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  ONE


  Something was wrong with the light. I could not get him into focus as he stood above me on the steps of the Union. The white shapeless flesh of his
  face stretched in the strange brightness, not a sharply turned corner from chins to hairline, and cool also and unsweated despite the fact he will be wearing, hidden under the denim suit, a set of
  woollen underwear down to his ankles. Hidden not secret  he wears them all the time; and asks strangers, as an introduction, if they do as well, plucking sometimes slyly at a loose fold of
  trouser. It is one of his obsessions.


  The Union, the University straggling schizophrenic over the hill in Gothic stone and peeling concrete, the blackened church opposite, all of it was one dimension short: a film set discarded by
  the profit makers. Hard clear sunlight flooded down, pinning everything by a corner of solid shadow.


  I am moving to the climax of a story. The high withdrawn voice has the Highland trick of lengthening some words into a plaintive tune.


  The teuchter Tolstoy, I said.


  The adjective coming from my own mouth surprised me. It was a word my father used to describe a Highlander. He was not a man of informed sympathies. Everything that was ever any good in
  Scotland, he would say, came out of the Lowlands. He had never heard of the Race Relations Board; like the rest of the world, it had never heard of him.


  Everyone interests me, the teller of tales said with a characteristic wriggle of his shoulders.


  Under the grubby shirt, torn scars ridge the flesh of his back. Each one made, if they are there and if he is to be believed at all, by soldiers in a camp for conscientious objectors. In
  anybodys book, he is a very old student indeed.


  Even you, he said. Even you interest me.


  I move away as his spittle falls on me like an unintended benediction. At the corner I hesitated about walking through to Great Western Road, but turned instead into Gibson Street. In a city of
  a million people, it was nice to be in a quiet street in the afternoon just before work stopped. As I came on to the bridge, I passed a boy who was pulling himself up to get a view. His behind
  stuck out as he hung by his elbows from the narrow parapet of iron. In the hot stillness his feet made loud scrabbling noises as he struggled for purchase against the stone base. The noise
  irritated me. Children of that age risked death too casually. I wanted to lift him down, but if anyone saw me I would feel foolish.


  When I stopped in the middle of the bridge, the view wasnt worth risking anything for: a smear of bleached grass along one bank, water that turned the blue sky grey, a whisky
  advertisement on the gable end of a warehouse where the river curved out of sight. The light hurt my eyes. I looked back at the boy in time to see a man put the flat of his hand under the little
  wriggling behind and give one good heave in passing that lifted him over the parapet. It looked effortless but then the boy had been drawing his weight up high.


  There was nothing so explicable as a scream. Perhaps there was no time. When the noise came, it was sticks being broken on a drum. It had nothing in it of water for the boy had fallen on the
  edge of a pier built out from the blank wall. One arm and a leg trailed out over that platform; he did not look much better balanced than he had on the bridge, but down there it did not matter
  since the soiled water flowed near his outstretched fingers. There was red on the planks where his head had opened. Nothing could matter to him now or make a difference. At that moment I had no
  doubt that he was dead.


  I looked round for support and all the million people were somewhere else. The other side of the bridge was buildings  a blank factory front and a brown tenement, its smooth stones
  stranger than a cliff wall, with not a face at any window to share what I felt.


  If the man had stopped to look over, I still think I would have done something, but it was not like that. At school I had learned the game of chess and that a pawn can be taken by a move that is
  made in passing. I hadnt played the game much, and I could not remember the rank of the piece that made that capture. The man was big and grew bigger as he hobbled nearer. Held in the hot
  still light he was a cripple. With every second step his body, deep chested in expensive grey cloth, dipped and turned from me. His eyes were bent on the swaying ground, but not evasively or with
  any other emotion I was able to read in the powdered mask of a strangers face. Plump on the jaws but with high cheekbones, rimless glasses, a blue sheen of cropped hair on the cheeks but the
  complexion pink and fresh. Powdered? I was not sure. Almost past me, he glanced up and one eyelid flickered shut.


  I saw the strangers eye almost close and the fine hairs of the lashes suspended trembling. Perhaps it was because it was magnified by the glasses that I saw it so clearly and for what
  seemed such a long time. Under the heavy white flesh of the lid, there was a line of white as if the eyeball had rolled up. At the last moment, a faint smile acknowledged me. Fixed on every
  muscular fold and tightening, I did not miss a detail but had no idea what any of it meant. Meeting him at another time, another place, I would have thought his smile was too . . . friendly. I have
  always been suspicious of people who wanted to be nice to me.


  Confused by his smile, I let him go by, yet if I had doubted what I had seen I only had to look again over the parapet. Instead, I followed him. He did not look back. Our shadows moved along the
  blank wall of the factory. The ground beat up under my feet too painfully for me to hurry. His shadow ducked and beckoned ahead of me, but when I came to the corner the narrow side street was
  empty. There were half a dozen cars parked. He was not in any of them. A door opened on to a yard and I crossed and looked inside the factory. It was abandoned, derelict, a vacancy of echoing
  concrete. I began to shake, but that was only because it was so cold out of the sun.


  Back on the bridge, a man was leaning against the parapet looking down at the river. He wasnt old, maybe about fifty, but he looked as if he had all the time in the world and nothing to
  fill it. As I came near, he took a pipe from his mouth and with a fat plop of pursed lips spat over the side. The stream of brown juice splashed on the wood of a pier built out from the wall. There
  was nothing else on it, not even a stain of red on the planks as far as I could see. It was hard to be sure though because of the strangeness of the light.


