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Chapter 1


You lunatics, Fenton Bland pretended to think, while
taking a fiery glance at his watch.  What the hell am I
doing here?

          In truth,
he knew perfectly well what he was doing there.  He had,
moreover, no genuine urge to know the time.  The manoeuvre was
wholly designed to impress her.  She was supposed to conclude,
on the basis of it, that he was rich-inner-lived, sexually deft,
and incredibly left-wing, and had many better things to do with his
time than the thing he was doing with it now.  None of these
propositions was remotely accurate.  In truth, he had nowhere
better to be.  In truth he found politics boring, and extreme
politics extremely boring.  In truth, his most passionately
held social ideal was a desire to get through the next ten minutes
without vomiting lavishly on the long green table that lay between
them. 

          When he
felt well enough to look at her again he found her doing precisely
what she’d been doing before: sitting at the far end of the table,
staring boredly out the window.  Her chair was angled away
from him; her chin was propped on her hand; her elbow was propped
on her thigh; her thigh was crossed over her other thigh.  A
rhombus of sunlight fell across her from the window.  In the
hand that wasn’t propping up her chin she held a half-eaten
apple.  Idly she now raised this to her mouth and took another
bite, leaving a clean white crater in which tiny bubbles of juice
mingled with her spit.  Whether she had seen him glance
fierily at his watch was an open question.  He wondered
whether it would be a good idea, or a very poor one, to glance at
it fierily
again.           


           
She was dressed in the painfully breezy manner he’d come to
expect.  A band or ribbon of some sort held back her dark
hair.  A few spirited tresses had fought their way free of it,
and hung wispily around her ears and throat.  She wore a short
white skirt he hadn’t yet dared to look fully down at, and a thin
woollen top with brown horizontal stripes that went all weak and
shivery where they passed across the divine weight of her
breasts.  One white bra strap was visible, taut as packing
tape over her tanned shoulder.  Her sleeves were rolled up to
the brink of her elbows.  The glossy fur on her forearms
looked light enough to be blown free, like sugar from a
donut.  Her fingernails, he febrilely noted, were of the
subtly chewed kind, nibbled but not bitten to the quick, and
something was written in blue ink across the delicate bonework on
the back of her hand.   


           
Outside, where she stubbornly kept on looking, the University of ——
lay under a thick white blanket of something that looked like
snow.  Fragments of the same soft white material filled the
blue sky, floating and circulating in the heat.  It was some
kind of fluffy seed or pollen, and it was falling in loose flurries
from the trees.  This occurred every spring.  Grounds
staff were clearing the stuff from the squares and pathways, their
metal leaf-blowers glinting in the sun.  Students in
sunglasses walked through ankle-deep drifts of it, stirring the
buoyant particles back into the air.  A TV camera crew moved
among them, covering the annual phenomenon for the local
news.  


           
From Fenton’s point of view, the interesting thing about this freak
of meteorology was that she was gazing intently at it.  This
left him free to gaze intently at her.  He did so.  There
was still enough time, at least in theory, to get disillusioned by
some facial or bodily flaw, and to abort the whole project before
it went too far.  But no such defect came to view.  What
came to view instead was her thighs.  They were still
crossed.  The one underneath was pale and slightly fattened
where the other one weighed down on it.  All of its tan seemed
to have been pressed up into the top one, the visible one, which
burned fiercely with added blood, as if blushing at its own
nakedness.  Her skirt fell across them diagonally from front
to back, so that the lower thigh was broadening, was well on its
way to being a buttock, before the cloth could intervene, her flesh
slipping behind it with the casualness of some privileged person
disappearing through a door marked Staff Only.  If
Fenton’s gaze dallied in this area for an improper length of time,
if it failed to make a seemly withdrawal, he was not – it must be
stressed – one of those males given to a cavalier objectification
of female limbs.  On the contrary: it was precisely because
they belonged to her that he found her thighs so
interesting. 


           
The same principle applied to her breasts.  These he now
decided to take a swift glance at, on the grounds that they
couldn’t possibly be as good as his last swift glance at them had
seemed to indicate.  So he made sure she was still gazing out
the window, and he glanced.  Then he woundedly looked
away.  They were, if anything, better than he had dared to
recall.  They were proud, and you could hardly blame them for
that.  They displayed utter indifference to his ambition to go
to sleep with his face between them.  They made him want to
whimper like an abused dog, compose and recite an extremely long
poem, become a secret agent and participate in – and if possible
win – a shirtless fistfight while she watched.  He wanted to
ask her what her name was, inform her of his, and reach across the
long green table to trace a finger along her bare wrist.  But
the chairs between them were occupied by four extensively bearded
Maoists, who might well have joined her in objecting.


           
Strictly speaking, the table was not a table.  It was two
tables pushed together.  Two of the Maoists had assembled them
about fifteen minutes ago, in a manner suggesting that the start of
formal proceedings was imminent.  They had then begun to play,
across the width of the dappled green surface, a game of flick
football.  A torn fragment of beer coaster served as the
pill.  A third Maoist with flame-orange hair and beard
officiated.  The remaining Maoist had a radical student
newspaper spread across a large portion of their pitch.  The
fact that they hadn’t asked him to move it implied that he enjoyed
a position of relative seniority.  His beard was as lush as a
bushranger’s, and harboured a fuming pipe.  The lenses of his
spectacles were tinted brown, in a gutsy but doomed attempt to make
you think they were sunglasses.  Solemnly he perused the
radical student newspaper, endorsing its contents now and then with
a vigorous nod of the
head.             


           
Despite the intervening revolutionaries, Fenton was closer to her
now than he had ever been before.  On paper, this was a signal
achievement.  He might have paused to congratulate himself on
it, had it not rendered him too ill to move or think.  His
head ached.  His breath kept getting lost somewhere between
his mouth and chest.  His heart thumped like a drunk in a
paddy wagon.  His parched tongue rustled audibly when he moved
it.  It felt and tasted like a fragment of bread discovered
under the cushion of a couch.  Balls of sweat as big as light
bulbs left his armpits at frequent intervals, descending by various
chilly routes to the sodden waistband of his underpants.  His
legs were drifting wisps of smog; and his cock, far from
registering any interest in the proceedings, far from responding to
her nearness in any constructive way, had lapsed instead into a
profound state of shock.  It felt as though it belonged to
somebody else, possibly his great-grandfather. 


           
His stomach, in contrast, was hideously alive.  Its contents,
after a prolonged struggle, had split recently into two distinct
factions.  The first of these kept paying humid, ominous
visits to the back of his gullet, aided by some rogue agency of the
brain that kept making him think of the most nauseating topics
imaginable: lard, cataracts, chutney, hot dogs with melted cheese
on them, a dog shit he’d once seen containing corn kernels. 
As he strove to drive these images from his mind, a crisis no less
urgent was developing in his colon.  From the nipples down,
his torso felt as though it were being squeezed by an enormous
hand.  Slowly, but with wicked inevitability, something
awfully heavy was making its way towards the seat of his
pants.  At best this mass was a large consignment of wind, but
Fenton had no intention of putting this hypothesis to the
test.  The situation wasn’t helped by the extreme tightness of
the black jeans that constituted, along with a pair of desert
boots, the lower half of his Maoist costume.  The upper half
was a fiendishly itchy woollen jumper, also coloured black. 
This ensemble represented his idea of what an authentic leftist
might wear on his first day in a new cadre.  Unfortunately,
none of the actual Maoists was wearing anything remotely like
it.  They were dressed with pronounced informality: in shorts,
T-shirts, singlets, sneakers, thongs.  The T-shirt of one of
the flick footballers carried an artist’s impression of a
straw-hatted farmer laconically raping a startled sheep.


           
Fenton decided to speak again, in the belief that this couldn’t
possibly make him feel any worse than he felt already.  He
said:

           
“There’s no kind of joining-up fee then?”

           
Once more she didn’t look around.  She continued to stare out
the window, sitting there in her square of sun.


           
The Maoist with the tinted glasses, without looking up from his
newspaper: “Let’s leave that till Gus gets here.” 


           
This was the standard response of the Maoist with glasses. 
Fenton was starting to resent it.  He still had no idea who
Gus was, or when he was likely to be getting here, or why he hadn’t
got here twenty minutes ago, or why none of the Maoists seemed to
care about that.  He said, with a pointed glance at his
watch:


           
“Is he likely to be getting here soon?”


           
She took a moist chomp of apple.   
    


           
“Let’s leave that till he gets here, shall we?” said the Maoist
with glasses. 


           
Fenton lowered his gaze to the table.  Sunlight stretched
across its laminated surface, illuminating many a sticky beer
stain.  He closed his eyes, and rode out a filthy wave of
nausea.  A purple afterimage of all those beer stains hovered
behind his eyelids, the ghosts of ancient spillages and schooner
bases, bobbing up and down on the pain inside his head.  He
was starting to dislike the Maoist with glasses profoundly. 
His beard had squared-off sides, like a hedge.  And those
tinted glasses: he wanted to inform him, in a calm and measured
tone, that they were fooling nobody.  He wanted to tell him
that he personally, since arriving here, hadn’t for so much as a
second found himself seriously entertaining the proposition that
they might really be a pair of sunglasses … 


           
Pointing his head towards her again, he slowly reopened his
eyes.  She was still staring out at the campus, at the falling
of the fluff.  The camera crew was setting up another shot
down there.  The feel-good guy from the local news stood
around in earmuffs and a scarf, preparing to be zany.  One of
the flick footballers was loudly claiming a try.  The
red-bearded ref came off his chair to scrutinise the claim: from
above, from below, from side-on.  Finally he pointed to the
spot, awarding the four-pointer in the internationally recognised
way. 


           
When Fenton had vowed to pursue her at any cost, he hadn’t
envisaged one quite so exorbitant as pretending to be a
Maoist.  He had, even now, very little idea of what Maoism
actually involved, beyond the key fact that it involved her. 
He had heard of it, of course; but only in the sort of vague,
uninterested way he’d heard of things like orienteering,
watercress, kabuki theatre, Cajun cookery, William Carlos
Williams.  Like fellatio and death, it had always seemed to be
one of those things that happened to other people.  But then,
six days ago, he had seen her thumb-tacking an orange sheet of
paper to the library noticeboard.  This had proved to be a
leaflet advertising the time and venue of the present
meeting.  Reading it, he’d discovered in himself an
overwhelming urge to become a Maoist – an urge as zealous, surely,
as that of any genuine radical.  So here he was: and as ill as
he felt, he had to admit that the move was working.  It was
delivering the goods.  The meeting hadn’t even started yet,
and already it had them sitting at the same table.  This was a
marked improvement on anything he’d been able to achieve with his
previous wooing technique, which had consisted of staring at her
ardently across a lecture theatre, two or three times a week.
 


           
But now – what was this? – she was uncrossing her thighs and
straightening in her seat.  She appeared to be
leaving.   


           
“Anyone else read Gus’s new editorial?” the Maoist with glasses was
asking, surfacing at last from his left-wing paper. 


           
She was leaving.  She was out of her chair and
departing, passing so close by him that he felt the churning of the
frightened air.  She moved away through an area of clacking
pool tables towards the bar.  An angry red crease from her
chair-edge ran across the back of one thigh. 


           
Fenton turned in dismay to the Maoists. 

           
“It’s vintage Gus,” the Maoist with glasses was saying, jabbing his
pipe stem down at the open paper, untroubled by the question of her
departure.   


           
Fenton looked back to her, turning his head slowly to limit the
reverb in his skull and gullet.  She was leaning against the
bar, tapping a coin on its dark surface.  In the space behind
her the pool tables smouldered indifferently, wreathed in their own
haze like barbecues.  At one of them, the fattest pool player
Fenton had ever seen was trying, without much success, to heave one
of his log-thick legs up onto the side cushion.  At the bar
she shifted impatiently from foot to foot, making her skirt
sway.  The fat pool player stopped trying to mount the
table.  Blushing richly, he called for a spider from the
rack.  His opponent turned to get one.  The fatso stopped
blushing, and manually improved the lie of several
balls.    


           
“‘To all those morons who keep claiming that Communism’s dead,’”
the Maoist with glasses quoted with relish, “‘I reply that it’s
alive, kicking, and convening every second Tuesday in the Union
bar, equidistant from the beer taps and the urinals.’” 


           
Now a barman had materialised in front of her.  His hair was
pony-tailed, like a rape suspect’s.  He relaxed towards her on
his elbows in an attitude of monstrous presumption.  He said
something to her.  She laughed, or pretended to.  Fenton
didn’t know which of these alternatives he hated more. 
           


           
“‘Equidistant!’” repeated the Maoist with glasses, with deep
approval.  


           
The fattest pool player Fenton had ever seen had just sunk his
shot, and won his game.  He extended a magnanimous hand to his
opponent: then playfully whipped it away.  Chuckling, he
slapped the other guy’s shoulder.  Still chuckling, still
holding his cue, he grabbed his half-drunk beer off the cushion and
moved away from the table, crossing heftily into the line of sight
between Fenton and her.  Fenton shifted his head.  The
fat pool player kept coming.  Fenton shifted his head some
more.  The fat pool player seemed to be approaching the
Maoists’ table.  The fat pool player was approaching
the Maoists’ table.  Now he was at it.  He circled round
to her chair.  With an emphatic groan he lowered himself into
it.  


           
“Morning comrades,” he said, winking at the Maoists with the air of
a celebrity taking time out to meet some terminally ill fans. 
“How are we?”


           
The flick footballers respectfully terminated their
encounter. 


           
“Morning Gus,” said the Maoist with glasses, pulling shut his
newspaper.  “Or, um” –  reluctantly he looked at his
watch – “afternoon.”

           
The fat pool player shrugged, propped his cue against the wall
behind him.  “Ready to roll, are we gents?” he said.  And
then he saw Fenton, and his face was wrenched into a look of
scandalised horror.  “Hoy,” he said indignantly.  “Who’s
this cunt?”

 

* * *

 

In addition to being the fattest pool player Fenton had ever
seen, Gus amply qualified as the fattest Maoist.  He looked
the way the other Maoists would have looked if photographed in the
process of exploding.  Flesh and hair and clothing flew out
from his huge person at all angles, like debris.  Between the
hair on his head and the hair on his face there was a gorilla-like
lack of demarcation: all of it was long, black, profuse, greasy,
and as forsaken as a psychopath’s back lawn.  His massively
distended T-shirt bore this slogan: If it’s green, smoke
it.  If it moves, root it.  Hanging wide open on
either side of this, like the doors of a great hangar or barn, was
a vast leather jacket, from which a noisy array of flaps and straps
and buckles dangled.  His dark blue jeans looked to be as wide
as they were long; their rolled-up cuffs surmounted a pair of black
motorcycle boots.  He looked several years older than the
average student, as if his academic record described a long and
shameful history of failures and incompletes.  His brown eyes,
set far back in the recesses of his facial dough, continued to
regard Fenton with open hostility.    


           
The Maoist with glasses palmed the bowl of his pipe and levelled
its stem at Fenton.  “This,” he said, “is … ” 
Around now it must have occurred to him that he had never bothered
to ask Fenton’s name.  He trailed off, considered his options,
and feebly said: “This is a new recruit.”


           
At these words, Gus’s attitude underwent a promising change. 
His huge shoulders relaxed.  He let out a whistle of
relief.  “Thank Christ for that! 
Jesus!”  He shook his unruly head, appraising Fenton
with new affection.  “I thought you were some kind of heavy
from the Student Union, mate.  I thought you were here to
grill me about how we dispose of our funding or something.” 
He shook his head again, still rediscovering his mental
poise.  “It was your get-up that threw me, mate. 
Comrades, take a good look at this bloke’s threads.  This is
what a proper left-winger looks like.  I swear to
God, put a beard on him, he’d look like more of a Maoist than
me!  Gus,” he specified with sudden gravity, offering
his blue-chalked palm across the
table.     


           
“Fenton Bland,” Fenton countered, submitting to the brawny
grip.     


           
“A ‘new recruit,’ eh?”  Gus weighed the phrase with some
fascination.  Suddenly he tensed.  “I’m usually dead on
time, by the way,” he said, retracting his hand to make a swift
gesture at the pool tables.  “It’s just … Well, it was a
crunch match, mate.  You know how it is.  You’re a man of
the world – your outfit speaks volumes on that.  Now, what was
your name again?  I promise I’ll listen this time.”


           
Fenton said it again, wondering when he’d get another chance to
look over at the bar.   


           
“Well Fent, it’s good to have you on board.  You saw one of
our signs up, did you?  I had a feeling that’d bear
fruit.  And I swear to you mate, you have made the right
choice.  You won’t regret it.  Whatever you might’ve
heard about us, forget it.  Put it right out of your
mind.  We’re brimming with ideas here, don’t worry about
that.  And always happy to welcome a bit of new blood into the
rank and file.”  He turned abruptly to the Maoist with
glasses.  “Wozz, while I think of it, slap down ‘rank and
file’ on that list of terms we need to use more often.”

           
The Maoist with glasses, nodding obediently, broke out a weathered
green notebook with a biro wedged in its spiral. 


           
Gus leaned expansively back in his chair, and watched him
write.  “While we’re at it, Wozz” – he cupped the crotch of
his jeans, candidly rectified his genitals – “while we’re at it,
you may as well hit us with a reminder of the whole list. 
Cadre, paper tiger – the lot.”  He favoured Fenton with a
chummy wink.  “Listen carefully Fent.  You never know
when one of these pearlers might come in handy.”

           
The Maoist with glasses cleared his throat and read: 
“Imperialism, insurgent, vanguard, agitate, hotbed, bodyblow,
vig, cadre, feasible, militia, trebled –”


           
“As opposed to ‘tripled’,” Gus parenthetically explained, raising
at Fenton a pudgy thumb.   


           
“Purge,” continued the Maoist with glasses,
“hard-hitting, committee, bourgeoisie, wet job, half a klick
–”


           
“Instead of ‘half a kilometre’,” Gus clarified.


           
“Running dog, hegemony, Chinese assault weapon, rank, file,”
the Maoist with glasses finished up, looking deferentially back to
Gus.    


           
Gus’s beard, as luxuriant as it was, couldn’t conceal a distinct
reddening of his face.  “Not ‘rank’ and ‘file’
separately, you fool!”  He turned hastily to
Fenton.  “Ignore this bozo, Fent.  You have made
the right decision, believe me.  You’ll soon see that. 
We mean business here.  We get our hands dirty, mate. 
Unlike some of the more ‘fashionable’ mobs on campus.”  He
thrust an open pack of cigarettes Fenton’s way.  Fenton shook
his head.  Gus extracted one for himself, and wedged it unlit
between his lips.  “Your Anarchists, and God knows who
else.  Cunts.”  He thumped his many pockets for a
lighter.  “We earn our funding here, mate.  Don’t be
fooled by the recreational vibe of the bar.  We only convene
here for the coffee-house atmosphere.  We’d convene in the
coffee-house if there was one.”  He paused.  “There’s a
coffee shop, I’ll grant you that.  But that’s not
quite the same thing.  The joint’s chock-full of
thesis-writing chicks with their notes spread out all over the
tables mate.  Plus they don’t let you smoke in there, so there
goes your smoke-filled atmosphere and you’re back to square
one.  And come to think of it, if a brawl erupted you’d look a
bit of goose wielding a jagged latte mug, wouldn’t you?”


           
Fenton nodded with understanding.  He wished Gus would stop
talking to him for just one moment so he could glance back over at
the bar.  It really was high time he had another look. 
The thought of what might be going on over there made him want to
overturn the table.  Surely she was almost done there. 
Surely she would return at any moment.  And when she did, she
was going to wonder why nobody, including Fenton, had stopped Gus
from taking possession of her chair.


           
“All I can say is, Fent,” Gus went on, having finally located his
lighter, “we must be doing something right if we can still attract
a bloke like yourself.”


           
Fenton said: “Actually, there’s someone already sitting there.”


           
“What’s that mate?” Gus flicked doggedly at the lighter’s
wheel.   


           
“That girl at the bar,” Fenton elaborated, seizing this legitimate
opportunity to look around at her.  The barman was still
talking to her.  There was still something about his manner
that made you want to beat him to death with a pool cue.  At
some point he had seen fit to break off his semi-literate discourse
for long enough to fetch her an empty glass.  He now held a
bottle of orange juice quite near this, but not in a way that
suggested he intended to pour any of its contents into the glass
very soon.  Indeed he now put the bottle fully down,
in order to illustrate some asinine detail of his narrative with
both his hands.  She laughed again.  “She’s already
sitting there.”  


           
Gus replied with a dismissive chuckle.  “Don’t worry about
her, Fent.  That’s just Charmers.  Charmaine.  She’s
not really a Maoist as such, mate.  She just does the
newspaper.  Mao Now.  You might have seen
it.  We try and get it out there about once a month or
so.  Or thereabouts.  You know how it is.  You might
have seen Col and Smithy” – he waved his smoky hand at the flick
footballers – “handing out copies of it outside the
refectory.  Or should I say, standing there holding copies of
it silently up in the air, looking like a couple of
complete drongoes, while everyone walks straight past them
trying not to make eye contact.  Of course when I say she
‘does’ the paper, Fent, it’s me that bloody writes the thing. 
She just knocks it into shape.  Dots the i’s, that type of
stuff.  Bit of a computer whiz.” 


           
“But she’ll be coming back?” Fenton said.


           
Gus gave him an odd look, as if wondering what could possibly
interest him about so minor a revolutionist.  “We’ll see,
Fent,” he said with a mysterious smile.  “We’ll see.”


           
The Maoist with glasses, whose name was evidently Warren, now moved
that the meeting be declared officially open.  He moved that
the minutes of the last meeting be taken as read.  He moved
that financial statements relating to the new consignment of
Student Union funding be accepted as presented.  He moved each
of these things very slowly, transcribing his own words into the
notepad as he spoke.  Fenton watched him with a growing sense
of unease.  With her away from the table his presence here
felt suddenly random, superfluous.  With her not here it was
just him and a bunch of Maoists, him participating in a meeting of
Maoists.  The strangeness of the exercise was starting to
strike him in a way it never had before.  Furthermore, if she
wasn’t even a Maoist, if she just did the newspaper, then arguably
he had no business being here at all.  He felt far too unwell
to think these things through.  He longed to look back over at
her, in order to remind himself of the fundamental point.  But
he couldn’t, because Gus was still looking right at him, studying
him as though he were something exotic and rare.  Warren was
halfway through moving something about the bringing forward of new
business when Gus suddenly stiffened and said:


           
“Did one of these jokers offer you a beer Fent?”


           
“Hang on Gus,” Warren protested, looking up in anguish from his
pad.  


           
“They didn’t, did they?”


           
“Gus,” Warren objected again.


           
“I’ve warned you about that tone Wozz,” Gus said
sharply.   


           
“But fair dinkum, Gus.  There’s a motion before the meeting
already.”


           
Gus rolled his eyes at Fenton, possibly to indicate that this was
the sort of nonsense he had to put up with every week. 


           
“And one of you pricks is meant to be seconding these,”
Warren bitterly added, more or less to himself. 


           
Gus turned authoritatively to the Maoist with red hair. 
“Blue.  Go and score this bloke a beer.” 


           
The Maoist with red hair said: “Fucking why me?”


           
At the same moment Warren petulantly chucked away his biro, as if
there was fuck-all point in even having one.  It glanced up
off the table and struck Fenton in the
chest.    


           
“No!” Gus cried. 


           
The pen plopped to the carpet, and rolled.


           
For several seconds Gus just stared at the site of the impact with
horror.  Then in a flurry of leather and panicked flab he was
up and leaning over the table, and both his hairy hands were on
Fenton’s chest, were roving all over it, rendering desperate and
shameful massage, hurting him way more than the pen had, the thick
meaty fingers jabbing and prodding and burrowing at the very seat
of his unstable gorge.  “You okay, Fent?  You
right?”  An unsavoury spume of smoke from his cigarette made
its way up Fenton’s nose.  “I know what you’re thinking,
Fent,” he said with deep concern, still administering
massage.  “You’re thinking the rumour-mongers were
right.  You’re thinking, ‘I can’t wait till this pathetic
farce is over, so I can run off and join the
Anarchists.’” 


           
“Not at all,” Fenton assured him, hoping the touching of his chest
would stop very soon.  It was doing him distinct harm. 
He also felt activities in the area of his shins.  This was
Warren, crawling round under the table to retrieve his
pen. 


           
“No, Fent,” Gus sighed.  “Let’s be frank.”  Having given
it one final pat, he at last unhanded Fenton’s chest.  He sank
glumly back into his chair.  “This is no time for euphemism,
mate.  I know what they say about us.  We’ve all heard
the smears.  They say we’re a bunch of useless clowns. 
They say” –  he winced: Warren was resurfacing from under the
table, holding up the biro and muttering some vague apology – “they
say we’re a bunch of bearded fuck-ups who do nothing but sit on our
arses drinking beers.”


           
“What else are we meant to sit on?” asked Col hotly, or perhaps it
was Smithy.

           
“Yeah and what else are we meant to drink?” asked the other one
with equal indignation.


           
Fenton stole a lightning glance at the bar.  He saw her
passing money across it, or possibly receiving change.  Her
glass was full.  Her return was imminent. 


           
“The point is,” Gus firmly went on, waving these
contributions aside, “it’s all bullshit.  Nothing could be
further from the truth.  Because the fact is, Fent, we’ve got
stuff in the pipeline here.  Haven’t we boys?  The fact
is, lately we’ve been talking about doing something big.”


           
The other Maoists looked at him in a nonplussed
fashion.          


           
“Something a bit covert,” Gus added.


           
Still the other Maoists appeared confused.  Fenton strongly
sensed that Gus was working off the cuff now, making this part up
as he went along.   


           
“I’m talking about terrorism, Fent.”  He looked Fenton
intensely in the eye.  “Which is a bit more solid, Fent, I
think you’ll agree, than anything any of those other spastics are
going to offer you.  The Anarchists and that. 
Terrorism.”  He pointed sternly at Warren’s open
notebook.  “Write it down, Wozz.”    


           
Warren began to comply.  Fenton dizzily watched him, still
with this strange feeling that his own presence here was not quite
fully justified.  And now things started to blur, to
overlap.  Gus was looking up past Fenton’s shoulder. 
Something he saw there was making him lean sideways to shut the
notebook, to cram its green cover down over Warren’s still-moving
hand and the first few letters – TERR – of what it was trying to
write.  At the same time Fenton felt a wide sun-like heat on
his back that told him it was her, coming back at last, closing in
like a projectile on the radar of his spine.   


           
“Anyway,” Gus said guiltily, “we’ll talk about that next time.”


           
She halted right beside Fenton’s shoulder, almost touching
him.  He saw the drink held loosely in her blue-inked hand,
the black straw sticking out of it.  His whole left side was
melting or wilting in the rays of her nearness.  For a
leisurely while she just stood there, taking in the flagrant
silence, letting it stretch on for her own amusement. 


           
“Talk about what?” she finally said.  


           
“Nothing,” Gus replied airily, leaning back in his chair – in
her chair.


           
And now Fenton, with an heroic surge of energy, found himself
standing up to offer her his own, holding a silent palm towards it
to make his meaning plain.  But already she was moving past
him, moving forwards again, sipping confidently on the black
straw.  Oddly, she seemed to be making for her own chair, the
chair in which Gus now sat.  Fenton stayed on his feet and
mutely kept his palm extended, in the waning hope that she might
turn around spontaneously and see it.  But she clearly wasn’t
about to do that.  She kept heading straight for her former
seat, as though she’d entirely failed to perceive that Gus was
there.  A terrible thought tried to enter Fenton’s mind, but
he thrust it aside.  Gus was looking up at her in a guilty
sort of way, but showing no inclination to budge.  She stopped
beside him and put down her drink on the table next to his. 
Then she sat on his lap. 


           
She sat on Gus’s lap.  She wriggled around on it to make
herself more comfortable.  Gus’s response was
nonchalant.  He inserted his hand between her skirt and thigh,
and slid it upward.  Routinely, as though he’d done it before,
so many times before that the act rather bored him, he rested his
palm on the pale flesh up there.  She didn’t protest.  On
the contrary: she reached to his mouth, removed the cigarette from
it, and gave him her own mouth as a substitute.  Their faces
gently merged.  Their tongues touched and sported.  Her
eyes were closed.  It went on for a very long time. 


           
When they were done, Gus retrieved his still-burning cigarette from
her hand.   


           
“Babe,” he said to her, “this spruced-up firebrand here, his name’s
Fent.  He’s a new recruit.”

            At
last her gaze fell on him.  She gave him what looked like a
knowing smile.  “Hi,” she said.  The hand she wasn’t
playing with Gus’s hair with gave him a girl’s wave, the one where
the fingers move but the palm stays still.  “I’ve seen you
around.”


           
Fenton found that he was sitting in his chair again.  He must
have sat back down in it without
knowing.    


           
Gus said decisively: “Okay boys, let’s call it a day.  Big
meeting next time, to um, follow up on that, ah … ”


           
“On that what?” she impudently asked him, while continuing to give
Fenton the knowing smile. 


           
Gus blushed.  “Yeah.  Well.  Whatever.  Anyhow,
meeting adjourned.  And once again comrade,” he added on a
personal note to Fenton, offering across the table the shameless
meat of his palm (on which Fenton, mechanically accepting it, was
pretty sure he could feel the residue of her cool upper thigh),
“Welcome aboard!”

 










Chapter 2


By many people’s reckoning, including his own, Professor Ivan
Lego was the most important and least penetrable theorist working
at the University of ——.  The unflagging quantity of his
output was the envy of his peers.  The duration and physical
mass of his writings had won him international academic
regard.  He made multilingual puns, and was known to revel in
paradox and wordplay.  As founder and head of the department
of socioliterology, he had almost single-handedly forged the
University’s reputation as a leading centre for the study and
partial elucidation of his own thought.  The Lego Studies
programme, a three-semester course designed to acquaint students
with a range of basic issues arising from a generous selection of
compulsorily purchased Lego texts, was built around a series of
lectures delivered by the Professor himself.  He commenced
each of these lectures at precisely six minutes past the
hour.  This subversive practice, he argued with characteristic
flair, was no more arbitrary than the general custom of starting
things precisely on the hour.  For a fuller account
of this provocative notion, Lego referred students to his essay
“Radical Tardiness: A Polemical Overview,” which was to be found in
their copies of The Lego Reader.  According to that
notoriously difficult paper, radical tardiness
(alternatively known as deferred punctuality) had two not
unrelated objectives: first, to “execute a strategic intervention
in received notions of ‘the real’”; and second, “to interrogate the
chronometric hegemony of Greenwich.”  Nor did Ivan Lego
confine his transgressive tarrying to the lecture hall.  He
turned up to everything six minutes late: symposia,
colloquia, other people’s seminars.  By radically deferring
his entrances by six minutes, Ivan Lego maintained, he was
paradoxically able to save other people’s time, since
expounding the concept to them verbally would have taken him ten
minutes at the very least, and even longer with puns and
wordplay. 


           
It was now two minutes past two p.m., and a healthy babble of
anticipation filled the vast theatre into which Ivan Lego, in four
minutes precisely, would stride.  About a third of the way up
the theatre she sat, a drizzle of dark hair descending mournfully
over the back of her neck.  About another third of the way up
it sat Fenton, feeling as bad as he had ever felt without either
weeping or groaning out loud.  He was a propped-up corpse, a
rack of bones festooned with a few tattered scraps of skin. 
Ninety minutes or so had passed between the end of the Maoist
meeting and now.  He had spent the bulk of this period being
catastrophically ill in a distant toilet block.  How he had
made it from there to here, and why he had bothered, he didn’t
clearly recall.  Obscure forces had made his body present
itself here, as though the exercise still had some point. 
Vague instincts had made it turn up here early, as if that still
mattered, and install itself – yes – between two empty seats, in
the contemptible hope that one of them might get sat in by
her.  For some reason that time-honoured tactic lived on, like
the light of a dead star. 


           
Her and Gus?  Gus and her?  It still
struck him as the single worst thing he had ever seen.  It
impressed him, in an abstract sort of way, that a person could see
something like that and go on living, or half-living.  Looking
at her body now, he could scarcely credit what he had seen her let
Gus do to it.  How could she extend such divine privileges to
those simian digits, to that primal mouth?  And if she let him
do that to her in public, what might she let him do to her in
private?  What was there left for her to let him do
to her?  Fenton felt, looking at her now, a wounded dog’s
impulse to go somewhere private and die.  But he also felt an
obstinate need to be and remain in her presence, to stake her out,
to stay tuned, as though if he stared at the back of her neck for
long enough something encouraging would eventually have to occur,
some movement or sign that would make him feel marginally less
bad.  


           
At 2.06pm sharp the door at the left of the carpeted stage swept
open and Professor Ivan Lego came through, subduing the hall to
silence.  He moved briskly and impassively to the lectern,
bearing a glass of water in his near hand and a neat stack of
notes, partially obscured by his tall and lean form, in the
other.  Latecomers slipped respectfully into the nearest empty
seats.  Ivan Lego’s beige trousers bore so crisp a crease that
from side-on they appeared to occupy only two dimensions.  The
remainder of his outfit was also beige: his collarless shirt,
buttoned priest-style all the way to the throat; his fiercely
stylish linen coat; the handkerchief that protruded with irony from
its breast pocket.  In order to problematise the concept of
whiteness, Ivan Lego dressed unfailingly in shades that were not
quite white.  This was a hallmark of the mature phase of his
thought.  He wore cream, he wore tan, he wore bone, he wore
sand, he wore buff, he wore off-buff, he wore almond, he wore
bisque, he wore fawn; but never, paradoxically, did he wear white
per se.  Again the relevant text was to be found in
The Lego Reader: “In the dialectic of paleness, where
darkness hides without announcing itself, white puts itself forward
as the site par excellence of the not-black – black itself
having already constituted itself in itself as the
irreducible epitome of the not-white.  But if white
itself is nothing less (that is to say, nothing
more) than the effacement of a quality (blackness) in
which white is always already present as its own
effacement, we will be justified in proposing that white itself can
never be purely present, can at best merely be approached,
by way of an endless interplay of the lighter hues …
”    


           
Ivan Lego’s papers gave an amplified crackle as he laid them on the
lectern.  He tapped the helmet of the microphone once, and
found satisfactory the crisp pop of its reply.  Even his hair
was white but not quite white: it was the colour of foil, and
caught the light in a similar way.  He took a single sip of
water and set down his glass. 


           
“The dash,” he began.  “How has this ostensibly neutral unit
of punctuation functioned through history?  Whose interests
has it served?  Whose interests has it suppressed?  What
rhetorical modes, what habits of thought, what social institutions,
has it covertly nourished?  What alternative units of
punctuation has its privileging rendered mute?  In the ongoing
subjugation of silence by language, how effectively has it
functioned as a tool of repression and control?” 


           
For what it was worth, Fenton wasn’t here entirely by choice. 
Until a few weeks ago, he had been contentedly enrolled in the
rival course: Undeniable Classics of Western Literature II, run
single-handedly by a volatile and hippyish lecturer named Robert
Browning.  Until a few weeks before that, so had she. 
Robert Browning: embittered humanist, denimmed quoter of Montaigne
and Bob Dylan, haggard upholder of the Western Canon, vocal
castigator of Ivan Lego and everything he stood for.  Remnant
of the days when the University had been an institution of the old
sort, with departments of things like English and History. 
Most of Browning’s kind had faded away years ago, when the emerging
superdiscipline of socioliterology had rendered such fields of
inquiry obsolete.  socioliterology: the small s
signalling the new discipline’s thorough commitment to equality,
its rigorous opposition to all forms of privileging and
marginalisation, its refusal to endorse or perpetuate any of those
old cultural superstitions by which certain things or classes of
things had been mystically deemed to be “better than” or
“preferable to” other things.  Plainly, a man like Robert
Browning had no place in such a forward-looking department. 
And yet he had distastefully lingered on in it, an anomaly, a
revenant, as strange a presence as a flat-earth man in a School of
Astrophysics, or a convicted rapist in a Department of Women’s
Studies.  His lectures in Undeniable Classics had been marked
by increasing spitefulness of delivery and decreasing size of
audience.  Fenton had found them an excellent forum to stare
across at her ardently in.  Over a desert of declining
attendance he had yearned for her.  Over a widening vacuum of
unoccupied seats he had watched and craved, while Browning paced
the stage and sawed the air with his hand and spoke of the great
universal themes.  Week by week his view of her grew less and
less obstructed as Browning ranted and strode down the front,
explicating sonnets in which long-dead poets issued frank pleas for
immediate sex, dissecting novels in which love-starved noblewomen
with muffs dreamed of taking lovers more soulful than their
husbands, yet better at riding horses.  Week by week the space
between them got emptier of students, fuller of the electricity of
hope.  The odds that she would soon register the fact of his
being alive were improving rampantly with each new lecture. 
Another session or two and he’d practically have been
dating her in there, with Browning as their fiery
chaperone …   


           
But then the week had come when she wasn’t there.  He’d told
himself she might be ill, or keeping some other appointment. 
But when the next week came and she wasn’t there again, he knew
that the inevitable had come to pass.  She was gone.  She
had joined the exodus.  She had transferred to Lego Studies
II.  Later that same day, so had he.  It had seemed like
a good idea at the time.  At the time, it had seemed like the
only thing to do.  But at the time he hadn’t seen her use the
cock of a fat Maoist as a piece of furniture. 


           
Now, on the other hand, he had.  He kept watch on the back of
her neck, waiting for some mitigating sign.  She chewed with
brief vexation on a fingernail.  Maybe she and Gus were just
friends.  Maybe they were just very close friends.  With
the hand she wasn’t biting the nails of she took cursory
notes.  Ivan Lego was discussing the phallic nature of the
dash now.  Did he really have to talk about phalluses? 
Now, today?  Some mature-aged guy in the front row kept
issuing hearty peals of forced laughter, as if to make it clear to
everyone else that Lego had just delivered a multilingual pun, or
engaged in wordplay, or revelled in a paradox.  Listening to
Lego talk, Fenton was beginning to see the point of Robert
Browning.  He had seen some of the point of him before. 
He saw a lot more of the point of him now.


           
But here was the irony.  Here was the comical twist.  It
was too late to see the point of Robert Browning now, because
Undeniable Classics had ceased to exist.  It was
defunct.  It had been declared unviable.  Its enrolments
had finally slipped below the level required to justify a course’s
existence.  And here was the punch line.  This fatal
slippage had occurred, as far as Fenton’s frantic researches into
the matter had enabled him to determine, at a point very close to
his own withdrawal from the course.  Conceivably, very
conceivably, it had occurred at precisely the same instant, in
direct consequence of that withdrawal.  Conceivably, in
other words, Fenton’s switch to Lego Studies II had triggered the
collapse of Undeniable Classics, and occasioned the end of Robert
Browning’s career.  For a weekly glimpse of the back of her
neck he had maybe pulled the plug on a whole tradition of humane
higher learning.  There seemed to be no way of establishing
this point for sure.  All he knew with certainty was this: it
was entirely possible that he, Fenton Bland, held the smoking
gun.  And because it was possible, and very bad, he knew that
it was almost definitely the case.  The hand of fate wouldn’t
pass up such a splendid opportunity to flip him its rigid middle
finger.  In a world in which someone like Gus could get
someone like her, what wasn’t allowed to happen? 


           
So even if he wanted to leave now – and he didn’t – but even if he
did, there was nowhere else to go.  He was stuck with
Lego Studies II now, whether he liked it or not.  And no doubt
he’d be stuck with Lego Studies III as well, and with a mandatory
make-up semester in Lego Studies I.  A whole year more of
lectures like this one.  A whole year more of this verbal
chloroform, of this savage and epic boredom … 


           
Furthermore, he could quite plainly never allow himself to be seen
by Robert Browning again. 


           
All around him people were furiously taking notes, for all the
world as if they understood and cared about what Lego was
saying.  For all the world as if they wanted to
preserve it, so they could come back and enjoy it again
later.  It amazed Fenton, in his current mood, that they were
doing this.  It amazed him that they weren’t rushing the
lectern instead, storming the mike to inflict great physical
suffering on the man.  But it had amazed him last week
too.  And Lego’s books: he wrote as if he held a deep
and bitter grudge against you, and was able to inflict revenge only
through the medium of prose.  Reading him, you began to wish
for death: preferably his, but if necessary your own.  His
sentences went on for so long.  It took you such a
very long time to get to the end of them.  There were so very
many words in them.  And the words, though in many cases
familiar enough on their own, meant so very little in the order
Lego chose to put them down in that they might as well have been
thrown together at random.  What, even roughly, was the man
trying to tell you?  Could it possibly be as pressing as he
seemed to think?  If it was, why didn’t he say it a lot more
clearly?  If it wasn’t, why was he saying it at all?  And
at the end of each sentence like that there was another sentence
like that waiting to start.  And the paragraphs they were in
were big and brutal and went on for an unbelievably long time until
for no clear reason they suddenly stopped so that another big and
brutal and unbelievably long paragraph just like them could
begin.  And the books they were in cost so very much money,
and you could think of quite literally nothing on the planet that
these sums of money couldn’t have been better spent on
…   


           
But the deed was done now, and couldn’t be reversed.  He was
here now, and so was she.  So really there was nothing for it
but to dig in, and get on with staring at the back of her neck and
thinking about the rest of her body and considering how fine life
would be if he could one day make it his.  In a world where
Gus could have her, anything was possible.  Even
that.  

 

 










Chapter 3


Dead on time, Ivan Lego completed his lecture and strode crisply
out. 


           
The theatre came alive.  Conversations began or resumed or got
louder, bag zippers buzzed open and shut.  Desktops were
cleared and cracked down, making a sound like scattered
gunfire. 


           
Fenton stayed firmly in his seat, watching her pack her things,
knowing this would be his last good look at her for the day. 
In two minutes she would be gone, and he would be plunged into the
long hell of an afternoon and evening and night of not seeing her,
of not knowing where she was or what she was doing or who she was
doing it with.  So he stayed put and packed in the last
impressions, laying them down for the barren hours ahead.


           
She stood and shook her hair back.  She seemed to be thinking
about something.  Him?  It wasn’t out of the
question.  She slung her bag over her shoulder and moved
across to the stairs.  There she joined the sluggishly rising
crowd, her striped top gliding slowly up the aisle towards
him. 


           
When she was very close, about two rows below his own, Fenton did
something rather odd.  He abruptly turned the other way,
presenting her with a point-blank view, should she choose to look
in his direction, of the back of his skull.  This was one of
his signature moves.  Roughly speaking, the philosophy behind
it was this: it left entirely up to her the question of what would
happen when she drew level with him.  She was entirely free,
for example, to come over and talk to him – if that was what she
chose to do.  She was entirely free to aim words of greeting
or amorousness at the intriguing rear of his head.  Fenton had
been working this ploy, or some variant of it, at least once a day
for several months now.  Precisely why the fuck he kept doing
so was unclear to him, because it always ended the way it did now:
with her walking straight by without looking at or speaking to or
indeed even noticing him.  Even in the past, when she hadn’t
known his name or who he was, and when she therefore couldn’t
reasonably have been expected to do any of these things, Fenton had
never failed to derive a quite fantastic amount of pain from being
passed by in this way.  Today, now that she did know him, the
pain of it spiked clean off the chart, like a long silent
scream.  So here it was again, his last view of her for the
day, the one he’d have to live with all night.  Her wholly
indifferent spine, bobbing slowly away from him in the tide of
departing backs …  


           
And then Fenton saw Pamela Scratch, striding militantly down
towards the microphone.  And immediately the shards of his
soul flew back together, coalescing around a new imperative. 
Or an old imperative, frequently re-experienced.  He had to
flee Pamela Scratch.  He had to get out of the theatre now,
before she could see him.  A folded sheet of paper was in her
hand, bearing the details of the hectoring left-wing announcement
that she was clearly about to make.  Fenton was up and packed
and over at the other set of stairs before she’d even reached the
lectern.  He merged with the ascending crowd there, cursing
its glutinous lack of pace, twitching with a rodent-like need to be
somewhere altogether different without
delay.     

