ne as | thought of the chall enge ahead.
left the shop doorway and wal ked quickly in the direction of central London
Tormonnow | shoul d make plans, find somewhere to live, perhaps take a job. |
would write when | could, construct my inner world and descend into it. There
| could find nyself, there I could live, there | could find rapture. Gacia
woul d not reject ne again.

| felt as if | were alone in the city, with the vacant illum nated shop
wi ndows, the darkened hones, the deserted pavenents, the gl ow ng
advertisenents. | felt a ripple of my awareness spreadi ng outwards,
enconpassi ng the whol e of London, centred on nyself. | strode past the rows of
parked cars, the uncollected refuse bags, the discarded plastic cartons and
drink cans. | hurried through intersections where traffic |ights changed for
absent cars, past walls defaced with spray-can graffiti, past shuttered
of fices and gated Underground stations. The buil dings stood high and di m
around rme.

Ahead was the prospect of islands.
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| was imagining Seri was on the ship with nme. After leaving Hetta, ny
temporary refuge fromthe clinic, we had called first at Collago, and |I knew

it was possible she had boarded there. | stood anidships while we were in the
har bour, covertly watching the passengers enbark, and | had not seen her anong
them even so, | could have nissed seeing her

For the whol e of the voyage, fromHetta to Jethra, via Miriseay, | was

glinpsing her. Sonetinmes it was a sight of her at the other end of the ship: a
bl onde head held in a certain way, a conbination of clothes' colours, a
distinctive walk. Once it was a particular scent | associated with her
detected alnost sublimnally in the crowded sal oon. A name kept coning
distractingly to mind: Mathilde, whomonce | had m staken for Seri. | searched
nmy manuscript for some reference to her

| prowl ed the ship obsessively at such tines, |ooking for Seri, although
not necessarily wanting to find her. | needed to resolve the uncentainty,
because in a contradictory way | both willed her to be on board the ship with
me, and not. | was |lonely and confused, and she had created nme after the
treatnment; at the sane tine, | had to reject her worldviewto he able to find
nysel f.

This delusion of Seri was part of a larger duality.

| was perceiving with two mnds. | was what Seri and Lareen had nmade ne,
and | was what | had di scovered of nyself in the unaltered manuscript.

| accepted the unconfortable reality of the overcrowded ship, the
circuitous passage across the Mdway Sea, the islands we called at, the
confusion of cultures and dialects, the strange food, the heat and the
stunning scenery. Al this was solid and tangi bl e around ne, yet internally I
knew none of it could be real

It scared me to know there was this dichotony in the perceived world, as
if to stop believing it could cause the ship to vanish from beneath ne.

| felt prominent on the ship because | was central to its continued
exi stence. This was ny dilemma. | knew | did not belong in the islands. Inside
me | recogni zed a deep and consistenit truth about ny identity: | had
di scovered nysel f through the metaphors of ny manuscript. But the outer world,
percei ved anecdotal ly, had a plausible solidity and confusion. It was random
it was out of control, it lacked story.

| best understood this when | considered the islands.

It had seemed to nme, as | recovered fromthe operation, that as |
| earned about the Dream Archipelago | was actually creating it in ny mnd. |
had felt nmy awareness of it spreadi ng outwards.

At different times | had imagined it differently, as conprehension
changed. Because | was limted in ny inmaginative vocabulary, | had built up ny
creation slowy. At first the islands were nmere shapes. Then col our was
added- - bol d, clashing primaries--then they were bedecked with flowers and
swar med by binds and insects, and encrusted with buil di ngs, inmpoveni shed by
deserts, crowded with people, choked with jungle, [ashed by tropical storms
and swept by surging tides. These imagined islands at first bore no nelation
to Collago, the place of ny spiritual birth, then one day Seri had passed the
apparently innocuous information that Collago itself was a pant of the
Archi pel ago. Instantly, ny nental construct of the islands changed: the sea
was filled with Collagos. Later, still learning, | continued to nodify. As I
devel oped what | called taste, | inmagined the islands fromaesthetic or nora
principles, endowing themw th romantic, cultural and historical qualities.