  The issue settled like strings of clover honey in the frying water. Saul had slain his thousands and David his ten thousands but I gave myself the name mass-murderer, true man
  of the twentieth century. It was not something I usually did in the bath. Desperate ills, unusual remedies. At least to my credit sex had been the last thing on my mind.


  The door handle shook above my head. Miracle that I had been left in peace so long. Everybody would be out eating. The couple that ran the place lived on the bottom floor and let out the other
  two and the attic where Muldoon roosted. They only provided breakfast, or rather he did before he went to work. Heavy food, but plenty of it, fried eggs, bacon, sausages, fried pancakes, seas of
  strong tea: more a labourers feed than a students. He was from Coleraine in Northern Ireland and apparently they ate that way there. His name was Kennedy, a melancholy man looking
  older than his wife, who was blonde, very small made, with a bright silly face that got unexpectedly shrewd if you claimed an overcharge on the electric. In the house they called her Jackie, which
  she seemed to like, taking the joke as a compliment. He worked as a clerk in a bookies so he was in and out of the house at odd times.


  After a pause, the handle rattled, cracking on the release like a frosty morning rifle behind the farm at home. I didnt feel like struggling out for Willie Clarke or foxy-faced Muldoon
  the failed seminarist, who had jumped over the wall into personnel in Marks or somewhere; and if it was Kilpatrick Id hang on till he gave up, not wanting to find myself in a fight. By this
  time, though, hed have been kicking the door. I stirred the water with my hand and ran in more hot.


  At the sound of the water, the door was shaken violently.


  All right. Im coming!


  I lay back comfortably. Although in so long, I hadnt soaped and so the water was clear. The settled honey wove in the hair above my left ankle. I lifted my leg out of the water and rolled
  hard rubbery pellets of life between my thumb and forefinger. It was tough stuff, tenacious and remarkably abundant. I thought about the people I knew, and wondered why, with so much choice, chance
  should make such a hash of things.


  Would you mind hurrying, please?


  Not Kilpatrick or Muldoon. It was Jackie Kennedy and her sharp Belfast tone broke on a sweet note of desperation. There was a lavatory as well as a bath and toilet basin in here but the need
  hadnt occurred to me since there was another downstairs. Now I wondered about a plumbing crisis.


  Not knowing what to say, I yanked the plug with my big toe and landed myself flailing as the water circled away.


  I opened the door with my shirt squeaking on my sides. To my surprise she didnt explode in, bundle me out and, slamming the door, enter on the movements of Handels Water Music.
  Instead, as I edged awkwardly round, resisting the temptation to gesture her in, she, cold-bloodedly enough, turned with me.


  Youre a hell of a man, she said at last. Dont you know its weakening?


  ? I said, or even, ?! while my left ankle hid behind the right.


  Ba-athing. You must have been in near an hour and you look not much cleaner. Apart from being as red as a boiled lobster.


  Random Flahertyisms from Man of Aran flickered on memorys back projection screen  certainly we had never seen lobsters as a delicacy on the  la carte here;
  fried pancakes now . . .


  In Belgium, I said, they charge you for the water you use.


  Dirty devils! she exclaimed, making past me at last and closing the door in my face. I hesitated and heard noises of her settling down, muttering with fearful clarity, In
  Belgium, for Gods sake!


  That nettle prick of foolishness must have been what brought Jackie Kennedy back to my mind hours later when Professor Gracemount tilted forward and asked Margaret Briody in
  his gentle malevolent fashion, Ah . . . ah, yes . . . would you care for cheese? I was, you see, empathising with her  though her seeming foolish was not in my opinion his
  prime intention. At that time, I was a great admirer of the Professors and saw the offered platter of cheese as an admirably civilised attempt to take her out of the line of combat. In any
  case, Miss Briody blinking her violet eyes was not it seemed violable by embarrassment.


  We had come to the Professors from an uncomfortable room at the University where we had been listening to a talk on the Modern American Novel. Vonnegut, Ken Kesey, Richard Brautigan
   all the great names were there. When the speaker had answered the last question, the chairman said something and people applauded.


  The only American novel worth reading post-1945, I said then to Margaret Briody, is Across the River and into the Trees.


  I was trying to catch her interest. Those were the first words I ever addressed to her. By a happy chance, she had been seated next to me, and for more than an hour I had been deluding myself I
  could feel her warmth spread between us and lap around my thigh.


  Only moving around unobtrusively had kept me comfortable.


  She looked at me seriously as if she were judging what I had said against some long perspective.


  Im sure that cant be so, she said, an atavistic music of peat water rippling under her Glasgow articulation. (God protect you from a teachers training college,
  prayed I in passing, and the inanities of a speech department.) Although to be honest, Ive never read any Faulkner, and as I wasted the moment on loving astonishment at her
  ignorance, she turned to some chatterer on her other side.


  The lecturer, a Liverpool voice with American back vowels as souvenirs of all those sabbatical leaves, was crying, Drinkies time, Dennis? Hell, I could certainly use a drink. We leaving
  for your place now, Dennis?


  The Professors actually. But yes now, were going now, Jerry, and a set towards the door began as Dennis Harland, lecturer in Old English, six feet topped by a narrow
  skull and the blue eyes of a Midshipman Ready  if not Old certainly standard English  stopped in front of me. Would you care to? A chance to talk over all Jerrys given
  us to think about. At the Professors.


  I was flattered.


  Yes. Thanks very much.


  Fine. See you there then.


  Bobbing on the tide, I was more pleased than suprised to see Margaret Briody by divine right of those long legs join the group around Jerry, who was still audible later as I drank my second
  glass of the Professors sour economy wine.