A whinny of feedback from the mike: Pamela Scratch had seized
its flexible neck, and was bending it down towards her bantamy
person.  “Oh come on,” she complained audibly, as if
the instrument were consciously acting against her, participating
in a widespread and long-standing conspiracy to suppress her
voice.  Her black bowler hat, worn with copious irony, hovered
pugnaciously above the level of the lectern.  Most of the rest
of her was concealed behind it, but Fenton could picture her
salient features anyway, all too vividly: the hair dyed black as
oil, and cropped short like a marine’s; the eyebrow with so many
ear-rings through it that it resembled a curtain rail; the
sunglasses with the perfectly round black lenses, in which he had
so often seen his own strained face, reflected twice, trying to
feign pleasure at her latest suggestion that they “get together
over coffee”; the tight black T-shirt; the black suit-coat designed
for a man, with its jangling solar system of uncompromising badges
and buttons; the harrowingly short black skirt; the swatches of
chalk-white thigh disclosed by the ripped black stockings; the
black socks and boots; the small white hands, ever poised to nip
upward and supply the digital quotation marks she found it
necessary to erect when uttering words like “civilisation” or
“democracy.” 


           
Now, having tamed the howling mike, Pamela was asking everyone to
stop leaving for a minute and listen to what she had to say – a
typically bold opening gambit, and one met by unanimous
disregard.  So already there was an ominous tremor in her
voice, a quiver of imperfectly suppressed rage, as she defiantly
moved ahead with her announcement proper.  This concerned a
forthcoming exhibition of her work as a graphic agitator.  The
exhibition was to be called Images of Suppression, Repression
and Oppression.  At it, in exchange for a dementedly
large admission fee, interested parties would evidently get to see
some photographs that she’d taken of an unspecified number of poor
people, together with some other photographs that she’d taken of a
caged and emaciated monkey up in one of the science labs. 


           
Like a golfer eyeing a distant green, Fenton squinted up the stairs
towards the exit.  If Pamela saw him before he got up to it,
she would invite him to coffee right over the loudspeakers. 
She had done as much before.  And then, over coffee, she would
denounce him for not having come down to the lectern to suggest
having coffee himself.  And then she would almost certainly
try to make him attend this overpriced atrocity show of hers, and
he would almost certainly be unable to think of a serviceable
excuse not to go.  A mature-aged lady, ample in girth, was
moving just behind him in the crowd.  He tucked himself hard
against the wall and matched his pace to hers, keeping her weight
issues on a constant line of eclipse between the lectern and
himself. 


           
Fenton and Pamela Scratch had been childhood friends.  That,
presumably, was why she kept asking him to have coffee with
her.  Certainly there was no other apparent reason why she
would want to keep doing this.  She did not, for example,
appear to like him now.  On the contrary: she fairly
openly disliked him, and constantly deplored his politics, and had
on several separate occasions vocally lamented his failure to be a
totally different person.  She simply seemed to think it an
iron law of social conduct that people who had been friends when
they were five years of age had no choice but to go on meeting each
other once every two weeks or so for the rest of their lives, in
the presence of some variety of steaming liquid.  Personally,
Fenton wasn’t so sure that they had been friends when they
were five.  The way he saw it was this: when they were five,
their parents had been friends.  Admittedly, this
circumstance had obliged the two of them, during that epoch, to
spend a certain amount of time together in the same house, the same
yard, the same tree, the same sandpit, and – yes – the same
bathtub.  But it was an arrangement that had arisen without
his input, much less his approval.  And what it had to do with
the present – a present in which she wore multiple eye-rings and an
ironic black hat – he couldn’t for the life of him
see.   


           
Down at the mike, that tremor in Pamela’s voice was getting more
ominous by the second.  There was no question about it
now.  She was going to lose it, and soon.  Fenton had
seen it all before.  For another thirty seconds or so she
would press on, struggling to keep a lid on it.  And then she
would erupt, and start denouncing the whole lot of them as
bourgeois fools, pathetic sheep, silent partners in third-world
genocide, and so forth.  Her rage would spew like lava from
the mike.  And once she was in a state like that, it would be
unthinkable to let her spot him among the departing
herd.  In a state like that, there was no telling what she
might say about him over the PA …   No: once she’d
entered that mode, the only direction he could afford to be seen
heading in was down, straight towards the lectern, with his hand
lifted towards her in the heartiest of fake salutes.


           
In other words, he now had about thirty seconds at the most to get
the hell out.  The fat lady moved with intolerable slowness
beside him.  But he stayed close to her, sacrificing speed to
security, checking a rash and growing urge to break cover and just
make a brazen loping dash for it …
    


           
Whenever Pamela Scratch asked him to have coffee with her, Fenton
invariably found that he had something better to do – not have
coffee with her.  He kept agreeing to have it with her anyway,
out of fear.  Partly this was the usual kind of fear, the fear
that made his life in general an ongoing matter of doing things he
didn’t want to do.  But mainly it was the quite specific fear
that if he didn’t keep having coffee with her Pamela might
retaliate by saying something to him, or to somebody else, about
the infinitely regrettable sex act that had taken place between
them one ancient afternoon in a sandpit, while their white-skirted
mothers were playing doubles on an adjacent tennis court. 
Precisely what the sex act had consisted of, Fenton couldn’t
recall.  His squeamish memory would supply him only with a
rapid-fire jumble of images: hot sand; long shadows; some
underpants rimmed with yellow elastic; a plum-coloured birthmark,
which must have been hers, since he didn’t have one; a region of
nude skin, which again was quite unmistakably not his own; and,
finally, mercifully, a large-shadowed mother intervening, waving a
scandalised wooden racquet. 


           
Certain parts of his body, moreover, harboured their own memories
of the incident, lingering sense impressions that couldn’t be
gainsaid.  For example: his genitals seemed to recall having
experienced, at some point in the proceedings, the distinctive,
somewhat bracing sensation of exposure to fresh air.  And his
fingers retained a vague impression of having grasped, and pulled
down, the waistband of somebody’s underpants.  But whose, damn
it?  His own, or hers?  Had there been mutual consent, or
had he – God help him – forced the issue?  And even if he
had, to what extent did he remain culpable for that
today?  He had been five years old!  How long did he have
to go on paying the price? 


           
More crucially, how much of the incident did Pamela recall? 
The whole thing, right down to the identity of the
instigator?  Or were her memories as sketchy as his own? 
Certainly she seemed to remember something.  The signs of this
were subtle, but hard to dismiss.  For example, she tended to
look at him in a strangely accusatory way while discussing issues
of gender politics, and sexual harassment – and indeed even
rape.  And she seemed to raise these subjects with him far
more often than she really needed to, even by her standards. 
And didn’t she bring up the topic of tennis, too, with rather
worrying frequency? 


           
Then there was the disturbing question of her general conduct
towards him: the snorts of mockery at his every opinion, the
freewheeling denunciations of his ignorance and apathy.  Taken
as a whole, this behaviour, and the way she seemed to think she
could keep getting away with it without his responding in the
natural way – by telling her to piss off and never speaking to her
again – surely implied that she considered him to be somehow in her
debt.  She behaved as if she had something on him,
something large and terrible.  She treated him as if they both
knew that he had no choice but to sit there and keep taking it, out
of sheer gratitude that she hadn’t yet mentioned the incident to
the appropriate authorities.  Actually, Fenton strongly
doubted there were any appropriate authorities. 
Legally speaking, he felt reasonably confident he was in the
clear.  If he kept sitting there and taking it from her
anyway, he did so mainly out of gratitude that she hadn’t yet
openly mentioned the incident to him.  The thought
that she one day might do that was more than troubling enough in
itself to keep him thoroughly in line, to keep him trotting along
behind her to the coffee shop at least once every fortnight, with
his wallet out like the tongue of a dog.   


           
He almost made it.  He was ten strides short of the door when
she blew.  What kind of people were they, walking out
on an announcement of such gravity?  What kind of people would
refuse to spare one night of their lives to look at
pictures of the wretchedly underprivileged?  What kind of
people wouldn’t want to look at graphic photos of a slowly expiring
monkey?  Or maybe they secretly applauded the monkey’s
suffering!  Maybe they actually approved of murder in
the name of science!


           
The exit was wickedly near.  This, coupled with a sudden
reflaring of the thought of just how bad it would be to have coffee
with her, impelled Fenton to shatter his own rules and risk one
last kamikaze thrust for freedom.  He ditched the fat lady and
surged candidly for the door.  With the clarity of a dying
man, he could see every last detail of the scene beyond it: the
sunlit foyer, people moving around freely in the vast bright
space.  A girl dropping a long segment of orange peel into a
bin.   


           
And then some backpacked bitch halted right in the middle of the
doorway, stooping to pick up a dropped pen!  The crowd
juddered to a thick halt behind her, and suddenly Fenton was
stationary and stranded and hopelessly exposed, and the risk had
become untenable. 


           
So with no more mucking around he turned and moved decisively back
down towards the lectern, his right hand primed to give a jovial
wave when she saw him, his face preparing to wrench itself into the
semblance of a smile. 

 

 

 

Steam rose like tangible tedium from his cappuccino.  He
looked at the metal rings in her eyebrow – and got the feeling, as
he had before, that his own practice of not inserting
metal rings through his eyebrow was being queried by them somehow,
commented upon, derided, condemned as absurd.  His gaze moved
to her black bowler hat, perched there on the back of her head at
that unfeasible angle.  It was practically vertical.  Why
wasn’t it sliding off?  What was keeping it on there? 
Certainly not gravity.  Glue?  A concealed skewer of some
kind?


           
“Fenton,” she said, “I’ve got a proposition for you.”


           
Here it came.  An urge gripped him to sweep his arm across the
table, sending all this steaming crockery to the floor.  But
in the twin mirrors of her black sunglasses, his face remained
remarkably composed.  It quizzically raised its eyebrows,
inviting her to go on. 


           
“I want to ask you,” she said, drawing the moment out, pausing to
tap ash from her cigarette, “to join
SNARBY.”           


           
Fenton calmly lifted his coffee.  He took a small but molten
swig.  He returned the cup to its saucer.  This was
bad.  This was worse than the photo show.  SNARBY was a
radical student group founded and spearheaded by Pamela.  To
get out of joining it, there were few lengths to which he would not
go.  But again he was pleasantly surprised to see his
reflected face display no obvious signs of horror.  With a
paper napkin he dabbed foam from his lips.  Spurious excuses
were assembling in his head already, forming an orderly
queue.  A death in the family?  A prior commitment to
Maoism? 


           
“You already have asked me,” he said in the end, factually. 
“And I think we agreed,” he went on, resurrecting a classic lie,
“that it would endanger our friendship.”


           
“That was the first SNARBY, Fenton.  The
arms-race SNARBY.  Jesus!  That’s been defunct
for … what, six months now!”


           
“Really?”         


           
“What do you mean, ‘really’?  Don’t you watch the bloody
news?  The nuclear arms race is over, man.  It
finished about two fucking weeks after we formed.  I’ve
told you all this.  Remember?  The Student Union
froze our funding stream, remember?  Just cut it off cold
before we could get a single bloody cent.”  


           
“That’s right,” he said.  How could he forget?  SNARBY
Mark One: Stop Nuclear Arms Race, Barbaric Yankees!  Offshoot
or splinter group of the less cantankerous SNAR.  “And then
you, ah … ”  His armpits were damp with sweat.  He
had to be exceedingly careful here.  There was no telling how
much of this stuff she’d told him on previous occasions, when he
hadn’t been listening.


           
“And then,” she impatiently said, “we got onto the Noelene Astle
thing.”


           
“Right,” he said.  “Of course.”  Of
course.  Noelene Astle: beanie-wearing grandmother
and clean earth advocate, outrageously imprisoned after some
trivial infraction at a nuclear waste facility.  SNARBY Mark
Two: Speed-up Noelene Astle’s Release, Bureaucratic Yes-men! 
That body’s formation having been almost instantaneously followed –
if Fenton was not mistaken – by the old lady’s unconditional
release.  Yes: he distinctly recalled, now that he thought
about it, the stirring pictures on the evening news about a month
ago: the sudden and abject government pardon, the harmless old
granny shuffling in triumph from the prison’s front gate, raising a
jubilant walking stick towards the waiting scrum of well-wishers
and cameramen.  “And now she’s been released,” he said
stupidly.


           
“Yeah no shit,” Pamela icily replied.  “I told you I had a
live TV debate in the pipeline, didn’t I?  Me verses the
Minister for” – with lightning alacrity she raised the appropriate
finger-quotes – “‘Justice.’  It was fucking
imminent.  Needless to say they pulled the plug on
that the second Noelene walked.  That’s the way these
TV automatons think.  They don’t care about the issues. 
Just the personalities.  Plus that very day,
Fenton, the very day of her release,
we’d just ordered twelve dozen giant posters of her with these
prison bars superimposed all over her face.  Which are now
totally useless, of course.  Unless by some freak of injustice
she gets locked up again.”


           
Bitterly she ground out her cigarette.   


           
“So what do you stand for now?” Fenton asked, wondering if the
topic of his joining had now been permanently left behind.

           
“What – you mean the letters, or SNARBY itself?”

           
“Isn’t that the same thing?”


           
Pamela laughed ironically.  “The letters don’t stand
for anything, Fenton.  Not right now.  That’s the whole
bloody point.  We’re meeting next week to vote on that. 
But SNARBY itself, that’s totally another question.  You
surely don’t think the cut and thrust just ceases because
we don’t have a cause!  Fucking far from it.  The other
faction’s never been so active.  And I’ll tell you what
they stand for, Fenton.  I’ll tell you what they
stand for.  They stand for getting rid of me. 
Me, who built this organisation up from nothing. 
They’re looking to roll me on this vote.  They’re putting it
about that my track record on causes is” – her fingers spiked up
again – “‘dubious.’  A ‘liability.’  Apparently it was my
fault the nuclear arms race suddenly ended, you see.  And
apparently it was my fault again that Noelene Astle got
released so bloody fast.  Apparently I’m no longer fit to
decide what we stand for.  Anyway, this is where you come in,
Fenton.  I need you to turn up at this vote, right, and stick
up your hand when I put forward my option for the new cause. 
I don’t think that’s asking too much.”


           
“What is your option?” Fenton asked, still technically
withholding his assent.   


           
“Don’t worry about that.  I’m still working on it. 
You try coming up with a position that’s both politically
valid and consistent with the acronym.  It’s a
nightmare.  The Y’s the hardest.  In terms of
the B … I don’t know, I’m thinking maybe
Bourgeois this time would be good.  The S,
I’ve been thinking it’d be great to put two slashes through it, so
it looks like a dollar sign.  The mighty buck thing. 
Uncle Sam.  The R, I don’t know.  Always a
tricky one.  Reactionary? 
Racist?  Oh who the fuck knows?  The key thing
is that these other idiots don’t get theirs up.”

           
“Why?  What’s theirs?”    
      


           
“Christ Fenton – I don’t know,” she sighed, as if this
were yet another in a long string of palpably irrelevant
questions.  “With a bit of luck they won’t have thought of one
either yet.  But it’s bound to be bullshit when they
do.”  She bitterly ground out her cigarette.  Hadn’t she
just done that?  “Anyway, this stuff needn’t concern
you.  All you need to do is be there at this meeting. 
I’m asking you nicely here, Fenton.” 


           
Dear God: was that what it sounded like?  Was that a veiled
allusion to the sandpit?  


           
“I’ll be there,” Fenton said.  


           
“Good.”


           
An excruciating silence. 


           
Finally, and only because he could stand the silence no longer,
Fenton said: “Maybe you could just change the name.”


           
She looked at him with horror.  “What, stop calling ourselves
SNARBY?  You’ve got to be joking!  We’ve got these huge
piles of letterhead, we’ve got name recognition … Christ, not
even the others are proposing that.”

           
“No not your name.  The name of the prisoner.  I mean,
you hang on to Release, and Speed-up, and whatever the rest of it
was … ”


           
“Bureaucratic Yes-men.”  Suddenly Pamela was interested – as
interested as he had ever seen her be in anything said by
him.   


           
“Right,” he said.  “And then all you’d have to do is find
another prisoner–”


           
“With the initials N. A.” 


           
“Right.  Who’s been unjustly imprisoned.”


           
“But not too unjustly,” Pamela said adamantly.  “Not
so unjustly that they’re bound to get released anyway.  We
don’t want a repeat of the bloody Noelene thing.”


           
“No.”


           
“N. A.,” Pamela mused.  “N. A… .”


           
“Neville Aggot,” said Fenton, without really thinking about
it.  No: without thinking about it at all.  The
name had simply jumped into his head.  With improbable speed
it had simply arrived there, ready-made, the name of an
incarcerated felon with the right initials.  And then at the
same moment he had found himself just saying it, offering it out
loud for Pamela’s consideration.  As soon as the words were
out he wanted them back.  He wanted to seize them from the air
and crush them into a ball and ram them back down his own
throat.  For it was surely a mistake, a very grave mistake, to
utter the name of a crazed and patently guilty thrill-killer in the
present context.  Yes, it was an egregious error.  At the
very least it was a show of serious bad taste, and would draw from
Pamela a five-minute harangue about his gross political
insensitivities.  At worst it made a mockery of everything she
stood for – and how she might respond to that didn’t bear
thinking about. 


           
For several long moments she just stared at him, in what appeared
to be appalled disbelief.  Her face twitched and worked, as
though he’d finally deprived her of the power of speech.  Then
she lunged forward.  Fenton recoiled, expecting some kind of
blow.  Instead he felt an unpleasant pressure around both his
wrists.  Pamela had seized them, one in each hand.  Her
grip tightened.


           
“That,” she whispered, “is fucking brilliant.”


           
Then she let him go, and took a long and thoughtful drag on her
cigarette.  “Let me think aloud here for a minute,” she said,
expelling a tight jet of smoke.  “Campaigning for the release
of a multiple murderer.  That is right out
there.  It’d be unprecedented.  It’s so radical that
even … even Bakunin would look at it and say,
‘Jesus that’s left-wing!’  The other faction, they
wouldn’t dare to oppose it.  They’d be too scared of
looking like reactionaries.  Of looking like they’re not
radical enough to see that Aggot’s just as much a victim of society
as … you know, as a petty bread thief.  And think of the
publicity!  Imagine how vividly it’d define SNARBY as
an organisation!  I mean, okay: confession time.  We
have been a little unadventurous in the past.  Let’s
admit that.  Let’s face it, who wasn’t opposed to
nuclear Armageddon?  Who wasn’t?  And Noelene Astle –
every man and his dog wanted her to get released, didn’t
they?  Housewives, priests – is it any wonder we couldn’t get
any quality airtime?  More to the point, she always
was going to get released, wasn’t she?  One day or
another.  It was inevitable.  So really, from our
perspective the whole thing was just this futile race against
time.  But Aggot … I mean, there’s no way in the world
they’re going to release Aggot off their own bat, is
there?  We’ll have breathing space.  Time to build up a
really well-oiled campaign.  And imagine the kudos if we could
swing it.  Unconditional amnesty for a man like Neville Claude
Aggot … ”


           
“Amnesty?  But hold on.  He’s not exactly a political
prisoner.”


           
“Politics is everywhere, Fenton.  Don’t be so naive.”


           
“He stabbed them while they slept,” he reminded her.


           
“Allegedly, Fenton.  Be very careful now.”


           
“Hold on.  You’re not saying he’s innocent?  Surely
you’re not saying that?” 


           
But Pamela furnished no reply.  She was lost in thought,
subjecting the option to deeper levels of analysis.  Fenton
saw that it was useless, for the moment, to keep trying to engage
her on the finer details.  The concept was in her head now,
and wouldn’t easily be dislodged.  He wasn’t sure how he felt
about this.  On the plus side, she did seem to have
forgotten about her intention to draft him into SNARBY as a voting
stooge.  On the minus side, a plan to liberate an insane
multiple murderer was being hatched right in front of him, and it
was largely his fault.  Neville Claude Aggot, justly locked-up
freak.  Psychopathic slayer of innocents.  On this score,
Fenton’s stomach registered deep unease. 

He watched Pamela silently thinking the thing through, probing
the ins and outs of it, and his head ran a grim slide-show of
Aggot’s life and deeds.

 

 

The moon-drenched night of the slayings.  The randomly
chosen house.  The well-to-do family of four inside.  The
Baker family.  The father a bank manager, prominent in the
local community.  The mother an amateur painter of flowers in
flowerpots.  The happy-go-lucky teenaged daughter, just
getting ready to celebrate a birthday and attend college.  The
kid brother, maker of model aeroplanes, popular among
schoolmates.  The breaching of their lock.  Creeping from
room to room.  The frenzied nature of the attacks.  The
inordinate number of wounds. 


           
Neville Claude Aggot, multiple murderer.  There it was, right
there in the adjective, the sordid pointlessness of the man. 
Multiple murderer.  Not serial.  Not mass. 
Multiple.  And what did it mean, to be a multiple
murderer?  Only that he had succeeded in killing more than one
person.  But not that many more than one.  Four
people only.  One family.  By no means enough to qualify
as a mass murderer.  And not in a twisted enough way
to have books written about him by profilers or psychologists,
startled inquiries into his perverse modus operandi.  He
had no perverse modus operandi.  He just stabbed them
an incredible amount of times for no reason.  And all on the
one night, so he didn’t qualify as a serial killer either.  If
he had vague notions of becoming one – if that had been his
cretinous dream – he had turned out to lack the one meagre ability
indispensable to serial killing: the ability not to get caught
straight away, the day after the debut crime.  Neville Claude
Aggot, multiple murderer.  Even in the field of killing people
for no reason, a mediocrity, a non-event.  A man who made
serial killers look like high achievers.  A man not
fit to clean a serial killer’s hatchet, not fit to brush the dust
from his hoard of pubic hairs … 


           
The quickie paperbacks documenting his early years.   The
life that did nothing but lead up to the crimes.  A series of
borrowed scenes from other lives like it.  The hoarding of
weapons.  The obsession with keeping them clean.  The
voices at night, saying do it.  The dark and terrible
childhood.  The alcoholic and abusive mother.  The even
more alcoholic and abusive father.  (Job description:
unemployed and illiterate merchant seaman.)  The
bed-wettings.  The locked closet under the stairs.  The
lifelong fear of confined spaces.  Growing up, the
below-average intelligence, the poor social skills, the radical
lack of charm.  The shame in the schoolyard.  The
self-esteem issues.  The thick spectacles, the frames like
Buddy Holly’s, the elastic on the earpieces to hold them on. 
The merciless mockery by his peers.  The lewd group chants
about his surname, homonym for a slang term denoting the
testicle. 


           
The twenty-minute loss of consciousness at age ten, occasioned by a
self-inflicted blow to the head with a claw hammer.  Quote
from quickie paperback: “Years later, during the course of his
nine-day trial for the Baker slayings, expert witnesses would
pinpoint the injury as a probable root cause of Aggot’s disordered
personality.”  Other experts would demur, asking why a boy who
wasn’t disordered already would strike himself on the head with a
claw hammer.  Blackouts.  More bed-wettings.  At
twelve, the rash of local pet disappearances.  At thirteen the
spate of suspicious neighbourhood house fires.  The
petrol-scented jerkings-off at a safe distance from the
flames.  Not straight into the flames, not after the first
time.  At fourteen the burning to the ground of his own house
with his father inside it.  The old illiterate found welded to
the bed-frame in a serious but stable condition: that of
death.  The lack of hard evidence, the open finding of the
coroner.  The period alone with just his mother, living in a
tiny caravan parked next to the blackened houseframe.  A year
or so later, the burning to the ground of the caravan.  The
mother inside it, dead-drunk and then just dead.  


           
The black and white photograph in the local paper the next
day.  The young Aggot hunkered down on the charred lawn. 
The husk of the caravan in the background, still visibly issuing
smoke.  Fifteen years old, his first day as an orphan. 
Tall for his age.  The chunky outmoded glasses.  The
thick parka.  The stark indifference to fashion trends and
prevailing weather conditions.  The soulless stare into the
camera’s lens.  The disturbing absence of affect.  The
sort of photograph destined to show up again ten years later, blown
up on the TV news, dots of old newsprint fattening and blurring
towards meaninglessness, ceasing to hold the shape of a human
face.  The kind of picture doomed to turn up in the poorly
glued middle of the quickie paperback, next to yearbook pictures of
the deceased.  The kind of boy who will grow up to dig shallow
graves in dense bushland, and leave genetic material under dead
people’s fingernails, and get described by his neighbours as a
quiet fellow who kept to himself …   


           
From fifteen to eighteen, ward of the state.  Surviving
relatives waiving their right to adopt him.  The grim series
of grim institutions.  The increasingly high fences.  At
eighteen, the trial government programme: releasing known weirdos
into the hearts of decent communities and seeing what happened
next.  From eighteen to twenty-two, nothing.  The
non-murdering wilderness years.  The small house in the leafy
suburb.  The never-mown lawn.  Handwriting and drawings
on the walls inside, the strewing of indoor filth.  The naked
mattress on the floor, reprehensibly stained.  The shelf of
video nasties.  Being quiet, keeping to himself.  Menial
employment, drifting from job to job.  The walks to the shop
for canned goods. 


           
Then the voices in the night, saying do it. 


           
(And why are these voices always so vague, so unspecific?  Do
what?  How is the psychopath meant to know what they
want him to do?  Why does he always end up doing the same
thing?  And why is he always a he?)


           
The earplugs rammed in deep to block them
out.   


           
The loneliness.  The limited sense of self-worth.  The
wildly improbable boasts to workmates: John Wayne was my
father; I invented the stock cube.  The desire
to become someone, maybe by saving somebody else from death. 
The purchase of weapons.  Knives, many knives, more knives
than he strictly needs, more knives than he could reasonably hope
to hold at any one time.  Sharpening them nightly, maintaining
their gleam.  The need to know what one felt like when going
into a person.  The nightwalks up the hill, where the houses
of the well-to-do are.  The concealed blades in their leather
scabbards, strictly for purposes of
self-defence.   


           
The night he does it for real.  The black ski-mask.  The
can of petrol swinging at his side like a lantern.  The
breaching of their lock.  The unsheathing of the knives …
   


           
Afterwards, the rummaging through the closets, the souveniring of
their personal effects.  Splashing petrol up and down the
stairs, a trail leading off to each body.  Downstairs in the
kitchen, the increasingly frenzied search for the pack of
matches.  The sacking of the drawers.  The desperate
spanking of his own pockets.  The tearful ditching of the
inferno concept.  Leaving the crime scene untorched. 
Back home on the raw mattress, the fitful night’s sleep.  The
day after, the endless waiting.  Fruitless tunings-in to the
news, the wait for shocked neighbours or grieving relatives to make
the find.  The repeated returns to the crime scene. 
Finally the walk to the phone booth, the anonymous call to the
police, telling them where the house is and what they can find
inside.  Quickie paperback: “The call would prove to be the
first in a series of fateful blunders made by a nervous Aggot in
the hours leading up to his arrest
…”     


           
All afternoon, the procession of sirens wailing up the hill. 
Another return to the crime scene, mingling with onlookers behind
the yellow police tape.  His behaviour and comments considered
tasteless and inappropriate, even by the kind of people who gather
behind yellow police tape.  The informing of officers after he
leaves.  The mass giving of descriptions.  The second
fateful blunder.


           
The fall of evening.  His third blunder: going to the local
church to confess to a priest.  No theologian, he confesses to
an altar boy by mistake.  The altar boy down at the police
station two hours later, working closely with the penri
sketcher.  Twenty minutes on the eyebrows and cheek structure
before the kid happens to mention he knows the guy’s name:
Neville Aggot, harmless local eccentric.  The closing in of
the net. 


           
Back at home, lying naked on the rank mattress.  Blanket
coverage on the late news.  Gratifying phrases: “grisly
discovery”, “scene of horror.”  “The Baker Butcher”: his
chilling media nickname during the handful of hours when his real
name isn’t known.  Less gratifying: the on-air playing of his
anonymous phone call.  The appeal for public help in
identifying the voice.  The immediate jamming of the police
switchboard.  The flood of tip-offs from former menial
work-mates, I.D.ing his piss-poor impression of John
Wayne.       


           
The troubled night’s sleep.  Odd dreams: loud but muffled
voices, ringing phones. 


           
Dawn the next day.  The removal of the earplugs.  The
vast and sudden noise in his unstopped ears, like a helicopter
hovering two feet above his roof.  The donning of the reeking
pyjama pants, the puzzled walk to the TV.  Switching it on,
yawning.  Scene: veteran newsman in bulletproof vest,
crouching down in leafy suburban street.  In the background, a
small house with very long grass.  A helicopter hovering two
feet above its roof.  Caption at bottom of screen: LIVE
PICTURES: SIEGE IN PROGRESS.  An armoured truck at the kerb,
with a heavily armed tactical response team getting out of
it. 


           
Quickie paperback: “While Aggot fitfully slept, his habitual
earplugs rendered him deaf to the repeated attempts of police
negotiators to contact him by telephone, leading to the development
of a full siege situation on the quiet suburban street
outside.”  Megaphoned negotiators upping the ante all night,
thinking he was wide awake and playing hardball. 


           
The walk to the front window to take a look out.  The
infra-red surveillance cam tracking his moving white aura. 
The tweaking aside of the curtain.  The tactical response team
raining down on him like a collapsing scrum.  Broken glass
gashing his naked chest.  The shouts, the handcuffing. 
The escorted walk down the front path.  The towel over his
head.  The moronic torso white and bleeding in the sheet
lightning of the cameras.  The bundling into the paddy
wagon.  Back on his TV, live coverage of him getting driven
away, playing to an empty house.  


           
The brief and emphatic trial.  The mountain of physical
evidence: hairs, fluids, fibres, flakes, footprints, fingerprints,
handprints, faceprints.  The print with a good
quarter of his index finger still attached to it, slashed off by
accident during the rampage, left damningly behind at the
scene.  His leers at the jury.  His lunge over the table
at his own lawyer with a letterspike.  The gashed advocate
moving immediately for a mistrial, blood-soaked handkerchief
pressed to his cheek. 


           
The twenty-minute jury deliberation.  The guilty
verdict.  The passing of the maximum sentence.  Quote
from the judge’s speech: “a depraved animal of the utmost
turpitude.”  The judge stamping Never to be Released
on Aggot’s file.  Meaning Aggot, not the file. 
Underlining the phrase twice. 
      


           
His sanity reassessed post-trial, deemed non-existent.  His
removal to a secure psychiatric facility: Butterfly Lodge Enhanced
Security Custodial Environment for the Differently Sane.  And
now, once a year or so, some fresh report of his doings
inside.  Assaults.  Self-mutilations.  Also,
paradoxically, push-ups and sit-ups.  Weightlifting. 
Devotion to non-spiritual modes of self-improvement.  Honing
of literacy skills.  Rumoured readings in the literature of
evil. 


           
And now Pamela Scratch wanted to set him
free.         

 

 

“Maybe we could write to him,” she was saying now.  “Maybe
we could get him to send us a series of surprisingly articulate
letters from inside.  Maybe he’s written some poems in there
or something.  In fact: what if I wrote to him now,
pre-empting the vote.  That’d really back them into a
corner … ”


           
“You’re remembering he confessed, are you?” Fenton rallied,
thinking there might still be some small chance of changing her
mind.  


           
Pamela looked at him sharply.  “I wonder what you’d
confess to, Fenton, after you’d gone twenty-four hours without
sleep.  With a light bulb shining in your eyes and your pants
full of your own piss and shit.”

           
“He confessed it to an altar boy.”

           
“Do you watch the news, Fenton?  Do
you?  There are people out there so damaged they’ll confess to
anything.  You must know that.  People who’ll say
anything just to get some attention.  A bed for the night, a
bit of human contact, a sympathetic ear.  All the things
you’ve been given on a platter.” 


           
A sympathetic ear?  When had Fenton last been given one of
them, on a platter or anywhere else?  In Pamela’s tone he was
starting to detect a clear suggestion that she’d rather, on the
whole, be having coffee with Neville Claude Aggot.  He
resented this.  He said, labouring to keep the hate out of his
voice:


           
“Speaking of damaged people, didn’t one of the Bakers’ buttocks
have Aggot’s teeth-marks on it?” 


           
“What baker?  What’s a fucking baker got to do with
it?”

           
“Not a baker.  The Bakers.  The people
he killed.  The family.  And didn’t one of their chests
have a knife sticking out of it with Aggot’s name carved into
the handle?”


           
“And that means he put it there, does it?” Pamela scoffed. 
“That’s like jailing a butcher because someone’s been killed with a
butcher’s knife.”

           
“Not quite.”

           
“Or jailing David Bowie because someone’s been killed with a bowie
knife.”


           
“The Thin White Duke,” Fenton calmly retorted, “didn’t leave half
his finger behind at the death scene.” 
           


           
Again Pamela scoffed.  The scoffs of Pamela Scratch were small
miracles of compression.  They managed to suggest that
whatever she was scoffing at was at once scandalously unbelievable
and precisely the kind of thing she expected.  This
was, when you thought about it, quite a feat. 


           
“Can we cut out the schoolboy debating points, Fenton?” she
said.  “Do you honestly believe that planting a few
pieces of evidence is beyond a police force that’ll strap an
electrode to an innocent man’s dick just to get a
confession out of him?  Do you?”  


           
Fenton began to respond: but Pamela raised a weary
palm.   


           
“Look.  Fenton.  Can we stop this tiresome dance round
the bourgeois maypoles of ‘guilt’ and ‘innocence’?  I mean,
look, okay, let’s say you’re right.  Let’s say Aggot
did do this.  Big deal.  The real point
is, how many people die in the third world every day?  Ah: you
can’t tell me that, can you?  But someone kills this bloody
baker of yours and his 2.3 kids out in the suburbs, and suddenly
you and all the rest of them get worked up into this great moral
lather and acquire a sudden interest in the concept of
justice!  And the dance begins.  So we put away petty
criminals like Neville Aggot, while the real murderers in their
three-piece suits walk free.  That’s white justice.”

           
“Aggot is white.”


           
“Did I say he wasn’t?”


           
Did she?  Fenton couldn’t remember, and lacked the
energy to try.  Suddenly he was spent.  She’d worn him
down.  No: she’d worn him right through, so that he was no
longer certain of anything.  Maybe Aggot was
innocent.  Or maybe he was guilty but nevertheless deserved to
be freed, pardoned, unconditionally apologised to, supplied with a
weekly ration of petrol and matches at taxpayer expense. 
Fenton no longer cared.  His sole concern now was to get out
of here, and get himself embarked on the long bus-ride home, so
that he could be lying down in his darkened bedroom as soon as
possible with a cold compress, whatever that was, over his face and
head.   


           
“If you do write to him,” he said slackly, “you won’t
mention me or anything will you?  My name or address or
anything like that?”


           
Pamela frowned.  “Why would I do that?”


           
“Good question.  You wouldn’t.  It’s got nothing to do
with me.”

           
“Fenton, I’m trying to stay focused here.  There’s no time to
lose on this.  Right now I’ve got a couple of calls to
make.  What you can do is go and get me another
coffee, yeah?  I’ll be back in five.  And get yourself
one too,” she added in a raised voice, while moving jauntily
towards the exit.  “We could be here a while.”

           
“Will do!” Fenton cried. 


           
The coffee shop had two doors.  Before the one Pamela went out
of was halfway back to its jamb, Fenton had categorically made use
of the other one, and was out in the fluff-filled air.

 










Chapter 4


He had a five-minute head start on her, and chances were that
she wouldn’t pursue him anyway.  Nevertheless, Fenton fled the
coffee shop at a pace so cracking that Neville Claude Aggot himself
might have been on his tail.  Along tree-flanked paths he
hastened, not running exactly, but not precisely walking
either.  Tiger-stripes of shade slid rapidly over him; flakes
of circulating fluff skittered respectfully out of his way. 
He longed to glance back over his shoulder to confirm that Pamela
Scratch wasn’t there.  But it was crucial, just in case she
was, to keep looking as unlike a fleeing man as he possibly could,
without of course ceasing for a moment to be one.  His gait
had to appear merely brisk, as though he were simply in a slight
hurry to get to his bus-stop.  His bearing had to seem
innocent, unshifty, as if he’d left the coffee shop in the genuine
belief that their meeting was over.  And anyway, if he glanced
back over his shoulder and saw that she was there and she
saw him seeing that, what good was that going to do him?
              The part
about the bus-stop was true.  He really was headed
there.  This was an unusual move, born of desperation. 
In general he didn’t catch his bus until close to nightfall,
thereby minimising the portion of the evening that he would have to
spend at home.  But the events of today had numbed him into a
strange kind of submission.  He felt an unprecedented
tolerance – a fondness almost – for the idea of walking up his
front steps and boldly inserting his key in his front door. 
Nothing he would encounter behind it, on two legs or four, struck
him at the moment as any worse than what the campus had spent all
day serving up to him.  The way he saw it, he would greet his
housemates with the required minimum of fake civility, take a small
to medium amount of shit from them, eat the two bits of leftover
chicken that were currently located in his sector of the fridge –
and then go to bed, whether night had fallen or not.  


           
In the old days, he reflected bitterly, his house had always had at
least one thing going for it, one thing that set it above the
University – namely, the relative superiority of its masturbation
facilities.  His home, whatever else you said about it, was a
far more acceptable venue for self-abuse than the campus was. 
You had to give it that.  Granted, the constant presence of
his housemates had always imposed quite serious limits on his
repertoire.  It had never been feasible, for example, to abuse
himself in the television room.  The violation of the ladies’
tennis match, the desecration of the home shopping show, the
outraging of the aerobics hour – wanking on that scale was forever
destined to remain out of the question, utopian.  But there
was something to be said for the toilet, as long as you headed in
there with a no-nonsense, meat-and-potatoes attitude.  It was
marginally more hygienic than any of the cans on campus; and
slender pieces of pictorial matter – advertorials, department store
catalogues – could fairly comfortably be smuggled in and out of it
from his adjacent bedroom.  His housemates, as vigilant and
scurrilous as they were, hadn’t yet introduced a regime of random
body searches.  And of course there’d always been his bedroom
itself, with its lockable door and muffled
acoustics.   


           
But these considerations had all become tragically irrelevant, now
that he loved her.  Gone now, long gone, were those salad days
when he could simply have a quick pull whenever he felt like
it.  Falling in love with her had played havoc with that whole
scene.  Because he couldn’t very well do it while thinking
about her, could he?  That quite clearly wasn’t
on.  It would have been a sacrilege, an abomination, like
playing Mozart on an electric guitar.  (Besides, every time he
tried it his cock didn’t work.)  By the same token, he felt
that it wouldn’t be proper, it just wouldn’t do, to jerk
off while thinking about someone other than her.  It
would let her down somehow.  It would profane their sweet and
sacred bond.  And once again he had dick issues every time he
tried it.  The thing actually shrank.  It was
like trying to start a broken mower. 


           
What was his penis playing at these days?  Who or what did it
think it was?  It conducted itself, nowadays, as if it was the
disillusioned protagonist of a highbrow spy novel, a burnt-out
loner in a trenchcoat with no further interest in playing the
game.  It behaved as if its future lay exclusively in the
field of urination.  It didn’t even try to get involved in his
dreams about her, which in consequence were all highly
chaste affairs in which he never did anything lewder than hug her,
hold her hand while she collected sea-shells in a bucket, and sit
on a blanket watching her sing “Moon River” to the accompaniment of
a gleaming Spanish guitar, which she strummed and fingerpicked with
uncanny skill.   


           
So that was all pretty much over, then.  His career as a
masturbator lay in ruins, and his attempts to bring himself out of
retirement by force had uniformly ended in disaster.  These
days he was more or less through with trying.  These days he
tended to look to the future instead, channelling his energies into
more constructive, longer-term projects, of which pretending to be
a Maoist was the salient example.  Of course, if that scheme
ever met with success, he might one day be faced with the question
of how his cock would conduct itself in her actual presence. 
But on the whole that was a problem he wouldn’t object to
having.  And anyway, he had to concede that that day still lay
some way off.


           
We might as well, while we’re in this rather unsavoury territory,
survey the full facts of what might very loosely be termed Fenton’s
sex life.  It won’t take us long.  We have already
touched, in a previous chapter, on the grim fact that he had never
been fellated.  As far as he could tell – and he’d done a lot
of pained reading on this question – he was almost certainly the
last adult male in the developed world in this deplorable
position.  But his sexual non-adventures had by no means been
confined to the field of fellation.  The fact was, he was a
virgin.  And let there be no mistake about how strictly, how
completely, this term applied to him.  This was another point
on which he’d done a good deal of anguished research: and quite
frankly he was appalled by how cavalierly certain elements of the
mass media bandied the word “virgin” around.  His eye, for
example, had recently been caught by a magazine article entitled
“Virgins and Proud of It,” which was devoted to the heartening
premise that not getting laid was the latest cool fad among the
young.  With rising spirits he had plunged into the text: only
to find that it dealt with a group of twelve- and
thirteen-year-olds whose idea of being virgins involved
“restricting” themselves, at this point in their lives, to the
having of manual, dry, ziperless, phone, intercrural, or oral
sex.  Actual intercourse, defined in the classical sense, they
were saving till they were a year or two older.  And on this
basis they had been classified as freaks of forbearance, monkish
extremists of self-restraint!  But if these little muffdivers
were virgins, then what the hell was Fenton?  He hadn’t even
heard of the bulk of these practices. 
Intercrural sex?  What in Christ’s name was
that? 


           
Let us, then, be brutally specific about it: during the whole
course of his life, Fenton had participated in only one sexual act
at which someone other than himself had also been present – and
that had been his sandpit encounter, some fifteen years ago, with a
youthful Pamela Scratch. 


           
That was it. 


           
But in a curious way, all that was beside the point.  Sex
itself was beside the point if it wasn’t with her, with
his love.  Recently, watching TV, he had seen a female
zookeeper manually obtaining a sperm sample from a strangely
stationary rhinoceros.  A feeling of vague wistfulness had
come over him, but no envy.  He wished the rhinoceros
well.  Full credit to it.  Only if the zookeeper had been
Charmaine would it have occurred to him to draw any contrast,
unfavourable to himself, between the rhino’s sex life and his
own.       


           
He had emerged from the shade now.  He was headed up a wide
brick pathway that was straddled, about twenty metres ahead of him,
by a door.  Or rather by two doors: two heavy glass doors with
solid metal handles, standing in a sturdy aluminium frame that
glittered in the heat.  This was a conceptual sculpture called
The Door, and it had been put there, or installed there,
by the University’s Conceptual Sculptor in Residence, whose name
was Vladimir Vonk.  On the far side of the glass, the path
continued indifferently on its way.  The Door was
designed to illuminate the fact that one’s “normal” method of
walking along a path, apparently so natural and value-free, in fact
relied on certain fundamental assumptions, including the assumption
that one was unlikely to encounter a large glass door, unattached
to any kind of wall or building, standing in one’s way. 
Speaking at the work’s official unveiling, Vonk had averred that
The Door would present a “witty challenge to the spatial
complacency” of the numerous students, academics, and Artists in
Residence who walked along the path every day.  “The piece,”
he had said, “shall oblige its users to pause and push it open
before moving onward, thus engaging them in a play with traditional
notions of space, while blurring the conventional distinction
between the ‘indoor’ and ‘outdoor’ environments.”  A
transcription of Vonk’s remarks could be found on a plaque – a very
large plaque – that was staked into the ground at the work’s
side.  The surrounding area of lawn had been worn bald over
the years by people who had elected to walk around the sculpture
instead of through it.       