Even so, endlessly nodified, there had been a neatness to my concept of
t he i sl ands.

Their reality, as seen fromthe ship, was therefore changed wth
surprise, the true relish of travel

| was entranced by the ever-changi ng scenery. The islands changed, one
fromanother, with latitude, with subsea geology, with vegetation, with
commercial or industrial or agricultural exploitation. One group of islands,
marked on ny charts as the Al dus Goup, was disfigured by centuries of
vul cani sm here the beaches were black, the rising cliffs | oose with old



basalt and | ava, and the nountain peaks jagged and barren. Wthin the sane day
we were sailing through a cluster of unnamed islands, |ow and tangled wth
mangrove swanps. Here the ship was visited by innunerable flying insects that
stayed, biting and stinging, until nightfall. Tamer islands greeted us with
har bours, a sight of towns and farm and, and food that could he bought to vary
the ship's linmted nmenu

| spent nost of the daylight hours at the rail of the ship, watching
this endl ess passing show, gorging nmy senses on the gourmanderie of the view
Nor was | al one; many of the other passengers, whom | presuned were native
i sl anders, showed the sane fascination. The islands defied interpretation
they could only he experienced.

| knew that | could never have created these islands as a part of ny
nment al i magi ni ngs. The very diversity of the visual richness was beyond the

maki ng of anything except nature. | discovered the islands and absorbed t hem
they came to me fromoutside, they confirned their real existence to ne.
Even so, the duality remained. | knew that the typewitten definition of

nmysel f was real, that my life was |lived el sewhere. The nore | appreciated the
scal e, variety and sheer beauty of the Dream Archipel ago, the less | was able
to believe init.

If Seri was a part of this perception, she too could not exist.

To affirmmy know edge of my inner reality, | read through nmy manuscri pt
every day. Every tinme it made nore sense, enabling me to see beyond the words,
to learn and renmenber things that were not witten.

This ship was a neans to an end, taking nme on an inner voyage. Once |

left it and stepped ashore, and walked in the city I knew as "Jethra", | would
be hone.

My grasp on metaphoric reality increased, and ny inner confidence grew.
For exanple, | solved the problem of |anguage.

After the treatnment | had been brought to awareness through | anguage.
now spoke the sane | anguage as Seri and Lareen. | had never given it a

t hought. Because | had cone to it as to a nmother tongue | used it
instinctively. That | had also witten nmy manuscript in it was something

took for granted. | knew that it was spoken, as first |anguage, by people like
Seri and Lareen, and by the doctors and staff at the clinic, and that one
coul d make oneself understood with it throughout the Archipelago. On the ship,
announcements were nmade in it, and newspapers and signs were printed in it.

(It was not, however, the only |language in the islands. There was a
confusi ng nunber of dialects, and different groups of islands had their own
| anguages. In addition, there was a sort of island patois, spoken throughout
t he Archi pel ago, but which had no witten fonm)

The day after the ship left Miuriseay | suddenly realized that ny
| anguage was called English. That same day, while | was sheltering fromthe
sun on the boat deck, | noticed an ancient sign riveted to the netal wall
behind ne. It had been painted over a dozen tinmes, but it was still possible
to make out the slightly raised lettering. It said: _Defense de cracher_. Not
for a noment did | mistake this for an island | anguage; | knew i mediately
that the ship was, or at some tinme had been, French

Yet where were France and Engl and? | searched my charts of the
Anchi pel ago, |ooking for the coastlines, but in vain. Even so, | knew | was
Engli sh, that sonewhere in ny perplexing mind | had a few words of French,
sufficient to order drinks, ask the way, or refrain fromspitting.

How coul d English spread through the Anchi pel ago as the | anguage of
authority, of the professions, of newspapers, of shopkeepers?

Li ke everything now, it heightened ny trust of the inner |life, deepened
nmy distrust of external reality.