   God, Lord David, Jack told me he said to him, havent you ever wakened up and yelled, Christ! Im in love, Ive possessed this woman? and
  Lord David hesitated, gave him that look, you know? and replied, Well, my dear chap, I am maw-wied. 


  Haw! haw! deep then and masculine from this son of the new world of exchange lectureships.


  He gave me this book of his poems.


  Held up, bashful, proud, a slim volume with, yellow on green, Cocksuck, but he was opening it to give the Professor so it might have been Slowworm or Coachtrip. Cockroach?


  Dedicated it to me actually. Well, not the book, of course, but this . . . this copy. Hes written here at the front.


  Impassive, the Professor studied the dedication and then held it up to give us a glimpse of the hasty slanted scrawl  To Jerry, one of the gang  I think.


  I really value that. Its the highlight of my last trip. I mean, it made the trip  I did feel that.


  Has Mr . . . the Professor wafted the volume in decreasing circles, has has he written anything else?


  As if he had been away long enough to mistake that kind of careful stammer for nothing more than diffidence, Jerry expanded: Anything else! Jesus, everything else would describe it better
   but then Im an enthusiast. He grinned boyishly. After putting up with me all evening, you wont need to be told that. Hes simply covered the whole American
  experience. Past and present. Future too, possibly  that is if you believe Dexroth. He called the Epsilon sonnet sequence science fiction made over into prophecy. Wasnt
  that good?


  When I listen to remarks like that, someone said, I get the feeling were being asked to pay a high price for the privilege of the Americans protecting us.


  The Professor laughed, and Jerry cried, Christ! isnt that typically English? Isnt it time we stopped pretending to some kind of cultural superiority that hasnt
  existed for fifty years?


  Is that what I was doing? the same someone pondered ironically. The voice was deep but soft. I envied its certainty that everyone would listen. From where I perched on the
  windowseat, I could see only one shoulder and a hand very white against the black leather of the chair.  Science fiction made over into prophecy. Does that mean anything? Most
  science fiction tries to be some kind of prophecy anyway, doesnt it?


  Like  ah  Dr Who, the Professor volunteered.


  Who? Jerry looked bewildered.


  Its a serial on television, Margaret Briody said, laughing, intervening innocent in the arena to draw the Professors offering of biscuits and cheese and embarrass me
  on her behalf into a hallucinatingly vivid, brief memory of Jackie Kennedy.


  Actually, the Professor took up the definition with surprising amiability, it is by this time a series of serials. Do you see? Sets of episodes, each forming a story, and
  each leading into a new set while all the time featuring the same central character.


  The incorrigible Margaret rang out, Weve discovered your secret vice  watching Dr Who.


  My grand-niece is devoted to it. But I dont apologise for watching it. The format has some interesting conse consequences. Take this latest episode. The Doctor is confronted
  by an alien intelligence, a splendid villain. For him to overcome it entirely would mean it couldnt crop up in a later serial of the series. So, at the moment hes about to obliterate
  it, his friends burst in with the best of intentions and inadvertently allow it to escape off into outer space. The intelligence which runs away, lives to fight another day  or aeon
  rather.


  The points a nice one, Tom. The same deep soft voice sounded from the depths of the black leather chair. Take the parallel case of our local theology. God and the
  Devil are locked in perpetual conflict, but Dr God never manages to wipe Lucifer out. Just as well of course, or the world and all of us with it, moon too, sun and stars, would snuff out and be
  done.


  I dont see why the world should do that, Jerry grumbled. It was obvious he disapproved of this conversation but couldnt resist trying to retake the high ground.
  Get rid of the Devil and the world should turn back into Eden.


  I seem to remember, Brond, the Professor addressed the man hidden from me in the chair, you inclining to the opinion that Satan made the material universe in a series of
  feints, weavings and subterfuges as he defended himself against a vengeful Creator.


  Ive never been persuaded, the hidden speaker said, that God would not dispose of evil at once  if He could.


  Oh, great! Jerry said harshly. So Gods a loser as far as youre concerned. What happens then if Satan wins? Have you a theory for that?


  That would be absurd, the soft voice said dismissively.


  For a man who wants to limit the divine power, Brond, the Professor said, it hardly seems sporting to argue its omnipotence in the next breath.


  You misunderstand me, the voice said pleasantly. I could not see his face, but I imagined somehow that he might be smiling. Its my idea that defeat is what Satan is
  after, not the destruction of souls and all that melodrama.


  The Devil wants to be defeated? But youve already said that he has the power to prevent God from doing that. Isnt there a contradiction there somewhere?


  Not really. Satan sets out to torment and so God, who is good, is compelled to encounter him  when required. God has no choice, however weary He may be of the game. Satan has to be
  defeated  but never is entirely. In which case, we owe roses and sunsets, the white hand tapped upon the black leather of the chair, to Satans pleasure in being
  mastered.


  Its the wine Prof Gracemount serves that does the damage, Donald Baxter said and belched. Cheap wine, cheap theology. If I could find a church that
  served Chteau Lafite for communion, Id become a convert.


  He lifted his pint and took a long slurping draw on it. I had to lean forward to hear what he was saying; the downstairs bar of the Union was crowded and everybody was yelling over the Country
  and Western.


  You look awful, he said. Youre sweating like a pig. Gracemounts wine has poisoned you.


  I didnt feel like going home. My lips were thick and rubbery. My digs, I mean. Not home. Long way from home.


  Are you all right?