           
Briskly Fenton pushed the piece open.  Shutting it behind him,
he had a legitimate excuse to glance back down the path. 


           
Pamela Scratch was nowhere in sight. 


           
He relaxed his pace, but only slightly.  He followed the path
up a brief set of steps, at the top of which it opened out into a
broad flagstoned plaza where lightly dressed students milled and
sat, and where, come to think of it, one almost always saw at least
one dog, trotting hopefully from person to person or nosing at a
dropped food wrapper.  Along one side of this square, to
Fenton’s left, ran the front of the University Library.  To
his right lay the controversial structure that housed the
department of socioliterology.  This was a three-storey
building that gave every appearance of being unfinished, still
under construction.  Only three of its outer walls were
white-washed.  The fourth was of naked grey concrete, and was
lined by a messy grid of scaffolding.  Beside the main
entrance was a roped-off area containing an array of grit-coated
building materials: wheelbarrows, sheets of gyprock, ripped bags of
cement, a shovel.  But the facility was of course complete,
and had been fully operational for more than a year now.  Its
architect, working in close collaboration with Ivan Lego himself,
had designed the building to look unfinished, in salute to
the principles of socioliterology, which stressed the merely
provisional nature of all human knowledge and enterprise. 


           
Fenton was just about level with the department’s main door when a
man stepped out of it, clasping a large cardboard box to his
cardiganned chest.  It was Robert Browning, former convener of
the Undeniable Classics course.  His face, which for the
moment was not looking Fenton’s way, appeared defiant; but his body
looked fatally defeated, all floppy, like that of a puppet whose
operator has let the strings go slack.  The cardboard box he
held was open at the top: protruding over its brim were some files,
some parched-looking paperback novels, and a few teetering office
supplies – a stapler, a roll of sticky tape.  Fenton, in line
with his new policy of avoiding Robert Browning for the rest of
both of their lives, banked sharply towards the front of the
library, and concealed himself behind one of the thick
pebble-dashed pillars that ran along its facade. 


           
A few strides outside the department’s smoked glass doors, Robert
Browning came to a temporary halt.  The doors slid shut behind
him.  He laid the cardboard box on the ground.  His right
hand proved to contain an unlit cigarette, over-ripe for
ignition.  He torched it, and took a number of greedy
drags.  His frayed olive cardigan looked as though it would
emit, if slapped, a choking cloud of dust.  He was bald the
way Shakespeare was bald: a wispy but tenacious rearguard of hair
clung on at the level of his ears, like a small curtain falling
away from a shiny plaque.  In Browning’s case this ragged
hula-skirt of hair was nutmeggy in hue, and went all the way down
to his shoulders, as if trying to compensate for its failure to go
all the way up to the top of his head.  The leggings of his
faded jeans had their cuffs folded up.  He wore sneakers whose
brand-name was, for members of Fenton’s generation, a standing
joke, a cruel byword for tragic obsolescence.   


           
Relifting the cardboard box, Browning continued on his way. 
His way, oddly enough, seemed to be bringing him straight over
towards Fenton’s place of concealment.  This couldn’t be
right.  What could he possibly want over here?  There was
nothing over here except, right near Fenton in the library’s shade,
a crowded rack of chained-up bicycles.  That was all. 
And then with a scrotum-numbing flush of distress Fenton saw
Browning’s unmistakably decrepit bike wedged among them, about
three strides from where he currently cowered.  It was far too
late to take any serious evasive action.  All he could do, as
the disgraced humanist closed in on his position, was shimmy
correspondingly around the pillar to keep himself shielded. 
Why hadn’t he, ten seconds ago, just walked straight into the
library and let it swallow him whole?  Sadly, there was no
question of doing that now.  Browning was right there on the
pillar’s other side now, so close by that Fenton was inhaling his
secondary smoke.  He pushed his back harder against the
textured stone, as though with just a little more effort he could
shove himself into its core.     


           
Browning plonked down the cardboard box next to his bicycle. 
No chain or lock secured this to the rack.  The bike was a
potent enough anti-theft device in its own right.  Its
mudguards were so flecked with rust that essentially they were
rust, flecked by the odd scab of healthy metal.  The machine’s
eroded seat hailed from the era of brown leather, rather than
black; it called to mind the word saddle, the word
leathern.  Having briefly rummaged in his cardboard
box, Browning pulled out a pair of rubber luggage restraints with
hooked ends.  Apparently he planned to use these to secure the
box to the metal rack above his rear mudguard.  But first he
would need to shut the box’s lid, and for the moment there was far
too much stuff in the box for that.  Accordingly, he now
started removing some of its uppermost contents – the stapler, the
sticky tape, some files – and conveying them to a garbage bin
beside the library’s entrance.     


           
With each fresh visit to the bin his body triggered, twice, the
automatic sensor above the library door – once on his way there,
once on his way back.  Again and again, with unflappable
politeness, the door slid open to admit him.  Again and again
Browning declined the offer.  Now he was binning a perfectly
good coffee mug.  The more stuff he threw out, the harder it
got for Fenton to sustain his hopeful theory that maybe Browning
hadn’t been evicted from his office at all, that maybe he was just
taking home some work in a box for the weekend.  A lot of
work.  A shitload of work.  On a Tuesday … 

No, the truth was pathetically clear now.  Browning was on
his way out.  He was history.  Fenton was looking at him
for the very last time, watching him fade irreversibly from the
present into the past.  This was a pity.  On one level,
Fenton had sort of believed that some day he would get to talk to
Browning one more time, set things straight between them, clear the
air.  Yes, on one fanciful level he had sort of pictured them
having this long and civil chat in which a future version of
himself, one markedly more mature and courageous than the self he
was now, would tell Browning that he’d always enjoyed his classes,
and would assure him – why not? – that they’d instilled in him a
lifelong passion for the classics, and would stress that his sudden
departure to Lego Studies had had nothing to do with Browning’s
teaching methods or personality.  Part of him, in fact, had
dreamed of telling Browning the truth: that he’d done it for
love.  Surely Browning would understand and endorse
that motive.  Weren’t half the novels he taught about
pale young men driven to folly by passion?


           
But now it seemed clear that there would be no further chance to
say these things.  If Fenton was ever going to say them, he
would have to say them right now.  Alternatively, he could
stay cowering behind this pillar until Browning hopped on his bike
and pedalled permanently out of his life.  This option was not
to be dismissed lightly.  What, after all, was the point of
clearing the air with a man you were never going to see
again?  And anyway, who said that such a conversation would
remain civil on Browning’s side?  Browning was a dangerously
short-fused man.  That fact was well established.  It had
to be borne in mind.  Once upon a time, Pamela Scratch had
presented Browning with an essay arguing that Madame
Bovary – which she freely admitted to not having read – was a
“privileged soap opera.”  Browning had returned the essay to
her in a shoebox, having converted it to confetti.  Somebody
had once asked him, during a lecture, why his syllabus contained
only poems and novels, and no “anti-poems” or “anti-novels.” 
His reply was a searing, foul-mouthed, ten-minute diatribe to the
effect that life was far too short to waste on reading shit, much
less teaching it, and that any student wishing to read arid
theory-driven tripe should betake himself without further delay to
the lecture theatre of Ivan Lego, and that anyone who harboured an
unquenched urge to be “challenged” or “confronted” should stop
bugging literature about it and instead try walking around the
campus late at night.  Even when he wasn’t in a rage, the man
had a tense, simmery quality that suggested he wasn’t very far from
flying into one.  The mere way he read out a poem – prowling
the stage, jabbing the air with his free hand, articulating the
lines with a force that sent spittle flying – was enough to hint at
what might happen if you got on his bad side.   


           
On balance, then, Fenton thought he might give the
lifelong-passion-for-the-classics speech a miss, and keep cowering
behind the pillar till Browning went away forever. 
     


           
Browning was chucking out a pile of folders now, sagging manila
folders fat with paperwork.  The lumpy stonework of the pillar
was starting to eat into Fenton’s back.  A foul and
substantial headache was gathering like a stormcloud behind his
eyes.  Glancing in slow motion at his watch, he discovered,
fuck it, that he no longer had any realistic chance of making his
bus.  The next one wouldn’t come for another hour: and it’d be
crammed, he knew from experience, with incredibly uncouth
high-school girls talking at top volume about the prodigious sexual
aptitudes of their boyfriends.  That he could do
without.  The bus after that, then?  No: that one would
be packed with the boyfriends themselves.  In other words, he
would now have to kill three solid hours in the library before he
could catch an acceptable bus.  And in those three hours this
gathering headache was going to evolve, no question about it, into
an all-time classic. 


           
At last Browning seemed to be done.  He was closing the box up
now, lashing it to his luggage rack.  When that was achieved
he walked the bike violently down the library steps.  It
rattled like a lagerphone.  At the bottom of the stairs he
wedged his still-burning cigarette into a purpose-built clip on his
right handlebar.  Then he mounted his leathern saddle and,
gathering speed with the slope, rattled off towards The
Door, which he swerved around with nonchalant contempt before
rejoining the path and continuing on his rickety way. 


           
Fenton felt compelled, on his way into the library, to look down
into the bin.  Browning’s manila folders were piled up to
within about an inch of the rim.  The top one had sprung open,
so that the first document inside it was fully visible.  It
was a typed letter addressed to Browning.  It said:  

 


Dear Mr Browning,




We thank you for the enclosed poems, however, we regret to
inform you that we are unable to accept them for publication at
this time. 

 

We hope, however, that this will not discourage you from
submitting further work to Poetry Now in the
future.  

 

In order to enhance your chances of future publication, there
are several factors of which you may wish to take
note.      

 

Firstly, it is observed that your work as it stands displays a
strict adherence to old-fashioned notions of poetic “form” and
“difficult” language, notions which have been seen to establish a
relation of non-equivalence between poet and reader, leading to
unhelpful perceptions of elitism and exclusion, and creating a
range of possible access issues for a significant number of
potential readers, particularly those of non-English speaking
backgrounds (NESB).  

 

Further, your references to the poet W. H. Auden in your poem
“Letter to      Auden” would be likely to
strike many readers as obscure, as Auden is not a figure who is
valued and recognised equally across all cultural groups. 

 

In order to broaden the appeal and relevance of the poem, you
may wish to      consider recasting it as a
homage to a living and more urgently contemporary writer, for
example “Letter to — —mdash;-”.  [Here the document named a
rumpled and angry journalist who authored a bi-weekly newspaper
column condemning the actions of the United States.]
  

 

Should you wish to revise your poems in accordance with the
above concerns and suggestions, we would be more than happy to
reconsider them for publication. 

 

Good luck with your work in the future!



 

     An efficient signature followed, on
behalf of the editors of Poetry Now.  Fenton, in
lifting the letter to read its second page, had half-exposed the
next document in the pile.  As though passing the scene of a
grotesque accident, he simply had to look at it.  It was
another letter of rejection: Dear Mr Browning, While we thank
you for the enclosed …    So was the one under
that.  So was the one under that.  At that point
Fenton, feeling somehow soiled, stopped looking.  He tried to
force down the folder’s front cover to hide Browning’s shame. 
But the sheer abundance of the contents kept making it spring back
up.  Finally he settled for flipping the top letter upside
down, so that only its blank and harmless-looking underside was on
show. 


           
Then he took his deepening headache into the
library.  

 










Chapter 5


So the sun was down, after all, by the time he got home. 
The sky was dark but the house was darker, a heavy black shape
against the slate of the night.  The porch light wasn’t
on.  The front curtains were all closed; no lights burned
behind them.  Irregular white objects glowed softly all over
the front lawn: scraps of windswept junkmail that his housemates
had failed to retrieve from the letterbox.  He moved like a
prowler across the unmowed grass, gathering the glossy pages
up.  At one point, while stooping, he sensed movement up at
the house.  He swivelled just in time to see a small white
hand nip back from a lifted edge of curtain.  The curtain fell
into place again; once more the house was still.


           
He climbed the porch steps.  Raising a knuckle from one
fistful of junkmail, he rapped out a crisp no-nonsense warning on
the door.  There was a flurry of movement behind it, as if
he’d disturbed a nest of rodents.  He waited.  Although
he had a key, there were certain protocols, certain unwritten
rules.  He gave it another half-minute, standing there on the
doorstep with his twin bouquets of crumpled ad matter.  Then,
making far more noise than was strictly necessary, he crunched his
key into the
lock.         


           
A wedge of moonlight followed him in through the door. 
Reluctantly he shut it out behind him.  Then he stood there in
the utter darkness, waiting for his pupils to adapt.  The room
was hot, and rich with the reek of burning incense.  From the
direction of the beanbag he heard, more or less simultaneously, the
following four sounds: a telltale writhing, an indecipherable
feminine whisper, a poorly repressed giggle, and the wet snap that
occurs when two pairs of lips, having been briefly pushed together,
are grudgingly pulled apart.     


           
He took a forward step into the darkness.  Between his right
boot and the carpet, a tampon wrapper yielded with an unmistakable
crackle.  A step or two later his leading toe struck what felt
like a Gender Studies textbook, propelling it forward into the leg
of the coffee table.  There was a muted thud, and up on the
shaken tabletop something metallic rattled and clanked. 


           
Fenton froze, fearing that these sounds had betrayed his
location. 


           
And sure enough the carpet resounded with a sudden clawed gallop,
and the psychotic cat was upon him. 


           
Its first strike was brutally unfocussed, a moronic show of pure
aggression.  The furred skull merely rammed into Fenton’s
right shin and bounced off like a football.  In the crucial
seconds that followed Fenton was able to steady himself, get his
bearings, and take a brisk bullfighter’s stride to his left. 
Then through the heavy gusting of his own breath he heard the quick
thunder of the animal’s second approach … and the brief but
ominous silence that meant it was airborne.  And then the full
weight of its launched brawn hit his kneecaps with such startling
force that he found himself staggering helplessly backwards, arms
pinwheeling for balance as the scythes of the frontal claws pierced
the denim of his jeans and sank deep into the paleness of his upper
thighs.  With an abrupt crunch of spine on fibro his backward
flight was halted by a wall.  A grunt of surprise escaped
him.  The junkmail fell from his grasp.  His flesh sang
with pain where the embedded upper claws held the full mammalian
weight.  The free rear limbs pumped and scrabbled at his
kneecaps, lashing for purchase.  With a series of terrible
thumps the bony little fist of the cat’s face was pummelling his
jeaned groin in quest of a place to bite.  Fenton’s testicles
cringed in anticipation, and with no further ado he sent both his
hands down into the vortex of pain and fur, one thumb jabbing
something horribly eyeball- or anus-like before he found and
gripped the revolting ribcage and tore the creature free of his
thighs.  The enraged claws turned on his wrists, and he heard
his own skin ripping like a shirt as he flung the pulsing beast
away from him, high and hard across the room, with far more force
than he really should have.  Its yowl of indignant hate zinged
through the darkness, then ended against the far wall with a
fatal-sounding
crunch.        


           
Fenton lunged panting for the lightswitch and snapped the room full
of light.  Sickly he made his gaze move to the site of that
dreadful crunch.  He expected to see a twisted fur shape lying
at the wall’s base, dead or at the very least wickedly
concussed.  But the carpet there was vacant.  The cat had
disappeared.  Fenton nervously swept his eyes round the
margins of the room, seeking in vain the flash of piss-coloured
fur.  Where had it gone? 


           
Still trembling, he shifted his gaze to the beanchair on the floor,
in which his human housemates had now begun to stir.  One of
them had long black hair and lay there sullenly, blinking up with
resentment into the light.  She was about nineteen.  With
no special haste she reached up to fasten the top button of her
flannelette pyjamas.  This was Tara. 


           
A second girl, of similar age, sprang up with simulated enthusiasm
to greet him.  She was smaller than Tara and her hair was
lighter: it was mouse-brown and frizzy, and she was presently
installing a pink scrunchy in it.  She too wore pyjamas – pink
ones, of the kind traditionally worn by china dolls.  They
consisted of a frilled shirt with short puffy arms, and a pair of
nappy-like briefs with elasticised leggings.  As always Fenton
found this get-up deeply unsettling, and felt honour-bound to avert
his eyes from it.  Could nightwear so skimpy be purchased from
a regular store?  Or had she been obliged to buy it from the
kind of establishment that also sold pornography and latex
cocks?  She scurried to his side, stood on tippy-toes, and
planted a dainty but sinister kiss on his
cheek.    


           
“Hi honey,” she said subversively. “It’s garbage night.”

           
This was Trixie. 
         


           
“Where’s Streetwise?” Fenton asked her in reply, breathily. 
But already this question was starting to lose its urgency. 
If the cat wanted to maim him any further, it would already be
doing that.  The waiting game wasn’t part of its modus
operandi.  It was probably down the hall somewhere, walking
off its injuries.  Its work for the evening was done. 
Fenton looked down for the first time at his stinging wrists. 
Each one was neatly incised with five parallel gouges of departure:
red music staves.  

           
“Plus you didn’t wash up again,” said Tara, still supine
in the beanbag.  “We had to eat our tea off saucepan
lids.”


           
“Yes you bad boy,” said Trixie.  “Off the top of the
saucepan lids, because the bottom of them still had crap on it from
last night.”   


           
She gestured indignantly at the coffee table.  And there
indeed sat a pair of sullied saucepan lids, their curved surfaces
wet with grease.


           
“Ever tried keeping a sausage on top of a saucepan lid?” Tara said
venomously from the beanbag.


           
Suddenly Fenton’s senses came alive.  “A sausage?” he
inquired, looking her sharply in the eye.  “I thought you were
vegans.”


           
Tara brazenly returned his gaze.  “We can eat white meat,” she
defiantly said.  


           
“But a sausage isn’t white meat.” 


           
Now she appeared flustered, caught out.  She looked quickly
away, pretending to have found a loose thread on her
sleeve. 


           
Trixie coolly intervened: “Fenton, don’t be childish.  We
didn’t have sausages.  We had … salad, and
that kept sliding off.  She was just trying to
translate that into the experience of a meat-eater like you. 
Nice clothes, by the way.  What are you doing, pretending to
be a communist?”


           
The question was bizarrely astute, but Fenton let it pass. 
Instead he kept his eyes fixed sceptically on Tara, letting her
know that he remained deeply unfooled.  He had realized some
time ago that Tara was the weaker link.  Trixie was the brains
of their operation, the unflappable master of
ceremonies.   Tara, on the other hand, frequently slipped
up.  She was easily pushed to rage.  In the final
analysis, she was really pretty dumb.  If one of them ever
crumbled, it would be her. 


           
But now she broke into malicious laughter, and jumped up from the
beanbag to whisper something into Trixie’s ear.  Trixie broke
into malicious laughter too.  They seemed to be looking at
something in the area around Fenton’s feet.  He looked
apprehensively down: and found that the floor around him was
littered with the balled-up pieces of junkmail.  These proved,
in the light, to be fragments of a photographically illustrated
lingerie catalogue – one aimed, by the looks of it, squarely at the
senior end of the market.  A lady of about his mother’s age
smiled pleasantly up at him, wearing garters and a nipple-dented
bra.  Various bits of other ladies’ bodies were strewn around
her, attired in camisoles, slips, pube-shadowed
teddies.   


           
“I was taking them to the bin,” Fenton said firmly.  It
sounded like a lie.  This struck him as deeply unfair. 
“Look,” he said.  With as much dignity as the
circumstances permitted he gathered the damning fragments up again,
and bore them resolutely towards the kitchen bin. 


           
The room he was leaving was known, frankly, as the television
room.  Between it and the kitchen there was no wall, just a
navel-high bench covered in speckled laminex.  He flipped the
kitchen lightswitch.  The fluorescent tubes above flickered
squeamishly on, as if scandalised by the scene they were obliged to
illuminate.  A wonky pile of smeared dishes filled the
sink.  The top one had a pink Post-it note stuck to it. 
Wash me! it demanded, in Trixie’s hand.  The tap, for
its part, was not merely dripping, nor even dribbling, but
dispensing a full-bodied jet of water straight down the open
plughole.  The fridge door stood half-open, disgorging the
broad green leaves of what Fenton initially took to be some kind of
fern.  On closer inspection he reclassified it as a mammoth
sheaf of spinach, which they must have purchased at some point
during the day.  Because this jungly chard was far too bushy
to be stored in the fridge without being either bent or trimmed,
they had simply shoved as much of it inside the fridge as they
could, and then just rested the open door gently against the rest
of it – as if that was about the most that could reasonably be
expected of them.  Fenton looked with hate into the TV
room.  They were back in the beanchair now, and Tara was
rubbing some kind of cream or lotion onto Trixie’s half-exposed
back.  With the sole of his right boot Fenton forced the
rampant vegetable back into the fridge till the leaves snapped
juicily back on themselves.  Then he shut the door with a
pointed smack.  Then he approached the
bin.   


           
It was perilously overfull.  Heaped above its brim was a cairn
of refuse as tall again as the bin itself, and not much
narrower.  Right near the summit sat a flagrant length of
half-eaten sausage.  Gingerly, very gingerly, he tried adding
to this fragile edifice a single ball of the crumpled lingerie
catalogue.  It rolled straight off to the floor.  The
tower of rubbish ominously swayed, rearranging itself like a
disturbed sleeper.  The sausage fragment tumbled to the lino
with a dank plop.  A flap of ancient potato peel, as black as
a pirate’s eye patch, slithered down and adhered itself to the
bin’s flank.  Then the whole structure came to an uneasy and
provisional standstill.  Fenton laid the rest of the catalogue
at the bin’s base, and reverently backed
away.      


           
The process by which Trixie and Tara had come to be living with him
had been a long and obscure one.  Even today he didn’t fully
comprehend the genealogy of it.  Like osmosis or evolution it
had all occurred very slowly, in a series of subtle increments
invisible to the naked eye.  He had started off living here
with two friends.  That much he was certain of.  But
university life was a strange and untameable thing.  People
came and went in it; and before long he had found himself living
with one friend and a friend of that friend.  And then friends
of that person had begun, sinisterly, to enter the
picture.  In the mornings and evenings he had begun to
encounter complete strangers in the hallway, brushing their teeth
with his toothbrush, casually drying their scrotums with his
towels.  And so it went: until one day, without his ever being
formally given a chance to veto it, it had come to pass that he was
living in a house with two people he had never previously met and
had no discernible link with and, more or less from day one,
rancorously didn’t like.     


           
But the thing was done now, and it was pointless to dwell on the
history of it.    


           
Still less did he like to think back on the chain of events by
which Trixie and Tara had ceased contributing to the payment of
rent and bills.  Once again the situation had arisen with
scarcely perceptible gradualness; and once again it harboured
depressing truths about his shameful incapacity to put his foot
down, to draw a line in the sand, to say enough is enough.  It
had all started, he seemed to recall, with his having allowed
himself to drift into the role of physical rent-payer, the actual
hander-over of cash to landlord.  Once he’d placed himself in
that highly vulnerable position, the rest had been pretty much
inevitable.  Perhaps he had agreed, one fateful day, to cover
the contribution of one of them, probably Tara, and let her pay it
back to him a few days later.  And then maybe she had started
to make a habit of that, and then before long he was no doubt
letting both of them get away with it routinely – first paying him
back a little late, then a lot late, and then unbelievably late,
until one day it had finally dawned on him, well after it had
stealthily become the norm, that they had quite simply stopped
paying him altogether, and no longer contributed anything, ever,
and were therefore living with him entirely for free.  Try as
he might, he couldn’t remember the precise moment at which all of
this had become clear to him.  Because that had been the
proper time to act.  That moment, whenever it had occurred,
had been the appropriate juncture to speak of the situation openly,
to bring it to a head, to demand either sweeping domestic reform or
else their immediate and everlasting departure from the house,
abetted if necessary by the full weight of the law. 


           
But somehow he had never got round to that.  He had let the
critical moment pass him by, and it now lay deeply and
irretrievably in the past.  He had let the outrage harden into
the status quo.  Time had hallowed it.  They were
ensconced; attempting to evict them now would be far far nastier
than letting them stay.  Fortunately, the monthly sum that his
parents sent him to cover his share of household expenses was
naively high.  He found that he was just able to meet all
essential payments with it, provided that he remained unfussy about
things like food, drink and clothing.  Whenever his parents
spoke of coming to visit him he vigorously quashed the notion,
generally by paying a pre-emptive visit to them.  The idea of
having them or anyone else see what he had let happen here
terrified him.  These days his favoured policy was to think
about the situation as infrequently as he possibly could. 
These days he did his best to pretend, not just to Trixie and Tara
but also to himself, that their arrangement didn’t especially
trouble him, that he had no problem with it, that indeed it didn’t
even strike him as being in any way out of the ordinary. 


           
“How full would this bin have to be,” he asked them from the
kitchen, purely as a matter of interest, “before one of you
considered emptying it?”   

           
Tara, without looking up from Trixie’s naked shoulders: “Full
enough to start bothering us.”  

           
“How full would it have to be to start bothering you?”


           
“If it’s bothering you, Fenton, why don’t you just take it
out?” Trixie said languidly.  She was leafing through, while
Tara nourished her back-skin, one of the brash and sassy women’s
magazines that they bought endless issues of with the money they
didn’t spend on rent or bills.  Their front covers said things
like: “Twelve Tips for the Perfect Orgasm” and – disturbingly –
“Sorry Guys: Size DOES Matter!” and “To Swallow or Not to
Swallow?  Our Expert Panel Decides.”  Lately, one of
these magazines had been running an educational feature called
“Freud made E-Z.”  Trixie had kept up with this series
ardently, acquiring from it a wealth of ammunition with which to
denigrate Fenton’s dreams, motives, bowel movements and
genitals.  Tara, not to be outdone, claimed to be learning how
to speak Japanese under the tutelage of the same publication. 
Often, in conversation, she would utter long bursts of high-pitched
phonemes that you were evidently supposed to take for fluent and
legitimate deployments of that tongue.  Since no other member
of the household understood a word of Japanese or even claimed to,
this practice had always struck Fenton as relatively
pointless.  Indeed he strongly suspected that Tara was, on
such occasions, simply talking gibberish made up on the spot. 
Similarly, he felt pretty sure that the hand-scrawled notes she
kept leaving around the place with chains of Asian-looking symbols
on them were in fact composed of meaningless characters of her own
invention.  But unless he set about learning the language
himself specifically in order to rebut her claims, she seemed
destined to keep getting away with them
forever.   


           
A flash of urine-hued pelt.  Streetwise was back,
materialising on the kitchen benchtop with an unpleasant
thump.  Calmly Fenton met the cat’s eye, while extending his
palms in an instinctive gesture of goodwill.  Could cats sense
fear?  If so, did it offend them, or did they take it as a
kind of compliment?  Tensely the animal paced the speckled
laminex, watching him with its one bad eye and its one worse
one.  From deep in its chest came its terrible rendition of a
purr, which sounded like the chugging of an old machine in which
some vital component was rattling loose.  Back at its rear end
swayed the repellent little stump that had presumably once
constituted, prior to some unspeakable streetfight, the first
quarter or so of a full and normal tail. 


           
During his former life as an unloved alley cat, Streetwise had
suffered an astounding farrago of horrid and in some cases surely
near-fatal bodily traumas.  He lacked, as well as the bulk of
his tail, half of one ear and all of the other one.  From a
distance, this absence of ear-cover gave him the sleek look of an
otter or ferret; up close, it gave you a pornographic view of the
scarlet folds of his aural canals.  Years of rolling in
alleyfilth had rendered his fur, which must originally have been
white, a permanent dirty blonde.  Fist-sized chunks of the
stuff were missing from several regions of his torso, exposing bald
skin the hue and texture of a rugby ball.  The knobs of his
spine and ribcage bulged beneath his emaciated flanks like
knuckles.


           
Streetwise had stopped being an unloved alley cat on the cold grey
afternoon when Tara had spotted him behind a supermarket, trapped
him under a giant bin, and wrestled him into a cardboard box. 
By the time she got the box home it was pocked with angry holes and
throbbing like a washing machine.  She placed it on the floor
of the TV room and opened the lid.  A malodorous and
saffron-coloured blur shot out and hissed around the walls in quest
of an exit.  But Tara had taken the canny precaution of
closing every door and window before opening the box.  As the
cat hurled itself desperately against the windowpanes, Tara had
laid out her vision for its “cold turkey” domestication. 
Until further notice, all external doors and windows would have to
be scrupulously kept shut.  If the cat saw so much as a chink
of open doorway, Tara maintained, he would be out it like a shot in
order to re-embrace his former life as a “prisoner of the
streets.”  And Tara was determined to avert such a
tragedy.  If averting it meant Fenton’s having to “scrape the
odd turd off the carpet,” that was a price she was willing to
pay.  Right from the start, she’d made no secret of her belief
that she and the maverick cat enjoyed a deep spiritual bond. 
Being, she felt, something of a damaged survivor in her own right,
she considered herself uniquely equipped to understand the animal’s
troubled psyche.  For a while, indeed, she had tinkered with
the notion of naming the cat “Tara,” so as to bring this bond to
everyone else’s attention.  But in the end she had gone with
“Streetwise.”  Privately, Fenton believed this name to be
considerably more than the cat deserved.  If this half-bald
amputee was street-wise, then what did a cat that wasn’t
street-wise look like?  A pile of whiskers and some teeth?


           
Today, some three months after his enforced salvation from the
alley, it was hard to pinpoint a single respect in which Streetwise
was appreciably less fucked-up than he had been to start
with.  Psychologically, he still seemed to be carrying a lot
of rage.  Physically, he still looked every bit as underfed as
he had on that first day.  Look at him right now, limping
bonily along the laminex.  Was it possible that Tara had
forcibly converted him to veganism?  Certainly that would
explain his constant attempts to intervene in Fenton’s meals. 
It would also explain how rarely one came across his stools on the
floor, and how ash-like they were when one did.  Perhaps it
was a straightforward hunger for meat that fuelled his
still-constant bids for escape, his vicious arrowings towards the
front door whenever you walked anywhere near it.  But Fenton
had never managed to think up a tactful way of broaching, with
either Trixie or Tara, the topic of Streetwise’s diet. 
Besides, it was none of his business.    


           
Now, as the nauseating cat eyed him from the benchtop, Fenton
conceived a plan to go immediately to his bedroom and spend the
next several hours there, if not the whole remainder of the
night.  He departed at an unthreatening pace.  Halfway
down the hall he stopped off at the bathroom, where he aggressively
douched the claw-marks on his wrists with lashings of neat
disinfectant.  He moved next door to the toilet. 
Urinating, he fastidiously averted his eyes from the multiple
discolourations at the bottom of the bowl.  On TV, on ads for
cleaning products, they referred to blemishes of this kind as “rust
stains.”  To him they looked an awful lot like shit
stains.  A pink Post-it was stuck to the toilet brush. 
Don’t you know what this is for? it said.  Fenton
averted his eyes from that too.    


           
A third pink Post-it was stuck to his bedroom door.  This one
said:

 


1. Garbage Night.

2. Washing Up.

3. There Are Many Pubes In The Bathtub.

4. See Toilet Brush.



 

He peeled the note off and dropped it to the hall carpet. 
Short of dusting it for prints, there was no way they could prove
it hadn’t fallen down there by itself.   


           
He shut himself in his room and stood in the middle of it for a
while.  His curtainless window admitted, as usual, a searing
cataract of artificial white light.  This emanated from the
industrial-strength floodlamp clamped to the roof of his
neighbour’s back shed.  Arrayed in various attitudes around
this shed – leaning drunkenly against it, heaped beside it like
drooping flapjacks – were innumerable sheets of corrugated
iron.  The old man who lived there, who looked a lot like Ed
Lauter, spent the best part of every day adding further sheets of
corrugated iron to these piles.  And then at dusk he switched
on this blazing floodlight, so that he could spend the best part of
every night doing it too. 


           
Here he came now.  Or rather: here came a large upright sheet
of corrugated iron with a pair of dusty boots staggering beneath
it, and a leathery arm and tuft of silver armpit hair sticking out
on either side.  The boots stopped staggering when they were
about six feet shy of the shed.  The old man had previously
identified this as the point from which a freshly obtained sheet of
corrugated iron, when flung to meet any one of the existing piles,
would generate the greatest possible yield of noise.  Sure
enough, the present sheet came down with a savage mother of a crash
that Fenton felt through his soles.  And there, pot-bellied in
its backdraft, the singleted old Lauter lookalike stood, grimacing
with low-level satisfaction, whacking his palms together to free
them of powdered rust. 


           
Where, Fenton had often asked himself, were all these sheets of
corrugated iron coming from?  What, moreover, did the old
philistine hope to achieve by stacking them all against his
shed?  Was it an end in itself, or was it a mere preliminary
to some vaster and even more inane project?  Fenton had long
had the sense that he was overlooking, amid the banks and decks of
scabby metal, some vital clue that would supply him with the
answer.  Surely if he looked at the stuff hard enough, and
long enough, the old man’s design would ultimately reveal
itself …     


           
Suddenly the air was filled by another sound: massive and brutal,
solid with bass.  Up in the TV room Trixie or Tara had put on
the stereo, at unconscionable volume.  The old man next door
flinched.  His gaze swung hostilely across the fence.  He
spotted Fenton through the throbbing window.  Their eyes
met.  The old man shot him a look of weary disgust, like a
tennis star disputing the tenth bad line call of the match. 
Fenton spread his hands, looking to convey the impression that he
was as much a victim here as the old man was. 


           
The old man shook his head and stalked away, either to call the
police or get another sheet of corrugated
iron.   

 

 

About twenty minutes later, Fenton became aware that he was
hungry.  Since vomiting so exhaustively after the Maoist
meeting, he had eaten nothing.  His thoughts returned,
therefore, to the pair of leftover chicken drumsticks in his sector
of the fridge.  These of course would need to be thoroughly
sniffed before any final decision about eating them could be
made.  And then if they passed muster he would bring them back
here to his bedroom, eat them cold, and settle in for the
night.     


           
Out in the TV room the noise from the stereo was thick as
smog.  The air visibly quivered.  Tara and Trixie had
moved from the beanbag to the couch.  Now it was Trixie who
was moisturising the back of Tara.  Beside them, unrebuked,
Streetwise was methodically vandalising one of the couch
cushions.  On the muted TV a lady was lifting her sundress to
show some liposuction scars to a wincing reporter.  They
looked a lot worse than fat thighs would have looked, but maybe
that was the point. 


           
Just short of the fridge, Fenton halted.  He believed he could
hear, from deep inside the typhoon of stereophonic shit, a feeble
trilling from the telephone on the kitchen wall.  He put his
ear to it.  Yes: it was ringing, bashfully clearing its throat
into the din.  Could it be her, Charmaine?  It wasn’t
impossible.  He picked up.    

           
“Hello?” he yelled.

           
“Fent.  What’s doing with the marathon pick-up delay,
champ?  Don’t tell me I caught you laying some cable.  Or
facing the cistern?  Christ forbid I caught you at
that!”

           
“Sorry?”  It sounded like Gus, but that couldn’t be right.


           
“Facing the cistern mate.  Having a crank.  There’s no
shame in it, mate – I’ve been there meself.”

           
“Gus?”

           
“How’s it swinging, comrade?” the big Maoist casually
confirmed.  “I’m just ringing to chew over a couple of things
from today’s meeting.  Chiefly this, ah, this terrorism
thing.  Bear with me for a moment.”  Vague mumbling, a
shuffling of papers.  “The thing is, we’re going to have to
convene a special meeting to flesh this thing out.  We need to
put some details on it.  Get ourselves the right target, sort
out what type of gear we’re going to need – technicalities like
that.  When I say ‘secret meeting,’ Fent, I’m talking about
without Charmaine.  Behind her back sort of thing.  Let’s
be honest: this isn’t the type of stuff we’re going to want on the
front page of Mao Now, is it?  More to the point, the
whole concept just wouldn’t be her cup of tea.  Trust me on
that.  So don’t ever mention it to her, okay?  She’d be
bound to kick up a massive stink about it.  Which’d put an
unwanted dent in our forward progress mate, not to mention playing
havoc with my sex life.  I’m anxious to keep the ball rolling
on this thing, Fent.  I’m like a bull at a gate sometimes –
you’ll learn that about me.  And the more I think about it,
mate, the more I reckon we’d better get on with this caper real
bloody quick, before some other mob gets the same idea.  Call
me paranoid, Fent, but if the Anarchists got in ahead of us on this
one, I … I wouldn’t be a happy camper mate, let’s put it that
way.” 


           
Over on the couch, all back-rubbing work had been suspended. 
Tara had shut off the stereo.  Now, in the silence, they were
both quite shamelessly watching him, waiting to listen in on his
end of the conversation.  If he ever got
one.          


           
“Needless to say mate,” Gus briskly pressed on, “I’m not blind to
the gravity of what I’m talking about here.  This is heavy
stuff, I appreciate that.  That’s why I’m working the blower
now.  I’m giving everyone a decent chance to pull out before
it’s too late.  And if you do want out, Fent, that’s a
decision I’ll totally respect.  What I won’t respect
is blokes who say they’re up for it now, then develop qualms about
it when we get to the business end.  So if you haven’t got the
stomach for it, I’d much rather hear that now.  But don’t
answer me verbally, mate.  You never know who could be hearing
this.  Just give me a short silence if you’re in, or a long
silence if you want out.”


           
Gus left a short silence, then emitted a bray of
delight.      


           
“That’s the way, Fent.  That’s the stuff.  I knew you’d
be a starter, mate.  The second I clapped eyes on you this
morning, I’ve said to myself: ‘Gus, this bloke’s a short-fused
visionary very much in the mould of yourself.’  I could see
that telltale bloody glint in your eye, mate.  Bear with me
while I put you down on the acceptance list.  Between you and
me Fent, them other morons, Smithy and that, they’re passengers
mate.  Strictly footsoldiers.  You and me are going to be
the brains of this operation, don’t worry about that.  Now:
this meeting.  I haven’t set a date for it yet.  All I
can tell you is, I’m fairly adamant we should hold it some
time in the dead of night.  About three a.m. sort of
thing.”

           
“Three a.m.!” Fenton involuntarily cried.  Trixie and Tara
exchanged intrigued glances.

           
“Not over the phone, Fent!” Gus said urgently.  “Mind
you, I see your point.  And it’s cogent.  Why say three
a.m. when you can say o-thirteen hundred?”  He paused. 
He gave an affectionate chuckle.  “I have to tell you, Fent:
this gung-ho attitude of yours … it’s music to my ears,
mate.  It really is.  It’s a dead-set joy to
talk to a bloke that’s as fired up about this as what I am. 
Frankly, Fent – I can tell you this now – frankly, I wasn’t that
sure about it to start off with.  Frankly, I was wary about
even putting it on the table.  I feared it might scare a few
blokes off.  It’s a pretty emotive issue, like I say. 
But you don’t think it’s too wacky, obviously.  You don’t
think it’s biting off more than we can chew?”


           
“Not at all,” Fenton replied after a significant pause, hoping Gus
would pick up on the manifest half-heartedness of his tone. 
He lacked the energy, for the moment, to voice his reservations
about becoming a terrorist more formally, to open the question up
to a full ethico-legal debate.  There would, he felt, be
plenty of other opportunities for that.   


           
“If we do this thing right, Fent,” Gus was saying now,
“it’s going to go right off the Richter.  It’s going to put us
squarely on the map.  By the way mate, is what I hear
true?  My mail is – and correct me if I’m wrong – but I hear
you’ve got yourself shacked up with a couple of chicks over
there?  Pretty sensual atmosphere, is it?”


           
“Yes and no.”


           
Again Gus chuckled affectionately.  “That’s the way
Fent.  That’s the way.  Keep your cards close to your
chest, you enigmatic little ladies’ man.  I swear but, mate, I
don’t know how you do it.  Chicks, mate. 
Chicks!  I just find ’em that much of an enigma,
Fent, in so many ways.  And here you are shacked up with two
of ’em!  Maybe I should sit you down one day, get a few sage
words of your advice.”  He paused.  “I’m not being
serious there, of course,” he added, unconvincingly.  “But
chicks these days, Fent” –  he breathed a philosophical sigh –
“I don’t know.  They read all these feminist magazines, mate,
and their head gets filled with all these funny ideas. 
About … you know, about getting pampered and that.  About
how behaving like a normal red-blooded bloke makes you some kind of
bloody Neanderthal!  Christ Fent, I hardly need to tell
you this.  Like I say, my hat goes off to you for
juggling two of ’em simultaneously.  One’s bad enough
sometimes.”

           
“Is that right?”

           
“Oh don’t get me started, mate.  I mean, half the time she’s
at me to quit smoking mull, the other half she’s at me to quit
smoking durries.  She could at least be consistent,
Fent.  She could at least make up her mind, don’t you
reckon?  I mean, what does she want me to smoke? 
Cheroots?  I don’t even know what the fuck a cheroot
is … ”


           
“Maybe you should show her who’s boss,” Fenton proposed. 
“Tell her you’ll smoke what you like when you like.” 


           
This uncharacteristic utterance took Trixie and Tara by
surprise.  Their eyes widened.  Their mouths trembled
with amusement.  For a bad moment Fenton thought they were
going to laugh out loud. 


           
Gus whistled respectfully.  “Ouch, Fent.  You really
are a fuckin’ firebrand, aren’t you?  But we can’t
all be like yourself, mate.  We haven’t all got a spare one
tucked away for insurance purposes.” 


           
In theory Fenton was eager to press this theme further, much
further.  But the presence of Trixie and Tara hampered, for
the moment, his ability to work freely in his new persona of
hardline Maoist ladies’ man.  Another uneasy silence,
then.  Gus began to drum his fingers nervously on a surface
close to his phone.  Finally he said, in a pained tone:


           
“Fent, since we’ve, ah … strayed onto this topic, there’s
something I’d better say.  I … Don’t take this the wrong
way, mate.  But I’m a bloke that believes in putting his
concerns right out there on the table.  Fent?  You still
there?”


           
“I’m here.”


           
“I’m talking about Charmers, Fent.  I may joke about
her … But me and her, we’ve got something special. 
You’re a man of the world, mate.  You can see what I’m driving
at.  I’m just saying – and the mere fact I have to say it,
Fent, it’s actually kind of a tribute to you, when you think about
it.  All I’m saying is, from one man of the world to another,
mate, if I catch you entertaining thoughts in that direction
I … I won’t be a happy camper.  Let’s just leave it at
that.  And I’m not suggesting that you would,
Fent.  Far from it.  All I’m saying is, she’s bubbly,
right?  She’s effervescent.  She does a lot of touching
people on the forearm.  And look, I wouldn’t change that for
the world.  I’m just saying, don’t go mistaking it for some
sort of invitation to have a crack.  That’s all I’m
saying.”


           
“Gus: say no more.”


           
“You’re a class act, Fent.  A class act.”  But still he
sounded troubled.  “I … Look, I don’t want to dwell on
this stuff, mate.  But … ”


           
“Not at all.  Go ahead.” 


           
“Thanks Fent.  Thanks for making this no harder than it has to
be.  I just wanted to say, like, given that you are
such a class act, I’m going to take it as read that … that if
you do get talking to her one day, you won’t go steering
the conversation round to some sensual sort of topic like female
circumcision so you can commit it to memory and have a wank about
it later.  Can I take it as read that I needn’t have any
worries on that front?  I mean, I look on that as taboo. 
And again, I’m not suggesting you’d do it.  Not for a
second.  I’m just being clear up front that that’s something I
do frown on.  And don’t go pretending to be her
‘friend’ so you can keep scoring yourself the old full-frontal
hugs.  I know all these techniques, Fent.  I invented
half of ’em.  And I frown on them all.  In fact, let’s
make the whole thing nice and straightforward.  I’m thinking
it’d be easiest for all concerned if you just basically agreed to
never talk to her at all.  How does that grab you?” 