The further north we sailed, the fewer were the passengers on board. The
nights were cool, and | spent nore tine inside ny cabin. On the last day |
woke with a feeling that | was now ready to land. | spent the norning in
readi ng through ny manuscript for the last tine, feeling that at last | could
read it with total understanding.



It seemed to ne that it could be read on three |evels.

The first was contained in the words | had actually witten, the
typewitten text, describing those anecdotes and experiences which had so
confused Seri.

Then there were the pencilled substitutions and del eti ons made by Seri
and Lareen.

Finally there was what | had _not_ witten: the spaces between the
lines, the allusions, the deliberate om ssions and the confident assunptions.

| who had been witten about. | who had been assunmed to have witten. |
of whom | renenbered, for whom| could anticipate.

In ny words was the life | had lived before the treatnment on Collago. In
Seri's amendnents was the life | had assumed, existing im quotes and faint
pencil markings. In nmy onissions was the life | would return to.

Where the manuscript was blank, | had defined ny future.

24

There was one | ast island before Jethra: a high, grimplace called
Seevl, approached at evening. Al | knew of Seevl was that Seri told ne she
had been born there, that it was the closest island to Jethra. Qur call in
Seevl seened unusually long: a |ot of people disenbarked and a consi derabl e
quantity of cargo was |oaded. | paced the deck inpatiently, wanting to finish
nmy | ong journey.

Ni ght fell while we were in Seevl Town, but once we had left the
confined harbour and rounded a dark, hunping headl and, | could see the lights
of an inmense city on the [ ow coastline ahead. The wi nd was cold and there was
a considerable ground swell.

The ship was quiet; | was one of the few passengers aboard.

Then someone came and stood behind me, and without turning I knew who it
was.

Seri said: "Why did you run away from ne?"

"I wanted to go hone."

She slipped lien hand around nmy arm and pressed herself agai nst nme. She
was shivering

"Are you angry with me for foll owi ng you?"

"No, of course not." | put my arm around her, kissed her on the side of
her cold face. She was wearing a thin bl ouson over her shirt. "How did you
find nme?"

"I got to Seevl. Al the ships for Jethra stop there. It was just a
qgquestion of waiting for the right one to cone."

"But why did you follow?"

"I want to be with you. | don't want you to be in Jethra."

"It's not Jethra |'mgoing to."

"Yes it is. Don't delude yourself."

The city lights were nearer now, sharply visible over the blackly

heaving swell. The cl ouds above were a dark and snmudgy orange, reflecting the
gl ow. Behind us, the fewislands still in sight were indistinct, neutra
shapes. | felt themslipping away fromne, a release fromthe psyche.

"This is where | live," | said. "I don't belong in the islands.”

"But you've beconme a part of them You can't just put them behind you."

"That's all | _can_ do."

"Then you'll |eave ne too."

"I had already nade that decision. | didn't want you to follow " She
rel eased ny armand noved away. | went after her and held her again. | tried
to kiss her, but she turned her face away. "Seri, don't make it nore
difficult. 1've got to go back to where | canme from"

"I't won't be what you expect. You'll find yourself in Jethra, and that's

not what you're |ooking for."
"I know what |'mdoing." | thought of the enphatic nature of the



manuscri pt: the inarguabl e bl ankness of what was to cone.

The ship had hove to a long way fromthe entrance to the harbour. A
pilot cutter was com ng out, black against the city-bright sea.

"Peter, please don't go on with this."

"There's sonmeone |'mtrying to find."

"Wio is it?"

"You' ve read the manuscript,” | said. "Her nane is Gacia."

"Pl ease stop. You're going to hurt yourself. You rmustn't believe
anything witten in that manuscript. You said at the clinic that you
understood, that everything it said was a kind of fiction. Gacia doesn't
exi st, London doesn't exist. You inmagined it all."

"You were with ne in London once,” | said. "You were jeal ous of Gacia
t hen, you said she upset you."

"I'"ve never been out of the islands!" She glanced at the glowing city,
and the hair flattened across her eyes. "l've never even been there, to
Jethra.”

"I was living with Gracia, and you were there too."