  I dont despise you, I said. For being a conscientious objector. Thats your business. And anyway the wars over a long time. Thats the way I look
  at it. I dont believe in wars myself  or violence. Im a pacifist.


  Baxter looked offended. Im not a bloody pacifist, he said. Never have been.


  I tried to get him into focus but his face ran like white fat melting against the smoke.


  What about  what about all that stuff about being in a camp? What about all that crap about getting beaten up by the guards?


  The oldest student in the world scowled at me. I refused to join the army. But it wasnt because I didnt believe in fighting for my country. Only Ill pick the country.
  Do you understand?


  I shook my head. The movement hurt; waves of pain came and went. I dont get a bloody word of what youre on about.


  I could believe that, Donald Baxter said. Thats why I dont explain any more why I didnt let them call me up. Who would know what I was talking about?
  Whats the use in this country?


  Before I left the Professors, things became a little blurred. I seemed to remember Professor Gracemount talking about being in Czechoslovakia. He had been in charge of
  some examination  for the British Council? did that make sense?  and a young Czech girl had come to see him. My brother has to pass this exam, she had said to him. Its very
  important to the family. Its very important to me. We would do anything to make sure he passed. I personally would do anything to make sure he passed.


  I could see that girl. She was wearing a long cotton skirt with the kind of bright pattern a peasant in a movie might wear. I could see the way she licked her tongue over her upper lip when she
  murmured personally.


  Had the Professor told that story? Was that the kind of story he would tell?


  I wasnt sure.


  Yet I could remember everything the Irish lecturer from Stirling had said. He had started just after the Professor finished. It had been a long speech, but he had delivered it with great
  gusto.


  What size was Shakespeares London or Platos Athens? he had asked rhetorically in a rolling brogue. Or take Kierkegaard who was followed by jeering children
  through the streets of Copenhagen. Isnt it wonderful that a philosopher should be as public a figure as that? But its not astonishing if you get the scale right. Those places
  werent conurbations. They had nothing to do with the nightmare cities of twenty million inhabitants well have by the end of the century. Why, Stirling at the moment has more of a
  population than Oslo had when Ibsen was scribbling. Yet I dont expect to find some kilted Henry Gibson clutching a manuscript of A Dolls Hoose when I drive back tonight. Not a hope,
  not the measliest little chance of it. Why? Because you need not just a town  although you do need that  a town with its human scale  but a town thats also a capital
  with a capitals sense of bearing a place in the scheme of things. The human scale Joyce going to George Russells door at midnight to knock and talk philosophy at him as an
  introduction. Or encountering Yeats  and Joyce, remember, young and unknown  and telling him, You are too old. I have met you too late. Dublin in 1903, you see, was a
  small town. But it was a capital too  and thats the point. In Europes eyes, a provincial town; but in the eyes of a sufficiency of its citizens, a place where a nations
  destiny was being reforged. In 1903 who would have imagined that Dublin might be of more significance than London or


  At that, however, Jerry, who had given up showing people his copy of Cocksuck and grown morose, twanged loudly, Talking of Dublin reminds me of a joke. Do you know what happened to the
  Irishman who tried to blow up a bus? Do you, eh? Anybody? He burned his mouth . . . on the exhaust pipe, do you see?


  In Ireland, the Irishman said, we have Kerry jokes. If its joke time, Ill tell you a Kerry joke. A Kerry man got on a boat and as they sailed across the blue
  blue sea there was a cry, Man overboard! Man overboard! And then the captain shouted, Throw over a buoy! So the Kerry man picked up a boy and threw him overboard. A
  two-legged boy that was, do you understand? a human boy. The captain rushed down from the bridge and shouted at him, You damned fool, I meant a cork buoy! Alannah! captain
  dear, said the Kerry man, and how was I to know which part of Ireland he was from? 


  He told the joke very slowly and in a flat monotone quite unlike the animation of his earlier manner, but when there was practically no response he didnt seem at all disturbed. Only as
  the pause lengthened uncomfortably, at last a little smile broke at the corners of his mouth.


  It is odd, isnt it, Dennis Harland intervened, his Midshipman Ready blue eyes twinkling, how every community chooses a butt for its jokes? From a little piece of
  research I did recently, I discovered that most of the jokes about Scotch meanness were originally jokes told by other Scots against the Aberdonians.


  Or the Poles in America, someone else said. It was the man hidden from me in the black leather chair. The deep soft voice had the same effect as before. Effortlessly, it made you
  pay attention. The Irish joke and the Polish joke  when I was in America, I decided they were interchangeable.


  Goofy Newfies  thats what they call us at home in Canada, a big red-faced character leaning against the wall said.


  Since I didnt recognise him, I took the excuse to lean forward and touch Margaret Briody on the arm. Who is he?


  Hes from the Institute for Defence Studies in Aberdeen. Her voice though musical had a touch too much carefree volume. Hes a friend of the
  Professors.


  I subsided as the Professor looked in our direction.


  Im not really per  persuaded by this seductive argument about Joyce and company, the Professor stammered dismissively. It smacks more of ecology  of
  politics  small is beautiful, that kind of thing  rather than corresponding to any reality in the history of culture. As I recall, Joyce got out of Dublin as soon as the
  going was good, and Ibsen didnt spend much time in Oslo, you know.


  I think thats absolutely true, cried Dennis Harland loyally. The Dublin that inspired Joyce wasnt a capital, and since Southern Ireland has become independent
  I dont think theres been much cultural activity.


  I wouldnt say that was entirely so, the Irishman said reasonably.


  There are probably more writers and poets in Scotland just now, cried Dennis, warming to the job. They dont seem to be handicapped by being a region of a larger
  country. It suits them perhaps. Its an interesting idea.