           
“I don’t foresee any problems with that,” Fenton monstrously
lied.      


           
“That might make the whole thing a little clearer, don’t you
think?”


           
“Absolutely.  Say no more.”


           
“Fent, you don’t know how relieved I am to hear you say that.”


           
“Think nothing of it.”


           
“You’re a champion, Fent.  All right.  I reckon I’ve
taken up enough of your time.  I’ll leave you to it,
mate.  Unless of course you’ve got any questions?”


           
As dearly as he wanted to hang up immediately, and cradle his face
gently in both hands, Fenton could see that the conversation
couldn’t be allowed to end on the present note.  No: he had to
reaffirm his innocence somehow.  He had to flush these
grotesque yet strangely accurate suspicions right out of Gus’s
corrupt mind.  But what would an innocent man say right
now?  What kind of question would he ask?  Something
jocular and man-of-the-worldish.  Something that showed he’d
forgotten the unpleasantness already.  Something like
this:


           
“Only one, Gus.  I don’t have to grow a beard, do I?”

           
For five seconds or so Gus supplied no response.  Fenton,
indeed, was beginning to wonder whether something had gone wrong
with the line.  And then Gus said coldly: “You think that’s
funny, cunt?  You think this is a game?  You think we’re
a bunch of schoolboys playing dress-ups?  Of course
you’ve got to fucking grow one!”  


           
Then with an ugly clatter the line went dead.


           
Fenton recradled the receiver.  He rubbed his affronted
earhole.   
       


           
The phone rang again.  He picked it up. 

           
“Sorry about that Fent.  It’s just, sometimes I get a little
passionate about these things.  I hardly need to explain that
to a powderkeg like yourself.  But the beard’s mandatory,
mate.  It was remiss of me not to state that from the
outset.  I like to think of it as a visible token of a bloke’s
commitment.  We’re not a bloody social club, as I say. 
You of all people should appreciate that.  And the way I see
it, any bloke that’s not prepared to put up with an itchy neck for
the cause – and it’ll itch you like buggery for the first few days,
I won’t lie to you about that – well, any bloke who won’t make that
sacrifice isn’t worth having in the first place.  Am I
right?  But take my word for it, mate – after them first few
days you won’t look back.  Anyhow, Fent.  No hard
feelings.  Water under the bridge, mate.  As much my
fault as it was yours.  I’ll get out of your hair now. 
Keep your legs together, pal.  And that other thing.  The
thing I rung up about.  The wheels are in motion, okay? 
Remember that.  I can see us getting out of this thing scot
free, provided we play our cards right.”

           
“What cards?”


           
“Precisely, Fent.  Precisely.  Couldn’t have
said it better myself.  Good talking to you.  Ciao
mate.”

            He
hung up again, this time for good. 

 

 

At a late stage of the phone call Trixie and Tara had adjourned
down the hall to the bathroom, having judged Fenton’s end of things
unworthy of further surveillance.  Bathwater was running
heavily down there now, muffled by the firmly closed door. 
Assorted plonks and giggles drifted up the corridor, and the deep
clunk of submerged limbs hitting the tub’s inner walls.  They
would be in there for a while. 


           
Fenton pulled open the fridge.  Suppressed spinach furled out
like flowers from a magician’s sleeve.  Streetwise skittered
in across the lino, tuned as ever to any noise that betokened the
imminent availability of food.  Stump swaying, he loitered
angrily around Fenton’s ankles.  Fenton made a snap decision:
he would surrender an entire drumstick to the rancid cat, so that
he would at least get to enjoy the other one unmolested. 
Holding the animal’s gaze, he reached back into the fridge, and
blindly probed the top shelf till his fingers located and lifted
the relevant plate.  It felt strangely weightless. 
Bringing it out, he saw why.  The plate contained nothing but
a handful of crumbs and a greasy shred of cling film. 


           
For several long seconds Fenton just held the empty plate there and
stared at it, as if with a bit of patience he might cause the
vanished poultry to rematerialise.  Streetwise was having none
of this.  Like a trained dolphin attacking a beach ball, he
sprang up and butted the plate from Fenton’s grasp.  It hit
the floor and smashed, peppering the legs of his jeans with flying
chips of china.  Streetwise started pawing hungrily through
the wreckage.

           
“Fenton!” came an alarmed cry from the bathroom.


           
Fenton stepped around the cat and moved obediently down the
hall.  He saw in passing that the pink Post-it had reappeared
on his bedroom door.  Again he peeled it off and dropped it to
the carpet. 


           
“What?” he said through the shut bathroom door.

           
“What do you mean, what?  What the fuck was that
giant smash?”

           
“It was Streetwise.”


           
A gasp.   


           
“Don’t say he went through a window!”   


           
“Relax.  It was just a plate.”  


           
“Oh right Fenton,” said Trixie sarcastically. 
“Streetwise just picked up a plate and frisbeed it into a window,
did he?”


           
“How twisted are you Fenton?” Tara demanded to know. 
“Who throws a plate at a window and blames it on a cat?”


           
“Who throws a plate at a window at all?” glossed Trixie. 
“Honestly Fenton, how much rage are you carrying?”

           
“Well go on then,” Tara urged him.  “Go and board it up before
he jumps out.”


           
“And get us a new plate tomorrow,” Trixie
added.     


           
But Fenton lingered.  He put his ear to the door.  He
heard the drip of the tap, the gentle lapping of water on skin, the
soft music of small aquatic disturbances.  “As a matter of
interest,” he politely asked them, “what does the word ‘terrorism’
mean to you?”    


           
“If you’re suggesting we ate those bits of chicken,” Trixie coldly
replied, “remember that we’re both vegans.  So I’d watch who
you go accusing of terrorism, Fenton.  I’d watch that very
closely.”


           
“But you do eat white meat,” Fenton pointed out. 


           
Tara let fly with an indignant burst of quasi
Japanese.   


           
Trixie said, “If you’re suggesting the meat on those drumsticks was
white, Fenton, you’ve got bigger problems than we thought. 
Now go and board up that window.”


           
Their attention returned to bathing.  One of them shifted
position with a meaty squeak.  Churned water slapped against
reddened flesh.     

            “I
had this nightmare last night about a dick,” he heard Tara say
quietly, as he moved away.  “Just this huge dick.  Maybe
you’re right that all dreams are about sex.”

           
“Oh that’s not about sex, you poor baby,” Trixie advised
her sagely.  “That’s about snakes, you
see.  You must have this unconscious fear of
snakes.”

 

 

 

Lying in bed, Fenton thought about beards.  Rain played on
his roof like the fingers of a veteran typist.  The lamp on
his neighbour’s shed still blazed.  There was, he thought,
something uniquely unpleasant about being made to grow a beard when
you didn’t want to grow one.  It was the kind of
unpleasantness you thought you’d left behind in childhood. 
How would he look with one?  Would he look like the other
Maoists?  Knowing that their beards were compulsory explained
a lot.  It explained why Col hadn’t long ago removed the
wispy, moustacheless, almost Henrik Ibsen-style offering that clung
to his lower face.  It explained why Warren was prepared, in
the late twentieth century, to go around looking like somebody in a
daguerreotype: Dr Crippen, W. G. Grace, Mad Dog Morgan.  That
was what a beard could look like when you were forced to grow it
and weren’t allowed to shave it off!  What had Fenton got
himself into?  He knew already that he was going to hate his
own beard, regardless of what it looked like.  He hated the
idea of it.  He hated what it would represent: commitment,
obligation, the unshakeable nastiness of being in something over
your head.  It would remind him every day that he had involved
himself in something preposterous but all too real, something that
had already moved well out of his control.

He shut his eyes and tried to think about her.  He tried to
picture her face, but kept seeing Gus’s pressed up against it,
feeding bestially on her lips and tongue.  What were the odds
that Gus would die very soon?  On the face of it, not that
good.  On the other hand: think of the sheer variety of ways
in which a person could meet with sudden death in the course of a
normal day.  Consider, to start with, the infinite assortment
of flying objects that could hit and kill a man as he went about
his daily business.  Cars, trucks, buses, trains, motorbikes,
bolts of lightning, stray javelins, bullets from bank jobs gone
sour, concrete slabs dropped from building sites fifteen storeys
above.  And when a man took up as much space as Gus did, the
odds of his getting mowed down by one of these things improved
considerably.  Moreover, the fatter a man was, the poorer were
his chances of being able to leap spryly out of the way when he
found such an object coming at him.  In fact it was something
of a miracle, when you thought about it, that the fat fuck had
managed to stay alive as long as he had … And what about
natural causes?  Think of his cholesterol count.  Think
of the constant strain on his heart.  Think of the thick
slurry of abused substances that oozed like wet cement through his
veins.  


           
“Fenton!”


           
He opened his eyes.  

           
“Fenton!”  They were calling him from their
bedroom.   


           
“What?” he called back. 

           
“You’re remembering it’s garbage night?”


           
The bin was cold and heavy against his thighs.  The wet
driveway chilled his bare feet.  Setting the bin down at the
kerb, he found that its rim had left a great damp stripe across the
groin of his pyjamas.  He stood there and looked out at the
suburbs, at the lights spread out like dots on a radar
screen.  In one of those houses out there she lay.  Maybe
Gus was lying with her, and maybe he wasn’t.  Either way, his
days at her side were numbered.  Fenton was sure of that
now.  This time last night, he hadn’t even known her
name.  Now he did, and she knew his.  And that felt very
good.     


           
The wheels were in motion all right.  More wheels than Gus
knew. 


           
He turned and headed back up the wet driveway, and each step felt
like a step towards her.     
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Chapter 6




Two weeks later Fenton stood at a urinal on the top floor of
the University Library.  He was alone.  His policy with
respect to urinals was as follows.  He used them only if they
were unattended.  The sight of an incumbent urinator
invariably sent him swerving for the nearest cubicle.  He
didn’t like pissing with a complete stranger standing beside him,
and he didn’t like standing with a complete stranger pissing beside
him.  Still less did he relish sharing a trough with someone
he knew.  If he was prepared to step up – as now – to a vacant
urinal, this was only because he judged the slight risk that he
would be joined there by a second urinator to be more acceptable,
on balance, than the near certainty that he would see something
abominable in the stall.   


           
Right now, however, he was having an unprecedented problem. 
He was utterly failing to urinate.  It was now some two or
three minutes since he’d first addressed the steel, and still it
remained undrenched.  What was going on down there?  Had
his dick now ceased to function as a urinary tract as well? 
Was a piss now asking too much of it?  He wondered at
what point, in cases like this, one was supposed simply to zip up
and walk away, writing off the whole venture as a mistake. 
Certainly he didn’t feel ready to make such a radical concession
just yet.  And so he stayed grimly in position, with the
arrival of witnesses getting ever more likely as each minute
passed.          


           
Almost certainly the malfunction was due to mental stress. 
Gus had scheduled an extraordinary meeting of the Maoists for two
o’clock the following morning.  Repeat: two o’clock in the
morning.  This meeting, Gus had indicated, would be
about becoming terrorists.  At it, the Maoists would decide
what particular branch of terrorist activity they were going to
become involved in, and at what person or institution these
activities would be aimed.  One part of Fenton – a part that
liked sleeping and disliked conspiring to commit violent crime –
yearned to give this meeting a wide berth.  But the pragmatist
in him knew that he would have to be there, for several
overwhelmingly good reasons.  For one thing, his career as a
simulated Maoist was still very much in its infancy.  It would
be folly, at this delicate stage, to give the others any reason to
doubt his revolutionary zeal.  Furthermore, out of concern for
the welfare of the general public, coupled with a reluctance to
spend the rest of his life in jail, he felt compelled to keep a
close eye on this nascent little conspiracy, and make sure that it
never got out of hand.  As things stood, he felt reasonably
confident that Gus, while undoubtedly warped, was nevertheless far
too much of a buffoon to present a genuine threat to anyone. 
There was no call to panic yet, Fenton believed, and definitely no
call to even think about involving the police.  But
the situation was worth keeping an eye on, just the same. 
Finally, there was the question of Charmaine.  It seemed a
safe bet that her boyfriend’s secret commitment to terrorism would
lower her opinion of him, if she ever found out about it. 
Fenton was therefore determined that she would find out
about it, one way or another.  If no more subtle method
occurred to him, he would simply have to come straight out and tell
her about it.  But in order to tell her about it in any detail
he first had to know about it in detail himself, and in order to
know about it in detail he had to go to the meeting. 
Whichever way you looked at it, he had no real choice but to
attend.


           
Another thing playing havoc with his mental equilibrium was the
large piece of graffiti that occupied almost all of the toilet wall
to his right.  It said, in black letters that were immense to
begin with, but shrank markedly as they approached the
floor:   


 

Secure 

Neville

Aggot's

Release

By 

Yuletide         



 

There was no mistaking the belligerent handwriting.  It was
Pamela Scratch’s.  It was a multi-media affair, this graffito
of hers.  For that gargantuan first word she had employed
spraypaint.  Then, no doubt having perceived that the space
remaining to her was seriously limited, she had switched to some
kind of jumbo marker.  Finally, in deep trouble down near the
floor, struggling to preserve the dwindling acronym on the
left-hand side, she had been obliged to squeeze in those diminutive
final words with a regular felt-tipped pen.  Had she brought
all of these writing implements along in the first place, or had
she composed the slogan in three separate sessions?  More to
the point, when and how had she infiltrated the male toilets?
 And “Yuletide” – what the hell, apart from the fact
that it started with a Y, made Yuletide an appropriate
deadline for Aggot’s release?  That festive season was only a
few months away – an optimistically brief time-frame, if you asked
Fenton, in which to turn around public opinion on freeing a
confessed multiple thrill-killer.  Or maybe she meant the
Yuletide after next. 


           
Either way, the development made Fenton feel uneasy.  The
inescapable fact was that it was he who had brought up Aggot’s name
in the first place.  He could only hope that Pamela was too
nuts to remember that – or, failing that, too nuts to see that it
was something that sane people might hold against him.  His
key role in the campaign’s inception haunted him.  He had
terrible visions of being confronted, and denounced, by weeping
members of the extended Baker family; or being illiterately
contacted, in a wickedly stained prison letter, by Neville Claude
Aggot himself. 


           
And then, speaking of atrocities, there was Fenton’s beard. 
It weighed heavily on his mind, his beard.  He wished it
weighed heavily on his face, but that was still a long way from
happening.  Even though it itched like a highwayman’s, it
still looked from the outside no lusher than the fuzz on a tennis
ball.  It was a three-day growth that had taken twelve days to
get there.  To call it a “beard,” indeed, was to drain that
word of nearly all its commonly understood meaning.  But what
other term for it was there?  Even the word “it” was somewhat
out of place, since what had so far materialised on his face wasn’t
really a single entity at all, but several independent whisker
colonies separated by these large and mysterious buffer zones of
virgin skin.  High on his left cheek was a rectangular field
or stripe that was neither one thing nor the other: there were
whiskers there, but they were appreciably shorter than all the
surrounding ones.  This facial cricket pitch marked the place
where, two or three mornings after becoming a Maoist, Fenton had
absent-mindedly begun to shave.  He was one long swipe of his
razor into it when he had recalled, with horror, that he was meant
to be growing a beard.  In hindsight, the wise move would have
been to complete the shave and restart the whole beard from
scratch.  Instead he had panicked and reshelved his razor,
feeling that the error would probably iron itself out over
time.  But two weeks later the evidence was still glaringly
there, like a cattle brand, and the chances that it would vanish
between now and tonight’s meeting seemed slim.  In an ideal
world, of course, he would have been able to shave the whole thing
off right now, and let it grow gradually back in an unbutchered
format.  No: in an ideal world he’d have been able to shave
the whole thing off right now, dispatch the cuttings to hell, and
then resume shaving once a day for the rest of his life.  But
in the current world he had to answer to Gus, who had made his
position on the beard thing violently clear.  Fenton saw the
irony in all of this, even if he found it deeply unamusing. 
In order to get near her, he had to pretend to be a Maoist. 
But in order to pretend to be a Maoist, he had to let his face
display a growth so farcical that she could on no account be
allowed to see it, at least not in the short term.  Thank
Christ she hadn’t been invited to this
meeting.     


           
A sound: the outer door of the toilets swinging open. 
Incoming footsteps echoed on the tiles.  Fenton remained
frozen at the trough, transfixed by their sound, willing them to
stop coming, to slow and veer off into one of the cubicles. 
But they didn’t.  They came all the way up behind him; seemed
to hesitate there for a moment; then stepped up next to him with a
sigh.  There was the sound of a descending zip: and then the
following words, uttered with a distinct lack of enthusiasm:


           
“Hello Bland.” 


           
Only one person called him Bland.  Fenton glanced sideways:
and the nightmare was confirmed.  It was Robert
Browning.  “Oh hi Robert!” he heard himself reply, with the
kind of forced delight he generally reserved for hailing elderly
relatives.  Hadn’t Browning left, departed, been
kicked out?  What was he still doing
here?   


           
A gruelling silence descended.  Fenton nervously fixed his
gaze on the tiled wall in front of his face.  He did this
partly in observance of urinal etiquette, which obliged one to
establish, early on, one’s total lack of interest in one’s
neighbour’s cock.  But in the present case there was added
cause for discomfort.  Browning’s hello had been
brutally cold – there was no denying it.  Did that mean that
Fenton’s deepest fears were right?  Had his own sleazy
withdrawal from Browning’s course been the withdrawal that
triggered the course’s collapse, and did Browning somehow know
that?  Fenton’s preference was to zip up and flee before this
question could be answered.  But that would be madness: if
Browning saw that he’d left the trough bone dry, he would know at
once that the departure was premature, contrived,
illegitimate.  And then all bets would be off, and there was
no telling what the embittered humanist might shout at his exiting
back.       


           
Over on Browning’s side a hearty thrum of waste on steel started
up.  Fenton ransacked his mind for something to say, anything,
just as long as it papered over this excruciating void. 


           
But he was too slow.  Browning got in first. 


           
“Relax, Bland,” he said.  “I know it was you.”


           
“Oh,” Fenton said.   

           
“If it wasn’t you, it would have been someone else.  I’m an
anachronism, Bland.  I accept my fate.” 


           
His voice sounded as it always had: soft, precise, serenely
confident of the rightness of what it was saying.  Fenton
looked intently downward, as though something in the trough
demanded his undivided scrutiny.  But all he saw down there
was Browning’s urine on its slow way past him to the drain,
carrying a sodden cigarette butt bent in fetal position. 
Anachronism or no, the man was still capable of a producing a damn
fine stream of piss.  Remarkably yellow it was
too.   
           


           
“Anyway, it’ll all be over soon,” Browning said.  “Reading
books.  Literacy.  The brief – legacy – of – Gutenberg,”
his speech getting slower and more deliberate here as he shook
himself.  Zipping up, he moved across to the sinks.  “It
doesn’t matter to me.  You’re the ones who’ll never read a
decent book again, not me.  And they still have to keep paying
me, you realise that?”  Running some water, he dipped his
hands briefly into the stream.  “Yes.  Thanks to
principles formulated in an age far less barbaric than ours, I
can’t be sacked for my political opinions.  No matter how
disreputable they may be.”  He slapped on a hand-dryer. 
“Not,” he half-shouted over its hot blast, “that I’ve ever regarded
it as a political opinion to think that good books are worth
reading and bad ones aren’t.  But the point is this. 
Lego can’t get rid of me, not properly.  He can steal my
students, he can defame me from the lectern.  But he’s yet to
find a way of getting me off the payroll.”  The drier had cut
out now.  Browning moderated his volume.  “So: I still
get paid, I still have a library card, and I’ve still got an
office.  Oh not over there, of course,” waving a
contemptuous hand in the rough direction of the socioliterology
building. 
          


           
“Oh you’ve moved then?” Fenton asked, keen to place his concern for
Browning’s welfare firmly on the record.  He wondered how much
longer Browning was going to linger there by the dryers.  His
business here was done now.  Shouldn’t he be going?  If
he stayed around much longer he would surely start to wonder about
the curious duration of Fenton’s stint at the trough.  And yet
he seemed, worryingly, to be in no hurry to depart.  On the
contrary: he looked to be digging in over there, like a man who
still had a few things left to
say.       


           
“Yes.  My office requirements, they tell me, have been
‘reprioritized.’  Who ‘they’ are I’m not certain.  But
they sent me a letter ‘advising’ – which is what the prose of
people like this does: it advises – that my ‘workspace
entitlements’ have been reassessed, to reflect recent ‘adjustments’
in my teaching load.  They seem to think if they say it nicely
enough I won’t notice I’ve been evicted.  Anyway, they’ve
given me a nice little ‘space’ down there in the former
Chancellery.  With a window that overlooks the drying laundry
of the squatters who live in the other rooms.  There’s no
electricity, of course – this is the University’s non-violent way
of trying to flush the squatters out.  So anything I leave in
my room overnight tends to get burnt for heat by my
neighbours.  One of these days they’re going to burn the whole
place down.  I hope a few of them are still inside it when
they do.  I left a cardigan in there once.  The next day
one of them was carrying round a baby that was swaddled in
it.  But far be it from me to ‘judge’ their lifestyle,
Bland.  Or to question their right to steal and burn other
people’s stuff whenever the need arises.  Perish the
thought!  Let copulation thrive!  And I suppose as
neighbours go, they’re still a cut above Lego and his witless
lackeys.  I’ll give them that.  I feel like Nero down
there.  No: like Seneca.  While their fires rage around
me, and their endless screaming matches with their ‘partners,’ I
sit at my desk and read the greats.  The books that you people
for some reason find less engaging than the would-be intellectual
fireworks of Ivan Lego, that serial rapist of the English
language.  And I polish the great works of my own that nobody
wants to publish.  The other day,” he recalled with a fond
chuckle, “I got rejected by a female publisher who wrote that she
was ‘not in a position’ to publish one of my poems.  Not in a
position?  The woman owns and edits a magazine
exclusively devoted to publishing poetry!  Who could be in a
better position to publish me?  But of course what
she’s really saying, in her bureaucratic way, is that she doesn’t
want to publish me.  And why not?  Because I’m
no good?  Heaven forbid!  These bureaucrats of the
‘Arts,’ these people who talk about ‘being in positions’ – do you
think they care about questions of quality?  Do you
think they even want there to be a difference between good
writing and bad?  Of course not.  All they believe in is
what they can see: fashion.  Is this poem up-to-the-minute or
not?  What’s hot this summer?  Not me, that’s clear
enough.  Because my poems have form, you see. 
Some of them even rhyme.  And form’s out,
Bland.  It’s been done.  Like chivalry, like the
hula hoop.  Like music that sounds good.  Art is supposed
to embody the ‘chaos of our time’ now, see.  This is what our
councils and committees seem to want from it.  So we get the
sculptor exhibiting his heap of fouled hypodermics.  The
‘rapper’ with the Uzi in the boot of his Mercedes.  Which
rules me out, of course.  Me with my senile belief that art’s
meant to impose some sort of shape on things.  Like
playing tennis with the net down, that’s what Robert Frost said
about free verse.  In other words, what’s the fucking
point of it?  What’s the good of it?  Why would
anybody possibly want to read it?”  He was on a roll now,
close to recapturing some of the evangelical heat that had once
sustained his lectures, back when he’d had lectures to give. 
But suddenly he caught himself, and put on the brakes with an
ironic smile.  “Anyway, there’s already been a poet
called Robert Browning, hasn’t there?” he mildly concluded. 
“What were the odds that there’d ever be another one?  They
were never very good, were they?  Not very good at all. 
I’ll be seeing you, Bland.”


           
And he went.      

* * *

 

A minute or two later, Fenton emerged from the lavatory. 
It was now a little before 2pm.  So now he had a Lego Studies
lecture to get to, and a girl there to look at, and think about,
and hide his beard from. 


           
There was, however, something not quite straightforward about his
stride.  He moved with a certain lopsidedness, a certain
woodenness of gait.  Following Browning’s departure, he had
finally succeeded in relieving himself.  But that small
victory had immediately turned sour.  For he had proceeded to
put away his cock too early – disastrously, unforgivably
early.  And now, in consequence, his underpants contained
about a thimble’s worth of molten piss.  He was still trying
to think of a way in which this act of idiocy might be blamed on
someone other than himself – on Browning, for instance, for putting
him off his game.  On Pamela Scratch, for writing that
distracting graffiti about Neville Aggot.  On Gus.  But
ultimately it was nobody’s fault but his own, and the deplorable
upshot was this soggy disaster area down in his underpants, this
scrotum-scorching archipelago of humid cloth that was going to make
Lego’s lecture even more of a living hell than it had already been
going to be, a fifty-minute nightmare of writhing jiving
adjustments in the back row …  


           
Fortunately, he still a few spare minutes in which to do some
salvage work.  While descending from the library’s third floor
to its second, he thrust his right hand deep into his right
pocket.  From there he launched a series of exploratory prods
and delvings aimed at shifting his genitals to drier ground, but
carefully crafted to strike passers-by as an innocent – if
admittedly quite thorough – search for a well-buried handkerchief
or coin.  But these peripheral rummagings did more harm than
good.  Clearly the situation demanded a more holistic remedy,
a really massive intervention.  He had to get his whole hand
down there. 


           
Very well, then: having arrived on the second floor, he left the
stairwell and made for the shelves.  Ceiling-high,
book-packed, shadowy, they provided ideal cover for anyone looking
to ram a hand fully down his jeans.  He slipped down an empty
alley that seemed narrower than the others, darker.  He was
midway along it, and just about to do the deed, when he sensed that
somebody else had just come in behind him.  Fuck! 
Putting the operation on hold, he started scanning the passing book
spines with quasi-scholarly intent, as if zeroing in on a
particular call number.  Behind him, the interloper kept
coming.  Fenton therefore came to a complete halt, grabbed a
book at random, opened it, and pressed himself forward so as to let
this eager bastard get by.  But instead of squeezing past him,
the person stopped right at his side.  Fenton looked up. 
It was Charmaine. 


           
“Nice beard!” she said.  


           
Her hand playfully touched his elbow as she said it.  Her eyes
were aimed without mercy straight at his.  They were so brown
you couldn’t make out the pupils. 
    


           
“Hey,” she said.  “Guess what?” 


           
The problem in Fenton’s jeans no longer concerned him. 
Suddenly his only aim or interest was to keep himself upright, to
resist his body’s huge craving to melt to the floor.  It
wanted to become a small puddle down there, a single-celled
organism, some dew under a loose heap of clothing.  She looked
infinitely better than he wanted her to.  And she made him
feel far worse, up this close, than he’d allowed himself to believe
was going to be possible. 


           
“Come on,” she scolded, “you’re supposed to say ‘what.’  So,
guess what?”


           
“What?” he said.  Her eyes.  Her teeth.  Her
nostrils.  Her right bra strap flagging down her brown upper
arm, ripe for rectification.  
         


           
“I’m under strict instructions not to talk to you.” 
Smiling broadly, as though she found this information vastly
entertaining.


           
“Who from?” Fenton tried to say, but the words caught on some large
and moist obstruction in his throat.  He swallowed, and said
it again properly.  “From who?”   


           
“From Gus of course.”


           
“Oh,” Fenton said.  Of course.  From Gus.  He should
have seen that coming.  And he should, ideally, have replied
to it with something more incisive than ‘oh.’  But his
composure had taken its leave.  It had slipped out of his body
and was sprinting cravenly down the stairs.  He felt like a
cylinder of dry ash dangling from the end of some absent-minded
person’s cigarette. 
       


           
“But don’t worry,” she said with a grin.  “I don’t believe him
or anything.”


           
“Believe what?” 
         


           
“Believe what he said about you.”


           
“What,” Fenton said, “did he say about me?”  How strange it
was, how very strange, to reflect that he was standing – right now,
right at this very second – at her side.  Standing, that is to
say, in the one place in the world where, in theory, he most
passionately wanted to stand.  He had dreams about
this.  He spent days on end thinking about nothing else. 
And now here he was: it was happening.  Some of it had
happened already.  And he wasn’t up to it.  He knew that
already, with terrible clarity.  He quite simply wasn’t up to
it.  Already he found himself hoping, disgracefully, that it
would end very soon. 


           
“He said you’re a sleazy sexist who treats women like dirt.”


           
Fenton looked at her in consternation.  He opened his mouth to
rebut this ridiculous lie – and realised that he felt unwell. 
Not just odd, or slightly below par, but really, distinctly
unwell.  Her nose was sprinkled with freckles so faint that
they seemed to lie under her skin rather than on it, and quite
suddenly there was a more than even chance he was going to
vomit.  She smelt of bubblegum, which wasn’t helping.  He
swallowed, and tasted something resembling the end of an old
battery.  “I’ve never,” he sort of croaked, “treated dirt very
badly.”  It was the best he could
do.         


           
“Look at you: you’ve gone all pale!  Don’t worry – that’s just
the kind of thing he says.  Anyway, if I did everything he
told me to, I’d have to live in a cardboard box or something. 
He thinks everyone’s after me.  Even girls!  Let
me guess: I bet he told you to start growing that beard, didn’t
he?” 


           
Fenton merely nodded. 

           
“Don’t you want to know how I knew that?” she chastised him.


           
Again he answered non-verbally, with judicious flexings of his
mouth and face.  He had resolved not to speak now unless he
absolutely had to.  Each speech act was making him feel
decidedly iller.  But he still stood a fair chance of averting
outright disaster, as long as he didn’t try anything too
fancy.  He swallowed again, and regretted it at
once.      


           
“He knows I don’t like guys with beards, right?  But he
doesn’t want to shave his one off.  So instead he just makes
all the other Maoists grow one too!”


           
“What?” Fenton cried.  This, he perceived vaguely,
was a scandal, an outrage!  If only he felt well enough to
strike back, to deliver the five-minute, tightly reasoned
denunciation of Gus that the moment so richly demanded.  But
the eloquent stuff would have to wait till later.  Much
later.  One fine day when he was in the peak of health he
would sit down with her and give her the works: the laid-back wit,
the seamless repartee, the subtle enumeration of Gus’s salient
character flaws, the cool showcasing of his own credentials. 
But not now.  Not now.  Right now the mere thought of
saying something daring or virtuosic made a panicked rope of nausea
slither thickly up the back of his throat. 
        


           
“Don’t be mad at him,” she said.  “And don’t tell him I told
you that, whatever you do.  If he knew that, we’d
both be in trouble.  But you can keep a secret, can’t
you?”


           
He nodded and worked his eyebrows, and wished like hell that she’d
cut down on the frisky innuendo.  Every gleam in her eye was
fresh heat for the stew in his guts.  He wasn’t proud of it,
but already he was thinking very seriously about the location of
the nearest toilets.  There were some on this floor, but he
couldn’t very well be convulsively ill in there.  That would
be too close.  The sound of his animal heavings might drift
back out here, to her.  He’d have to return to the ones on the
top floor then: which meant getting back to the stairwell
first.  One edge of this was just visible over her right
shoulder.  It lay about fifteen strides beyond her, a
lime-green and carpetless Shangrila.  He eyed it with
yearning.            


           
“You are mad at him, aren’t you?  Don’t be. 
He’s not out to get you or anything.  He just … well,
he’s bound to be a bit suspicious of you, isn’t he? 
Look at it from his point of view.  No one’s ever actually
joined the Maoists before.  Plenty of guys have
dropped out, but nobody’s ever joined.  Not since the death of
communism, anyway.  So he’s bound to wonder what you’re up to,
isn’t he?” 


           
“I’m not,” said Fenton, “up to anything.”


           
“Well that’s the other thing he’s afraid of.  I mean, if you
joined up because you actually believe in it …
” 


           
“Of course I believe in it.”  It cost him a lot to string
these words together, to utter such a great many syllables all at
once.  And strangely enough, he immediately got the feeling
that it had been the wrong thing to say.  “Why?” he made
himself add.  “Doesn’t Gus?”


           
“Oh he does now.  Of course he does now.  But
you have to understand, he is fairly new to it.  He
only really got into it because he was … well, he wasn’t quite
fast enough to make it in the rugby team.  The coach always
left him on the bench.  I hated that man.  Poor
Gussy, it used to depress him so much.  His self-esteem can
get pretty low sometimes, you know.  He might not show it, but
it can.  Anyway, that’s when he decided to give the Maoist
thing a try instead.  Of course it’s all a load of rubbish if
you ask me.  I just do the paper.”


           
“But … why Maoism?  Why did he choose that?”  Fenton
was drifting in and out of his body now, and was well beyond being
able to remember why such questions mattered.  But he knew in
the abstract that they probably did, somehow, that their answers
might well be of use to him later on.  Anyway, he had to say
something.  He couldn’t, as much as he wanted to,
just not say anything at
all.         


           
“You mean, as opposed to being an Anarchist or whatever? 
Well, I suppose to start with it was because nobody else had taken
it.  You know, there weren’t any other Maoist groups on
campus.  But he’s totally committed to it now. 
Don’t let me give you the wrong impression.  And you
definitely never heard any of this from me, right? 
All I’m saying is, he’s still catching up on some parts of
it.  Some of the theory and that.  So he’s bound to be a
little defensive when a properly dressed guy like you comes along
and joins up.  If he knew you could read Russian,” she added
mischievously, tapping the book that he’d forgotten he was holding,
“he’d really freak out!” 


           
Gently lowering his head, Fenton let his gaze fall for the first
time on the randomly grabbed, blindly opened volume in his
hands.  It indeed proved to be full of some strange foreign
script.  Russian?  He’d have to take her word for
that.  Looking down at it made him feel a lot worse, but so
did looking at everything else.


           
“But don’t worry,” she reassured him.  “I can keep a secret
too.”


           
She placed her hand on his wrist as she said this.  A wave of
protest reared violently up from the churning cesspit of his
innards.  He clenched his teeth and prayed that she would
remove her hand from him without delay.  He knew dimly that he
would look back on all this later and weep at the unfairness of it:
having her hand on him and wanting it off, having her next to him
and wanting her gone.  But the look of her, the sound of her
voice, her smell, kept spurring him ruthlessly on towards massive
liquid catastrophe.  Maybe after this wretched performance his
chances of getting her would be gone forever.  Maybe it was
all ending here, this very minute.  But right now that felt
like a good thing, if it meant never having to feel this way
again.  Maybe he just wasn’t cut out for this, for stealing
somebody else’s girlfriend.  Again that was something to
contemplate later.  His sole task now was to get out of her
presence as gracefully as possible and into the sweet solitude of
those cans.  What an underrated environment the public toilet
was!  The thick sheltering walls, the soothing white
tiles.  All that cool and edgeless and infinitely tolerant
porcelain …      


           
Finally she took her hand off him.  But just before she did,
she gave his forearm a last tiny squeeze – and that was it. 
From that second the die was cast.  He was absolutely going to
be hideously sick now, no question about it, and in the very near
future too.  He gave himself maybe a minute.  He had to
get out of here immediately.  Doing it gracefully no longer
mattered.  He just had to do it.  But how?  How was
he going to get past her?  He couldn’t verbally ask her to
step aside: a transaction of that magnitude would almost certainly
push him over the edge.  Nor could he just squeeze wordlessly
past her: their bodies would inevitably touch, and that too would
be more than he could bear.  Just thinking about it forced him
to close his eyes for a moment and just stand very very still, with
his jaw clamped adamantly shut.  He vowed to any deity who
might be listening that he would gladly renounce every nefarious
intention he’d ever had, if he could only get out of this without
her seeing him regurgitate. 


           
“Gosh,” she said, examining his troubled face.  “You
really don’t want me to tell him, do you?” 


           
He shrugged and vaguely whimpered.


           
“You don’t say much, do
you?”           


           
He shrugged again, shaking his head.  Oh Christ, the whole
conversation was a dismal shambles now, a great flaming
zeppelin!  But so what?  If it ended without his spewing
all over her shoes he would account it a searing triumph, an
epoch-making success. 


           
“Well,” she said with a blessed air of finality, “I’ve got a
lecture to get to.  Hey, you do Lego Studies don’t you? 
So you’ve got a lecture too.  Should we walk there
together?”


           
Firmly he shook his head.  “No.  I’ve got to …
”  He ceased speaking.  He made a curt gesture towards
the floor above.   


           
“Oh.  Okay,” she said, looking disappointed and mystified in
equal measure. 


           
That look was too much for him.  He made a lurching drunkard’s
attempt to get past her.  She held her ground.  Worse,
she actively stopped him, by placing a firm hand on his rioting
chest.  And for an obscene moment he thought it was all
over.  He really did think he would have to spin away from
her, clutch his knees, and bury the floor, right here and now,
under an unspeakable steaming tangerine deluge.  Instead he
stepped very carefully back, riveted his eyes on one particular
book spine, and with a profound Tantric effort rode the moment
out.  But even as the wave subsided, he knew beyond doubt that
the next one would be it, the catastrophe itself.  He had
pushed his luck quite fucking far enough.   


           
“You’re not getting away that easy,” she said with a grin,
still touchingly unaware of the gravity of the situation. 
“You,” she said, raising a didactic forefinger, “have got to tell
me something.  What’s going on tonight?  At two
in the morning?  What’s going on?”


           
He wanted to swallow.  He also wanted not to swallow. 
His tonsils were steeped in gathering
spit.       


           
“Come on, don’t try and cover for him.  I’m not stupid, I
heard him ringing all of you up.  What is it, a –
”  


           
“There’s a secret meeting,” Fenton said concisely, like a spy
passing on vital information with his last breath.


           
“I knew it!” she cried, slapping his poor chest for emphasis. 
“He tried to tell me you had a game of indoor cricket!  As if
– ”


           
“I’ll keep you posted,” Fenton abruptly said, and with that he
barged unceremoniously past her, head down, feeling in passing the
brush of some strangely resilient part of her that could only be a
breast, and this electric touch of firm (but at the same time
unfirm) tit was a veritable starter’s pistol that sent him
resolutely on his way along the book-lined lane with his mouth shut
tight and his face aimed straight ahead and his body moving with
the jerky yet curiously upright and dignified gait of a disgraced
politician striding without comment past a rabid media pack until
finally he hit the stairwell where it was safe to break into a
frantic sprint which he wasted no time in doing in order to take
the stairs two, three, four at a time until he surged through the
toilet’s outer door and then through its inner one and finally
through the door of the cubicle itself, where without a second to
spare he snapped forward over the welcoming bowl.  

 










Chapter 7




Something was going on.

           
The lecture theatre was packed.  All the seats were taken, and
a jabbering surplus of crowd spilled up and down the room’s tiered
flanks.  Fenton, arriving a good minute or two before Ivan
Lego’s scheduled entry, could only weave and shove his way into a
standing berth against the back wall, wondering if he’d walked into
the wrong theatre by mistake.  The size of the audience, and
the way it was simmering with excitement, suggested that something
far more entertaining than a lecture by Ivan Lego was about to take
place. 


           
But then he spotted Lego himself down the front: present already,
and engaged in some very unorthodox preparations on the
stage.  He was in the right place, then.  It was all
these other people who weren’t.  After another moment or two
he spotted her, standing against the wall about halfway down,
happily chatting to some lanky geek in a tennis shirt.  Having
looked at that till he could take no more, Fenton returned his
attention to the strange composition of the crowd around him. 
It contained, for some reason, suited professors from other
departments.  Green-shorted members of the grounds
staff.  A contingent of smartly dressed older ladies
resembling a reading group on a field trip.  An armed guard
speaking gravely into a walkie-talkie, with the badge of his
security firm displayed on both arms of his short-sleeved
shirt.  The woman from the refectory who called everybody
love, standing on her toes to get a better look down at
the stage.   


           
Unusual things were happening down there.  For one thing, the
lectern was missing.  In the space it normally occupied, there
stood two black swivel chairs.  Ivan Lego sat in one of them,
with one long cream-clad leg draped easily over the other.  A
woman in T-shirt and jeans was tensely bent over him, applying
make-up to his obligingly tilted face.  A protective paper bib
was tucked under the non-collar – the anti-collar – of his
collarless coat.  A tiny black microphone was clipped to one
of his breast pockets, trailing a thin black cord that looped out
of view somewhere near his waist.  A pair of chunky television
cameras stood shyly back on the apron of the stage, tended by
headphoned cameramen in too-tight T-shirts.  One of them was
training his lens experimentally on Ivan Lego.  A live
close-up of the bibbed philosopher appeared on a monitor at stage
left, oscillating wildly in size as the cameraman found his
range.  Further technicians moved around the carpeted stage
with no special urgency, as though the start of proceedings was
still some way off.  One of them was arranging a jug of water
and a glass on a small table at Lego’s elbow.  Another was
down on his hands and knees amid the black spaghetti of electrical
cords and cables, sticking them down to the carpet with a roll of
tape.  On either side of the stage stood a tall metal pole
crowned by a battery of industrial-strength lamps.  These
encased the whole scene in a crisp white prism of artificial
light. 


           
Occupying the chair beside Lego’s was a chubby man of perhaps
fifty-five, wearing a bow tie and a red beret.  He revolved
nervously in his seat, tapping a biro against an apparently empty
clipboard that lay across his knees.  Fenton recognised him as
Quentin Salient: presenter of ArtsBeat, the most
prestigious arts programme on TV.  The only arts programme on
TV, come to think of it.  Salient!  Fenton felt the fire
of an ancient hate rekindle within him.  Some months
previously he had read a profile of Salient in the People
section of a weekend newspaper, under the aegis of a regular
feature entitled My Sunday, in which moderately famous
people were required to describe how they spent their days
off.  Salient’s ideal Sunday morning had turned out to
consist, in his own words, of “curling up with a good thriller, my
dog Django, and a croissant.”  In an adjacent colour
photograph, larger by far than the article itself, a stiffly posed
Salient smirked up at the camera from atop a vast unmade bed. 
Wearing recently ironed pyjamas and his trademark red beret, he
held a thriller in one hand and a once-bitten croissant in the
other, while balancing a small and obnoxious-looking cur on his
thighs.  Asked in another part of the article to nominate his
pet dislikes, Salient had offered: “People who say ‘Classical’
music when actually what they mean is Romantic music – or indeed
serious music of any kind.” 
           


           
Reading that article, Fenton had developed an immediate and
unshakeable conviction that he was being lied to.  Although he
had no firm evidence to go on, he felt strangely certain that
Salient did not in fact spend his Sunday mornings in the way he
claimed.  It just struck Fenton as wildly improbable that a
man could combine, to pleasant effect, the three quite disparate
acts of reading a book, eating pastry, and snuggling with an
animal.  Wouldn’t Django get fur, or slobber, on the
croissant?  Wouldn’t jam get smeared on the thriller? 
Wouldn’t it be far more efficient simply to kick the dog out, eat
the croissant while it was still hot, and then turn one’s full
attention to the book?  Looking at Salient now – perched
rotundly down there on the stage, small-talking with Ivan Lego in
the glazed, half-hearted manner of a man whose earpiece is having
something pivotal said into it by his producer – Fenton felt surer
than ever that the man was a grotesque fraud.  Yes, the chubby
little shit had quite clearly made the whole thing up!  But
why?  Just to make it known that he named his pets after
Belgian jazzmen?  There had to be more to it than that. 
But what?  The answer seemed destined to elude Fenton forever,
and this only made his hatred of Salient
grow.   