"Peter, we nmet in Miriseay, when | was working for the Lotterie."

"No . . . | can renenber everything now, " | said.

She faced ne, and | sensed sonething new "If that was so, you woul dn't
be | ooking for Gacia. You know the truth is that Gacia' s dead! She killed
herself two years ago, when you had a row, before you went away to wite your
manuscri pt. \Wien she died you couldn't admit it was your fault. You felt

guilty, you were unhappy ... all right. But you nmustn't believe that she's
still alive, just because your nanuscript says so."

Her words shocked ne; | could feel the earnestness in her

"How do you know this?" | said.

"Because you told ne in Miuriseay. Before we left for Collago."

"But that's the period | can't remenber. It's not in the manuscript."

"Then you can't renenber everything!" Seri said. "W had to wait a few
days for the next ship to Collago. W were staying im Miriseay Town. | had a
flat there, and you noved in with me. Because | knew what woul d happen when
you took the treatment, | was getting you to tell me everything about your
past. You told ne then . . . about Gacia. She comm tted suicide, and you
borrowed a house froma friend and you went there to wite everything out of
your system"

"I don't remenber," | said. Behind us the pilot cutter had cone
al ongside, and two nen in uniformwere boarding the ship. "lIs Gacia her real
name?"

"It's the only name you told ne . . . the same as in the manuscript."

"Did | tell you where | went to wite the nmanuscript?"

"In the Murinan Hlls. CQutside Jethra."

"The friend who lent me the house . . . was his nanme Cohan?"

"That's right."

One of Seri's insertions: pencil above typewitten |ine. Underneath
Col an's nane, scored through lightly, Edwin Mller, friend of the famly.

Bet ween the two nanes a space, a bl ankness, a room painted white, a sense of
| andscape spreading out through the white walls, a sea filled with islands.

"I know Gracia's alive," | said. "I know because every page of ny story
is imbued with her. | wote it for her, because | wanted to find her again."

"You wote it because you bl amed yourself for her death."

"You took ne to the islands, Seri, but they were wong and | had to
reject you. You said | had to surrender to the islands to find nyself. | did
that, and I'mfree of them 1've done what you wanted." Seri seemed not to be
listening. She was staring away fromne, across the heaving water to the
headl ands and moors bl ack behind the city. "Gracia's alive now because you're
alive. As long as | can feel you and see you, Gracia's alive."

"Peter, you're lying to yourself. You know it isn't true."

"l understand the tnuth, because | found it once."

"There's no such thing as truth. You are living by your manuscript, and



everything init is false."

W stared together towards Jethra, divided by a definition

Thene was a delay on the ship, a hoisting of a new flag, then at |ast we
noved forward at half speed, steering a course, avoiding hidden underwat er

obstacles. | was inpatient to land, to discover the city.

Seri went to sit away fromme, on one of the slatted deck benches facing
to the side. | stayed in the prow of the ship, watching our approach

W passed a long concrete wall near the nmouth of the river and cane to
snooth water. | heard the ringing of bells and the engi nes cut back even
further. We glided in near silence between the distant banks. | was | ooking

eagerly at the wharves and buildings on either side, seeking famliarity.
Cities |look different fromwater

| heard Seri say: "It will always be Jethra.”

W were passing through a huge area of dockland, a major port, quite
unli ke the sinple harhours of the island towns. Cranes and warehouses | ooned
dark on the bank, and large ships were tied up and deserted. Once, through a
gap, | sawtraffic on a road, noving silently and quickly; lights and speed
and unexpl ai ned purpose, glinpsed through buildings. Further along we passed a
wildly floodlit conplex of hotels and apartnent buil dings standi ng about a
huge marina, where hundreds of small yachts and cruisers were noored, and
dazzling lights of all colours seened directed straight at us. People stood on
concrete quays, watching our ship as we slid by with nuted engi nes.

W canme to a broader stretch of river, where on one bank was parkl and.
Coloured lights and festoons hung in the trees, snmoke rose multicol oured
t hrough the branches, people clustered around open fines. There was a raised
pl atf orm made of scaffol ding, surrounded by lights, and here peopl e danced.
Al was silent, eerily hushed against the rhythm of the river.