  This seemed to catch the Canadians attention. He levered his weight up from the wall. I dont pretend to know anything about culture, he said. But Ill
  tell you straight  the independence some people in Scotland claim to hanker after is just a no-go option from a strategic point of view. They want to forget about their poets and history and
  stuff and just get out a big map and catch up on the geography. This is a useful piece of real estate and if things hot up the Russians are going to grab it. And if they do, the Americans just
  arent going to have any option. Theyre going to have to blow it away.


  Other people talked then, but that bit isnt clear. I am almost sure that most of them had Scots accents, and that there was a kind of competition among them to take the point. They were
  very reasonable people. They could see how this idea of their country being independent must be unwise or unnecessary. Some of them provided their own reasons why it was probably immoral.
  Certainly, it seemed unlikely. I didnt disagree with them. What the Canadian had said seemed sensible to me. It was just that, for some stupid reason, I felt embarrassed for them. They
  embarrassed me.


  At that precise moment, in the way these things sometimes happen, everyone stopped talking. We looked at one another and listened to the silence. That is always a mistake; no one wants to be the
  one who breaks it. It was a relief when someone laughed.


  I cant think where else in the world I could enjoy such a conversation, remarked the deep soft voice of the man hidden in the depths of the black leather chair. You
  dont appreciate how unique you are. He chuckled. The only comparison which comes to mind is of those unfortunate monks in the Middle Ages who took melancholy to the excess of
  desperation and committed suicide. The medieval Christians disapproved of that very much. Not just of the suicide  but of the despair. The theologians called it acedia, the despair of
  salvation. Some of them believed that this was what was meant by the sin against the Holy Ghost. Isnt that right, Tom?


  Professor Gracemount nodded and laughed. In response, the man who had been sitting in the black leather chair got to his feet and, turning from the fire, stretched as casually as if he were in
  his own home.


  Tell me, he asked holding us all in his glance, do you think it possible for a nation to be guilty of that sin against the Holy Ghost?


  Now I saw him plainly, the man whom the Professor had called Brond: the deep chest, the one-sided stance as if his weight were taken on the left foot. It was the man I had seen on the bridge. I
  heard in the stillness the crack of sticks breaking.


  There is only one moment for denunciation. The possibility recedes at the speed of absurdity, twice that of light. Before Brond had finished lighting a cigarette, the
  identification had emptied like clothes dropped from a ventriloquists dummy. I seem to remember my first clear thought was, It cant be him  he isnt even wearing glasses.
  Whatever the first thought, the one that mattered was  it cant be him; hes a friend of the Professors.


  How could I have any confidence that I had seen him once before?


  He wasnt even wearing glasses, I mumbled.


  Who? Donald Baxter asked, floating his moon face across the table at me. Are you going to be sick? If youre going to be sick, go away. Whats this about
  glasses?


  All of that was too complicated to explain, and so I told him about the Canadian and his geography lesson, but heard myself adding, Hes a friend of the Professors
  too.


  Gracemount has some strange friends, Baxter said. It comes from having been a spy. Have you never read that all the bright students get recruited at Trinity Hall for one
  side or the other? He laughed at the look on my face. Dont worry. M.I. five or six and a half or something. He was on our side.


  I tried to tell him what the others had said after the Canadian but I couldnt remember it very well and my throat ached from talking against the noise in the bar. It didnt matter
  though. It seemed as if Donald Baxter had heard it before.


  What could happen in Scotland that would have any significance? Decisions are things that happen somewhere else. The nationalised industries moved all the R. and D. south and took the
  steam out of James Watts kettle. Adam Smith got himself a transfer to Head Office in St Louis. Bright chap young Smith. It was impossible to tell if he was angry or playacting.
  Real things happen in the real world. Here in never  never land all you can do is beat your wife or batter a stranger senseless against a wall.


  That sounds real enough to me, I said. Youd think it was real enough if you were the guy against the wall.


  What do you know? Youre a country boy. A clown. You dont know anything. That stuff doesnt matter. Its only personal.


  I didnt know what he was talking about. To be sociable, I said, Happy is the country that has no history.


  Dont be stupid, he said.


  I didnt have to stay there and be insulted. I started to get up, but lost my balance and staggered back. I turned to find a beefy face above a rugby tie glaring at me.


  You spilled my beer, Beefy Face said.


  It was true. I could see the back of his hand where it held the glass was wet, and some of the liquid had given a dark edge to the white cuff of his shirt.


  Sorry, I said.


  Thats not good enough. Beefy Face had a nice voice. You could tell that Daddy had paid to send him to a good school.


  Cant say any better than sorry. I wanted to go home and lie down and go to sleep. Ill buy you another pint. What is it youre drinking?


  Tell you what. Ill let you have it. And you can guess.


  As he finished, he turned his wrist and poured what was left of the pint down the front of my jacket.


  I dont often lose my temper. It frightens me. I must have hit him for he had fallen down. He collapsed so fast I went down too and landed on my knees beside him. That was all right. It
  made it easy to keep hitting him. Something in his face broke against my fist.


  Hands grabbed me by the shoulders and I resisted until someone got a handful of my hair and dragged me backwards off him.


  You bloody madman! someone panted in my ear. Youd better get out of here! Fast!


  Choking on my rage, I saw Donald Baxter staring down at me.


  My God! he said. A homicidal pacifist!


  To the plaintive tune of his reproach, a white moon lost its shape on a drift of smoke.