           
He forced his attention back to Charmaine, half the crowd away,
still laughing it up with this wiry cock in the tennis shirt. 
Looking at her from this distance, Fenton found it nearly
impossible to believe that not ten minutes ago she’d been chatting
to him like that, resting that same promiscuous hand on
his forearm instead.  Still less could he believe he had
voluntarily walked away from that.  No: run away from it,
sprinted away from it, fled the scene like the abjectest
of criminals.  What a fiasco!  What a supremely
regrettable performance!  He knew already that it was the kind
of incident that was going to ruin his peace of mind for years to
come, playing over and over and over in his head like disaster
footage and making him want to wince and clutch his balls and gouge
out his own eyes for possibly the rest of his life.  The
badness of it had been surreal, epic, scarcely believable in scope
and intensity.  A stronger man would have been back at her
side right now, working furiously to expunge her memories of the
whole scene.  But Fenton wasn’t strong.  Arguably, he
wasn’t even a man.  Already he’d caught himself wondering,
once or twice, whether it might be possible never to be at her side
again.  Perhaps, he cravenly speculated, he might be able to
woo and win her by remote modes of communication only: letters,
phone calls, morse code transmissions, semaphore, a series of
increasingly frank videotapes …  


           
Was he cut out for it, for the long and grim decathlon of
prising away somebody else’s girlfriend?  Probably not. 
Almost certainly not.  But what difference did that
make?  Did that mean he was going to stop trying?  Did
asthmatics give up breathing just because they weren’t very good at
it?  Looking at her now, he knew that he wasn’t about to stop
wanting her.  He didn’t even want to stop wanting
her.  The idea that he might one day have her was still the
most magnificent thought he was capable of having.  Quite
possibly it was the noblest fucking dream ever dreamt by man. 
In any case, he wasn’t remotely ready to stop framing his whole
life around it.  To stop, even to entertain the idea
of stopping, would be to open his mind to the heinous possibility
that she might never be his.  And this was a thought he shied
rigorously away from, like the thought of his own death.  Like
the thought of what she and Gus might get up to when they were
alone.      


           
So yes, he would go on.  But something would have to be done
about the vomiting, clearly.  The chundering had to be
addressed.  Because he was going to need, if he was to stand
any realistic chance of getting her, to do much quality work at her
side.  He was going to need to operate there for extended
periods of time, in a state of perfect mental and physical
equilibrium.  He was going to need to be charming there, and
relaxed, and responsive, and verbally spry.  Which meant that
his current inability to be next to her for more than two
consecutive minutes without wanting to throw up (or let slip an
unforgivable fart, or partially or even fully shit himself) had to
be dealt with, aggressively and soon.  And it wouldn’t be good
enough just to tame the impulse, either – to subdue it to
the point where he could hold out for ten minutes in her presence,
say, or fifteen, before having to run away and
vomit.  No: what was required, almost immediately, was an
ability to be next to her for a very long time without feeling
like running away and vomiting at all.  Without the
concept of vomiting so much as entering, on even the most abstract
of levels, his head.  Then, and only then, would he be free to
devote all his mental and physical powers to the ridiculously
delicate task of making her his. 


           
A contented hush had started to settle over the audience around him
now.  Down on the monitor, the word SILENCE was
flashing.  Laggard crew members scurried, crouching, off the
set.  A passage of classical or serious music – the puckish
theme tune of ArtsBeat – issued from the PA.  Quentin
Salient leant towards Ivan Lego and gave him a soothing pat on the
knee, a final thumbs-up.  Then the music faded out, and
Quentin Salient turned hungrily to the place on the camera where
the autocued text of his opening remarks awaited him, hanging there
for him like a ripe fruit.   


           
“Good evening,” he said, although it was the middle of the day,
“and welcome to.  No.  I’ll go again.”  He bent
sideways and coughed once, then erectly readdressed himself to the
camera.  “Good evening,” he said again, “and welcome to
the.  No.  Good evening, and welcome to a special edition
of  ArtsBeat.  We come to you tonight from the
University of ——, where it is my privilege to be joined by a
thinker and writer of truly international standing.  Professor
Ivan Lego is a veteran ruffler of conservative feathers, a seasoned
challenger of some of our deepest and most cherished
mythologies.  While more conventional thinkers have lamented
his rise to prominence” – Lego endorsed this observation with a wry
nod – “others have hailed him as the self-styled apostle of a new
philosophy.  Tonight, in a rare media appearance, Ivan Lego
launches what may well prove to be his boldest coup yet.  He
has written a novel which is set to change the way we think about
novels.  Entitled Empty Pages, Lego’s novel consists
entirely of blank pages – several hundred of them, containing not
so much as a comma of type.  This week, after months of
industry whispering, the book will finally hit bookstands around
the world.  But tonight, Ivan Lego joins us to discuss the
work and its ramifications.” 


           
Salient swung crisply around to face Ivan Lego.  “It
is an audacious move, isn’t it Ivan Lego, publishing a
book entirely devoid of words?”  


           
“No,” said Ivan Lego.  “On the contrary: is it not all
previous novelists who have demonstrated audacity, by
presuming to violate the pure potentiality of the blank page? 
By assuming the right to colonise its so-called nullity? 
Tradition informs us that the blank page is a zone of pure
absence.  A muteness which is at the same time
not-mute, because it is heard by the writer to issue a
plea – silence becoming, at this paradoxical moment, audible,
loquacious – to issue a plea for its own erasure, an injunction to
be filled, a demand to have ‘meaning’ imposed on it from
without.  Thus writing has historically been considered an act
of creation.  I have long proposed the converse: that an empty
page is not empty but full, teeming with the endless interplay of
all possible meanings.  That, in the same way as a block of
marble contains all possible sculptures, a blank page must be
viewed as harbouring, in equal measure, all possible documents: the
Magna Carta, a speech from Titus Andronicus, a
shopping list, a love letter, a suicide note, an extortionist’s
demands, a fascist’s dogma, a revolutionist’s manifesto.  That
so-called silence, the so-called empty page, is in fact a refuge,
an asylum, for the free interplay of possibility. 
That the act of writing demolishes this interplay, this
infinite tension.  That, at the moment of writing, the
pluralism of infinite possibility is abolished by the tyranny of
the particular.  Writing must therefore be viewed, I maintain,
not as a creative act but as a destructive one.  Writing, any
writing, is always, at its root, an act of semantic
genocide.”     


           
Quentin Salient nodded thoughtfully, as though all this was
perfectly in order.  “We’re getting into the territory, aren’t
we,” he suggested, “of your celebrated notion of
meanability?” 


           
“Meanability is the term I coined some time ago,” Ivan Lego
allowed, “to designate that hum of infinite potentiality which
silence contains – which silence is – and which writing
destroys.  Other modes of critical analysis tell us how
language can and does, in this or that particular context, function
as a tool of power, a mechanism of
oppression.  The concept of meanability advances the far more
radical notion that language is oppression.  That
language, that is to say, owes its very existence to a
foundational act of suppression – namely, the suppression of
non-language.  Speech is always the silencing of
silence.  Writing is always the erasure of the blank …
”


           
As Ivan Lego went on in this vein, a disturbance was occurring at
the theatre’s rear.  Somebody outside was, rather tastelessly,
trying to get in, creating ripples of restlessness in the area of
the double exit doors.  The crowd there was being made to
shuffle disapprovingly sideways so that one of the closed doors
could creak heavily in on them.  An expanding wedge of
sunlight spilled in through the widening breach.  Standing in
it was the backlit figure of Robert Browning, gripping the
half-open door by its horizontal metal bar, neither properly inside
the theatre nor properly out of it, blinking into the relative
gloom like a dazed animal.  Within a second or two his eyes
found the illuminated and fluently discoursing figure of Ivan
Lego.  Browning grimaced as if tasting something foul. 
Waves of audience unrest were fanning rapidly out from him. 
People were twisting around in their seats to see why other people
were twisting around in theirs.  A perturbed security guard
hastened up the stairs to restore order.  He pushed his way to
Browning’s side, and drew him into some sober-looking
negotiations.  These ended with Browning’s coming all the way
inside the theatre, so that the security guard (shaking his head as
if now he had seen it all) could quietly push the door shut behind
him.  Through all of this Browning’s eyes stayed fixed on Ivan
Lego, bound to him by an unseen tether of hate.  The security
guard moved away – but not too far away.  He remained in
position near the stairhead, eyeing Robert Browning with
professional
unease.         


           
Down on the stage, the interview proceeded.  Salient was
wanting Lego to say something, to say a lot, about the difference,
the pressing and vital difference, between a regular empty page,
any old empty page, and the kind of empty page to be encountered,
by its buyer, in a copy of Empty Pages.  And Lego, in
reply, was talking like one of his books again – one of his other
books, his old books, his books with words in them, with many, many
words. 


           
“On one hand, a page that has deliberately and strategically been
left blank.  On the other, the page that is blank merely
because it has not yet been written on.  The
difference, I hope it is by now clear, is radical.  The former
is the opposite of, the negation of, the latter – while also
containing the latter, containing it as a possibility in
the sense that it contains all possibilities.  To
clarify: only when we have looked, directly, on the page that has
been politically left blank can we properly be said to
have encountered meanability in its pure form.  So, yes. 
Empty Pages is, as you suggest, an implementation, a
putting-into-practice, of the notion of meanability.  The book
rejects, more rigorously than any book before it, the tyranny of
the written word.  It shuns the possibility of particular or
definitive meaning in order to embrace instead the meaning of
possibility.  It declines to privilege any word, any language,
any thought, any genre, any character, over any other.  It
entertains all possible themes, characters, plots, modes, styles,
situations, political stances, and disallows none.  Naive
critics will allege that the book says nothing.  I reply,
pre-emptively, that it says everything.  Virginity, yes. 
Certainly.  But sterility, no.”


           
“You  fraud!” cried a stricken voice from the
theatre’s rear.  Ivan Lego looked up with a mildly quizzical
frown.  The audience too looked around.  And there, near
the back wall, at the centre of a widening space in the crowd,
stood Robert Browning, with one quivering index finger pointing
right down the length of the hall at Lego. 


           
Security personnel hurried towards him from all points.  The
guard who had let him in was back at his side already, gripping his
elbow and making a firm but non-violent attempt to steer him back
out.  Browning ignored him.  “How can you all just
sit there?” he yelled.  Sections of the crowd were
hissing to drown him out.  “Rise up!  Walk out! 
Lynch him!  Do something, for Christ’s sake!” 
Four guards were on him now, one on each limb, bearing him out
supine like a stretchered corpse.  “He’s taking you for a
ride!” he shouted, fully horizontal now, lying eerily still,
putting up no physical fight.  “Are you all
insane?” 


           
Ivan Lego, with moderate interest, watched him
go.   


           
“Don’t swallow it!” Browning cried finally from beyond the open
door.  “Don’t let him – ” 


           
But then the door was slammed, and whatever he said afterwards went
unheard.   

 

* * *

 

 

A hiatus in the official proceedings followed.  The crowd
stretched and whispered, shaking off its long silence like a dog
shaking off water.  Lego and Salient were on their feet,
conferring with a woman who wore a complex set of headphones with
an angled mike arm that veered down to the corner of her
mouth.  Perhaps it was she who had been saying things into
Salient’s ear.  Off to their left, a crouching stagehand was
working with ten or twelve variously sized sheets of ply- or balsa
wood.  The insides of these wafer-thin panels were untreated,
raw.  Their outer surfaces, on the other hand, had been
painted a rich red-brown and inlaid with an ultra-realistic false
grain, so as to resemble hearty slabs of high-quality timber. 
The stagehand, with uncanny speed, was slotting them together to
form the hollow simulacrum of a long and stately mahogany
desk.  When he was done, he picked the whole thing up with one
hand and conveyed it to a pre-determined position behind Lego and
Salient, where another stagehand had just lined up a trio of empty
chairs. 


           
Already making his way towards one of these was a small man of
about seventy, wearing long baggy shorts and a Hawaiian shirt whose
armpits were darkened by twin South Americas of sweat.  His
skin bore an all-over tan no less mahogany-coloured than the
exteriors of the imitation desk.  He had a grey moustache as
limp and wispy as floating seaweed, and wore a red beret identical
in every respect to Quentin Salient’s.  Although he looked
like the kind of man whose proudest cultural attainment is an
ability to raise his lower lip over his nose when posing for
photographs, he was in fact Vladimir Vonk, Conceptual Sculptor in
Residence, installer of The Door and other equally
distinguished works.  Quentin Salient, catching sight of
Vonk’s headgear, abruptly detached himself from Ivan Lego and
hurried over to intercept the aging sculptor before he could take
his seat.  A heated-looking discussion ensued, with each man
doing a lot of gesticulating at the other’s beret.  The woman
in the complex headphones moved calmly towards them to
mediate. 


           
Shuffling past this contretemps with a vagrant-like lack of
urgency, possibly en route to one of the other chairs, was
an unkempt woman of around fifty.  She blinked a lot, and had
a long and brambly cataract of unrestrained grey hair.  This
was Rosemary Robinson-Robinson, a Visiting Fellow at the
University’s Centre for Radical Thought, where she was known to be
compiling a 20-volume critical edition of the diaries of a
semi-literate and long-dead English charwoman so obscure, so
neglected, that it had taken the work of Robinson-Robinson to
uncover the very fact of her having existed.  Married to
another academic also called Robinson, she had been obliged to take
her present surname to demonstrate that she hadn’t taken his. 
She wore pale-blue nylon slacks of a vintage and quality seldom
worn in public except by effigies of Guy Fawkes.  There
appeared to be, on the back of them, a fair amount of recently
deposited soil and leaf matter.  No brassiere figured beneath
her T-shirt, which was tight, frayed, V-necked and maroon.  On
the whole she seemed to have dressed under a misapprehension that
she would be painting her house all day, or working with some
notoriously tenacious brand of putty.  And she was
looking about herself with an air of concussed puzzlement, as
though wondering where she was and how she’d come to be here. 
Her incessantly blinking eyes spent more net time shut than
open.  Her lips worked in silent monologue. 


           
Swaggering towards the third chair was a much younger and
altogether more compact personage, dressed entirely in black. 
A dark bowler hat was perched, with ironic intent, at a perilous
angle on the back of her head; her fist was raised in solidarity
towards some friend or acquaintance in the crowd.  She was, in
short, Pamela Scratch.  She carried a messy armload of
paperwork, possibly containing the text of a speech; and a long
cardboard cylinder of the kind used for storing rolled-up maps and
posters.  She took her seat at the fake desk and stowed the
cylinder carefully beneath it, while smiling a secret
smile. 


           
Behind her, Vladimir Vonk appeared to have been issued with a
galling ultimatum about his beret.  He ripped it off his head
and flung it bitterly to the floor.  An alert stagehand
scooped it up in the manner of a ballboy and whisked it off the
set.  Vonk collapsed sulkily into the chair next to
Pamela’s.  His scalp proved to be not merely bald, but also
startlingly less tanned than the rest of him, capped by this
beret-shaped and slightly off-centre disc of abhorrently white skin
over which he was now trying, without much success, to arrange the
glistening anchovies of his few remaining hairs. 


           
Salient too resumed his seat, looking less than fully appeased by
his victory. 


           
The word SILENCE reappeared on the monitor, and flashed
intemperately.


           
And then Quentin Salient was able to relower himself into the
soothing bath of the autocue.  The time had come, he read from
it, for the second portion of the programme.  The portion
where a panel of distinguished analysts from the University of ——
would discuss, and assess the implications of, Lego’s book. 
After alleging that these analysts needed no introduction, Salient
introduced them: Vladimir Vonk, conceptual installationist;
Rosemary Robinson-Robinson, the Visiting Fellow who had never gone
away; and Pamela Scratch, present in her capacity as spokesperson
for the student group SNARBY.  Perhaps Pamela Scratch, Salient
proposed, could get the ball rolling.  She had, he understood,
been issued with an advance copy of Lego’s book.  How, on
behalf of SNARBY, did she respond to it? 


           
Pamela Scratch nodded her thanks, tamped square her notes, and
faced the nearest camera.  “Eight years ago this month,” she
solemnly told it, “an unemployed labourer named Neville Claude
Aggot fell victim to one of the most egregious miscarriages of
justice in the legal history of this state.  Today, at the age
of thirty, he languishes in a maximum security facility for the
differently sane.  There he remains confined to a cramped cell
which for as many as twelve hours a day admits no natural
light.  His sentence is effectively indeterminate, his file
stamped ‘never to be released.’  SNARBY – Secure Neville
Aggot’s Release By Yuletide – is a non-profit organisation devoted
to raising public awareness of Neville’s plight.  But SNARBY’s
campaign is still very much in its infancy, and its funding
situation remains parlous.”  She turned officiously to
Salient.  “Quentin, when this goes to air, could this maybe be
the point where you put our phone number up on the bottom of the
screen?”

           
She had moxie, you had to give her that.  But maybe moxie was
something all lunatics had automatically, as part of the basic
lunatic package.  In any case, her inquiry seemed to have
caught Quentin Salient badly off guard.  He was hunkered
chubbily forward in his chair.  He appeared to be halfway
through retrieving something from underneath it.  Looking up
into the silence in a startled way, he urged Pamela to continue
with aggrieved motions of his hand.   


           
“Despite this chronic lack of resources,” Pamela accordingly went
on, having smoothly refaced the camera, “SNARBY has
single-handedly, in the matter of a few short weeks, placed this
University at the very vanguard of the Aggot liberation
movement.  This despite a conspiracy of silence from the
mainstream media on the Aggot case that verges on an outright
scandal.  Which brings me to this book.  Empty
Pages.  Well, the title pretty much says it all, doesn’t
it?  300-odd pages, each one of them totally silent on the
plight of Neville Claude Aggot.  Which I consider symbolic,
Quentin, sadly symbolic, of the docile silence that the whole of
our so-called intelligentsia has seen fit to maintain on this
issue.” 
           


           
Here she broke off to throw a withering look at Ivan Lego’s
chair.  But Ivan Lego proved to be no longer sitting in
it.  He had temporarily left the set to confer with someone
over in the theatre’s front corner, near one of the exit
doors.  Quentin Salient, for his part, had by now found what
he’d been seeking under his chair.  It was a croissant! 
He was still holding this up to his mouth, having just taken a
covert munch of it.  His jaw was frozen in mid-chew. 
Once more he made strenuous manual signals for Pamela to
proceed.


           
“Well this,” she declared, her voice tightening with rage, “is
exactly the kind of apathy I’m talking about.  So. 
Okay.  Let’s break some of the silence, shall we?  Let’s
dare to say a few things that have never been said about this
case.”  She was pawing through her chaotic notes,
extemporising angrily till she found the right document. 
“Let’s dare to ask some of the questions that never got
asked.”  Still shuffling papers.  “The questions that
Aggot’s inept lawyers never saw fit to raise at his trial. 
For example: how is it possible for a man to be both unemployed
and a labourer?  Which one was he?  A or
B?  A simple enough question, you might think.  But one
that’s yet to receive a satisfactory answer.  Right,”
she decisively said, having found what she was looking for. 
“Let’s start with Neville’s arrest, shall we?  Let’s start
with the poisoned tree of his arrest.  Which occurs with
rather unseemly haste, to say the least.  With suspicious
promptness, in fact.  Some thirty-six hours after the Baker
slayings, to be exact.  In a massive and well-orchestrated
pre-dawn raid on Neville’s suburban home.  Hardly, one might
think, a measure consistent with Aggot’s legal right to be presumed
innocent.  Arresting a man at dawn, in fact before
dawn, and conducting a massive search of his home and his wall
cavities – hardly something you’d do to a man you presumed to be
innocent!  And what about this search?  What do
you suppose the police allegedly recovered, during this initial
search of Aggot’s home?  A search that Aggot isn’t allowed to
be present at, by the way.  Or any of his legal
representatives, for that matter.  Not that he’s even
got any legal representatives at this stage.  Not
that that basic and fundamental human right has yet been accorded
to him.  So.  Given all that, should it really surprise
us that this ‘search’ of Aggot’s house should turn up
exactly what the police are looking for?  A veritable
treasure trove of damning evidence that implicates him in the
crime?  For example: under a towel in Aggot’s basement,
searchers will claim to have located the following items: a
bloodstained hunting knife; a ring subsequently identified as the
property of one of the alleged murder victims, namely 20-year-old
‘Kirsty’ Baker; a bracelet, also identified as belonging to Kirsty
Baker; and – yes, we’re not quite finished yet! –
and a blood-soaked ski-mask.  All this, I repeat, is
found, allegedly, under one towel in Neville Aggot’s
basement.  One towel.  A single towel.  A
conveniently large towel, one might think.  At
SNARBY, we like to refer to it as the ‘magic towel.’  It sort
of calls to mind,” she improvised, making a deferential little
half-turn to her left, “some of the conceptual work of Vladimir
Vonk.  Like The Door,” she improvised further, deftly
weaving the adjacent sculptor into the fabric of her polemic, “like
The Door, we seem to be confronted here with a sort of
deliberate affront to our common sense … ”


           
“Balls,” Vladimir Vonk muttered in reply, in his lard-thick foreign
accent.


           
Pamela took this in her stride.  Like a veteran newsreader
skating over a technical hitch, she looked unflappably back to the
camera and said: “‘Kirsty’ Baker.  This, we might remember, is
the victim the sexist mainstream media will seize on.  The
victim they’ll keep referring to as a ‘happy-go-lucky
teenager.’  Thus ensuring that any slim chance Aggot might
still have of getting a fair trial – well, thus ensuring that that
goes flying fully out the window, along with all his other
rights.  But how can a teenager be twenty years old? 
Another one of those unresolved questions that this case is rife
with.  And how can any female in this day and age be
happy-go-lucky?  Maybe it was all this jewellery she
owned.  Maybe it was the fact that she still lived with her
parents at the age of twenty.  An age by which most women in
the third world are veterans of the sweat-shop floor – if they’re
not already dead, lying forgotten in unmarked graves, unmourned by
the Western media.  Uncomfortable questions, these.  But
again, questions that have never been properly asked. 
Questions that our complicit mass media prefers to pass over in
silence … ” 


           
Ivan Lego was still over near the frontal exit, supervising the
efforts of a lady administrator from the department of
socioliterology who was pushing a large wheeled trolley in through
the door.  Under Lego’s whispering guidance she positioned
this contraption near the bottom of the side stairs.  On its
lower deck sat four large cardboard cartons, taped shut.  On
its upper deck was an electronic cash register that bore the
stuck-on logos of several leading credit-card companies. 
Taped to the register was a sign saying: Empty Pages - $29.95
per copy - Please retain receipt to ensure continued
enrolment. 


           
“But let’s return,” Pamela Scratch was saying, “to the issue of the
magic towel.  Let’s ask ourselves what the official story, the
police story, requires us to believe.  It requires us to
believe, first of all, that Neville Claude Aggot, having just
murdered a well-to-do family of four, and finding himself with a
bloodstained murder weapon on his hands, a weapon that he
desperately needs to get rid of, can come up with no better hiding
place for it than under a towel.  Under a towel located in his
own house, I might add.  A towel lying out in plain view in
his own basement.  Plausible?  I leave that question to
the viewer.  And incidentally, what are we supposed to think
this towel was doing down there in the first place?  A towel
in a basement?  What is there in a basement to get dry
from?  Who even has a basement?  SNARBY has now
been able to establish, thanks to a few rudimentary enquiries that
Neville’s shamefully incompetent lawyers never saw fit to make,
that the home’s bath and shower facilities were both located on the
ground floor.  So it seems a moot question, to say
the least, why Aggot would wish to keep his towels a whole floor
below that.  Or are we seriously being asked to
believe that he was in the habit of padding down the stairs to his
basement, nude and dripping wet, prior to towelling off?” 

           
Parts of the audience were starting to shift and murmur with
impatience now, as if wondering when someone in authority was going
to cut Pamela off.  The novelty of the lights and cameras was
starting to wear thin; people were beginning to understand that
they were trapped here, locked in, duped into supplying the
applause track to an hour of boredom they couldn’t switch
off.  Ivan Lego had somehow, without having visibly crossed
the set, transferred himself to the stage’s other side, where he
was quietly overseeing the wheeling-in of a second mobile checkout
facility.  Quentin Salient was vigilantly plucking flakes of
yellow pastry off the front of his
shirt.      


           
“Similar questions arise,” Pamela now alleged, “in relation to the
blood-soaked ski-mask.  What – to ask the fundamental question
– what was a man like Neville Claude Aggot doing with a
ski-mask?  Are we seriously being asked to believe he was a
practicing ski-er?  This man brought up in a grim series of
juvenile institutions?  This man whose father was not, to put
it mildly, the kind of pop who strapped the family’s skis to the
roofrack and drove them off to the snowfields for the
weekend?  So I ask again: what was Neville Aggot doing with a
ski mask?  An item which even expert ski-ers view as something
of a luxury.  An optional extra.  So I’m told. 
Here, in other words, is yet another key piece of evidence that
seems to have just materialised out of nowhere.  But let’s
pause here.  And let’s imagine, just for a moment, that the
police version of events is correct.  Let’s imagine that
Neville Aggot really did own this mask.  Let’s imagine that he
really did, at some obscure point prior to the murders,
experience this mysterious compulsion to buy a mask and go
ski-ing.  For the first and only time on record, mind
you.  And out of the sight of all witnesses, naturally. 
And despite the notable handicap of owning no equipment
besides a mask.  Accept this scenario, and the issue
of the multiple bloodstains on the mask becomes crucial. 
Because as a novice ski-er, isn’t it at least distinctly possible,
if not in fact highly likely, that Neville Aggot would have
suffered precisely the kind of accident that would cause
his mask to become soaked with several different types of
blood?  Including, primarily, his own?  The police can’t
have it both ways on this question.  SNARBY hereby repeats its
call for this crucial piece of evidence to be liberated from the
clutches of the so-called impartial experts, and re-examined in an
open and accountable forum.”


           
The audience writhed and whispered. 


           
“But SNARBY is well aware,” Pamela went on, with a grave change of
expression, “that there will still be, even now, viewers who remain
convinced of Neville Claude Aggot’s guilt.  Viewers who just
can’t bring themselves to accept the likelihood of massive police
fraud and evidence-tampering, abetted by the lies of a compliant
mass media.  To these people, I say this: your donations are
every bit as crucial to SNARBY as the donations of those who
consider Neville innocent.  Because SNARBY’s activities do not
begin and end with the belief that Neville Aggot is necessarily an
‘innocent’ man, in the narrow legal sense of that term. 
Indeed, even within SNARBY’s own ranks there are a range of
opinions on this question.  People are always surprised when I
tell them this.  But the fact is, SNARBY has never
categorically ruled out the possibility that Neville Aggot maybe
did have a hand in these crimes.  Maybe he
was somehow involved.  Maybe, having been
systematically deprived of the rudimentary education that you and I
take for granted, maybe he really did think a towel was a
pretty good hiding place for a murder weapon.  These questions
may never be definitively answered.  But in the end, the fight
to secure Neville Aggot’s release goes well beyond such
literal-minded definitions of ‘guilt’ and ‘innocence.’ 
Instead, it raises the far more fundamental issue of
social justice.  And from that standpoint, Neville
Claude Aggot has been paying his debt to society since the day he
was born.  In fact he has paid it already, many times
over.  Surely to God the time has come for us to start
repaying our debt to him. 


           
“So, to those viewers who remain convinced that Neville maybe
was in some way involved in this affair, I ask you to
leave aside the narrow issue of legal ‘guilt.’  Instead, I
urge you to ponder the following questions.  Has Neville
Claude Aggot committed genocidal atrocities, or condoned child
starvation on a massive scale?  Has he ordered air and ground
forces to engage in covert bombings of civilian targets?  Has
he wiped out whole peoples in the name of religion?  Has he
manipulated the democratic process in foreign lands to prop up
corrupt and murderous regimes?  Obviously, the answer to all
these questions is no.  Of these crimes, Neville Claude Aggot
is quite clearly not guilty.  And yet men who are
guilty of such crimes, men who commit them every day, are allowed
to go on serving in high public office, while Neville Claude Aggot
rots in Butterfly Lodge.  And when all is said and done, what
do we really achieve by keeping a man like Aggot behind
bars?  Is it going to bring the Bakers back?  Is it
really likely to ‘reform’ Neville, to ‘improve’ him?  If a
petty thief comes out of prison an expert forger, if an expert
forger comes out a hardened safecracker, then what’s a multiple
murderer going to come out as?” 


           
On this dark note, Pamela spread her hands wide and let her
argument rest. 


           
Silence.  Ivan Lego, sensing that he was once more required on
set, strode coolly back to his chair.  Quentin Salient put his
TV face on again, all tight and interested.  “Mmm,” he
intoned, swinging round to face Lego.  “Ivan Lego?” 


           
Lego lifted both eyebrows in genuine surprise.  “You won’t be
leaving that in, surely?”


           
Pamela Scratch scoffed loudly into her mike.    


           
Quentin Salient permitted his TV face to slacken.  “I hear
you, Ivan,” he ruefully exhaled.  “But they might find it a
bit confusing if she gets introduced and then never says
anything.”


           
“You’re not,” Pamela Scratch incredulously cried,
“contemplating this cover-up!”


           
“So cut her introduction as well,” shrugged Ivan Lego.


           
Pamela scoffed again. 


           
Vladimir Vonk said: “While we’re at it, beret-boy, might we excise
her hideous and ill-informed slur on my Door?”


           
Salient grimaced like a man on a headache
ad.      


           
“Think of the alternative,” said Ivan Lego to Pamela Scratch. 
“Do you really want to be seen proposing, on prime-time TV, that
the media is engaged in a conspiracy of silence about a case that
you then proceed to talk about for ten solid minutes?” 


           
“I note that she gets to keep her hat,” commented Vladimir Vonk
bitterly. 


           
“It’s a paradox,” Pamela Scratch told Ivan Lego.  “I thought
you revelled in them.”


           
Salient rubbed hard at his anguished temples.  Rosemary
Robinson-Robinson stared, blinking, at a mysterious but fixed point
in the middle distance.   


           
“At the point where paradox shades into bullshit,” said Ivan Lego,
“I stop revelling.”


           
“She sports it with perfect impunity, this ridiculous hat of a
Victorian gentleman!”


           
Salient: “You realise we’re looking to fill fifty minutes
here … ”  


           
“Maybe you could just lose my ‘conspiracy of silence’ comment, and
put everything else to air,” Pamela Scratch
proposed.  “I could live with that.”


           
“Oh for the sake of God!” cried Vladimir Vonk.  “Could we stop
mollygrubbing this spoiled little girl and maybe get onto
my portion of this circus?” 


           
By this stage Salient was beyond caring.  With an exaggerated
and rather peevish sweep of his palm, as if whatever happened from
now on was destined to be a matter of laughable inconsequence
anyway, he gave Vonk the floor.  Vonk, after some brief but
strenuous gyrations in search of the right camera, embarked on a
long and impassioned speech about the way that Lego’s book, as far
as he could see, challenged only one assumption – namely, the
assumption that a book should have words in it – whereas he,
Vladimir Vonk, had personally supervised the construction of
sculptures that challenged two, three, even four assumptions at
once – that is to say, double, triple, or even quadruple the number
of assumptions challenged by Lego in his book.  “And yet
where,” Vonk demanded, “are the trumped-up media fun-fairs in
honour of my work?  Where is the troupe of television
sycophants licking my boots?  Where” –  he
spanked the rickety desk with one of his tanned hands, causing its
flimsy components to wobble dangerously – “are the hordes of
installation-loving young girls for whom I sculpted away my
youth?” 


           
Beside him, with no warning of any kind, and with no connection
whatever to the point at hand, Rosemary Robinson-Robinson began to
speak.  “Let me say this,” she said, aiming a fusillade of
blinks at a nearby patch of carpet.  “Let me say this and no
more.  As a comment on the logic of late capitalism. 
This morning, on my way here, to this, I got lost. 
God forbid the University bean-counters should put up a sign or
something.  Or a map.  Anyhow, I was lost, I was hot, I
needed a place to sit down.  None of these things are actually
against the law yet, as far as I know.  None of these things
are actually illegal.  So anyway, my eyes fell on
this bench.  This shady-looking bench under a
tree.”


           
Beside her, Vladimir Vonk involuntarily stiffened.  Suddenly
this strange narrative had his full attention. 


           
“And first things first,” the dishevelled scholar was saying. 
“The thing stinks.  It pongs.  Smelled
like it was made out of rotting fish or something.”


           
Vonk’s eyes widened in horror. 
         


           
“I mean, welcome to life in the land of the land of the campus
bureaucrat.  Millions of dollars in their coffers, and this is
the state of their public benches!  So anyway, I sat on it –
”


           
Vonk issued a strangled howl.  Quentin Salient, who had been
attending to some fresh transmission in his earpiece, looked up in
alarm.    

            “
– and the whole bloody thing just collapsed.  Straight
away.  Just fell apart like a, like a … Straight to the
bloody ground, and me with it.  I mean, what sort of
bureaucratic bean-counter – ”

“You insane hag!” Vladimir Vonk cried.  “That was my
Elemental
Bench!”                               

“I mean, if this is the bean-counters’ bottom line –
benches you can’t even sit on –”

“Are you totally blind?  It had ropes all around it!”


           
“Mr Vonk,” interjected Quentin Salient, holding up a plump palm,
still inclining to the transmission in his right ear. 


           
“ – if this is, you know, if this is life in the land of the
balanced budget … ”


           
Pamela Scratch was reaching opportunistically under the desk,
bringing out the mysterious cardboard
cylinder.   


           
“It was supposed to rot naturally into the earth!” Vladimir Vonk
whimpered sullenly, more or less to himself.


           
Pamela withdrew the cylinder’s contents: a long rolled-up
poster.   


           
“Mr Vonk,” Quentin Salient said again, “perhaps we could – ” 
But now he was obliged to break off and consider the actions of
Pamela Scratch, who had risen from her chair in order to unroll her
giant poster towards the audience.  Silently, as if the
picture on it very much spoke for itself, she unfurled the thing,
and held it there for the crowd’s consideration.  It was a
blown-up black-and-white photograph of Neville Claude Aggot, as
high as Pamela’s whole body and several times as wide. 


           
“Miss Scratch,” Salient objected, “Jesus – If we could just – Hey
Ivan, no, Christ, not
yet!”     


           
This to Ivan Lego, who was up on his feet and striding resolutely
towards one of the front exits.  He was leaving
prematurely!  He was transgressively departing from his own
book launch!  Impassively he disappeared out the door, with
the woman in the complex headset in flustered pursuit.  In the
confusion, Pamela Scratch stepped up onto her chair, the better to
display her vast poster.  It was the controversial press
photograph of Neville Aggot at age fifteen, crouching on his
charcoaled front lawn after the fire-related death of his
mother.  Certain background details – the blackened
houseframe, the smouldering caravan – had been airbrushed
out.  But no retouching work, or not nearly enough of it, had
been done on the look in the boy’s eyes – that look of utter
neutrality, so terribly inappropriate to the circumstances.  A
look that implied he was wondering if the photographer might be
flammable too.  Even so, Pamela Scratch seemed to feel that
the image counted unequivocally in SNARBY’s favour.  She held
it aloft with serene confidence, as if it furnished eloquent and
clinching proof of the absurdity of Aggot’s continued
incarceration. 


           
And then she raised a boot to step up onto the desk.  Perhaps
she had been planning to do this all along.  Or perhaps she
considered the audience’s reaction to the picture to be
unsatisfactory, and ascribed this lukewarm response to the image’s
lack of elevation.  Either way, her plucky right boot ventured
up from behind the great poster and began to grope blindly around
for the desk’s surface, as if she had wholly failed to notice what
that surface was made out of, or as if she had noticed but decided
that the justness of her cause would enable her to stand on it
anyway.  


           
People were crying out in alarm already. 


           
Then her boot came down: and with an intricate and tindery crackle,
a sound like a distant bushfire or a bitten chip, the whole frail
structure imploded.  The giant face of the young Neville Aggot
pitched horribly forward and down, pulling Pamela Scratch rapidly
after it.  In a spray of atomised veneer she descended,
landing with a gruesome and amplified thump near the suddenly
visible legs of Vonk and Robinson-Robinson.  


           
And from that point the proceedings degenerated into
farce.  

 










Chapter 8




"What about Barbra Streisand?  Or Cher?”

           
“What about one of those pricks that’s always mowing the greens
when you’re trying to play golf?” 
     


           
“How about my cousin?  The cunt maintains that vinyl sounds
better than a CD!  Reckons it’s got more
‘warmth’ … ”


           
So here they were.  Through eyes as narrowed as they could be
without actually being shut, Fenton followed the
deliberations.  It was 2.36 am.  His eyeballs were
smouldering coals.  The light they let into his brain felt
like jagged glass.  It hurt his head to look at things. 
At the Maoists, doing what they were doing.  At Gus, who kept
turning his way to deliver this series of suggestive winks. 
At the jemmied window.  At the whole width of the illegally
entered bar, idiotically ablaze with fluorescent light. 


           
“Col, what’s the name of that fat lady in our film workshop that
never shuts up?”

           
“What, that mature-age one?  The one who re-reads the complete
books of Jane Austen once a year?”


           
“Yeah, her.  Let’s do her.”


           
Here – to say it again – they were.  Had anyone in the history
of crime ever done this before?  Broken into a premises and
then just sat down in it with all the lights on and compiled a
death list?  What was the point?  Couldn’t they be doing
it at someone’s house?  Admittedly Gus’s original vision had
involved an assumption that they would be able to get the beer taps
going.  But when doing so had proved to require some measure
more complicated than just pulling down on them, that whole
consideration had become void.  Why then were they still here,
still sitting in the fully lit bar?  Were they
insane? 


           
Well, the answer to that part was no longer in much doubt.


           
“And what about that joker that always sits next to her?  That
wanker with the curly hair.  The one that does the
experimental theatre.”


           
“Yeah, write him down.  I hate that
dude.”


           
With due solemnity Warren added each fresh nominee to the death
list’s swelling ranks.  His scalp bore signs of untimely
removal from its pillow.  Rogue clumps of hair stood at
strange angles to it, as if a soundless gale were whipping through
the room.  Out in the night, in the recesses of the dark
window, a reflection of the conspirators hung like a crooked
slide.  The striped shirt protruding from beneath Blue’s
jumper was quite plainly a pyjama top.     


           
“What about the Feminist in Residence?  I’ve heard she’s a
lesbian.”


           
“Well what about the Lesbian in Residence then?  Why not just
do her?”


           
“Is she a feminist too but?” 


           
“Hey, what about that lady at the newsagent?” offered Warren,
looking eagerly up from his notebook.  “Blue, you know
her.  The one that always gives you this dirty look whenever
you buy a porno.  Never provides you with a paper bag for
it.  Always makes you ask for one. Let’s do
her.”   


           
“Steady on, Wozz.”  This was Gus, surfacing from his long
silence at last.  “Be reasonable.”  He gave Fenton,
before Fenton had a chance to look away, another one of those
personalised winks.  “If we knocked off every chick who did
that … ”  He made a gesture of futility with his
smoking hand.  Warren looked contritely at the table.  “I
mean, Charmers has been known to frown on some of my more
hardcore purchases.  And that’s just the stuff she knows
about.  But it’s never crossed my mind to eliminate
her for it.  Let’s not lose our heads here.  Let’s not
lose all perspective.  Actually, Wozz, that’s reminded
me.  You’d better whack her down on your apologies list. 
Charmers.  I reckon that’s only fair, given I never even told
her there was a meeting on …” 


           
While Warren rather sulkily took down her name, Gus shifted forward
with purpose in his chair, preparing to say something more. 
Until a moment ago he had been content to remain a spectator, slung
smokily back from the table, grimacing occasionally, watching
things unfold in the manner of an indulgent uncle on the sideline
of a junior soccer match.  But now he seemed constrained to
get something off his chest – to articulate something that was in
danger, perhaps, of falling by the wayside. 

            “I
don’t want to fuck up the flow, comrades,” he clarified first,
encouragingly.  “Far from it.  But let’s try and remember
– this is a political death list we’re talking about
here.  This isn’t just a smorgasbord of the world’s great
turds.  Like, Smithy’s cousin.  Granted, the bloke sounds
like an absolute stroker.  You won’t get any argument from me
on that.  But from a political standpoint, the mere fact that
the guy’s a dick is neither here nor there.  Unless he also
happens to be … I dunno, a leading industrialist or something, well
he’s got no real business being on a Maoist death list.  You
see what I’m getting at?”  He looked reasonably round the
table.  “We’re not savages.  Let’s try and keep our
personal grudges out of it.  We’re not …” 


           
He trailed off.  Something in Warren’s notebook seemed to have
caught his eye.  He frowned towards it for a closer
look.  The tolerant smile was slipping from his face. 
“Wozzer you fool!” he groaned.  “You’ve put her on the bloody
death list!  Here.  Give it here.” 


           
Clamping his cigarette between his displeased teeth, Gus beckoned
for the notebook with both hands.  Warren, blushing fiercely,
handed it over.  Gus tore out the offending page and crushed
it into a ball.  “If she ever clapped eyes on that,”
he said, his eyes sweeping the room for a bin, “I’d be the
dead man.”  He spied a receptacle near the far wall.  He
chucked the crumpled death list at it.  The death list fell
way short.  Fenton watched it roll to rest on the
carpet.  He made a mental note to covertly retrieve it before
the night was done, to stash and retain it for future use against
Gus.     


           
Gus, sliding the notebook back to Warren: “Fire up a whole new
list, mate.  And this time,” he sagely said, “let’s try and
keep it sane.  Matter of fact” – yet again he found it
necessary to wink suggestively in Fenton’s direction – “matter of
fact, why don’t I kick this one off myself.  You’ll like this
one, Fent.  I’ve been keeping him up my sleeve for you. 
Robert Browning.”


           
In silence Fenton watched Warren write the words Death
List at the top of a new page, and enter Robert Browning’s
name on the line beneath.  He felt considerably wider awake
now.  His heart wantonly boogied.  He could feel Gus
looking right at him with an expectant smirk.  Apparently some
display of enthusiasm was required of him, some verbal or physical
tribute to Gus’s flair for target selection.  So: knowing he
would hate himself for it later – indeed hating himself for it
already – Fenton looked back at him, and allowed his face to assume
the expression that seemed to be expected of it: an expression of
pleasant surprise, the expression of a connoisseur of political
homicide whose high standards of death list compilation have just
been more than met.  On top of all the other things he’d done
to Browning, was he now going to be party to his placement on a
death list?  No.  That would be beyond the pale.  He
categorically must not let it happen. 
         


           
“I thought you’d like that one, Fent,” said Gus with a satisfied
grin.  “The guy’s a dickrash, am I right?  Word has it
you’ve ditched his course a couple of weeks back.  Got a bit
sick of his contempt for democracy, did you?”


           
Fenton merely nodded.  Yes, he was now decidedly awake. 
But his mind, strangely enough, was refusing to give the Browning
problem the unwavering attention it deserved.  It remained far
more interested in that discarded first death list, lying over
there on the carpet in full view.  He had to have it.  He
was halfway to deciding that it needed to be got right now, without
another moment’s delay, so that he could start attacking this
Browning thing with a clear head.

            “I
assure you mate,” Gus was saying, “you’re by no means alone
there.  I had my own run-in with the bald-headed berk a couple
of years back.  I absented myself from one or two of his
classes, and the elitist bastard bloody failed me for
it!”


           
“I don’t see how that’s more political than my cousin,” Smithy put
in moodily. 


           
“Settle down, Smithy,” Gus sternly replied.  “The man’s a
dead-set elitist, as Fent’ll be the first to tell you. 
Fent?  Where you off to champ?  The dunnies are
that way.”


           
“Just getting rid of this,” Fenton explained, striding towards the
crumpled-up death list.


           
“Relax,” Gus laconically said.  “I’ll get her on my way
out.”


           
“No I’ve got it.” 