The ship turned and we noved towards the bank. Ahead of us now was an
illum nated sign belonging to the steamship cornpany, and floodlights spread
white radi ance across a wi de, deserted apron. There were a few cars parked on
the far side, but they showed no lights and there was no one there to greet
us.

| heard the tel egraphy bell ringing on the bridge, and a nonent |ater
the remai ning vibrations of the engines died away. The pilot's judgenent was
uncanny: now wi t hout power or steerage, the ship glided slowy towards the
berth. By the tinme the great steel side pressed against the old tyres and rope
buffers it was virtually inpossible to detect novenent.

The ship was still; the silence of the city spread over us. Beyond the
wharf, the lights of the city were too bright to be properly seen, sheddi ng
radi ance wi thout illum nation

"Peter, wait here with ne. The ship will sail in the norning."

"You know |I' m goi ng ashore."” | turned back to | ook at her. She was
sl unped on the seat, huddling against the river w nds.

"I'f you find Gacia she'll only reject you, as you reject ne."

"So you admt she's alive?"

"I't was you who first told me she wasn't. Now you renenber
differently."”

"I"'mgoing to find her," | said.

"Then I'1l |ose you. Doesn't that nean anything to you?"

In the dazzle fromthe city | saw her grief. "Watever happens, you'l
al ways be with nme."

"You're just saying that. Wat about all the things we were planning to
do t oget her?"

| stared at her, unable to say anything. Seri had created me on Coll ago,
but before then, in my white room | had created her. She had no life
i ndependent of mne. But her desol ate unhappi ness was real enough, a truth of
a poignant sort was there.

"You think I"'mnot really here," she said. "You think | live only for
you. An adjunct, a conplement . . . | read that in your manuscript. You made
me with alife, and now you try to deny it. You think you know what | am but



you can't know _anything_ nore than what | nade you into. | |oved you when you

wer e hel pl ess, when you depended on nme like a child. | told you about us, that
we were |overs, but you read your manuscript and believed somet hing el se.
Every day | saw you and renmenbered what you had been, and | just thought of
what | had lost. Peter, believe ne now. . . you _can't_live in a fiction

Everything we tal ked about, before you ran away--"

She wept then, and | waited, staring down at the top of her head,
rolling nmy arns around her thin shoulders. In the night her hair was darker
the wind had tousled it, the salt spray had curled it. Wen she | ooked up her
eyes were wide, and there was a deep, familiar pain behind them

For that monent | knew who she really was, who she replaced. | held her
tight, repenting of all the pain | had caused. But when | kissed her neck she
twisted in the seat and faced ne.

"Do you | ove ne, Peter?"

She was hurting because of the tenderness | was taking fromher. | km ew
she was an extension of nmy wi shes, an enbodi nent of how | had failed G acia.
To love her was to |love nyself; to deny her was to inflict needl ess pain.
hesitated, bracing nyself for untruth.

"Yes," | said, and we kissed. Her nouth on mine, her lithe body pressing
agai nst me. She was real, just as the islands were really there, as the ship
was solid beneath us, as the shining city waited.

"Then stay with nme," she said.

But we wal ked aft and found my holdall, then went down through the
net al - echoi ng passages to the place where a gangpl ank had been slung across
fromthe shore. W wal ked down, stepping over the raised wooden slats, ducking
under one of the hawsers that held the ship to the quay.

W crossed the apron, passed through the |line of parked cars, found an
alley that led to steps, and these to a road. A tramwent past in silence.

| said: "Have you any idea where we are?"

"No, but that tramwas going to the centre."

| knew it was Jethra, but knew it would change. W set off in the sane
direction as the tram This street that served the docks was draughty and
ugly, giving an inpression that daylight would only underline its
di l api dation. W followed it for a long way, then cane to a wi de intersection
where a white marble building, with a pillared edifice, stood back on | awns.