  Some uncertain time afterwards, the lock in the Kennedys front door had turned upside down. Cunningly I upturned the key and marrying it with the lock brought things to
  order.


  Foxy Muldoon, least favoured of my fellow lodgers, was on his head on the bottom step of the hall stairs. If this shape was delirium, it should waver and give to let me pass through. Closer, it
  resolved into a great arse in chorus girls knickers and under it a face inverted yet too malignant not to be part of reality.


  You look awful, Muldoon said. In some complicated manoeuvre, he reversed himself upright. He stared and exclaimed, Christ!


  You called, my child?


  Youre sweating drunk. You look awful.


  Father, I have sinned  or I would have if shed given me the chance.


  You shit!


  He began to crab up the stairs backwards, fixing his tiny malevolent eyes on me.


  What shop did you get your knickers in?


  Double shit!


  Whoo! I made a poke towards the shadowy bulge of his trousers and then was lying on the stairs.


  From this new angle, I saw the knickers went down to his ankles. Pyjamas! it was a revelation  pyjamas and his suit jacket on top!  and one I shared with him at once.


  Why are you creeping about, little Jesus, in your jammies? Has Jackie been giving you holy communion?


  There was a crepitation as of skull plates. Inevitably, when I rolled over, the bookies clerk, Jackies husband, muffled out of the night with his key in his hand hung over me
  chewing his cheeks. I found my eyes watering and looked away.


  I caught Muldoons exotic tail vanishing.


  Behind me, a door closed and Kennedy was gone. Had he been there at all?


  When I wakened, I struggled to get out of bed until I realised I was already on the floor. It was black dark; but then, if the curtains were drawn, they were of heavy velvet. Mornings I had lain
  in bed thinking it was the middle of the night, only when I had opened these curtains to be blinded by the sun. I crawled to check and when I came to the wall I felt a velvet hem and at full
  stretch stroked another. It was night. I erected myself. At first country dark, an accident of housebacks and the run of the hill, it sieved out into gable ends and a lightness of shifting cloud.
  To insult a man in his own house was a terrible thing. What right had I to call her Jackie? That had always been a bad joke. And holy communion  if there was a God, Id
  slipped up there.


  The blasphemy decided it. I would go and apologise to the man, and had started to dress when I found I was, and the stairs ran under my feet as effortlessly as an escalator.


  I knocked on the closed door, and then leant my head against it for coolness.


  Ohahah! Jackie Kennedy cried on a sweet apprehensive note as my poor head fell through the open door into the cloven warmth of her bosom.


  Are you an entire eejit? she asked, with something more than an idle curiosity.


  I stared sadly at her as she removed herself from me.


  Are you all right? Youre a hideous colour.


  Oh, Im well. Im fine. Would you call my landlord, please?


  Dear God! Your landlord? Its five oclock in the morning.


  It would only take a minute.


  Suddenly tired beyond tiredness, I nodded forward on to her breast. Upright, I might have slept in its musty comfort like a baby if one hand needing support had not fallen astray just as the
  inner door opened. The restful glow of the lamp was split by a white finger stretched from Kennedy to our tableau of innocence.


  Terrified by the muscles of his cheeks in profile, I called out, Dont be upset, dada, its only me your own little gossoon Oedipus, and fell backwards out of my own
  poor mimicry of a Belfast accent, overtaken until I could feel falling no more.


  


  TWO


  Not that I had ever been in anything you could call doubt about the nature of my own true father. Careering in slow motion up in bed, on impulse I
  checked to see if he had changed out of his boots before coming to town to visit me.


  Whits up? Yere no tender still?


  Not at all. I was just easing myself.


  He stared down at his feet as if he had been reading my thoughts. If he had been wearing his boots, they would have carried an edge of dried sharn in each welt as a souvenir from the byres of
  Trailtrow.


  Aye . . . he said without looking up. Yere over it then?


  Fine. Im fine.


  There was a pause.


  Well. Thats fine.


  He sighed.


  Looking after you all right?


  Oh, sure. Theyre . . . fine. No problem. If you have to be in hospital, this must be as good as youll get. On the National Health at least.


  Ive never been in hospital, he said, changing the subject. It was a rule of my fathers not to discuss politics. I had never asked him why he had that rule. There had
  been a time when I had been wee and you did not question your fathers rules; and a time when I had been older and learned to keep the questions to myself; and there had been a time when I
  did not care why he had made one rule or another for himself. Shifting up in one piece to hold straight the clamp of stitches on my belly, it occurred to me the time I was in now was the one where
  I wouldnt ask in case he told me politics were not for the likes of him.


  Lying in your bed at this time o days no for the like o me, he said grinning companionably.


  Oh, Christ! I groaned.


  Whits up? he cried in alarm, starting out of his seat.


  Visitors all around looked at us. The man in the next bed, a saturnine barber with varicose veins, said something out of the side of his mouth. A girl laughed, but she was at the far end of the
  ward and it must have been about something else.


  For Gods sake, faither, sit down!


  He subsided without altering his unmasked concern.


  Somethings wrang wi ye or ye widnae hae made that noise. Ive heard a pig dee happier. Yed a pain that time, tell the truth.


  A wee pull on the stitches when I moved. Nothing to worry about.


  I wouldnae just take that for granted. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. Times theyre careless devils in hospitals. They wouldnae hae left one o the wee dichtan
  cloots in ye?


  A swab!


  Just that. One o the wee cloots. Ive heard o that. It could be inside ye festeran away.


  Come on, faither, dont be daft.


  He gave me an offended look and sat back pretending to study the bottle and glasses on the bedside cupboard. For an idiot second, it seemed to me his eyes had filled with tears. I must have been
  more ill than I had realised.