           
“Suit yourself, you security-conscious bugger,” Gus shrugged. 
“So what do you say mate?” he called back without looking. 
“Is Browning the go or what?”  


           
“Absolutely!” Fenton called in return.  He picked the death
list up and conveyed it towards the bin, keeping the full width of
his body between the Maoists and his cunning hands.  “Someone
along those lines, sure.”  He passed his left hand over the
bin’s mouth – while tucking the death list deftly into his front
pocket with his right.  “A lecturer, a University official –
someone like that.”  He returned to his chair.  “Although
I must say, I liked your industrialist idea as well.”


           
Gus firmly shook his head.  “Nah, Fent.  I shouldn’t of
said that.  That was a bad example.  I was forgetting
about my guiding principle there, which is to keep this thing
simple.  Keep it realistic.  Let’s face it, this
is our first go at this sort of thing.  We’d be
idiots to bite off more than we can chew.  A guy like Browning
– I reckon that’s about as high as we want to aim at this
stage.  He hasn’t got any security entourage or anything like
that.  We don’t have to track him down or seek him out. 
Basically he’s a sitting duck – and I reckon that’s pretty much
exactly what we’re after, this time round.  You’ve got to be
prudent about these things.  You’ve got to walk before you can
run.  We don’t want this to turn into one of those pie-in-the
sky bizzos where you aim too high and then never end up doing
it.”


           
This information came as a grave blow to Fenton, who had been
proceeding on the assumption that this was and always would be
precisely such an enterprise.  “Sure,” he agreed, nodding a
lot.  “Point taken.  But as you say, Gus, there’s the
political element too.  We want this to make a statement, as
you say.  And a guy like Browning … I don’t know. 
It’s a statement, sure.  But at the end of the day, is it
enough of a statement?”


           
Gus shrugged, as though he no longer found this point especially
important.  “I respect your ambition, Fent.  But
remember, a lot of the statement part’ll come afterwards. 
After we’ve knocked him off.  With our claim of responsibility
and that.  Bear in mind, the minute he turns up dead, we’ll
have Wozzer on the phone putting in our official claim … ”


           
Warren’s face came uneasily up from his notebook and said: “Hang
on.  How does that work exactly?”

           
Gus frowned.  “What do you mean, how does it work?  You
ring up the pigs and tell them we did it.”   


           
“But don’t they … ”  Warren’s features worked with
bafflement behind his tinted glasses.  “Wouldn’t they just
come straight round and arrest us?”


           
Gus heartily laughed.  “Wok, don’t you watch the news
mate?  The pigs don’t arrest you just cause you make a claim
of responsibility!  They assume you’re lying, mate.”


           
“So what’s the point of claiming it then?” Warren asked.


           
Gus glanced at Fenton with an embarrassed half-smile, as if to
assure him that this unedifying side-show would be dealt with
before he knew it.  “You claim it,” he informed Warren, with a
hint of aggression, “to get your name in the papers.  Really
and truly, mate.  What bloody century have you been living
in?  Every man and his dog claims responsibility for
this sort of thing.  Stop looking so worried, you silly
dick.  They’d never arrest us just for
that.” 


           
Fenton said: “Unless nobody claims it except us.”  


           
Gus looked round at him with a startled frown.  “Jesus, Fent,”
he admonished.  “Don’t you start!”  He turned
back to Warren.  “He’s having you on, Wozz.  His tongue’s
firmly in his cheek.  He knows full well that simply never
happens.  But look – just say it does.  Just say for the
first time in bloody history there’s only the one claim of
responsibility.  Even then they won’t arrest us,
because we’ll just tell ’em it was a fake claim.  That’s the
beauty of the whole concept.  A lot of the time, the real
perpetrator never makes a claim at all.  A lot of the time
all your claims are fake.  Even if there is
only the one.  You get me?  A claim by itself means
nothing, mate.  Legally, it proves bugger all.”


           
“Why don’t we just not claim it then?” Warren
proposed. 


           
Gus bemusedly shook his head.  “Be sensible, Wozz.  Fair
dinkum.  We’re not going to all the troubling of doing the
bloke so we can not even put in a bloody claim for
it!  Fuck that.  I’m not doing all that work just so some
other mob can take solo credit for it.  It’d make no
sense.  But look – if it’ll make you happy, you can chuck in a
fake claim as well as our one.  You can ring up in a funny
voice and pretend you’re an Anarchist as well.  That way we’ll
be covered whatever happens.  Happy?”


           
“Or ,” Warren said, “we could just wait till the
Anarchists killed someone … ”


           
Gus’s goodwill was running out.  “Pull your head in,
Wozz.  We’re not here to complicate matters, for Christ’s
sake.  We’re here to move forward.  We’re here to get
ourselves a name.  And as far as I’m concerned, I
reckon we’ve got one.  In the shape of Browning. 
Personally, I haven’t heard a better suggestion all
night.” 


           
Quite suddenly Gus was speaking as if the meeting was over. 
Was it?  Had Fenton missed something?  Had he fallen
asleep during some key phase of proceedings, some thoroughgoing
ten-minute discussion about the merits of Browning’s
name? 


           
“And I know,” Gus went on, while producing a colossal set of car
keys, “that Fent feels the same way.  So let’s call it a
night, shall we?  We can work out the logistics of it next
time.  I don’t know about you ladies, but me and Fent have got
nice warm beds to get home to.”  He jangled his keys in a
masterful way.  “You right for a lift, Fent?”


           
“We’ve finished with the list then?” Fenton said.


           
“Unless someone’s got a better suggestion than Browning,
yeah.” 


           
Fenton looked round the table at the other Maoists.  Patently,
they were not about to put forward any further nominees. 
They’d had their fun now.  Like Gus, they were ready to go
home.  Col and Smithy were hunched forward on their chairs,
waiting to be dismissed.  Blue had both arms above his head,
having a good stretch.     


           
Fenton said, “We’ve given up on the idea of Smithy’s cousin,
then?”


           
“Rest assured, Fent, we’ve ditched that ridiculous option.”


           
“Oh,” Fenton said. 


           
Gus, struck by the clear lack of brio in that monosyllable, stopped
jangling his keys.  He looked at Fenton sharply.  “Is
there a problem, Fent?  Speak up, mate.  I don’t want any
bloke to walk away from this thinking he hasn’t had a fair
go.” 


           
“I don’t know.  It’s just … ”


           
“It’s just what?”

           
“Well, call me a purist, but I keep going back to your idea of a
leading industrialist.” 


           
“Christ Fent, are you still on about that?  It was a
slip of the tongue, mate.  I wish I’d never even said
it.  A name, that’s what we really need out of this.  I’m
adamant about that.  And let’s face it, who can name a leading
industrialist off the top of their heads?  Who can name any
industrialist off the top of their heads?  Frankly, I’m not
even that sure what an industrialist is.” 


           
“But it won’t take us long to find out the name of one, surely,”
Fenton pointed out.


           
“Maybe for next time, sure.”  Gus looked at his watch.


           
“Or even for this time.” 


           
Gus stiffened.  He smiled, but the smile was forced. 
“Fent, I’m not that sure I’m with you.  I’m starting to get
confused.  Do you dig the Browning option or don’t you? 
I’m starting to sense you’re not that keen on it.  I’m
dog-tired here mate, so fuckin’ correct me if I’ve got hold of the
wrong end of the stick.  But I’m – I’m getting this vibe that
you actually reckon it’s a pretty shithouse idea.  And
that … Well, I’m a little bewildered by that, to be
honest.  To be honest, I thought he was a pretty good
idea.  I still do.  But look, if you’ve got a better
idea, let’s hear it.  I mean, Christ” – he reasonably spread
his hands – “I’ve got no great stake in doing Browning.  If
you can think of someone better, fire away.  Give us an
alternative.  And if it’s a halfway decent one, we’ll ratify
the bastard and give Browning the flick.  It makes no
difference to me, mate.  This thing’s bigger than any one
person.  All I ask is that we walk out of here with a
name.” 


           
The other Maoists were getting sick of this.  Fenton could
feel them aching to leave, hating him with their eyes.  Warren
sat forward over his half-shut notebook, waiting for Gus’s go-ahead
to close it the rest of the way. 


           
Fenton said, “How about … I don’t know, somebody higher
up.  Someone in the University hierarchy?”  


           
“I go back to the name question, Fent.  We need a fucking
name.”


           
“Oh I don’t know their names.  But it wouldn’t be hard to find
them out.”


           
Gus breathed slowly in.  He tilted his chin back, as if giving
this suggestion some really serious and fair-minded thought. 
Then, with terrible finality, he shook his head.  “Nah, them
guys are all too old,” he quipped, trying to keep things nice and
friendly.  “They’d die of natural causes before we could sort
out the fine print.  So: we’ll stick with Browning, shall
we?  We’ll push through with him.  And we can maybe look
at one of those guys for next time round.  Now, do you want
that lift or not?”


           
“There is one name I can think of,” Fenton said. 


           
Now he felt the junior Maoists looking at him in a new way: with an
unseemly kind of pleasure, with a lust to see him take both barrels
of Gus’s gathering wrath.  It was an unwelcome sensation,
finding yourself at the centre of something you didn’t even want to
be at the edge of. 


           
“Just,” he carefully added, “as an option.” 
         


           
“Option my arse,” Gus tensely replied.  “Put it on the table,
Fent.  If it’s better than Browning we’ll ratify it.  If
it isn’t, then for God’s sake throw your weight behind Browning so
we can all go home and get some sleep.  You can’t say fairer
than that.” 


           
Oh but you can, thought Fenton.  You can say
much fairer than that.  You could say, for example,
that nobody had to get liquidated at all.  Couldn’t you? 
Or maybe such an outcome was too much to hope for now.  Maybe
the time for that discussion had come and gone.  Maybe such
thinking had now become laughably naive, ridiculously
utopian.  He felt very cold, as if the roof of the bar had
been ripped away and the whole weight of the night sky was pressing
directly down on him.      


           
“Ivan Lego,” he said.

 










Chapter 9


Fenton woke to a stupendous crash of metal on metal, and to the
feeling that deep in the night something incredibly bad had
happened to his life.


           
He rolled gingerly onto his back.  The room was startlingly
full of daylight.  The air over his bed had a nasty
late-morning kind of tepidness, like used bathwater.  His
quilt was in fevered disarray, twined around his lower body as if
he were Socrates.  His bare feet stuck out the end of
it.  By an odd paradox they felt warmer than the parts of him
it still covered.  In a not very distant yard a lawnmower was
going. 


           
It would come back to him in a moment, the incredibly bad thing
that had happened to his life in the night.  It would come
back to him, whether he wanted it to or not.  And when it did,
it was going to make him groan with unqualified regret.  It
had something to do with her.  But it was something newer and
viler than the mere fact that she wasn’t his.  That fact he
was used to waking up with: it had the status of a permanently
missing limb.  But the thing that had happened in the night
was somehow worse.  It had ushered his life into a whole new
sphere of badness.  Whatever it was, it called for massive and
immediate rectification.     


           
He blinked groggily against the daylight.  It appeared to be
about noon.  This fact was troubling enough in itself. 
On most days he was awake by six or seven, reefed from sleep by
some dawn outrage on the part of Streetwise – a frenzied
headbutting at his door, a methodical and rasping vandalisation of
its wooden frame.  But today the house was silent, the sun
ominously aloft.  Why?  It beat angrily through the grime
on his window, as if incensed by his failure to wake at a more
decent hour.  It lit the swarm of dust above his
bed.   


           
Crack!  There it was again, that indecently loud slam
of metal on metal.  Up on the ceiling, a bagel-sized patch of
sunlight briefly wobbled in answer to the clang.  His
neighbour was at it again, the one who looked like Ed Lauter. 
He was engaged once more in the ancient and cryptic rite of
stacking large bits of second-hand roofing iron against his
shed.  Fenton stared up at the glint on the ceiling. 
Evidently some freak sector of the old scavenger’s rust pile still
had the capacity to reflect light.  Presently a second and
smaller glint appeared at the ceiling’s edge, and began jerking
spastically in towards the central one.  At a point still
criminally shy of that target, it halted – and then flew savagely
in to meet it, with the sound of a bus hitting a bread van. 
Like a sperm and an egg the two glints became one, resolved into a
single quivering pond of light.  


           
Rolling onto his left side, Fenton found himself facing the
crumpled shell of his Maoist costume: jumper and jeans and boots,
splayed out on the carpet like a corpse.  And suddenly the
full memory of last night was on him, lunging into his head like a
masked youth vaulting the counter of a convenience store.  He
groaned with unqualified regret.  Oh yes, it was bad all
right.  It really was exquisitely bad.  He was a
terrorist.  That was what had happened to him in the
night.  He had partaken in the composition of a death
list.  He had sat there and said nothing while body counts
were spoken of, and liquidations, and claims of responsibility, and
target selection.  And then he had put forward the name of
Ivan Lego, and that name had been unanimously approved!  He
squeezed his eyes shut, as if by doing so he could force the memory
out the back of his skull.  But it stayed there, it stayed
there.  He was a fucking terrorist! 


           
Or was he?  The question called for some serious
thought.  Maybe he was over-reacting.  Maybe things
weren’t yet as bad as he imagined.  Maybe there was still some
grey area, some ambiguity, some room for hope.  He rolled back
onto his other side.  He clamped a pillow to his exposed
ear.  He shut his eyes.  Now he was ready to think. 
Now he was ready for a sober contemplation of the facts. 


           
Fact one: no terrorist act had yet occurred.  Nor had any
specific course of action been proposed.  So really, this
hysterical notion that he was a terrorist could be dispensed with
straight away.  He wasn’t one yet, and he had no intention of
letting himself become one.  All that they’d done in the night
was talk, in very general terms, about the possibility of moving
into terrorism.  Was that a crime?  Surely not.  And
even if it was, Fenton himself hadn’t committed it very
thoroughly.  For the most part he had just sat there and
listened while the others had conspired.  He had said maybe
five or six words all night.  Apart from that, everything that
had happened would have happened anyway, whether he was there or
not.


           
Another vicious slam of metal on metal.  Fenton pressed his
pillow down harder, as if applying it to his neighbour’s
face. 


           
On the minus side, he had placed Ivan Lego at the top of
the death list.  That much could not be denied.  And this
was an action, wasn’t it, that a jury might well be inclined to
frown on.  To take a dim view of.  Or was it? 
Consider, again, the grey area.  Look at the context, the
extenuating circumstances.  Look at the purity of his
motives.  He hadn’t done it out of malice towards Ivan Lego,
had he?  He had done it to get Robert Browning’s name off the
table.  And not just Browning’s, either.  In effect, his
intervention had saved the skin of every other alternative
candidate too.  Of Barbra Streisand, of Smithy’s cousin, of a
theoretically endless multitude of as-yet-unnamed persons who might
otherwise have been chosen to fill the void …  


           
Which wasn’t a bad effort, considering the hand he’d been
dealt.  Because Fenton hadn’t created the death list,
had he?  It wasn’t Fenton’s fault that there was a
death list in the first place.  It was Gus, and Gus alone, who
was responsible for that.  And surely that was the fundamental
crime, the root illegality.  To Fenton the existence of the
death list had come as a given, a fait accompli.  All
he had done was make one tiny adjustment to its contents.  A
principled adjustment.  A sound adjustment.  An
adjustment aimed at making the best of a very bad situation. 
What more could any decent citizen have done, in his unenviable
place?  It would have been easy, all too easy, just to bury
his head in the sand and let it all happen the way Gus wanted it
to, secure in the knowledge that none of it was his own
fault.  Instead he had done the hard thing.  The
courageous thing.  The moral thing.  He had
grasped the nettle.  He had seen to it that death, if it had
to come to somebody, would at least come to a man who richly
deserved it.  A man who had made a career out of telling his
students that good and evil did not exist.  A man who viewed
death as a culturally constructed fiction.  As crimes went,
putting a man like that onto a pre-existing death list was a pretty
minor offence.  A pretty civilized one.  Maybe you could
even call it heroic.  Was that going too far?  Perhaps
not.  Perhaps that was about as heroic as you could get in
this day and age.  Damage limitation, victim management. 
Maybe that was about as moral as you could be, in this fucked-up
world …    


           
How would these arguments go down in a police interview room? 
Would they cut any ice?  Maybe – if the questioning was being
done by one of those delightfully cultured detective inspectors you
saw on crime shows.  Some quirky, metaphysically inclined
fat-boy with silver hair who played the clarinet, or liked doing
crosswords, or kept quoting Kierkegaard, or listened to Wagner at
top volume while waving an invisible baton. 


           
Failing that, Fenton might be in a lot of trouble.  Maybe he
would get the other guy instead.  The philistine with the
loosened tie who thumped the table and asked him if he’d ever seen
a dead man before.  Or the look on a woman’s face when you
knocked on her door in the dead of night to tell her the son she
had carried and nurtured and suckled at her spent breasts wasn’t
coming home …  


           
But again Fenton was getting ahead of himself.  He shifted his
head to a cooler section of sheet.  He resettled his hips and
limbs.  He was skipping over the fundamental question, wasn’t
he?  Which was this: how real was the danger to Ivan Lego’s
life?  How sinister or binding was a death list drafted by a
bunch of clowns?  It didn’t feel real.  Did that
mean it wasn’t real?  Or was this what being in a genuine
terrorist outfit felt like from the inside?  Did authentic
terror cells have people like Col and Smithy in them?  And
leaders like Gus, and right-hand men like Warren?  And
personnel as seriously unhappy about the thrust of proceedings as
himself?  Did his own deep reservations count for
anything?  Or was terrorism one of those things you could just
drift into against your will, like a bad conversation at a party, a
friendship with someone you didn’t really like…


           
And if he didn’t think the threat was real, then why had he been so
desperate to get Robert Browning off the death list?


           
He rolled restlessly back onto his other side.  What should he
believe?  On one hand, there was something inherently
fantastic – was there not? – about the whole conspiracy.  It
was folly, surely, to fear that any plan of Gus’s might ever gain
traction in the real world, the gritty real world of corpses,
dental records, weeping relatives, arrests, arraignments,
imprisonment without the prospect of parole.  Operation Lego
just didn’t belong to that genre, did it?  It was a reverie, a
cartoon.  It had reality only in the crass themepark of Gus’s
imagination.  It reeked of unviability.  
    


           
But then again, so had Gus’s plan to break into the Union Bar at
2am last night.  And then at a certain point Fenton had found
himself inserting his leg through the bar’s jemmied window, and
watching it vanish into the darkness beyond.  He remembered
thinking, as he hauled the rest of his body over that legal
Rubicon, that he had become involved in something all too
real.  He remembered thinking that the time had come to do
something definitive to stop it.  


           
But now, in the sprawling late-morning light, he found it hard to
recapture that sense of urgency.  Anyway, what exactly was
this definitive thing he wanted himself to do?  Go to the
police?  Now, on the strength of what he had? 
That would be ludicrous, an exercise in sheer bad taste.  At
best he would be laughed out of the station.  At worst it
would open a procedural Pandora’s box that didn’t bear thinking
about.         


           
Still, he couldn’t just do nothing.  Could he?  No. 
As the only remotely normal person present at last night’s meeting,
he had a certain duty to the broader community.  His felt that
instinctively.  But a duty to do what?  And when? 
On concrete questions like these, his instincts supplied no
answers.  Maybe they would supply them when the time was
right.  Maybe it would all happen naturally.  Maybe when
the plan had attained the appropriate level of reality, he would
start feeling seriously alarmed enough about it to act.  Or
maybe the crime would just incrementally go ahead and happen,
unless at some point he made a conscious decision to
become seriously alarmed about it.  Maybe he should
have made that decision already.  Maybe he should be making it
now.   
           


           
How he wished she could see him like this!  Here and now,
ruggedly confronting his moral destiny.


           
What about telling her, then?  In the abstract, the idea
appealed to him.  It always had.  Telling her that her
boyfriend was a terrorist: as a means of advancing his own
interests, it still felt like the best, perhaps the only, weapon he
had.  And arguably it was now even the right thing to
do, after last night.  Let her decide whether or not
the plot was real.  And if she believed it was, let
her try and talk the hairy madman out of it.  She
could only be better at doing that than Fenton was.  In fact
she would almost certainly, for reasons he preferred not to think
about, succeed.  The plot would be dissolved, if you accepted
that it was solid.  Lego’s life would be saved, if you
accepted that it was really in danger.  Decorum would be
restored, all without the gaucherie of involving the
police. 


           
On the face of it, it was the ideal solution.  But only on the
face of it.  In practice, it would be ideal only for Ivan
Lego.  From Fenton’s point of view it would be a
calamity.  Consider: when she confronted Gus and hosed him
down, she would have to betray Fenton as her source.  And that
would be that.  His cover would be blown.  He would be
out of the cadre on his ear.  His days of pretending to be a
Maoist would be over.  The ladder by which he was ascending to
her balcony would be gone, and he would be falling away from her
through space, howling goodbye to the best chance he’d ever had of
making her his.  Compared with that, the prospect of Ivan
Lego’s liquidation started to lose a good deal of its horror. 
Compared with that, the liquidation of Ivan Lego started to look
downright palatable.     


           
No, he would be a fool to bring her in now.  To pay that
unthinkable price in order to stop something that mightn’t even be
real!  And yet the idea of selling Gus out, of letting her
know what he really was, of smearing him to her behind his
back … it remained compelling, somehow.  It would be such
a shame not to do it, at least partially.  Fenton kept coming
back to the notion, sniffing at it like an interested dog.  It
had an undeniable primal appeal.  For one thing it would
provide him with a legitimate reason to sit down alone with her and
talk.  And that was by no means a trivial consideration. 
In fact there had been times when this had struck him as the most
difficult part of the whole thing: finding his hook, his entree,
the valid passport to conversation, the wormhole in space that
would admit him to the miracle of regular one-on-one interaction
with her.  He had waited for months for an ice-breaker half as
good as this one.  It would hurt like hell not to use
it. 


           
And the smearing itself, the actual physical moment of telling her:
he knew already that that would feel very good.  It would feel
like a kind of sexual betrayal.  Not as good as actual sexual
betrayal, obviously.  But a lot better than no kind of sexual
betrayal at all.  And by no means a bad first step towards the
real thing.  How sweet it would be to show her that draft
death list, the one on which Warren had written her name by
mistake!  A document that confirmed not just Gus’s criminal
insanity, but his wretched incompetence to boot!  What a
sublime pincer movement!  How could she possibly go on loving
the fat fool once she’d seen that?  


           
If only there were some safe way to deliver the blow.  A way
to screw Gus without screwing himself.  A way to make her see
roughly what the porky sociopath was into, without making her feel
compelled to step immediately in and stop it, thereby blowing
Fenton’s cover into the stratosphere.  But maybe there
was.  Maybe he could tell her just part of the
truth.  Just as much of it as he needed to, and no more. 
Just enough of it to make her see that her boyfriend was both a
bumbling cretin and a slavering lunatic.  But not enough to
make her want to discuss the matter with him.  Nothing too
alarmist or feasible-sounding, nothing that might strike her as a
clarion call for her immediate intervention.  Enough to make
her skin crawl, but not enough to raise her hair.  It would be
a tricky balance to strike.  But the rewards just might be
unimaginably sweet. 


           
And maybe he could take another precaution before telling
her.  A precaution so crassly obvious that he’d come close to
overlooking it.  Maybe he could simply make her
promise not to raise the matter with Gus.  Other
people did that sort of thing.  Why shouldn’t he?  Would
it strike her as too forward?  He doubted it.  After all,
she had asked him to keep her informed, hadn’t she? 
In fact, hadn’t she come right out and told him that she could keep
a secret?  Which was pretty fucking forward in its own right,
wasn’t it?  Yes!  Of course it was.  Why hadn’t he
thought about that statement more, far more?  If that wasn’t a
green light, an in-principle agreement to participate in Gus’s
sexual downfall, then Fenton didn’t know what
was.    


           
He sprang from bed with relative exuberance.  He jived
purposefully into his commie threads.  Yes!  One day
soon, perhaps even today, he would get her alone, and swear her to
secrecy, and tell her that her boyfriend was a terrorist!  And
if this would do very little to ease the plight of Ivan Lego, when
had Ivan Lego last gone out of his way to ease the plight of Fenton
Bland?  Besides, if the threat to Lego should ever begin to
feel significantly more real, Fenton could always give her all the
more sordid details then, fully authorising her to take
the matter up with Gus.  Indeed positively encouraging her
to.  For the moment, however, he vowed to squeeze as much
personal gain out of the situation as he
could.   


           
Lacing his desert boots, he half-recalled a quotation he had read
once, somewhere, uttered by somebody long-dead and eminent and no
doubt French.  The precise wording of it eluded him, but the
gist of it was this: that a man in love is not obliged, or even
expected, to behave according to normal moral standards.  What
lapidary words!  What unparalleled man of genius had penned
them? 


           
Fenton made a mental note to follow this point up. 


           
Then he stepped out into the hall, to see why everything was so
quiet. 

 

 

 

By the time he got to the TV room, his desert boots whispering
on the carpet, his exuberance was fading fast.  Something was
not right.  Something was deeply not right.  For one
thing, the TV wasn’t on.  The effect of this was singularly
disturbing.  An oppressive kind of anti-sound oozed from its
dead screen, and hung eerily over the tensed furniture.  Nor
were Trixie and Tara present in their beanchair.  Their
beanchair contained nothing except a vague dent, a soft depression
roughly the size and shape of two intertwined vegans. 


           
So where were they?  They never went out, not together. 
It would take something unprecedented to make them do that. 
And why was the TV not on?  And where was Streetwise? 
Had the heinous creature finally escaped?  If so, was that
somehow Fenton’s fault?  The clock on the kitchen bench said
12:25. 


           
His upbeat mood had fully leaked away now.  Instead he felt a
potent urge to flee the house without delay.  Then again, he
felt like that on a lot of mornings.  He therefore resolved,
boldly, to press ahead with his breakfast routine as if nothing was
amiss.  After all, he’d done nothing wrong, had he? 
Nothing from which he should feel compelled to run?  Not here,
anyway. 


           
The clock said 12.26.  He entered the kitchenette, washed
himself a bowl and spoon.  He dried them.  He tugged the
handle of the fridge door, breaking the suction of its rubber
seal.  This prompted the usual faint tremor of shelving and
jars – a sound that had never before failed to bring Streetwise
skittering in over the ice rink of the lino, snarling for
food.  Fenton tensed his calves and waited for the inevitable
scrabble of clawed feet. 


           
And kept waiting.


           
The cat didn’t come. 


           
He closed the fridge and reopened it, deliberately maximising the
glassy shelf-rattle. 


           
But still no Streetwise. 


           
His calves went queasily slack. 


           
The clock flipped over to 12:27. 


           
He had gone past feeling merely troubled now.  He felt proper
fear.  His appetite was waning.  He lacked the will to go
on with the mechanics of making breakfast.  But he also lacked
the will to abandon them entirely, or come up with something else
to do instead.  For several minutes then he just stood there
in the open mouth of the fridge with his bowl and spoon, waiting
for inspiration to strike.  A wicked scenario occurred to him:
last night, on his return home from the death list meeting, he had
left the front door open, and the cat had bolted.  And now
Trixie and Tara were out there on the streets futilely looking for
it, knowing that Fenton was wholly to blame for the escape. 
It was obscenely possible.  He tried to recall the precise
moment of his return.  He tried to remember having firmly shut
the door.  He couldn’t. 


           
In a way, then – in a very small way – it came as a relief when he
heard Trixie and Tara’s bedroom door open, and heard them coming
funereally up the hall.  One of them was crying.  No:
weeping, sobbing with elemental force, hitching back air in
dreadful snotty gusts.  The other one was whispering soft
words of comfort.  Fenton wondered, distantly, why he wasn’t
striding with extreme prejudice towards the front door.  In
theory, there was still time to do that.  There was still
time, if he moved right now, to slip out undetected.  But this
strange inertia weighed on his limbs still.  His boots seemed
to be fused to the lino.  In any case, he reminded himself
that he had absolutely nothing to hide.


           
They appeared.  Tara was the one doing the weeping.  Her
face was a mess of red blotches and glossy smears.  Trixie
walked leadenly beside her, holding her upright with an expression
of grim concern.  Both were dressed in their sex-catalogue
nightwear.  This added an element of the grotesque to an
already quite disturbing scene.  Trixie steered Tara to the
dining table and sat her down in one of its chairs. 


           
At this moment Fenton dispensed with the remaining shreds of his
intention to eat his breakfast there.  He could dine on
campus.  The thing to do right now was get out the front door
as soon as he decently could. 


           
From somewhere inside her nightwear Trixie produced a fresh-looking
tissue and passed it to Tara.  In half a second her red nose
had reduced it to a sodden wad.  It was unclear whether either
of them had marked Fenton’s presence yet.  He decided to
establish it by saying something well-meaning.  He stepped
away from the fridge with solemn empathy.  The door whispered
shut. 


           
“Are you okay?” he said.


           
Tara lifted her scarlet face and looked at him with loathing. 
“Prick,” she matter-of-factly said.


           
Fenton frowned politely.  He looked to Trixie for
clarification. 


           
Trixie said: “Bastard.” 

           
“Steady on,” he responded, nervously.

           
“Try telling him to steady on, Fenton,” Trixie bitterly
replied.  And she pointed at something down on the carpet,
over between the couch and the TV.   


           
A certain inevitability had descended on the scene now. 
Fenton had no choice but to follow the line of Trixie’s index
finger, even though he didn’t want to.  No, he really didn’t
want to, because he had a pretty good idea of what he was going to
see at the end of it.  He was going to see Streetwise, stone
dead. 


           
And so he did.  The cat’s corpse lay at the foot of the couch,
stretched out on its belly like a poor man’s tiger rug.  It
didn’t look like it was sleeping.  It certainly didn’t look
like it was at peace.  It just looked exactly like it was
dead.  It had expired in the act of chewing the couch
leg.  Its jaws were wide open, the pornographic lips peeled
back in one last eternal snarl that laid bare the white thorns of
the teeth, the hideous liquorice of the gums.  Its eyes were
open too, blazing up in a frozen yellow stare of hate.  Even
from his distance Fenton could see that rigor mortis had already
set in, imparting a plasticky and only half-real quality to the
remains.   


           
“Oh Jesus,” he intoned gravely.  He tried to sound shocked,
and above all unhappy.  But in truth he felt relief, and a
perverse urge to smile.  Not just because the cat was dead,
but because it had died so clearly of natural causes.  There
was nothing in the manner of its passing for which he could
conceivably be blamed.  It hadn’t, as he had so often feared
it would, backed him into a corner and forced him to snap its spine
in self-defence.  It hadn’t streaked out a door he’d just
opened and shot out onto the road and met a curt and graphic end
under someone’s tyres while he stood there frozen on the doormat,
palely holding his keys.  It hadn’t set itself aflame on a
hotplate left burning by him.  It had simply expired, and
Fenton was clean.  He was gloriously clean. 


           
He realized he was still holding his bowl and spoon. 
Respectfully he laid them down on the bench.  The moment was
weighty.  It seemed to want him to say something more,
something sombre and well-meaning and not necessarily
true. 


           
“He seems,” he said, “to have gone peacefully.”


           
“That’s that all you’ve got to say for yourself is it?” said
Trixie.


           
“Murderer,” said Tara.   


           
Now he began to catch on.  He went cold.  “You’re not
suggesting … You’re not suggesting that I …
”  But there was no reasonable way to complete the
sentence.  What were they suggesting?  That he’d
poisoned it?  That he’d stepped on it during the
night?  


           
“You killed him!” Tara wailed, seizing a nearby piece of
incense-burning equipment and flinging it at his skull.

            He
ducked it, and snapped back to his full height. 
“How?  What did I
do?”      


           
“Exactly,” said Trixie.  “Nothing, Fenton.  That’s
exactly what you did do, you sick fuck.  You stopped feeding
him, didn’t you?  You stopped feeding him and watched him die
like a dog.”


           
“Cat killer,” said Tara, more concisely. 


           
“Stopped feeding him?”  Fenton’s mouth went
dry.  “What are you talking about?  I never even – I
never even started.” 

This had seemed, before he’d begun to say it, to be a pretty
unimpeachable thing to say.  But as he neared the end of
saying it, he suddenly wasn’t so sure.  Trixie looked at him
through widening eyes, as though he were confessing to something
unspeakable, something even blacker than what he already stood
accused of.  Tara emitted a fresh groan of lamentation.


           
“Well I mean I threw him the odd scrap but … ”  His heart
was galloping.  “I mean Jesus Christ it wasn’t my job to feed
him!” he declared, trying to cut through the nonsense with a firm
statement of plain fact.  But again he heard his voice wobble
with doubt.  Sweet Lord: had it been his job? 
Surely not?  He tried to say something more, but now his voice
did something unforgivable: it seized up entirely.  With a
contemptible glug, it jammed in the S-bend of his
throat.  He swallowed hard, and tried again.  “It wasn’t
my cat,” he said simply.  He was on solid enough ground with
that statement, surely.


           
Or maybe he wasn’t.  Trixie’s eyes grew wider still. 
“Are you implying,” she said with infinite horror, “that it was
Tara’s job?”


           
This notion was too much for Tara.  From her sitting position
she pitched suddenly forward in what looked to Fenton like a fairly
poor imitation of a dead faint.  Her forehead met the surface
of the table with a dull clunk.   
    


           
“Satisified?” Trixie coldly asked him, as though he had now killed
Tara too.  “This is a new low, Fenton, even for you.  You
do that” – she gestured broadly towards the dead cat –
“and then you try to blame it on
her.”     


           
“How dare you even suggest that!” screamed Tara,
returning to consciousness with improbable speed and springing up
towards Fenton’s face with her fingernails raised.  He readied
himself for the moment of impact, feeling that it would come as a
welcome alternative to having to keep canvassing the matter
verbally.  But at the last moment Trixie intervened, pulling
Tara back in a strangely choreographed-looking way.  Tara
looked at him with contempt and said: “God that beard’s a
joke.”  Then she yielded to a fresh wave of tears. 


           
Trixie drew Tara’s distressed face to her breast.  “He’s not
worth it, baby,” she said, stroking Tara’s hair.  “He’s just
not worth it.”  She looked up at Fenton.  “Tell us
Fenton, how did it feel?  Watching him slowly starve. 
Did it make you feel like a man?  Did it make you hard?”


           
As it happened, Fenton did feel the stirrings of a
potential erection right now – and wholeheartedly condemned himself
for it.  He stood his ground, doing his best to go on looking
thoroughly innocent.  Jesus, they couldn’t pin this on him,
could they?  Could they?  But it seemed they
already had.  He stole another glance at the cadaver.  It
was indeed strikingly emaciated.  Poor old Streetwise. 
From the depths of the nightmare, you had to spare a thought for
him.  Had these hellish bitches fed him
nothing?  Not a thing, ever?  Had they genuinely
believed the job was Fenton’s?  If so, it was a small miracle
that the animal had survived as long as it had.  How often had
Fenton fed it?  Not very.  On maybe twenty or so
occasions, when there had been absolutely no avoiding it, he had
lobbed it some token peace-offering from his own plate, or let it
greedily polish off his cereal – but always on the assumption that
these scraps had constituted between-meal snacks only, tiny
supplements to the cat’s core diet.  Now it seemed clear that
that had been it.  Those scraps had been Streetwise’s
sole source of nourishment.  No wonder the creature had kept
harassing him during meals, until eventually he had found it
necessary to do most of his eating off-site.  No wonder it had
kept launching itself at the windowpanes.  No wonder it had
looked so lean and hungry.  It had looked lean and hungry
because it had been lean and hungry.  With a pang of
remorse Fenton realized that he had judged the abused cat, in life,
far too harshly.  Many aspects of what he had taken to be its
appalling personality could now be explained, even excused, by the
fact that it had been starving to death the whole time he’d known
it.  Too late to do anything about it, he understood that
Streetwise had been on his side all along, or at any rate not on
theirs.  All along it had been his brother, a fellow victim of
their epic sloth, a co-recipient of the domestic raw deal.  So
many things made sense now: the ill-tempered ambushes, the
industrial-strength miaows, the constant gnawings at the
furniture …   How had Fenton misheard these cries for
help?  How had he misread the signs?  An awful thought
struck him: maybe they were right to think him
guilty.  Maybe he was to blame.  What a
monstrous oversight it had been to assume they were giving it
food!  How criminally naive of him!  After all, it wasn’t
as if they ever did anything else like that.  They never
cleaned, they never cleared, they never swept, they never scrubbed,
they never mowed.  When they turned on a tap, the odds that
they would turn it off again were never better than even.  So
what on earth had made him suppose they would feed their own
cat?  Common sense?  The unwritten codes of ordinary
decent human behaviour? 

He should have known far better than
that.     


           
The phone began to ring.  


           
He looked at it.  He looked at them.  They held their
poses as if it wasn’t ringing at all.  He thought he might as
well pick it up. 

  
           
“Hello?”


           
“Fent?  Gus.  How are we, comrade?  Just a couple of
matters, brother, and then I’ll let you get back to them
‘housemates’ of yours.  Far be it from me to keep a man away
from a triple-treat!  First up mate, I’ve got to salute you on
your selection of Ivan Lego.  He’s a classic.  Full marks
for putting him in the frame.  I might as well admit it: I
wasn’t totally sold on the bloke to begin with.  Truth is, I
wasn’t that privy to how much of a cockmuscle he is.  But I
happened to catch him on the breakfast show this morning – and
Christ what an arsehole!  He was crapping on about
this new book of his that’s got no words in it – and fair dinkum,
Fent, I’ve never heard such a ridiculous load of jism in all my
life!  No wonder you crave his death, mate.  Frankly, I’m
surprised some other mob hasn’t taken a ping at him already. 
You know what really gets me, Fent?  They were calling him the
‘thinking woman’s sex symbol’!  ‘Sex symbol’, Fent, can you
believe it?  This grey-haired skivvy-wearing old homo is
suddenly a bloody sex-symbol, just because he can string a
few words together and isn’t actually deformed. 
Christ that sort of thing irks me.  It’s high time
someone took a stand on it.  I swear to God, I was that ticked
off I was ready to rock down to the studio and terminate him on the
spot.  Needless to say I’m speaking figuratively there. 
When the time comes to whack this cocksmoker, Fent, you’re gonna be
right there at the sharp end, you can rest assured of that. 
Matter of fact, that brings me round to my main point.  I’ve
decided to put on a barbie round at my joint next Saturday, so we
can all get together and really flesh out the concrete details of
this thing.  I’ll supply the snags and the piss – courtesy of
the Student Union.  All you’ve got to bring mate is yourself,
plus any ideas you might have on how to move this thing
forward.  I’ve already got a few pearlers of my own. 
Believe me, I’m as eager to keep the ball rolling on this as what
you are.  The way I see it, all we need is another meeting or
two to thrash out the finer points of it, and we’ll have your mate
Lego on a slab before you know it.  And, ah, Fent – this’ll be
strictly a working lunch, okay?  If them ‘housemates’ of yours
want to come along, fob ’em off with some lie.  Don’t get me
wrong, I’m hanging to meet them.  But this just isn’t the
right forum, as I’m sure you’ll agree.  I’ll be fobbing
Charmers off from it – you can rest assured of that.  I tell
you, Fent – I’m excited about this thing.  I really am. 
It’s dead-set going to go right off the Richter, I can feel
it.  And a lot of the credit has to go to you on that, like I
say.  Anyhow pal – I’ll let you get back to it.  I’ll
catch up with you Saturday week, if not before.  Hooroo
mate.”

           
With a sharp clatter the phone went dead.  For another minute
or two Fenton kept it pressed to his ear anyway, nodding and
uttering random phrases of assent as if the call was still in
progress, postponing for as long as possible his re-entry into the
Streetwise conversation.  He noted that Tara was seated at the
table again.  For the moment her tears had given way to an
ugly chain of dry sobs.  Trixie stood behind her, mechanically
patting her twitching shoulders – but glaring straight at Fenton
all the while, as if she had something fresh to charge him with the
moment he hung up.  Before too much longer he reluctantly did
so, knowing that the moment couldn’t be put off forever. 


           
Immediately Trixie said: “So you’re not even going to bother to lie
about it?  You’re just going to stand there and openly admit
that you never fed him.”


           
“Well that’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”  His blood was
up.  It was time to take a stand: not just against them, but
against his own creeping and craven sense that they might somehow
be right.  “That’s what she’s saying, and it was her bloody
cat!  Why can’t I say it?  Why on earth did you think I
was feeding it?  Why?  Are you really that
insane?  It wasn’t me that kidnapped the thing off the streets
and kept it locked inside.  I didn’t even –”  He
faltered, and took another swift glance at the remains.  “I
didn’t … We didn’t even get along.”


           
A long silence. 


           
“Well,” said Trixie.  “At least now we know why.”


           
“Oh come on.  Now you think I did it
deliberately?”

           
“So you did do it,” Tara countered shrewdly.  “You do admit
that.”


           
“Admit what?  That I didn’t feed him?  Take a look at
him, you cretin.  Nobody fed him.” 


           
Once again Tara pitched forward onto the table, in lacklustre
simulation of a person fainting.     


           
“I notice,” Fenton said, “she got her hand down that time.  To
sort of cushion her head so it didn’t hit the wood.” 


           
Tara’s face flushed visibly against the table, but in the interests
of authenticity she stayed down.  Trixie just bitterly shook
her head, as if this remark was about as much as you could expect
from a cat killer.  “I think you’d better go now, Fenton,
don’t you?”


           
He tended to agree.  But he also knew that certain things had
to be made totally clear before he went.  He said: “You can
see the difference between … between not feeding him
and … and failing to feed him, right?”  There
was a valid and telling point to be made here, somewhere, but he
couldn’t find quite the right words.  “You can see the
difference, right?  There’s a world of difference.”


           
“You realize,” Trixie said, “that denial’s the classic response of
the guilty man?”


           
“It’s also the classic response of the innocent man,” Fenton
said.  


           
“Fenton, I really think you’d better go.”


           
This time he complied, wishing he had the first time.  He
strode with dignity to the front door, taking an ample detour
around the corpse.  He reached for the doorknob. 


           
“Where,” Trixie shrilly demanded from behind him, “do you think
you’re going?”

Fenton turned back to her in wonderment.  “You are
insane,” he said.  “I’m going.  You just said I
should.  Twice.”

  
           
“You’re not planning to just leave him there!”


           
Fenton looked into her face.  He studied it for traces of
irony.  But she was wholly serious.  Her features were
contorted in what appeared to be, and almost certainly was, an
expression of genuine moral outrage.  She really did think
that the removal of the corpse was his job!  She honestly
believed that the onus fell on him!  Tara, who was upright
again, was looking at him in the same stroppily indignant
way. 


           
And really he should have foreseen it all then, in their shameless
and unblinking eyes.  He should have seen that it would be
madness to try and outstare them, on this of all issues.  He
should have seen that they were just infinitely better at this sort
of thing than he was.  He should have seen that it would be
the best thing for all concerned, not least himself, if he just
gave in right now, and went and got a shovel while the remains were
still relatively pristine.


           
Instead he walked out without saying another word.

 










Chapter 10


An edited extract from Ivan Lego’s Empty Pages, as
serialised in the Weekend Sun, “Arts and Motoring”
supplement, “BookTalk” section, pp. D2-D7 (extract one of
four):
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Chapter 11


Relations in the household swiftly deteriorated, and so did
Streetwise.  As the stand-off over the cat’s disposal dragged
on, the last tatters of domestic decorum fell away, and the great
structure of mutual hate that had always underlain them stood
chillingly revealed.  Acts of candid hostility and nocturnal
intimidation became rife.  One night Trixie and Tara removed
all his stuff from the linen closet, on the grounds that none of it
was linen.  A morning or two later, an ominous set of padlocks
appeared on the doors of their kitchen cupboards.  That night
they launched a series of provocative raids on his unsecured
cereals and jams.  Fenton countered, the following day, by
annotating his every jar and carton with a horizontal slash of
texta to mark its current level of contents.  But that night
the pilfering continued, Trixie and Tara making the appropriate
adjustments with textas of their own. 