"That's the Seigniory," Seri said.

"1 know. "

| recognized it frombefore. In the old days it had been the seat of
government, then when the Seignior had noved into the country it had becone a
tourist attraction, then when the war canme it was nothing. For all ny life in
Jethra it had been nothing, just a pillared edifice, its significance gone.

Besi de the Pal ace was a public park, and a pathway bisected it, lit by
| anps. Recogni zing a short cut, | led the way. The path clinbed the hill in
the centre of the park, and soon we were | ooking down across rmuch of the city.

| said: "This is where | bought ny lottery ticket."

The nmenory was too vivid to be lost. That day, the wooden franchise
stall, the young soldier with the neck brace and the dress uniform Now there
was no one about, and | stared across rooftops to the nouth of the river and
t he sea beyond. Somewhere out there was the Dream Archipel ago: neutral
territory, a place to wander, an escape, a divisor of past and present. | felt
the dying of island rapture, and sensed that Seri was staring too. She was
forever identified with the islands; if the rapture died, would she becone
ordi nary?

| glanced at her, with her drawn face and her wi nd-blown hair, the thin
body, the dil ated eyes.

W went on after a few m nutes, now descending the hill, joining one of
the main boul evards that ran through the heart of Jethra. Here there was nore
traffic;, horse-drawn and autonobile, follow ng | anes marked away fromthe
tram ines. The silence was dying. | heard a trambell, then netal-rinmed
wheel s grating on the surface of the street. A door to a bar flew open, and



light and sound spilled out. |I heard gl asses and bottles, a cash register, a
worman | aughing, aniplified pop nusic.
In the street a tram swi shed past, clattering over an intersection

"Do you want anything to eat?" | said as we passed a pavenent café. The
snel | of food was irresistible.

"It's up to you," she said, so we wal ked on. | had no idea where we were
goi ng.

W canme to another junction, one | dimy recognized w thout
under st andi ng why, and by unspoken accord we canme to a halt. | was tired, and

the hol dall was wei ghing on ny shoulder. Traffic roared past in both
directions, making us raise our voices.

"I don't know why |I'mfollow ng you,'
me, aren't you?"

| said nothing until | had to: Seri |ooked exhausted and ni serabl e.

"I"'ve got to find Gracia," | said at |ast.

"There is no Gracia."

"I'"ve got to be sure." Sonmewhere here was London, sonewhere in London
was Gracia. | knew | would find her in a white room one where bl ank paper |ay
scattered across the floor, like islands of plain truth, auguring what was to
cone. She would be there, and she woul d see how | had energed from ny fantasy.
Now | was conpl ete.

"Don't go on believing, Peter. Come back to the islands with ne."

"No, | can't. |I've got to find her."

Seri waited, staring at the litter-strewn pavenent.

"You're an athanasian," she said, and it seened to nme that she said it
in desperation, a last attenpt. "Do you know what that means?"

Seri said. "You're going to | eave

"I"'mafraid it neans nothing to me now | don't believe it ever
happened. "

Seri reached up to nme, touched ne high on ny neck, behind ny ear. There
was still a sensitive place there, and I w nced away.

"In the islands you will live forever," she said. "If you | eave the
i sl ands you becone ordinary. The islands are eternal, you will he tineless."

| shook ny head enphatically. "I don't believe any nore, Seri. | don't
bel ong. "

"Then you disbelieve in ne."

"No, | don't."

| tried to enbrace her but she pushed ne away.

Seri said--"I don't want you to touch me. Go and find Gacia."

She was crying. | stood there indecisively. | was scared that London was
not there, that Gacia would have gone.

"WIl | find you again?" | said.

Seri said--Wen you have | earnt where to | ook

Too late | realized she had receded fromne. | stunbled away from her

and stood by the side of the road, waiting for a gap in the traffic. Carts and
trams rushed past. Then | saw there was a pedestrian underpass, so | went

t hrough, losing sight of Seri. | began to run, clanbering up to the surface on
the other side. For a noment | thought | knew where | was, but when | | ooked
back
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