  Ive had a shake, I explained.


  What was it they cried it? Not just your appendix . . .


  Peritonitis. Without any pain until it happened. No pain no warning, so I should be dead.


  You were lucky wi your landlady.


  I thought about that.


  Everybody said I looked terrible. I remember everybody saying Id gone a terrible colour. It was still luck, though, that they called a doctor who put me in an ambulance instead of
  giving me four aspirin.


  Somewhere in the middle of that my father lost interest.


  Ive never been in a place like this in my life, he said looking round. Its the work like. Out in the open in all weathers.


  I had a rough idea of my fathers age, and an exact one that he appeared ten years older than he should. He had been serving a sentence to hard labour since he was born; eighth child of a
  farm worker and a serving lassie in one of the two rooms plus outside lavatory of a tied cottage half way up a dirt road. I imagined it as looking more or less like the house my sister and I were
  born in  less than half way up the dead-end road to Trailtrow home farm.


  Youve had your share o fresh air, I said.


  And never a days illness.


  We spent a while looking around. Only two visitors were allowed at each bed and there was an occasional bustle of folk changing place. The barbers fat wife went out and a young woman came
  in instead, bringing a small boy. She sat just behind my father and I stared at her crossed legs until the barber stopped grinning and talking. She would be his daughter, I guessed.


  Abruptly, my father made the dry noise I recognised as his chuckle.


  That fool Thomson! My mind went blank then cleared. Thomson had come as dairyman. He had got the cottage my father had been wanting for years. It wasnt an enormous ambition,
  but the in-comer Thomson was due the better house being a skilled man where my father was the general labourer, what they called in some parts of the country an orra-man  a do-everything
  man. That Thomson! I saw him on the other side of the road last Saturday. I was in the town. He didnae see me mind, but I spotted him. Ye couldnae hae missed him wi his gloves an his driving
  jacket up tae his bum. Yed hae thought hed never seen a farm end aa his days. I waited till he stopped at a corner an just roared over, Hey, then, Jacky, did ye mind tae muck oot the
  byre the morn? He pretended no tae hear but his lugs lit up like traffic lamps.


  It was a relief when the bell went. My father jumped up at once, not waiting to be chivvied away by the nurses.


  At the bed end he hesitated. Ill tell your mother youre looking fine then.


  Sure.


  She was right sorry she couldnae manage. She, eh, she . . . couldnae.


  Tell her Im fine.


  Aye.


  There was no danger of loving my mother to excess; and I could not imagine anyone ever being impressed enough by my father to hate him.


  If I had a problem, it was only that this pale thing I felt for my father might be what other people called love.


  There was no reason for me to expect anyone at the evening visit. I had scrounged something to read from the fat man on the other side of the barber. Are you getting up
  to help? he had asked me after the afternoon visitors had left. He was pushing a trolley of teacups. Up? Me? Theyre very short of staff. It helps if we all muck
  in. I dont take sugar, I said. He seemed to be a cheerful lunatic, and I borrowed a bundle of his paperbacks, sagebrush and gunplay on grey paper.


  I was hiding on the range from the barber and his visitors back for the evening when I saw Kennedy pass between the swing doors. It was horrible luck that he had somebody to visit in this ward.
  I slumped low in the bed and read the same sentence twice over:  If any durnfool foreigner ever invades into these parts, Paps said, I just reckon the boysll take
  their rifles and head for those mountains back there.  As the white man said to the Indian, I reckon this treaty aint big enough for both of us.


  Kennedy loomed into the corner of my eye. Would my stitches burst if I jumped out of bed and made a hobble for it?


  Ive brought you a bottle, he said, sounding very Belfast and aggrieved.


  A bottle?


  If he hit me with it, dear God, let it be on the head.


  Its a bottle of squash. You get thirsty after an operation.


  He took the chair from the bed and pulled it up beside me.


  Its the anaesthetic, he explained, sitting down. It dries you up.


  Thanks for the squash. Are you sure?


  Sure of what?


  That its all right. I mean if you meant it for someone else  I wouldnt mind. Were you surprised to see me in here?


  Youre not still delirious, are you?


  No. Im fine. They took it out.


  I gestured ambiguously towards my middle.


  Youre still sweating.


  I dabbed and a line of sweat streaked my fingers.


  You were sweating that night surely.


  I wasnt well.


  You were not. Another three hours, the doctor told us, and youd have been dead. The poison was pouring through you though you knew nothing about it.


  I had no pain at all. No pain, no warning  the surgeon said that on his rounds. I was lucky.


  We looked at one another. I owed my life to them. I wanted to thank him, but I couldnt remember Jackies proper name.


  I was lucky you realised I was ill.


  That was easily told. Unconsciously you must have known you were bad. It was help you were after . . . unconsciously.


  I can see that. I tried to match his seriousness. I only remember that whole day in bits. I dont suppose some of it happened at all. I was at a . . .
  party.


  Youve been to plenty of those.


  He said it dourly. I wondered why he had come if he disapproved of me. Was it possible that Jackie had insisted that he come? The compliant husband; my stitches throbbed.


  Fooling around is all right until you fail your exams, then the easy companions disappear. Youre on your own. Fellowship is all right, if you choose the fellows.


  Kennedy as Polonius. Later when I woke, I lay thinking the poison might still be running like acid in my head.