           
At around this time, Fenton realized that there was nothing at all,
apart from the fact that they hadn’t thought of it yet, to stop
them from annexing his cupboards with some padlocks too.  He
vowed not to let this happen.  He vowed to purchase some
padlocks of his own without delay. 


           
And he vowed that on the central issue, the issue of Streetwise’s
disposal, he would stand firm. 

 

 

As for his love life, the core facts of it remained
unchanged.  He loved her.  She didn’t love him.  She
loved Gus instead.  And Gus, presumably, loved her –
frequently, rudimentarily, in a limited number of non-caring
positions, and with a caveman’s regard for foreplay.  There
was nothing very complicated or ambiguous about these facts. 
And yet Fenton thought about them all the time, inspected them from
every conceivable angle, as if they might contain some obvious
loophole he had so far failed to spot.  There was something
marvellous, too, about the megaton flare of agony they never failed
to yield whenever he thought about them square on.  They were
like an exposed dental nerve that he couldn’t stop probing. 
The pain defied common sense, and all known laws of the universe,
by getting worse and worse all the time.  It refused to fade
or taper.  It just kept going up, like a staircase
drawn by a surrealist.  


           
No humane observer could deny that this state of affairs was
absurd, and objectively unjust.  As things stood, absolutely
all the suffering was being done by one party, and all the fun was
being had by the other two.  A situation so lopsided couldn’t
possibly endure, or be endured, forever.  The longer it
prevailed, the clearer it became that something had to be done
about it.  And if Fenton didn’t do that something himself, who
else was going to?  Certainly it made no sense to leave it up
to divine intervention.  The fact that she loved Gus in the
first place made the existence of some all-knowing deity in the sky
a laughably dubious proposition.     


           
So the intervention would have to come from Fenton
himself.   


           
Some day soon he would get her all alone, and tell her about her
boyfriend’s commitment to revolutionary terror. 

 

 

In fact he had been trying to do that for about a week
now.  But so far she had proved devilishly elusive.  He
had seen her on only three occasions during this period, and none
of them had offered a suitable platform for the kind of chat he had
in mind.  One time she was sitting in the refectory with Gus:
Fenton had stopped looking when she picked up a chip and started
conveying it towards Gus’s mouth.  The second sighting had
taken place in a Lego Studies lecture: he’d tried tailing her out
of it, but had lost her in the torrent of exiting backs.  And
one day in the library, he was certain he saw her slip into an
alley between two rows of books. 


           
But when he slipped into the same alley to follow her, she wasn’t
there. 

 

 

But she was never absent from the alleys of his mind.  Some
of these alleys were dark, and dank, and best not visited. 
Dreadful thoughts dwelt there, like malformed children kept in an
attic.  Sometimes, in the night, he was powerless to resist
the call of these thoughts, and he moved back through the shadows
to be with them.  They were, after all, his children.


           
To what did these thoughts pertain?  Some of them, most of
them, pertained to the question of what she and Gus might get up to
when alone.  Strictly speaking, data of this sort was destined
to remain forever unknowable to Fenton.  It was the one insult
he would always be spared.  There was even a sense in which it
was none of his business.  But in another sense, a crucial
sense, it damn well was his business.  It was more
his business than it was theirs.  So: first she would reach
for the edge of the curtain, and smilingly draw it shut – then Gus
would move towards her – and she would reveal, quite voluntarily,
her – and Gus would remove his – at which point she would offer him
the full splendour of her – and then Gus would take his – and then
she would take his – and he would … And so forth,
like the dirtiest of dirty movies.  Again, no sane God could
possibly let such things happen.  And yet – unbelievably –
they were allowed.  They were permitted.  They broke no
law.  There was nothing to stop them from occurring. 
Almost certainly they occurred every day. 


           
There were some things you were better off not thinking about, but
kept thinking about anyway. 

 

 

Such as the question of character – of her character.  This
too was a nasty issue, but it couldn’t be dodged.  Every day
it cropped up in some new form.  To take just one instance:
what sort of person would want to place a chip, or any other object
for that matter, into the mouth of Gus?  What did this action
say about her moral fibre, about her capacity to distinguish
between good and evil?  What did it say that she let him put
his filthy paws all over her?  What sort of person would give
the green light to that?   


           
It filled Fenton with shame to be pondering such questions. 
But they had to be asked, given what he knew about the character of
Gus.  Look at him, this man whose hands she let rove all over
her unconditionally, and didn’t push away.  What manner of man
was he?  He was a cheat, a liar, a would-be multiple
murderer.  He was a boor, a scoundrel, a vulgarian, an oaf, a
cad, a rowdy, a hooligan, a philistine, a blackguard, a lout, a
yahoo.  He was all the things that used to count against a
chap in the game of love, but plainly no longer did.  These
days it was a squalid free-for-all: imprisoned psychopaths got
marriage proposals through the mail; ninety-year-old tycoons in
iron lungs had wives and mistresses; illiterate and
disgraced ex-boxers had harems; and Gus had her.  


           
But if their relationship was a crime – and that much surely was
beyond debate – then Gus was not, alas, its sole perpetrator. 
He wasn’t even its principal one.  All that Gus was guilty of,
on close inspection, was wanting her, going after her, and getting
her.  And how in all conscience could Fenton condemn Gus for
that, when he held precisely the same agenda himself?  In
reasonable moments – admittedly these didn’t occur often – but in
reasonable moments, Fenton didn’t see how any of the blame
could fairly be attached to Gus.  For once in his life, the
fat charlatan was entirely above
reproach.         


           
And so the finger of censure veered towards her.  How could
she not see what Gus was?  What was she – an
idiot?  Or maybe she saw what he was but didn’t care – which
made her every bit as morally vacuous as the bloated assassin
himself.  About the only thing you could say in her favour was
that she wasn’t hung up on other people’s looks: superficial
questions of hair-care, grooming and extreme fatness clearly didn’t
trouble her.  But that scarcely counted as a virtue in the
case of Gus, where the inner man was every bit as monstrous as the
outer one.     


           
There was no getting around it, then.  There was something
deeply wrong with her, either mentally or morally or both. 
That was the conclusion Fenton kept coming to, whenever he thought
this character question through. 


           
But there was another conclusion he kept coming to, just after he
came to that one.   


           
He didn’t bloody well care.  He still wanted her
anyway. 


           
And what sort of person did that make him?


           
He didn’t much care about that, either. 

 

 

And all the while there was the other question, the main
question, the question that wouldn’t go away.  Was he, or was
he not, a terrorist?  Was he, or was he not, involved in a
genuine conspiracy to take the life of a fellow man?  How
credible was the threat?  Soon this Maoist barbecue would
happen, and he would be forced to confront these questions
anew.  Gus kept ringing him up about the event, making minor
revisions to scheduling and menu.  In a few days now the
afternoon would be upon him, and still he was no closer to working
out whether or not the plot was real.  Every time he thought
about it, he finished up at the same logical impasse.  Put
crudely, it was a problem of evidence.  He suspected – and he
fervently prayed – that it wasn’t real, that Ivan Lego’s
life was in no genuine danger.  But how could he ever get hard
proof of that?  What circumstances could you even conceive
of that would prove the threat unreal?  It was easy
enough to imagine circumstances that would prove it authentic: the
death of Ivan Lego in a hail of bullets, say, would establish that
beyond all doubt.  But how was one to obtain equally clinching
proof that there was nothing to worry about?  The mere fact
that Lego wasn’t dead did not suffice, obviously.  A
live body lacked the definitive properties of a dead one; in strict
logical terms, all Lego could ever prove by remaining alive was
that his murder hadn’t happened yet.  The man could
live to be ninety, and still not conclusively falsify the
proposition that a Maoist hit squad was one day going to terminate
him.  Once on the table, then, a plot like Gus’s had an awful
kind of tenacity.  The best you would ever be able to say
about it was that it hadn’t yet been carried
out. 


           
So the genie was out of the bottle, and it could never be crammed
back in.  Never again would Fenton be able to answer the
question Am I a terrorist? with a hearty and indignant
no.  At best, his answer would have to remain forever
uncertain, with proof of his innocence being deferred perpetually
into the future.  And that was at best.  At
worst, the uncertainty would end one day, in the only way it could:
with a sudden and violent confirmation that Gus’s plan had been
genuine all along.  And that demonstration of the plot’s
veracity could only come, by definition, at the very moment when it
became too late to do anything about it.   


           
It was a disturbing paradox.  And once Fenton had absorbed it,
he found it impossible to see how he could ever involve the
police.  After all, he could hardly go to them with what he
had now.  You didn’t go to the police with a threat so
nebulous and improbable. 


           
On the other hand, the threat would only stop being nebulous and
improbable when there was corpse. 


           
And that was something else you didn’t go to the police
with.     

 

 

Nevertheless, the time had clearly come to do
something.  Reminders of Lego’s existence were all
around him, taunting him by the hour with the question of his
possible or impending guilt.  Every day he was obliged to
write essays about the man, or read pieces of endless theoretical
drivel by him, or go to lectures that were either about him or
delivered by him or both.  


           
When he came home and switched on the TV, Lego was on it. 


           
When he switched the TV off and picked up a newspaper, Lego was in
it. 


           
If only for the sake of his own sanity, then, action of some kind
was required.  Accordingly, Fenton had written – or had
assembled – a note.  He had cut words and letters from a
glossy magazine, and had pasted them down on a white sheet of
paper.  The sentence they formed indicated that Ivan Lego’s
life was in danger.  Fenton intended to drop this message into
Ivan Lego’s assignment box, and let fate take care of the
rest.  It would allow him to feel that he’d struck a blow for
common decency, in a world gone mad.  It would allow him to
believe, at least for the moment, that the situation remained
thoroughly in hand.  

 

 

The note was sitting in his bag right now, ready for delivery at
the end of the workshop he presently sat in.  Technically this
was a Lego Studies II workshop, but in practical terms it was no
kind of workshop at all, because no one had yet been assigned to
teach it.  The recent explosion in Ivan Lego’s enrolments had
taken the department of socioliterology very much by surprise, and
leaders for some of the newly formed workshop groups were still
being sought.  So for three Wednesdays in a row now Fenton’s
class had come to this small and airless room, this windowless
bunker in the socioliterology building’s core, and had sat here
mutely round this circle of desks, waiting for someone to come in
and take charge.  Rumour had had it that today would be the
day.  There had even been speculation that Ivan Lego himself
might fill the vacancy.  Lego leading a workshop: it would be
unprecedented, but not out of keeping with his flair for the
assumption-challenging intervention. 


           
Charmaine, inevitably, was enrolled in another class.  Pamela
Scratch, just as inevitably, wasn’t.  She was currently over
at the blackboard, setting out, with varicoloured sticks of chalk,
the details of a forthcoming SNARBY day of action and
protest.  The proceedings, as far as Fenton could make out,
would consist of a rally and some speeches, followed by a march,
followed by a second rally and some more speeches where the march
ended, followed by a second and final march back to the site of the
original rally. 


           
Save for the squeaking of Pamela’s chalk, the classroom was
silent.  The silence felt tense and wrong.  You felt
personally responsible for it, increasingly guilty for not filling
it.  Ten minutes ago, maybe fifteen, a rotund mature-aged lady
had tried to get an informal discussion going about the book’s
meaning, or – and here she had paused, and smiled – its
lack of meaning.  But her words had wilted in the
air, had died in the crushing silence.  They remained the last
words spoken by anybody in the room. 


           
The poor woman was still blushing about the incident even
now.  Fenton watched as she leafed self-consciously through
her copy of Empty Pages, making diligent notes in an
adjacent pad.  And he experienced a pang of deep pity for her,
even love.  He sincerely wished he’d had the spine to back her
up ten minutes ago, to say something to save her.  But he
simply hadn’t been adult enough.  And anyway his mind had been
elsewhere, as these days it generally was.  Also, he seemed to
recall having recently used this lady’s girth as a means of
concealing himself from somebody in a crowd, probably Pamela
Scratch.  He regretted that too.   


           
His eyes moved to the lady’s copy of Empty Pages. 
She held it upright in her pillowy red hands.  From the back
of the dust-jacket, the authorial photo of Ivan Lego stared
out.  Boldly Fenton met Lego’s eyes.  As usual they
seemed to be aimed straight back at him, glaring at him with
accusatory heat.  But today, with the note in his bag and its
delivery imminent, Fenton felt comfortably able to return the
thinker’s gaze.  He could even have winked at the
theory-mongering old bore, if called upon to do so. 


           
His own copy of the book, purchased by mandate, was back at
home.  He found it useful as a kind of pad, or commonplace
book: it was a handy place to jot down shopping lists, random
observations, telephone numbers, ideas for good ways to fuck up
Gus.  Tara, wrongly supposing that Fenton would care, had
comprehensively defaced the book’s dust-jacket, embellishing Lego’s
photograph with sunglasses, a twirly moustache, two king-sized
earrings, a swastika tattoo, and – subtlety having never been the
keynote of Tara’s work – a speech bubble containing the following
words:

 

     
      If found, please return this book
to:

 

    
       The Cat Killer

     
      3 Cat Killer Road

    
       Cat Killer Land

 

But that had been a week ago, when it had still been permissible
to acknowledge that the cat had lived, and was dead on the TV room
floor, and urgently needed to be disposed of.  In more recent
days the stand-off had entered a new and disturbing phase. 
There was a new law of engagement now, a new cardinal rule. 
You didn’t mention the cat at all now.  You spoke and acted as
if it wasn’t there.  You conducted yourself, these days, as if
it simply wasn’t there.

 

 

At twenty-five minutes past the hour the door of the room swung
open, and their workshop leader came in. 


           
It was Robert Browning. 


           
The room had been perfectly silent to begin with.  But by a
mysterious process it fell more silent still on Browning’s
entry.  Even Pamela Scratch was momentarily lost for
words.  Her chalk hand froze in disbelief, suspended over this
half-finished word: innoce–. 


           
Browning closed the door, and came round to a vacant desk.  He
seated himself there.  He spotted Fenton, and favoured him
with a humourless half-grin before Fenton could look away.  He
began to dig for things in his soft bead-covered
bag.    


           
“Someone,” he said conversationally to the class in general, while
he dug, “has stolen my Selected Yeats.  Yesterday it
was sitting on my desk, down there in the former Chancellery. 
Today it’s disappeared.  Nothing else is gone.  Just my
Yeats.  Which is rather odd, wouldn’t you say? 
A Yeats-reading burglar.  How could a person capable of
appreciating ‘Sailing to Byzantium,’ say, also be capable of common
theft?  Very strange … ”


           
Fenton was watching Browning’s hands.  A profusion of gingery
hairs covered the backs of them, echoing the riot of loose fibres
on the sleeves of his cardigan.  By now he had removed a
variety of teaching materials from his loose hippyish bag:
including a copy, handled with mock reverence, of Empty
Pages. 


           
“Speaking of strange happenings,” Browning went on, “Professor Lego
has asked me to ‘lead’ this class.  Why?  Well, he can’t
come right out and sack me, you see.  Not if I perform my
duties diligently.  But he can make me come here
every week and talk about this ‘novel’ of his.  The idea
being, I would imagine, that after two or three weeks of that, I
might be more than happy to offer him my resignation.  He may
well turn out to be right about that.  We’ll have to wait and
see.  But for the moment, I’m afraid you’re stuck with
me.  And I’m stuck with you.”


           
“Aw this is a joke!” Pamela Scratch lamented rudely from
the chalkboard.  “What about us?  What are we, like the
meek little pawns in your power struggle, are we?  We’ve got
an exam to pass, man.”


           
Browning smiled.  “Perhaps you could leave your papers blank
as a tribute to the master,” he quipped.  Nobody
laughed.  On a less flippant note he said: “But I do intend to
do my job.  Rest assured, we shall be covering all the key
aspects of his book.  All the groundbreaking
bits.  The department’s issued me with a rigid set of workshop
guidelines.  And I do intend to heed these.  If I stray,
feel free to pull me into line.  If you catch me trying to
make you think for yourselves, please don’t hesitate to report me
to the relevant tribunal.”


           
Pamela Scratch, sinking reluctantly back into her chair, shook her
head with contempt, as though her worst fears were already being
vividly realized.


           
“Our task today” –  Browning held up a thick stack of folded
computer paper – “is to analyse some of the early critical
response.  I have here some early snippets of praise, hot off
the departmental computer.  The plan is this.  I’ll read
them out.  You’ll listen to them.  If you feel inclined
to take notes, do so.  I promise I won’t mock you.  And
then we shall discuss some of the ‘issues’ that have been
‘raised.’  Are we ready?” 


           
Getting to his feet, he moved to a central position in front of the
blackboard.  His movements were eerily mild and slow, as if
maybe he’d made some unnatural bargain with himself, some private
vow to keep his foul temper in check.  He released the tail of
the great printout and let it softly unfold to the floor. 
Notepads were opened, pens uncapped.  Then Browning, at a pace
slow enough to permit note-taking, began to read the document’s
contents out loud:

 


           
Terse, spare and apocalyptic … Lego’s wittiest, most
audacious coup ever.


           

Part autobiography, part literary game, part philosophical
detective story … Lego’s silence says more than mere words can
say about the chaos that grips our dying millenium.

  
        

There is great art in it, and great wit too, and a
surprising tenderness for the great lost virtue of literary
silence … Read this book. 

 

Browning fed the printout up and over his left hand as he spoke,
sending the spent part back down towards his inexpensive sneakers,
pulling the unread quotes upward for delivery: a conveyor belt of
critical praise. 


           


           
Extraordinary.  A philosophical whodunnit in which language
holds the key. 

 

The pages turn as if sped by an invisible wind.  No
sooner are you through them than you want to begin again, and
again, and again.  

 

At last, a novel that is truly novel.  If you read only
one book this summer, let this book be it. 

 


           
“Sterne put a few blank pages in Tristram Shandy, you
know,” Browning commented idly, while people were still writing
that last one down.  “Did you know that?  Just a couple
of them, mind you.  He wasn’t enough of a genius to throw out
all the words.  A stunning performance,” he
abruptly said, returning his attention to the printout:

 

A dazzling tour de force … blurring the boundaries
between fiction and philosophy, silence and literature, poetry and
prose.

 

A Möbius strip, a Chinese box, a Fabergé egg, a Siberian
doll … a mystery wrapped in an enigma clothed in a quadratic
equation.


                       


           
Browning repeated words or phrases when asked.  A great
weariness was starting to seep into his tone.  The great bulk
of the document still lay in wait for him, pooled on the floor like
someone’s shed trousers. 

 

A love letter to silence, delivered by a master postman in
complete control of his bicycle.

 

If Empty Pages be the food of thought, play
on.

 


           
A most goddamn wonderful book.  

 


           
“I made that one up,” Browning added, flatly.  He now began to
skim ahead through the document in silence, as if seeking something
that struck him as fit to be heard.  “Bear with me,” he said
after a while.  “I’m looking for the one where the New
York Review of Pornography gives him ‘Five cocks up!’  Or
the one where the Nobel Committee salutes him for finally coming up
with it.  At last, the novel that offends no one at
all.  They’ll be calling him a poet next.  You
watch.  Incidentally: when did we finally give up on the idea
that the value of a writer had something to do with his ability to
write?  Can we put a time of death on it?  I
wonder.  I wonder.  Of course you could lose your job for
even asking that.  Come to think of it, I already have.”


           
Once more he forced himself back to the job at hand.

 


           
This huge and vital book … Philosophy’s heavyweight has
finally delivered language the knockout punch.

 

A lethally po-faced performance … A savage and gleeful
dance on the grave of the word.    

 


           
“Do these people even care,” Browning now wondered aloud, “if what
they say is true?  Is language really dead?  Is it? 
Granted, it isn’t very alive when people like this are using
it.  Or Lego, back when he used to try.  I used to think:
nobody who writes so badly can possibly have anything
interesting to say.  And now the point is proved.  But in
general, is it true, is it actually true, this notion that
the written word has somehow had its day?”  He spread his
hands in enquiry, making the hanging printout noisily flap. 
“And if it is, is that really something we should be happy
about?  I wouldn’t have thought so.  Then again, if
language is nothing more than a mechanism for the giving and taking
of offence … If that’s all it’s turned out to be, I suppose we
should want it to die, shouldn’t we?  Yes.  Then
we could really go back to the glory days, couldn’t we?  The
primate days, the days of grunting and fruit-gathering.  The
days before it all went wrong.  Forget that we never got
anything said or done.  At least we weren’t constantly
marginalising each other.” 


           
A vent in the floor hummed ceaselessly, delivering tepid air.


           
“And what was ever so bad about getting offended, by the way? 
Why do we now consider this the grand taboo?  To give
offence.  I’ve been offended, once or twice.  It wasn’t
the end of the world.  I got over it.  There are worse
things, I think.  Personally speaking, I would much rather be
offended than be patronised.  Treated like a child by some
timid mediocrity in a university who decides on my behalf what I
might and might not like to hear.” 


           
The room was getting hotter.  The air tasted as if it had been
breathed several times before. 


           
Pamela Scratch was provoked.  “What is it about art like
this,” she said into the stale silence, “that threatens you so
much?”


           
“Oh it’s not art,” Browning replied. 


           
“I see.  And what is art in your opinion?  Don’t
tell me, let me guess.  War and Peace,
right?” 

 
           
“Broadly speaking, yes,” Browning said tiredly.  “Although I
prefer Anna Karenin.  But look, I’m ready to debate
the merits of Tolstoy with people who’ve read him.  If you
haven’t – and I firmly suspect this is the case – then kindly keep
your cretinous opinions to yourself.  I won’t stand for this
idea that his achievement can be just scoffed out of existence –
”  


           
“Fucking elitist!” Pamela Scratch cried.


           
“Of course I’m a fucking elitist.” Browning frowned
impatiently, as if this point scarcely needed putting.  “I am
when it comes to art, anyway.  But I assure you, that’s got
nothing to do with political elitism.  Listen, little
girl.  Indulge me for a moment.  I want you to imagine
something, just for the sake of argument.  I want you to
imagine there’s such a thing as artistic talent.  No, no, no,
let’s not even go that far.  Let’s be more modest.  Let’s
merely imagine, for the briefest of moments, that there’s such a
thing as artistic competence.  Shall we?  Let’s
imagine that it’s possible for a book to be something more than a
window onto its author’s human rights credentials.  Imagine
that it’s possible for one book to be better, by virtue of
its intrinsic qualities, than another book.  Allow room for
the hypothesis that art, real art, might involve certain
specialised techniques of expression which decline to leap out of
the work and announce themselves to you like a bumper
sticker.  And conceive of the possibility that some writers,
like Tolstoy, might have a firmer grasp of these techniques than
other writers.  Am I losing you?  Think of it like
building a chair.  Anyone can try and build a chair,
can’t they?  But it takes a competent carpenter to make one
that won’t fall apart the moment you sit on it.  And it takes
an even better one to make a chair you’ll actually enjoy sitting
in.  This is the fellow I want to make my chairs.  You
want to call this elitism.  Fine.  Maybe it is.  Me,
I like to think of it as sticking up for an endangered
species.  Because that’s what proper artists have become
now.  A minority in peril, like all those other oppressed
minorities that people like you generally get so worked up
about.  To praise the unworthy is to rob the deserving. 
Coleridge said that.  Some drongo smashes up a piano with an
axe and we agree to call it a sonata.  Some witless
opportunist throws a pile of used condoms together and we let him
call it a sculpture.  And everyone’s happy, and nobody gets
oppressed or left out – except for those people who actually know
how to sculpt, or care about the difference between good sculpture
and bad.  Except for those people who can make music that
actually sounds good.  I just don’t know where we got
this idea that it’s progressive to tear down
artists.  Art is all we’ve got.  While we’re on this, the
topic of my elitism, let’s try another thought-experiment, shall
we?  Look at both of us – me and Lego.”  He held up, for
purposes of comparison, his personal copy of Empty Pages,
authorial photo outward.  “Look at him and look at me, and ask
yourself this: which one of us looks like he’s the member of an
elite?  Which one of us – just off the top of your head –
looks like he’s spent more time applying his lips to the arse of
power?  Which one of us looks like the oppressor here, and
which one looks like he’s going against the grain?  What do
you think a real dissident looks like and gets treated like: Lego,
or me?” 
           

“Excuse me,” said the lady that Fenton had started to kind of
love because he had once used her bulk to conceal himself from
Pamela Scratch.  Her felt pen still hung, slowly dehydrating,
over her open lecture pad.  “Are you going to keep reading
those out, or …  ?”


           
Browning looked at her for a long time.  He smiled one of his
mirthless smiles.  And then with a mighty effort he rebowed
his head to the computer paper, and read on:  

 

Ivan Lego is a creator of new worlds, a fictional
cartographer in uncharted universes.  I went along for the
voyage, and was enchanted …

 

 

* * *

 

The departmental assignment boxes stood at the dead end of a
long corridor.  Ivan Lego’s box was perfectly central. 
Fenton stood nervously before it, resting his death threat on the
wooden lower lip of its impassive slot, waiting for the surge of
resolve, or lunacy, that would allow him to despatch the document
irrevocably into the locked void.  Strictly speaking, it
wasn’t really a death threat at all.  Threat was far
too strong a term for it.  It was more of a warning – and
quite a friendly warning at that.  The glued-down snippets of
glossy magazine that made it up varied wildly in size and colour;
they gave off a funky, carefree, almost hippyish vibe that sat
oddly with their semantic content:  

 

YOUR Life Izz in
danger!  Sorry


           
It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.  It would acquaint
Lego with the nub of the situation, without divulging any details
that might get people arrested.  A pedant might have pointed
out that the note in fact divulged no details at all, and
was therefore likely to strike its recipient as a worse than
useless communication – one that baldly advised him of his
impending death, without giving him the slightest clue as to how
that fate might be avoided.  The same pedant might have
concluded that Fenton’s only aim in writing the note was to salve
his own conscience.  In reply to such slurs, Fenton would have
pointed out that the plot had no fucking details yet, and
that he had every intention of conveying these to Lego in a further
note the moment any came to hand.  For the present, he was
doing the man the simple courtesy of letting him know that a threat
to his life was in play.  What more could a person in his
awkward position do?  He honestly didn’t see
what.      


           
He had scissored the note’s text from one of the brash and sassy
women’s magazines that Trixie and Tara bought innumerable issues of
with the money they saved by never paying rent or bills and never
feeding their late cat.  The first word, YOUR, he had
assembled one letter at a time, raiding the headlines for a jumbo
version of each constituent character.  This had been a long
and finicky process.  Doing the whole note that way would have
taken him a full night.  So for the next word – Life
– he’d tried a new approach.  He had begun combing the
headlines for a ready-made instance of the whole
word.  And within a minute or so he’d found one, nestled
in the headline The Best Orgasm of Your Life!  (And
how he’d kicked himself when he saw that ready-made ‘Your’!) 
That ridiculous ‘Izz’ he had snipped from the semi-literate teaser
Good Vibrations: Izz the Sex Toy Making a Cumback? 
(The accompanying article, festooned as it was with photos of about
twenty assorted probes and plugs and would-be phalli, a
particoloured prongfest resembling a coral reef or a jester’s head,
seemed to take it for granted that the answer was an in-your-face
yes.)  The colossal ‘in’ he had hacked from the
summit of a regular column about promiscuity called Living in
Sin. 


           
To that point the note was going swimmingly.  The ready-made
method was really delivering the goods.  It saved time; it got
the job done; and in Fenton’s view it made for a more
handsome-looking final product than those old-style
letter-at-a-time offerings favoured by blackmailers and
death-threateners of yore.  He was beginning to wonder,
indeed, why other criminals hadn’t embraced the technique long
ago.  And then, after a long and fruitless search for a
headline containing the word danger, he saw precisely why
they hadn’t.  The technique had a critical flaw.  In any
given magazine or newspaper, the stock of ready-made words
furnished by the headlines was always going to be radically
limited.  Common words – in, life, is – cropped up
frequently enough, more frequently than you really needed them
to.  But how often was a word like danger going to
figure in the headline of an article in a brash and sassy women’s
magazine?  You could scour ten full issues and still not find
it.  If only he’d required the word orgasm! 


           
He considered, very briefly, leaving the word danger out
of the note altogether.  But in the end he could see no
reasonable way in which it could be omitted.  Danger was the
money word, the word the whole note had been building up to. 
And there was no thinkable substitute or synonym for it.  The
word itself simply had to be got down, in one form or
another.  Fenton baulked, however, at compiling it letter by
letter.  It was too long a word for that.  He therefore
adopted a third technique: he would seek out the whole word in the
bodies of the articles themselves, down in the textual
meat of them.  And after an hour or so of searching he finally
found it, the word danger, buried deep in the dildo piece,
hiding away in a sentence that said: “contrary to all those
old-wives’ tales about the ‘perils of self-abuse,’ your labia
majora won’t be in danger of going grey or falling off.”  By
this stage he was so caught up in the creative process, was so deep
in the note-making zone, that he found himself seriously wondering
if the term “labia majora” could somehow be worked into the text of
the threat as well.  It seemed such a shame to leave it
out. 


           
But leave it out he did.  He had a hard enough time scissoring
out danger.  It was squinty and delicate work. 
A scalpel would have been more in order.  When he had finally
cut the little sliver of text out, he tried gluing it down to the
note.  It kept coming away on the tip of his finger. 
Ultimately he was obliged to stick it down with a piece of clear
tape.  He then had cause to underline the runty word with a
thick black marker, to counter the otherwise strong possibility
that Lego would overlook it altogether.  He also appended, on
similar grounds, the giant exclamation mark from The Best
Orgasm of Your Life!  


           
At that point, the note was theoretically complete.  But
having sat back to admire it, Fenton became aware of a glaring
tonal problem.  Your life izz in danger!  The
phrase was too cold, too brusque.  It allowed room for the
possibility that he, the note’s author, didn’t really care
that Lego’s was life in danger – that maybe he even wanted
it to be in danger.  It even permitted the conclusion that he
was the person responsible for its being in danger! 
Certainly it failed, as it stood, to make clear his own utter lack
of culpability in the thing.  In an imperfect attempt to clear
this question up, he had thrown in that final and prominent word of
apology, sliced out of the troubling headline, Sorry Guys: Size
DOES Matter!       


           
Standing at the threshold of Lego’s assignment box, Fenton finally
felt ready to make the delivery.  He ran one last check on the
area behind him.  It remained clear.  He opened his hand,
and let the death threat descend gently into the box’s dark
interior.  And immediately he felt lightened.  He felt
the satisfaction of having shifted the ball to the other man’s
court.  He had that sense of temporary accomplishment, of
having nothing left to do, that comes in that brief lull before the
ball comes fizzing right back at
you.       


           
As he turned to go, his eye was caught by something unusual on the
next assignment box down.  He turned back for a closer
look.  The box was Robert Browning’s.  Or rather it had
been.  In the space previously occupied by Browning’s name
tag, there was now a name-tag-shaped residue of torn paper and old
glue.  Somebody had pencilled an arrow across this residue,
pointing downward and to the left.  Following the arrow’s
trend, Fenton found that Browning’s name-tag was now affixed to a
new box, located at the extreme left of the very bottom row. 
To get an essay into it, or out of it, you would have needed to
assume the missionary position on the carpet, unless you were a
master of yoga.     


           
The sight of this outrage made Fenton do something entirely out of
character.  Spontaneously, racing against an incoming tide of
second thoughts, he ripped a blank page from one of his lecture
pads and scrawled on it: Don’t despair - Professor Lego will
soon be taken care of.  A last-moment scruple made him
cross out the word “will” and substitute the more strictly accurate
term “might.”  Then he hit the floor and slid the note into
Browning’s new box. 


           
So the whole thing was over in fifteen seconds, before the
spineless committee system of his better judgement could subject
the notion to any kind of proper review.  And already he could
see that there was something quite odd about it, this second
note.  It totally contradicted the spirit of the other one,
the one he’d just delivered to Lego.  That first note had been
aimed at keeping the situation firmly in hand.  At ensuring
that Lego would come to no harm.  And now here he was
implying, in this note to Browning, that Lego might soon be
eliminated.  There was a certain confusion in this, wasn’t
there?  A certain lack of consistency.  But fuck it: at
least one of them would turn out to be right. 
  


           
He stood, brushing carpet fibres from his knees.  He allowed
himself one last peer into the mouth of Lego’s assignment box, just
to assure himself that the threat was still fully in there, that it
hadn’t got jammed or snagged on its way in, that it hadn’t somehow
levitated back up to the level of the slot. 


           
And while he was doing that, something interesting
happened. 

 

 

What happened was this.  An open hand spanked him on the
right buttock.  Its impact was light, and playful in intent;
but Fenton’s body, still all clenched and edgy from the death
threat work, responded in a violent way.  It jerked
spastically forward, bringing his nose and upper teeth into ripe
cracking contact with the timber of Ivan Lego’s assignment
box. 


           
Even as his face connected blindingly with the wood, Fenton was
mentally running through the very short list of people he knew who
might want to smack him on the behind – and was concluding that it
could only be her, Charmaine.  He therefore refrained from
either clutching his nose or yelping out loud.  Instead, with
as much suavity as the situation permitted, he turned around and
smiled.  And it was indeed her.  She apologetically
gripped his arm.  She looked up into his face with nurse-like
concern.  But there was amusement in her eyes too, as if she
was contending with a rather callous urge to laugh out loud. 
“Are you all right?” she asked him. 


           
He nodded, but the water in his eyes was making her image shake and
blur.  He was going to sneeze, explosively and
repeatedly. 


           
She said, “I never knew you were so jumpy!”


           
But already he was wheeling away from her to unleash a fusillade of
crotch-jolting sneezes at the floor.  Fuck!  He sneezed
in full down-hill ski-ing stance, hunched forward, hands on
knees.  It felt strangely like the fit of regurgitation that
he’d always feared he would fall victim to at her side.  And
it went on for an amazingly long while.  He had time to
reflect, while he was down there, that she would almost certainly
never slap him on the buttocks again, not after this.  He also
had time to reflect that the moment was sadly symbolic of their
relations as a whole: him down here in the depths of a pain that
was at once tragic and preposterous, and all her fault; and her up
there not really caring.  When the sneezing was over he
remained in position for a moment or two, making extensive use of
his hanky.  Turning back to her, he was pleasantly surprised
to find she was still there.  


           
And now she actually was laughing, quite
shamelessly.  “Look at your poor nose!” she said.  She
wore a lemon-coloured cardigan with the top button undone.  A
knitted flower rode the swell of her right breast.  But did
you still call it a cardigan when it had nothing on underneath it,
nothing but a pith-white bra?  “It’s gone all red!”


           
“It’s fine,” he assured her.    


           
“I was only smacking you because you’ve been a bad boy.  You
were supposed to tell me about that meeting last week,
remember?  ‘I’ll keep you posted,’ that’s what you said.”


           
“I’ve been trying to.”  He quickly wiped his nose again. 
“I’ve been looking for you all week.”


           
“Oh sure,” she teased.  “Well, now you’ve found
me.  So.  Let’s hear it.”


           
“It’s a long story.  Maybe I can tell you over some
coffee.”


           
Her smile got wider.  “Can’t you remember what Gus said? 
About you and me talking?  If he saw us having coffee
together, he’d freak!”


           
“Let him freak.”

 

 

It worked.  Five minutes later they were sitting together
in the coffee shop, and Fenton was wondering if her willingness to
do this behind Gus’s back meant what he hoped it meant, and if her
willingness to let him pay for her cappuccino and finger-bun meant
the same thing.  He himself had ordered no food.  Nor had
he sipped his coffee yet, and he doubted he was going to.  It
wasn’t that he felt like vomiting.  In that respect he seemed
to have made distinct progress.  But he didn’t much feel like
eating either.  The day when he would be able to sit across
from her and actually want to ingest something was still some way
off.


           
He rubbed vigorously at his aching nose whenever she wasn’t
looking.  When she was, he marvelled at his luck.  Here
he was, sitting at a table with her, one on one!  And it was
all due to becoming a Maoist!  This was an important
point.  It was a point to be filed away, a point to be
revisited in those dark moments when being a Maoist began to feel
like more trouble than it was worth.  Because whatever else
Maoism had brought him, and whatever else it might bring him in the
future, it had brought him this.  And this was all that
mattered.     


           
He led with his highest trump.  He told her exactly what Gus
was planning to do.  He laid out every shabby facet of the
plot so far, culminating in the target selection of Ivan
Lego.  He omitted no detail, however slight – with the
following exceptions: details he considered irrelevant; details
that might have raised distracting questions about his own conduct
(the despatching of the notes to Lego and Browning, the misleading
and purely technical point that he’d been the one to put forward
Lego’s name); details so preposterous that they might have tended
to foster doubt about the seriousness of Gus’s
intentions. 


           
Otherwise, his account was scrupulously accurate. 


           
To corroborate it, he produced hard evidence from his pocket: the
draft death list he’d salvaged from the last meeting.  The one
on which Warren had put her name by mistake.  Fenton
explicated this clownish error to her in advance, but stressed that
it didn’t alter the essential point that Gus was a compiler of
death lists.  Then he handed the document over to her, and let
her absorb it at her own pace. 


           
Which proved to be frivolously brisk.  She looked at the thing
for maybe five seconds, then slid it back to him with an
affectionate grin.  “My Gussy,” she said.  “He’s so
cute!” 


           
“Cute?”  Under the circumstances, Fenton felt entitled to a
far better response than that.  “Did you read this
thing?  Look at the heading.  It’s a death
list!” 


           
“You don’t actually believe that?”  She spanked his
forearm in chummy reproach.  “Gus?  Terrorism?  It’s
ridiculous.”


           
“I know it sounds ridiculous.  I’m well aware of
that.  But it also happens to be true.”  


           
“I’m not saying you’re lying.”  She took a nonchalant munch of
bun, and added through the mouthful: “Maybe he said all that stuff
– ”


           
“He did say it.”


           
“Okay, so he did.  But you know what he’s like.  Or maybe
you don’t.  That’s just Gus.  He says things he doesn’t
mean.  He does it all the time.  He’s probably just
trying to impress you.  He just wants you to take him
seriously.”


           
Was this going to be it, her whole response?  The
entire gambit was slipping away from him, dying in front of him on
the table.  In an effort to revive it he said: “He’s having a
barbecue this Saturday.  So we can – what was the phrase he
used? – ‘Ratchet this thing up a notch.’”


           
“Oh yes.  This barbecue.  I’ve heard about
this.” 


           
“And let me guess: he didn’t invite you to it, did he?  He
fobbed you off with some lie.”


           
“Actually, he said he did want me to come.  More than
anything.  But he said I couldn’t come because of
you.”  She jabbed a mischievous forefinger at his
chest.


           
“What?”


           
“He said you don’t like having girls at barbecues.”  Her eyes
sparkled.  There was a sliver of coconut on her upper
lip.  “He said you like to get drunk and tell dirty
anecdotes.”


           
Fenton just looked at her, too outraged to formulate a reply. 
His face had gone involuntarily hot.     


           
“So I don’t know who I should believe,” she went on with a
grin.  Then she laughed, and slapped his arm again.  “I’m
joking, you goofball.  I know he’s lying.  I’m not a
total idiot, you know.  I can see he doesn’t want me
there.”

           
“And why,” Fenton said evenly, “do you think that
is?”  A huge childish tantrum was quivering inside him now,
wildly signalling to be let out.  He wanted to grab her
cardigan and shake some sense into her.  He wanted to thump
the table and demand a more appropriate response, or give her a
long and impassioned lecture about the ethics of homicide, a
righteous harangue that would move drastically outside the realm of
light banter. 


           
“I don’t know,” she shrugged.  “Maybe he wants it to be just
the boys.” 

           
“It’s because he wants to talk about the snuff, don’t you
see?  Snuff.  That’s another word he keeps
using.”


           
“Fenton, if he really was caught up in something like this, he
wouldn’t keep it from me.  I’d be the first person he’d come
to.”


           
“‘Caught up in it’!  He isn’t ‘caught up in it.’  He’s at
the bloody helm of it!  If anyone’s caught up in it, it’s
me.”           


           
She was starting to look at him in an odd way over the rim of her
lifted cup.  “I’ll tell you exactly what’ll happen at this
barbecue,” she confidently said.  “I guarantee you, this is
what’ll happen.  He’ll call the whole thing off.  You
watch.  He’ll find some way of backing out of it. 
Especially when he sees how freaked out by it you are.  I
guarantee you, that’s what he’ll do.  Why are you so
freaked out by it, by the way?  I thought you were supposed to
be this big hardliner.”


           
“It’s possible to be a Maoist,” Fenton said, “and still have a bit
of common decency.  If ‘common’ is the right word,” he
somewhat petulantly added, “for something that nobody except me
seems to have.”


           
Now she was looking at him as if he was something between an
uptight square and a paranoid fool. 


           
“None of this disturbs you then?” he asked her.  “Even if he
isn’t serious.  The fact that this is the kind of thing he
likes talking about.  You don’t find that a little … It
doesn’t disturb you?”

           
She looked at him with puzzlement.  “But this is what Maoists
talk about, isn’t it?” 


           
To that he had no answer.  He stared down at the death
list.  His fingers toyed with it moodily.  


           
“Do you want me to talk to him about it?” she asked suddenly, with
a sternness he didn’t much care for.  “Is that what you want,
Fenton?  I can, if that’s what you want.  But if I do,
he’s going to want to know who told me about it.  And I’ll
have to tell him it was you.  Because if I didn’t, that
wouldn’t be fair to the others, would it?  So, is that what
you want, or what?”


           
She awaited his answer.  Her face had this look on it, this
serious look, that was several worlds away from the kind of look he
wanted to put there, from the kind of look that might do him any
good.  Clearly, the time had come to lay off the terrorist
motif.  It was getting him nowhere, except down an
ever-deepening hole.  Maybe he could resurrect it another day,
when he had something more substantial to tell her.  But if he
kept hammering away at it now, there wasn’t going to be another
day.  Not bad going that, for ten minutes’
work.   


           
With a humble and cowardly sigh, then, he let the theme drop. 
“You’re probably right,” he spinelessly said.  “Probably I’m
over-reacting.  As you say, you know him better than I
do.  I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what happens at
this barbecue.” 


           
“I guess we will,” she agreed, conceding him half a smile.


           
So now he was rudderless, with nothing to guide him but his own
rather sketchy ideas about what a conversation like this should go
like.  And now – what was this? – now she was leaning forward
over the table and reaching with both hands for his forearm. 
She took possession of his wrist, and twisted it towards her. 
She looked with mild panic at his watch.   


           
“Shit.  I’ve got to go.”


           
She stood up in a flurry, shouldering her bag. 


           
“Wait on,” Fenton said.  “Maybe you should give me your
number.  Your phone number.  So I can tell you what
happens at this barbecue.”


           
Without ceremony she bent over him, and with a biro she seemed to
have produced from nowhere began to ink her sweet blue number onto
the back of his left hand.  “Not that anything will,”
she said firmly, breathing close to his ear as she wrote.  Her
nearest breast was levitating perhaps eight inches from his right
cheek.  But the very nearness of it imposed a cruel embargo on
his being able to look at it directly.  It was categorically
not to be turned towards.  She pressed down hard on the biro,
with a strange disregard for what it might feel like.  It
hurt, but not as much as it didn’t. 