  The place was quiet. The lights were shaded. Behind Bronds head, I could make out the humped and muffled shape of the barber. Being right under the blankets must have made him feel safe.
  Bronds shirt was white with faint yellow markings. As a child at Trailtrow, I had seen new drawn milk turning in a buttery churn. The barber lay dreamlessly still in the hot tent of his
  breath.


  You were almost dead, Brond said. They tell me you are making a good recovery.


  A tall nurse in the uniform I now recognised as a sisters passed between the beds. She didnt seem surprised to see Brond, but glanced our way and went softly by.


  Its not the visiting hour.


  My dry tongue filled my mouth.


  That doesnt matter.


  Are you a doctor?


  His nose and mouth took on the coarse practicality of a surgeon, but he smiled and shook his head. I didnt want to think of any other reason why he should be here at this time of night.
  He was a distinguished looking man  he might have a Nobel Prize for medicine. Perhaps he had invented a bedpan that would let you piss without embarrassment. I couldnt use the ones
  they had in here. More poison to fester inside me.


  My thoughts chattered above an attentive stillness which was fear.


  You dont remember where you saw me before? Brond asked.


  I shook my head. I denied it. That had been part of a dream when I was sick.


  That interesting evening at Professor Gracemounts, he began.


  The breath I had been holding sighed out.


  It comes back to you. It was not a question. We had a long talk.


  I dont remember.


  Oh, yes. You told me your ambitions. So, hearing you were ill . . .


  My ambitions? How could I believe that? I had never put them into words even for myself.


  I found you interesting. He spread the bundle of paperbacks on the locker and picked one up. I hoped for something more interesting than this. By one corner, he shook
  it gently at me. This is commonplace.


  Even studied in this shadow-pooled light, it couldnt be mistaken for the cover of a cowboy story. I had taken the paperbacks too much at first glance and face value, and wasted an
  afternoon on sagebrush that could have been spent on more intriguing stuff. Inside the blubber, the fat man had hidden shallows.


  Pornography, Brond said, setting the book aside on a note of dismissal. Thats a natural interest at your age, but even in such things there is a hierarchy. I read
  something once in that line which struck me very much. The man who wrote it was clever and impecunious and young. Like his friends then in Paris, he put that side of his imaginings on paper for
  money. They pretended to themselves it was done cynically. The truth was not so simple.


  At the far end of the ward, a hard painful effort of coughing began. Like a stone in a pond, it rippled to us in a muted disturbance of sleep mutterings and sighs.


  He wrote of a man and a woman facing one another across a table. Now and then, she reaches out with a finger and gently strokes him. Their only expression is a certain placidity. They are
  very tranquil, but then they are drugged. Perhaps something in the eyes if you were able to look very closely. He is a masochist and she is torturing and degrading him. When it is over, there is no
  blood, no business for the police, no hospital bills to meet. It struck me as an improvement on this world. He nodded thoughtfully, They shake hands very correctly, or perhaps they go off together and have tiny cream cakes with black sweet coffee.


  I looked at the books I had got from the fat man on the far side of the barber. Both of them had nagged me to get up; no doubt so that my wound could tear and get adhesions like the ones they
  bore as veterans.


  Its not mine, I said. That book. I borrowed it.


  You are right, he said briskly. You are right. It is better to live in the real world. He didnt say it as if he believed me, but as if it didnt matter.
  A student needs books  and money. A student needs time to think about what he needs. He needs to travel. Its possible for a young man of your ... background not to understand
  how important that is.


  I have my grant, I said. My side had begun to ache; the warnings the surgeon had spoken of, coming too late to be useful. And Ill get a job in the summer
  vacation.


  I will help you. I will find something for you, Brond said.


  No! ... I can get something for myself.


  You have determination. Thats good. Character achieves more than brains, if one has to choose. Finish your degree and Ill find work for you to do. I might have a career in
  mind.


  I know what Im going to do, I lied in fright.


  Dont be too determined  thats a false pride. Im not such a stranger as you imagine. I have a friend in the place where you lodge. Peoples lives become
  connected. Take help where its offered and be a successful man. He laughed quietly. That young man in Paris . . . When he was twenty, he had never slept with a woman. One day
  he stripped himself naked, beat his flesh with a leather belt and felt such joy! At last this is something real, he told himself. Now I join the real world.


  When he had, gone, all the sounds came back, chiming glass and a voice scolding out of a bad dream. The barber was awake. Round his eyes the olive skin furrowed as he watched me from his ambush
  of pillows.


  Yet hours later as I started awake, it was Kennedy who had disturbed my dreams, one hand on the chair as he tick-tacked some mysterious emotion.


  Its long years since Ive stood in a hospital. It must be . . . Down the length of the ward, evening visitors were streaming to the door. It was surely time for him to
  go. Wed been married a year and Val was going to have a child. She had to come in for rest because she had high blood pressure. We lost the baby. I was sure it was a son, but I never
  asked. All the visitors were gone. Kennedy hesitated in isolation. I disowned him. She was in a side room because she was on the danger list. She had a tube into her arm. After that
  we couldnt have children.


  I closed my eyes as if in pain; overcome by weakness  though, naturally, not unsympathetic.


  I can see youre done with tiredness.


  I heard him move away and opened my eyes. He had stopped at the end of the bed.


  Take care of yourself, he said.


  In the middle of the night, sweating out of sleep, it seemed to me his story about Jackie  he was the only one who ever called her Val  had been a kind of blackmail intended to
  make me see her crotch as out of bounds forever to my hand. When I woke up in the morning I saw things differently. He had opened the door when I was sick and resting my head in the shelter ofher
  breast.


  Prostrate at seven in the convalescent morning, avoiding the barbers eye, all I needed was a father.
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