           
“Now if Gus answers,” she said, coming to the final digit, “he
might sort of wonder – ”


           
“Hang on,” Fenton deviously intervened. “What’s this here, a six or
an eight?”


           
“A six!  Are you blind?” 


           
“Well could you make it a little clearer?  Thanks.  And
don’t worry.  If he does answer – there, that’s much
better – if he does answer, I’ll just hang
up.”    

 

 

 

In the slanting light of late afternoon he made for his
bus-stop.  Her phone number still hummed on the back of his
hand.  Their conversation had left him with mixed
feelings.  And that was good.  That was a clear advance
on all their previous encounters, which had never left him feeling
anything other than unqualifiedly bad.  From today’s encounter
he had come away with this strange and novel impression that he
might really be in with a shot.  Until now, the idea that he
might one day have her had been just that: an idea only, a
weightless piece of theory.  Today it suddenly felt concrete,
plausible, as real as the singing ink on his flesh.  If half
of her eye-signs and body language told him he had absolutely no
chance, the other half seemed to declare that she was gettable,
willing to be won.  And if she was, then the rest was up to
him.  The right approach from him, the right word or phrase or
gesture, would do it.  Somewhere in the endless web of all
possible deeds and speech-acts it existed, the combination that
would open the lock.  This idea filled him with a heady blend
of joy and terror.  Maybe a more seasoned swordsman would know
what the combination was already, and would already be over on the
other side.  In his own case the thing to do was to persist,
just blindly persist, just keep fumbling semi-competently away till
he cracked the code by
accident.       


           
He moved across Union Plaza, preceded by his own comically tall
shadow.  Its head was nearing the far side of the square
already, sliding lankily towards the bank of concrete steps
there.  Standing at the base of these steps was a singularly
unsettling figure.  It was of indeterminate gender, this
figure, and it was frozen in an attitude of inhuman
stillness.  An enormous white bedsheet swathed it from neck to
toe, billowing out from the shoulders like a vast barber’s
robe.  The body beneath it was improbably tall, and bent oddly
in the middle, as if it might consist of one person riding another
person’s shoulders.  Its head looked freakishly
undersized.  A black bandana or gag was tied around its mouth,
obscuring the lower half of the face.  A flaccid off-white
object, possibly a juridical wig, was draped over the hair.  A
hand-lettered sign, illegible from this distance, hung from the
neck.  Fenton was giving very serious thought to not walking
past this figure, to taking some hefty detour around it, even
before he realized who it was.  It was Pamela Scratch,
standing on top of some hidden and inanimate object.  But by
the time he’d realized that, he no longer had a choice in the
matter.  Pamela had seen him, and there was no turning
back.     


           
“Fenton!” she cried, hailing him through the gag.


           
He raised a friendly hand and ambled on towards her, wondering if
she might let him get away with not stopping, with just lobbing her
a few brief pleasantries while continuing on his way. 
Unlikely, but it was now his only hope.  Through a parting in
the long sheet he perceived, as he neared, that she was standing on
an inverted garbage bin.  The sign around her neck said:
NEVILLE CLAUDE AGGOT – JUSTICE IS DUMB.  Fenton had no idea
what that meant.


           
“Don’t let me distract you,” he called up to her.
        


           
But it was no good.  Already she was stepping down from the
garbage bin, and removing the gag from her mouth.  The
implications of this second act were clear, and damnable. 
Fenton came to an unhappy halt.  


           
“Distract me!” Pamela scoffed.  “Fenton, my life is
all distraction at this point.  SNARBY’s in
peril.  This is our darkest hour since the end of the nuclear
arms race.  The other faction, they’re out to roll me. 
The knives are out, Fenton.  They’re fucking
out.  They’re gathering the numbers for a motion of
no confidence in me.  They’re looking to cut Neville loose and
embrace a totally new cause.  Something less ‘divisive.’ 
Something more ‘unifying.’  Hypocrites!”  She removed the
more unwieldy elements of her strange costume as she spoke,
dropping them at her feet.  “The truth is, they’ve been
bitterly anti-Aggot from day one.  All along they’ve just been
looking for the right excuse to take me down.  And now they’re
saying the Aggot thing’s a liability.  That it’s got too
‘controversial’.”  She peeled off her fake judge’s wig. 
“Which again is just bullshit.  The fact is, we always
knew there was going to be controversy.  I admitted
that from day one.  We always knew there’d be bad press. 
We always knew there’d be heat from the Baker family.  Not the
Baker family that’s dead, obviously,” she snapped, having caught
Fenton’s involuntary look of puzzlement.  “I’m talking about
the surviving relatives: the grandmother, their cousins …
” 


           
“The extended family,” Fenton said helpfully.  


           
“Exactly.  The extended family.  Did you see this press
conference of theirs the other day?  This ‘emotional plea’ of
theirs for SNARBY to shut down our whole campaign?  Out of
quote-unquote respect for the dead.  Frankly, I’m surprised at
how much coverage they got.  It’s not like they said anything
new.  It’s basically that they cried while they said it. 
Take away the waterworks, it was just another attempt to stake out
the high moral ground.  And this strange need they
seem to have to keep repeating that Neville’s
guilty.  As if his innocence is all that SNARBY’s
about!  I mean, our stance on that couldn’t be clearer. 
I don’t know how many times I have to spell it out.  This is a
clear-cut case of a man being locked away for a crime he didn’t
commit.  Or it’s a clear-cut case of a man being
locked away for a crime he did commit but is no more ‘guilty’ of,
in any meaningful sense of that word, than you or me. 
Especially you,” she added, with sudden and uncalled-for heat.


           
Fenton scanned this as a possible sandpit allusion.  He
concluded that it probably wasn’t one.  It lacked the telltale
quality of deliberation, of meantness.  No, it was
clean.  It was nothing more than an off-the-cuff affirmation
of his general moral inferiority to Neville Claude Aggot. 
           


           
“Right from the start,” Pamela was saying, “our stance on his
innocence has been two-pronged.  And look, the other faction
knew that.  They knew that full well.  They
agreed to it.  And now they’re pretending they
didn’t, so they can beat me with that fucking stick as
well.  But Pamela Scratch is a fighter, Fenton.  I won’t
let these boneheads cut Neville loose.  Between you and me” –
she looked swiftly to her left and right, then drastically lowered
her voice – “between you and me, I’m this far away” –  she
held her fingers a chink apart – “from sealing a major TV
deal.  Not even my own people know about this, not yet. 
I’m talking about a major network special: one hour, prime-time,
just fully devoted to Neville’s plight.  I’m talking about
exclusive footage of him inside Butterfly Lodge, getting
interviewed.  Plus a separate thirty minute interview with
me.  Imagine it, Fenton.  Me in the living rooms of the
nation, just laying out the whole case.  So you can see why
this no-confidence bullshit’s got to be stamped out.  This TV
thing is huge.  And it’s fucking this close
to fruition.” 


           
“Why not just tell the other faction that?” Fenton suggested. 
“Let them know what you’re on the brink of delivering?”  He
sensed that it was crucial to go on appearing nice and helpful, for
now.  Because he had this terrible feeling she was building up
to asking some hideous favour of him, some monster imposition he
wouldn’t possibly be able to assent to.   
   

Pamela snorted.  “Fenton, how naive are you?  Can’t
you see what they’d do?  Can’t you see what they’d
do, if they knew we had this TV thing in the
pipeline?  They’d roll me even quicker, so one of
them could go on it instead.  And then maybe if it
went okay they’d suddenly decide to hang on to Aggot after
all, and actually keep campaigning for his release!  Believe
me, their cynicism knows no bounds on this.  It really
doesn’t.  But anyway, I’ve got no intention of letting that
happen.  The Neville thing, it’s personal for me now. 
He’s been writing me letters.  Intimate letters. 
Look.”


           
Again she glanced swiftly left and right.  Then she lifted the
lower half of her tight black T-shirt.  The revealed expanse
of stomach was chalk-white and disarmingly scrawny.  A fat
manila envelope was stuck to it with two strips of gaffer
tape.  She ripped the top strip off; the envelope sagged open
from her torso like a mail pouch.  Inside it was a sloppy
bunch of papers, ridiculously varied in size and shape and texture
and hue.  Fenton saw black ink in paranoid profusion; he saw
the multiplicity of stains that only a madman is capable of
imparting to a sheet of paper.   


           
“He’s certainly prolific,” he cautiously said, eyeing the smudgy
correspondence with unease.  “You’ve only been campaigning for
his release for – what? – a few weeks?”


           
“Most of it he’d already written.  Basically he was just
waiting for someone he could legally send it to.  Look, read
this.”  At random she extracted a loose sheet from the middle
of the wad.  She thrust it towards him.  “Read that, and
tell me whether I can turn my back on him now.” 


           
Fenton, not wanting to cause a scene, had no choice but to accept
the putrid-looking page.  He grasped it pincer-style between
thumb and forefinger, minimising its points of contact with his
skin.  The paper had the brittle texture, and the corrugated
topography, of a crinkle-cut chip.  A teeming thicket of
hand-printed text and crudely drawn shapes was crammed into every
available millimetre of its surface area, as if it had been the
last sheet of paper in existence.  A tan discolouration shaped
like a desert island sprawled acridly across the page’s core. 
At best this stain represented an ancient spillage of coffee or
tea, but it also raised the possibility that Aggot had at some
point subjected the document to spirited sexual abuse.  His
handwriting was characterised by a random, freewheeling alteration
between big letters and small ones.  In some places these had
been set down with such kooky force that the pen had torn clean
through the paper.  His prose tended towards the baldly
aphoristic.  It said things like: “the SINNER ar the Ones that
wil be PUnisD for there SINS” and “I aM the huntre OF Humen
Meet”.  


           
As he perused this hellish production, Fenton felt Pamela Scratch
staring critically at his face, ready to pounce on the slightest
sign that he found Aggot’s work to be in any way abnormal or
unacceptable or wrong.  He was therefore careful to rig his
features, while he read, into an expression of solemn
connoisseurship, an expression by which he hoped to make it clear
that he considered Aggot to be at the very least his moral and
intellectual peer, if not his out-and-out superior in every
conceivable field of endeavour.  “What’s this?” he innocently
inquired, pointing to a large and cryptic hand-drawn shape. 
“Is it a clog?  No – a skateboard?”

           
“Oh grow up, Fenton.  It’s a dick.”


           
“So it is.”

           
“Relax, Fenton.”  Snatching the page from his grasp, Pamela
made haste to restash it in the open envelope.  “It’s not
going to jump off the page and land on you.  This is
how a brutalised person expresses himself.  We can’t all have
nice middle-class mummies and daddies like you.” 


           
“Your parents run an antique shop!” Fenton cried in
self-defence.       


           
He regretted it at once.  Pamela stared at him with icy
aggression.  “Tell me something, Fenton.  Who are you to
sit in judgement on this man?  You stand there in your own
little fantasy world wishing this sort of nonsense just didn’t go
on.  Wishing you didn’t have to put up with it.  Well
wake up, Fenton.  It does go on.  Whether you
like it or not.  Admit it though, Fenton – that would
be your ideal little world wouldn’t it?  A world without
Neville Aggots in it?  A world where everybody was as nice and
law-abiding and conventional as you?  And what a fascinating
place that would be!  Eh, Fenton?  Seriously:
what do you think the world’d be like, if everybody was
just exactly like you?”


           
A fuck of a lot better than the shithole it is now, Fenton
wanted to reply.  But he was getting increasingly concerned by
what Pamela, as she spoke, was doing with the wicked pouch of
Aggot’s correspondence.  First she had ripped away the
remaining strap of gaffer tape, thus fully detaching the package
from her midriff.  And now she was thrusting it towards him
and wiggling it urgently from side to side, for all the world as if
she wanted him to take the whole thing. 


           
“Go on,” she said now.  “Stash it at your place
somewhere.  Somewhere accessible.  I’ll come round some
time and pick it up.”

           
Fenton took a step backwards, unsure which prospect troubled him
more: taking hold of this rank testament to a killer’s perversions,
or having Pamela Scratch come round to his house.  “I
couldn’t,” he said, politely but
firmly.       


           
“I’m not offering you a present, you moron!  Take
it!  I can’t keep it, can I?  These are stolen documents,
man.  Why do you think I had them taped to me? 
For jollies?  For fun?”


           
Inevitably, then, Fenton found himself accepting the reeking
envelope.  He unzipped his bag to find a quarantined place for
it. 


           
“Now, if anyone asks you, you’ve never seen them, right. 
Technically they’re the property of SNARBY.  Officially
speaking that’s where they still are – sitting in a filing cabinet
in our office.  The other faction thinks it’s going to bust
them out at the no-confidence debate.  They think they’re
going to hand them round as evidence that Neville’s a phallocentric
sexist who doesn’t ‘deserve’ to be the focus of a major liberation
campaign.  And I swear to God, I can’t wait to see
the look on their fucking faces when they open that drawer! 
And they won’t be getting any more letters from him
either.  I’ve seen to that.  I’ve given him my home
address now, so everything comes straight to me.”


           
Again Pamela looked defiantly into Fenton’s face, waiting for it to
display shock, disapproval, or any other intimation that he
considered it somehow unwise to supply one’s home address to a
self-confessed hunter of human meat.  But Fenton knew far
better than that.  He simply nodded, as if the move struck him
as a frightfully sound
one.       


           
This response being acceptable, Pamela moved on: “So, when this
spill happens, Fenton, expect a call.  I’ll need to stack the
floor with as many stooges as I can get.  And when you turn up
to vote, bear in mind I’ll have you registered you under a fake
name.  So if the other faction tries to catch you out by
yelling out your real name or something, don’t turn around.
 And believe me, they’ll try it.  There’s nothing these
people won’t stoop to.  If you can rustle up a few friends as
well, so much the better.  Also, bring along the names of some
dead people.”


           
“Sorry?”  Fenton looked at his own face, reflected twice in
her sunglasses.  Hadn’t she made him do enough for one
day? 


           
“Some dead people.  To stack the vote with.  Doesn’t
matter who.  It could be your grandparents, anybody. 
Just bring along their names.  And their addresses.  I’ll
need their addresses too.  Bring their addresses too.”


           
“The addresses of the dead people,” Fenton said,
mechanically.  He was damned if he would involve his late
grandparents in this. 


           
“Exactly.”


           
“The addresses they lived at when they were alive.”  


           
Pamela frowned at him impatiently.  “Do you read the
newspapers, Fenton?  This is how you fudge a vote.  You
stack the rolls with the names of dead people.  The system
thrives on it.  Believe me, there are government ministers out
there who’ve built their whole careers on the votes of
dead stooges.” 


           
“Why do they have to be dead, though?”


           
Now Pamela looked at him as if he were an imbecile.  “The dead
don’t talk back, Fenton.”


           
“Why not just make up some names?  They wouldn’t talk back
either.”


           
On the far side of her sunglasses, Pamela’s eyes flared in a
telling way – a way that revealed she had no idea what the answer
to this question was.  And quite suddenly Fenton understood
that Pamela, for all her bluster, didn’t really have a clue what
she was talking about.  Her knowledge of the mechanics of dead
stooge voting was, in reality, no more advanced than his own. 
On another day he might have pressed this point further, had some
private fun with it, made her suffer a lot more.  Today he
just wanted the conversation to end. 


           
Pamela said: “Look.  Fenton.  None of this need concern
you.  Leave the technical aspects to me.  All you need to
do is be there on the night, right.  Just show up, and bring
along as many of your living friends as you can round up. 
Think you can manage that?  Do that, Fenton, and I’m going to
be very grateful.  Very grateful.”


           
In the days that followed, Fenton thought a lot about that final
phrase.  And the more he thought about it, the better he liked
the sound of it.  Was it fantastic to believe that it might
refer to the sandpit?  Was it folly to imagine that if he
participated in the stack, Pamela might repay him by cutting down
on her constant evocations of that juvenile sex act?  Maybe
she was even offering to forget about it altogether.  Maybe –
or was this too far-fetched? – maybe she knew how little he liked
talking to her, and planned to reward him by never talking to him
again …  


           
Fenton resolved to attend the stack and find these things
out.  When the phone call came, he would suppress his natural
impulse to rebuff her with lies.  He would attend, and he
would vote for her embattled regime.  And he would do more
than just that.  He would take some friends along, too.


           
He would deliver her the Maoist vote.  

 










Chapter 12


The line between obsessive love and insanity is a thin
one.  Who knows which side of it Fenton was lying on when he
decided, one sleep-free midnight, that Gus had almost certainly, on
one or more occasions during his relationship with Charmaine, taken
photographs of her in the nude.  It just stood to reason,
Fenton felt.  All the available evidence pointed to it. 
For a start, it was common knowledge that there existed a certain
wing or sect of the male population whose members were willing, and
more to the point able, to get their girlfriends to pose for such
photographs – gentlemen whose key creative talent lay in their
ability to keep a straight face while reeling off the time-honoured
lies about how “tasteful” the exercise would be, how clean, how
wholesome, how artistic.  And it was frightening how
snugly Gus fitted the profile of such an offender.  He was, by
his own admission, an avid student of pornography.  He had
displayed, in other arenas, a marked tendency to exploit others for
his own base gain.  He had a proven track record of getting
Charmaine to believe grotesque untruths.  Above all, he was a
worthless slob who by some freak of chance had been granted
temporary sexual access to somebody infinitely more attractive than
himself – and the wider that differential was, Fenton reckoned, the
likelier it became that acts of nude photography would be
proposed.  If there was a first law of men photographing their
girlfriends in the nude, this was it.  A man like Gus surely
had to know, deep down, that a girl like her couldn’t possibly be
his forever – in contrast to a nude photograph of a girl like her,
which could. 


           
There was no getting around it, then: the fat fraud had to have at
least proposed such a venture by now.  The only thing
open to doubt was whether or not she had let him do it.  And
on this question, the signs were ominous.  If she had no
problem with letting Gus touch and violate her while they were
both nude, it was hard to see why she would baulk at being
nude by herself while Gus stood several metres away behind a
camera. 


           
To sum up: it was possible, it was nasty, and therefore it had
almost certainly taken place.   


           
The idea that such divine sights might be captured on photographic
paper somewhere, stashed in some drawer or album, affected Fenton
profoundly.  A priest informed of the existence of a snapshot
of God could not have been more stirred.  He thought about
these possible images incessantly.  He wanted to see them
almost as much as he wanted the real her.  Unending questions
about them lacerated his poor mind.  How many of them were
there?  How large were the prints?  Where in Gus’s house
might they be found?  What was she doing in them?  How
undressed was she?  If she was fully naked, how immodest was
her pose?  Was Gus – and this question had to be faced – was
Gus, or were parts of Gus, in the pictures with her? 


           
The answers to these questions wouldn’t necessarily have made
Fenton happy.  Indeed there was every chance they would plunge
him into a fresh and undreamt-of circle of hell.  Nonetheless,
he would not rest until he had them.  He wouldn’t know peace
of mind again until he had got into Gus’s flat alone, ransacked
every square inch of it, established the existence of these
depraved affronts to her trust and her womanhood, and removed from
the premises as many of them as he safely
could.      

 

* * *

 

The afternoon of the terrorist barbecue was fiercely hot and
still, and ablaze with the shriek of cicadas.  The brick block
of flats that contained Gus’s unit – or safe house, as the
fat psycho had ridiculously taken to calling it – had the colour
and squat dimensions of a wombat.  Beneath its low belly lay a
shady parking garage, and beyond that a yellow-grassed backyard
from which a fragrant sizzling now wafted, with muted gusts of
bawdy laughter – the deceptively agreeable sounds and smells of
Maoists discussing homicide around a laden grill. 


           
Unwilling to join them just yet, Fenton lingered at the front kerb
and eyed the flats.  On this side of the building there were a
dozen or so windows.  Pretty soon he would be up there behind
one of them, rifling feverishly through Gus’s cabinets and
drawers.  He would tell Gus he needed to go up and take a
piss.  Maybe he would find some conspiracy stuff up there too,
materials he could show her later on to prove the extent of Gus’s
mania.  But pictures of her in the nude would be far and away
his prime objective.  He wore, in addition to his standard
Maoist clothing, an outlandishly thick duffel coat.  The
temperature inside this was infernal; but the garment had a large
number of concealed inner pockets that sat flat against his person,
ideal for the bearing away of standard-sized photographic
prints.  Already his sides were as sweat-slicked as a
racehorse’s.  Would the wearing of this sea-captain’s garb,
this blanket with buttons, draw suspicion on a day like this? 
Probably, but he was beyond caring about that.


           
He went through the carpark and emerged blinking into the
backyard.  All the Maoists were present, beers in hands,
grouped loosely around a hissing brick barbecue.  Gus,
unprecedentedly, and hideously, was wearing shorts – grey,
bricklayer-style shorts, together with a dark-blue singlet. 
He looked like an exhibition woodchopper.  His thighs and
upper arms were great white pillows of flab, matted
indiscriminately with sweat-drenched fur.  He also wore a
knee-length barbecue apron bearing a ribald novelty slogan: namely,
the ornately rendered phrase Kiss the Chef, with the word
Kiss struck out by a crude diagonal line and the word
Root inserted above it in a jocular freehand script. 
           


           
“How they swingin’, Fent?” the big Maoist called, saluting him with
a pair of tongs so long that he might have used them to tend meat
in the adjacent yard.  Loose and heavy flesh swayed under his
upper armbone like an albino sloth under a tree branch.  “What
the fuck is doing with that coat?”


           
Fenton approached over the dry grass, answering that question with
a vague shrug, as though he found it a little conventional, a
little bourgeois.    


           
“Suit yourself, you cold-blooded little maverick.  I always
knew you had ice running through them veins.  Grab yourself a
beer mate, courtesy of the Student Union.” 


           
Gus levelled the tongs at a plastic garbage bin filled with
fast-melting ice.  Bits of grass and dirt were floating in
it.  The emerald smears of buried beer cans gleamed up from
its depths.  “I was just saying to the lads,” he went on
through a humid burp, “Lego was – and is – a sensational choice of
victim on your part.”


           
“You think so?”  Fenton tried to sound flattered. 
Rolling up his right sleeve, he plunged his bare arm into the
watery bin, and exhumed a hand-numbing beer that he had no
intention of drinking.  “Because I’ve been meaning to say,
Gus, don’t feel obliged to stick with him for my sake.  If you
can think of someone else … ”


           
“Fent mate – relax.”  Gus came to his side, and draped a
slippery arm around his neck.  Then Fenton felt the arm
forcing him forwards and down, till he was engulfed in a firm but
affectionate headlock.  Everything went dark.  His face
was pressed up against something warm and wet, which he
provisionally identified as an armpit.  A cold and dewy
beercan brushed his cheek.  A meaty hand roughly tousled his
hair.  “Lego’s locked in mate,” Gus said far above him, his
drenched blue singlet rumbling deeply against Fenton’s ear as he
spoke.  “He’s a dead man on holiday.  He’s a corpse on
leave.” 


           
Against folds of muffling blubber Fenton made appropriately
enthusiastic sounds.  He twisted his neck in quest of air and
light: and found himself looking out sideways at the crowded
barbecue plate.  It contained an unpromising assortment of
radically charred meats: desiccated sausages, heat-shrunk to the
diameter of twigs; steaks like bark chips; rissoles so black and
rigid they could scarcely be distinguished from the hotplate
itself.  On the mustard-coloured tiles behind the cooking
surface lay Warren’s notebook, open to a page that had the
underlined phrase Operation Lego – how we’re going to do
him  written across the top of it, in Warren’s strangely
dignified hand.  The rest of the page was still blank, save
for a fine spatter pattern of black
grease.      


           
“By Christ I feel alive!” Gus declared, having finally let go of
Fenton’s head.  “This time last month we were a fucking
joke.  And now here we are, dead-set on the brink of actually
doing a bloke.  You can’t say we’re not earning our
funding now.  Which reminds me, Fent – there’s a jumbo pack of
cornchips over there, again courtesy of the Student Union.  I
told these pigs to make sure and leave you some, so go and have a
lash, mate.  Rip into ’em.”


           
He slapped Fenton’s back towards a wooden picnic table on the far
side of the yard.  Fenton crossed to it through the baking
air, covertly using his hanky to wipe off the vile slick of sweat
that Gus had deposited on his face and neck.  Christ it was
hot!  The peeling wooden table cringed under the indecent
sun.  A green cloth umbrella protruded, uselessly, from a hole
in its centre.  Six paper plates were laid out rather
touchingly on the birdshit-encrusted wood.  There was also a
plastic bag full of white plastic cutlery, a bottle of home-brand
tomato sauce – and the glinting wrapper of a jumbo pack of
cornchips, containing a lone cornchip and a lot of orange
dust.   


           
“These blokes have left you your fair share?” Gus called over.


           
“Absolutely,” Fenton heartily lied, still scrubbing away at the
moist Maoist’s reek.  He moved around to table’s blind
side.  Cracking open his beer, he took one tiny swig to rid
his tongue of the flavour of Gus’s armpit – then subtly decanted
the rest of the foul brew onto the lawn.  Then he bore the
empty can back towards the barbecue, where Gus – patently not for
the first time – was flipping the meat with his gargantuan
tongs. 


           
“I’ve been marinading these babies all morning, Fent,” he said,
lovingly holding up something very black, conceivably a chop, for
Fenton’s approval.  “I tell you, nothing gets me more irate
than these philistines who’ll take a quality piece of meat and burn
it to a cinder.” 


           
Fenton looked at the chop.  He did not see how an object could
have got so black without its having been at some point on
fire.  And yet Gus seemed to be speaking entirely without
irony.  Fenton thought: if this guy isn’t a prolific
photographer of his girlfriend in the nude, I’m a Dutchman.


           
Now Gus did something odd, even by his standards.  He placed
the chop and some cauterised onion rings onto a spare paper plate,
then carried this briskly off towards the flats.  “Back in a
sec,” he called shiftily back over his shoulder.  “I’ll just
go and sling this to the neighbour’s dog.”  Then he
disappeared into the garage, and a moment later could be heard
jogging up the concrete staircase inside. 


           
What was he playing at?  Clearly he was up to something. 
Fenton, sipping air from his empty can, quizzically raised his
eyebrows at the other Maoists.  But the other Maoists proved
reluctant to return his gaze.  To a man, they kept looking
bovinely down at their own shifting feet, as though nothing out of
the ordinary had just occurred.  Had Fenton ever, by the way,
exchanged so much as a single word with one of the other
Maoists?  He thought not.  Did they even know his
name?  Had they ever called him anything other than
“mate”?  Had most of them even called him that?  He
thought about the contempt implicit in that lone cornchip.  He
had the feeling they didn’t much like him, the other Maoists. 
Well, he didn’t much like them either.  And if they didn’t
care what Gus was up to, then neither did he. 

His thoughts turned instead to his own impending trip up the
same stairs.  The sensible moment to do it would be just after
the meal was served: when all the others would be sitting down, and
too caught up in the challenge of eating Gus’s steaks to notice the
exact duration of his absence.  Yes, that would be the
sensible option.  But his whole body twitched to be up there
now, probing drawers, scoping cabinets, pulling the place
apart for porn. 


           
After about five more minutes Gus reappeared, minus the chop and
plate, and mysteriously divested of the apron.  His lips and
beard bore suspect traces of blackened foodstuff.  The fly of
his shorts stood at about half-mast, blocked from further ascent by
the massive torsion of his gut.  He slapped his palms together
and said:


           
“Right Wozzer.  Grab that notebook.  We’ve still got a
few minutes left before I dish up.  Let’s start kicking round
some ideas.  The way I look at it, we’ve got ourselves a
quality target now.  He’s locked in, courtesy of Fent. 
So what we need now are some broad-stroke ideas on how we’re going
to take him out.  Fent, mate – you put the arrogant turd in
our sights.  Why don’t you get us started, champ?  How do
you see him going down?”


           
Standing there in the absurd, the indefensible heat, Fenton tried
hard to focus.  He knew that this moment demanded his full
attention.  He was damned if he was going to supply Gus with
Lego’s mode of execution as well.  Running through the most
laughably impracticable proposals he could think of, he came up
with this: “Well, there’s a team of shooters, obviously.”


           
Gus threw back his head with relish.  “Start at the top why
don’t you Fent!  A hail of triangulation crossfire!”  His
face went suddenly grave.  “Seriously, mate, it’s not a bad
option.  I’ve toyed with it myself.  But let’s ask the
money question.  Has anyone got access to a gun?”


           
“I’ve got an air rifle,” offered Smithy. 


           
“I was thinking more along the lines of a Chinese assault weapon,”
said Gus.


           
“You’d be surprised what an air rifle can do Gus.” 


           
Sweat lay on Gus’s pinkened forehead in visible beads, like dew on
glass.  His matted hair stood up at the front.  “Smithy,
we’re looking to rub the bastard out, not leave a little red mark
on his ankle.”  


           
“If we fired it up his nose,” Smithy said, “we could send a chip of
bone up into his brain.  That can be fatal.”


           
“Smithy … ” Gus squeezed his eyes shut, rubbed the lids. 
“We’re not sticking anything up the bloke’s nose.”


           
“How about a bomb?” said Warren.


           
Gus rallied, straightening a finger at him.  “That might be
more like it, Wozz.”  He looked guiltily at Fenton.  “No
offence, Fent.  But a bomb – it might be more the go
at this stage.  In practical terms.  You’ve got to walk
before you can run, as my old man used to say.  Make a note of
it, Wozz.”   


           
How Fenton yearned to be upstairs, rummaging through Gus’s personal
effects.  But the moment was not yet
right.      


           
“How about a nail bomb?” offered Col.


           
Gus said, “Again Wocker, write it down.  But I tend to think
not.  I like to think of myself as a bit of a gentleman
bandit.  A nail bomb, that’s the type of thing could give us a
bad name.”      


           
Blue said: “What about a suicide bomb?”


           
“Expand,” Gus said.    


           
“You know.  You just drive right up to him in a van packed
with explosives.”


           
“I’m listening Blue – provided you’re not referring to my
Kombi.” 


           
“It doesn’t even have to be a van, Gus.  You can do it in a
ute, whatever.  I’ve even heard of some freak doing it on a
motorbike.  The bomb was actually strapped to him.”


           
Gus was still interested.  “You’ve got a bike, Blue.  You
volunteering to be the freak?”

           
Here Blue’s enthusiasm tapered off.  He looked solemnly down
into his beer.  “I can’t Gus.  My licence got suspended
mate.  I took a joyride while I was pissed.”


           
Gus chuckled dismissively, moving back over to the hotplate. 
“As if that matters, you spastic.”  He shot Fenton one of his
customary winks.  He was turning the steaks again.  How
many sides did he think a steak had?  “Mind you,” he
said thoughtfully, “your bike’d most probably lead the pigs
straight back to us.  And your body, for that matter.  Of
course we could always claim you were rogue, I suppose. 
Acting off your own bat.  Or maybe – I’m thinking aloud here –
but maybe we could just strap that much gear to you that
you just get fuckin’ vaporised.”


           
“Then they’ll just use his dental records,” Col pointed out.


           
Blue looked on with mounting concern.


           
“Not necessarily,” said Gus.  “What if we broke into his
dentist’s beforehand and taxed all his X-rays?  I’ve often
wondered why nobody does that.  That way they’d have nothing
to go on to make the i.d., would they?  Or you could – and I’m
just talking speculatively here, Blue.  I’m just thinking out
loud.  But you could knock all his teeth out, couldn’t you,
before he strapped on the gear … ” 


           
Gus fell into a ruminative silence.  He tapped his tongs
rhythmically against the hotplate.  Blue watched him with deep
unease, saying nothing.  Apparently his fear of displeasing
Gus outweighed, for the moment, his fear of becoming a strap-on
motorcycle bomber.  


           
“But let’s think about this properly,” Gus said.  “Let’s think
about the whole logistics of it.  For one thing, we’d have to
be dead sure the bomb went off at the exact moment the
bike hit the bloke.  Wouldn’t we?  I mean, we wouldn’t
want it go off early, would we?  Not even by a few
seconds.  Because then you’d have the farcical situation of
this flaming fucking skeleton just rolling towards Lego at
about two miles an hour.  And what sort of statement would
that make?  Frankly, I doubt the bike’d even stay
upright.  Even if it did, Lego could just step out of the way
of it.”


           
He pensively tapped the hotplate.  He was vexed.  “By the
same token,” he slowly went on, “we wouldn’t want it to go off too
late, either.  What would we be looking at
then?  This guy on a motorbike just ploughs into the wall of
Lego’s house or office or whatever … And then he just sits
there waiting to explode.  Assuming he’s survived the
stack.  And then maybe ten minutes later or so he blows, by
which time Lego’d pretty obviously be well out of there.  Or
is Blue meant to dismount from the wreckage and just sort of
run after him till the thing goes off?  Fuck
me.  This is actually a lot more complicated than it sounds,
isn’t it?  It’s fair dinkum giving me a headache.”


           
He laid down the tongs and massaged his troubled skull. 
Fenton felt a little spasm of sympathy for him, the compassion one
instinctively feels for a fellow man in obvious distress.  He
reminded himself firmly that Gus didn’t merit it.  But still,
he looked so helpless there, the big man, slouched in confusion
next to all that blasted meat, his head bowed in worry, his gut
shamefully large, his shorts perilously tight, his fly silently
howling under terrible lateral strain …  


           
Finally Gus sighed with resignation.  “You might be in luck
here, Bluey.  I’m starting to think we might have to shelve
this one.  There’s too many imponderables.  I mean, what
exactly are we meant to prang the bike into, for starters? 
Just the front wall of his house?  It doesn’t vibe
right.  There’s no class to it.  His office?  How do
we get the bike up there?  In the lift?  It’s fucking two
storeys up.  But what other option have we got?  I mean
we can hardly just mow the guy down as he’s walking along the
street, can we?  That’d be ludicrous.  Why bother with a
bomb at all, if you’re already going to be creaming the bloke with
a motorbike at top speed?  You can’t kill the guy
twice.  But then if you’ve got no bomb … If
you’ve got no bomb, the whole political element of it goes out the
window.  Basically you’d be looking at an everyday hit and
run.  The only political ingredient being that the bloke on
the bike has maybe got no teeth.  Fent?  I’m
floundering here.  I just can’t see making this one work.
 What’s your analysis?  Talk to me, brother.”


           
Fenton said: “Actually, could I just pop up to your place for a
minute?  I need to use your can.”


           
“Fuck that,” Gus said bluntly.  “Piss on a
tree.”  


           
“It isn’t a piss,” Fenton improvised.


           
“Oh you’re joking mate.”  Gus’s features crumpled
with anguish.  “We’re building up some quality momentum
here … ”  He scanned the trees at the perimeter of the
yard, as if seeking one lush enough to shield the modesty of a
defecator.  Then he said, without much hope: “I don’t suppose
you could suck it in?”


           
Ruefully, Fenton shook his head. 


           
Gus sighed.  “All right Fent.  If you must.  But who
takes a shit at two in the afternoon?  3C mate, top
floor.  The door’s unlocked.  The dunny’s up the hall,
second on your left.  Make it a swift one – within
reason.  And while you’re at it, see if you can’t devote a bit
of quality thought to this motorbike thing.  I’m starting to
think it might be a non-starter.”


           
“Will do,” Fenton said, strolling into the garage, and breaking
into a noiseless trot when he gained the stairs. 

* * *

 

He was in.  His limbs were feathers, his lungs a
void.  His heart hammered like a car stereo in the
night.  Ahead: a brief dark hall terminating in a shut
door.  To his left: a chaotic kitchenette.  To his right
a living room: worn couch, television, stereo.  Shelves? 
No.  Drawers?  No.  Probability of concealed
photographs: minimal. 


           
His senses were primevally honed, reduced to an animal knack for
the hunt.  They told him to go straight for the shut door: it
had to be Gus’s bedroom.  Do it, fast.  He took the hall
in six quick strides and was in.  Yes, it was the bedroom,
sweet-smelling, steeped in day-darkness by a shut blind.  A
rumpled bed off to his right, but what interested him more was
straight ahead: a two-door wardrobe built into the wall.  It
screamed stashed erotica.   


           
He went to it without pausing, yanking open both doors.  A
musty breeze hit his face.  He was looking at a rail of
dangling shirts and jackets.  Above: a shelf full of
junk.  To the left a deck of drawers.  He opened the top
one, his breath coming in noisy and intense gusts.  A jumble
of white cloth: Gus’s heinous Y-fronts.  He plunged a hand
into them, wrist-deep.  His fingers probed the
drawer-bottom … and struck something hard and plastic.  A
videotape!   


           
He pulled it out.  A black cassette.  The label on the
spine said, in Gus’s slovenly hand: “Gang Bang Face Bath III
(Pirate Copy)”.  Pornography, yes – but not the right
kind.  He was about to reconceal it when a voice behind him
said,


           
“Looking for something?”


           
Jesus Christ!  He span around, tape still in hand.  How
had he not seen her there?  She was half-sitting and
half-lying on the dark bed, propped against the wall on a stack of
pillows.  The real her, and not too far from nude
either.  She wore a large collared shirt, presumably one of
Gus’s.  If she was standing up, it would have come down to
about her knees.  Because she wasn’t standing up, it came down
a lot less far than that, covering just enough of her upper thighs
to keep alive the question of whether she was wearing anything
underneath.  The thigh closer to him was dimpled near the top,
as though an invisible finger was pressing on it hard.  Beside
her on the mussed doona was the paper plate Gus had borne away from
the barbecue.  It had half a chop on it, and a smear of black
grease where the onion rings had
been.     


           
“What are you doing here?” he found himself asking her.


           
“What are you doing here?” 


           
A valid reply.  But he liked her tone.  It was one of
exaggerated horror, as though she was only playing at being
scandalised. 


           
“Oh you know,” he said airily, sensing an opportunity to get a bit
bold, to haul things one step closer to intimacy. “The usual. 
Planning a spot of terrorism.  At the moment, Gus is trying to
work out how to make Blue explode while he runs over Ivan Lego on a
motorbike.”


           
“You know what I mean,” she scolded.  “What are you
doing here?  In my boyfriend’s bedroom.  Looking
through his stuff.”


           
The word ‘boyfriend’ ruined his fun, like an elbow to the
teeth.  He said: “You heard what I said, did you?  The
part about your ‘boyfriend’ being down there planning a suicide
bombing?” 


           
She sighed.  “Fenton, we’ve talked about that.  It’s just
his way of having some fun, remember?  It’s just his way of
showing off.”


           
“Oh that’s right.  In fact, didn’t you say he’d use this
barbecue to call the whole thing off?  Didn’t you?  And
now he’s down there talking about how we can get our hands on a
Chinese assault rifle.” 


           
He must have evoked Gus too well here, because instead of looking
appalled she broke into a broad grin.  “Make up your mind,
Fenton!  A second ago you said he was talking about a suicide
bombing!”


           
“What can I say?  He’s torn between the two.” 


           
“Anyway, the way I remember it,” she told him feistily,
pointing a stern index finger at him, “I said that if you tell him
you disapprove of the idea – ”


           
“Which I have, repeatedly.”


           
“ – then eventually, don’t interrupt me, mister,
eventually he’ll find some way of backing down on it.”


           
“Which he hasn’t.”


           
“Which he hasn’t yet.” 
           


           
“I must say you’re taking this all remarkably well.  The fact
that your ‘boyfriend’ is a psychopath.”


           
“What am I supposed to do?”


           
“You could look worried about it for a start.”


           
“If I was worried about it, Fenton, I’d talk to him about it. 
Is that what you want me to do?  Go down there and ask him
about it right now?”


           
She said this bit with a mischievous grin, well aware that Fenton
found the notion unacceptable.  Fenton played along, got into
the spirit of it, by opening his palm towards the door, indicating
that she had his full permission to go.  She swung her feet to
the floor as if to stand.  And here Fenton yielded the point
with a knowing smile. 


           
“Okay,” he conceded.  “It might be a little premature
for that.”


           
She beamed triumphantly, and returned her feet and legs to the
bed.  As she did, he received an electrifying glimpse of her
white panties.  So she was wearing some.  He
wondered if she’d caught him looking.  She was smiling in a
way that suggested she hadn’t – or else, better still, that she had
but didn’t mind. 


           
“Admit it,” she said, making some casual rearrangements to the
shirt’s lie.  “You know perfectly well that he’s harmless,
don’t you?  Otherwise you’d want me to talk to him,
wouldn’t you?”


           
Fenton found himself unable, for the moment, to furnish a reply to
this.  His mind was otherwise engaged.  In the act of
chivalrously not looking at what she was doing with her shirt and
thighs, he had happened to catch sight of an object down on the
floor, just beside the bed.  It looked oddly familiar. 
It was a garment of some kind, crumpled and white, with strings
attached …  


           
It was Gus’s barbecue apron.  Root the
Chef. 


           
And now some kind of lift cable snapped in Fenton’s mind, and his
thoughts plunged straight towards hell.  He re-saw Gus coming
back to the barbecue with his fly half down, and now knew exactly
what it meant.  Suddenly he comprehended everything: Gus’s
cryptic five-minute adjournment, her current semi-nudity, the
rumpled doona, the whole lot.  Gus had come up here to fuck
her!  Why else would he have made the effort?  Just to
give her a chop?  Of course not.  What was in that for
him?  No, he’d fucked her, damn it!  In a window of about
five minutes.  That’d be about right.  That’d fit the
sexual modus operandi of a barbarian like
Gus.   


           
Desperately Fenton tried to shake these thoughts, to recapture his
bantery mood of a few moments ago.  But it was no good. 
He was an empty husk now, an upright skeleton with the wind moving
through it, dark birds picking at the dry flapping meat of his
heart. 


           
“Of course,” she cheekily went on, “you could always call the
police, if it all got too much for you.” 


           
“You know what he told us about that chop?” Fenton asked her, with
audible bitterness.  “He told us he was giving it to a
dog.”


           
She frowned, mystified by this change of tone.  


           
“You’re not bothered by that?” he demanded. 
    


           
“Should I be?” 


           
He could feel his resentment threatening to run riot now, to smash
out of its pen and go loco.  He considered making reference to
the chop’s quality, to the Neanderthal standard of Gus’s
cooking.  Then he remembered what he still had in his
hand.  He held it coolly aloft: Gang Bang Face Bath III
– the motion picture.  “I notice you haven’t asked me
about this,” he said.  “It’s an odd place to keep a video,
don’t you think?  Hidden under clothing.  A lot of people
find it more practical to keep them in the same room as their
VCR.”


           
“Yes, I suppose they do,” she said indifferently. 


           
“Gang Bang Face Bath III,” he quoted out loud from the
spine, with the air of an intrigued cineaste trying to place an
obscure example of early noir.  “I wonder who’s in
it?” he pondered.  “Farley Granger?  Sir John
Gielgud?  Dame Peggy Ashcroft?” 


           
“Boys will be boys,” she said.  Disapproval had entered her
tone now.  Not disapproval of Gus, mark you.  Disapproval
of Fenton.   
        


           
“Oh come on,” he shot back, infuriated by the injustice of
this.  “I’m a boy, and I don’t own a pirate copy of Gang
Bang Face Bath III.  Just because Gus is a degenerate
bloody oaf … ”


           
The sentence petered out.  He lacked the will to complete
it.  Turning, he shoved the controversial tape back under
Gus’s Y-fronts.  He closed the drawer slowly, putting off the
moment when he would have to turn back and face her.  Regret
and self-disgust were descending on him now, like a parachute
settling over the victim of a sky-dive gone horribly wrong. 
What the hell was he doing?  His sole task here was
to establish his moral superiority to Gus: a humble enough goal,
but one he was deep in the process of botching. 


           
Steeling himself to utter words of apology, then, he turned. 
He found her looking straight back at him.  She was frowning
but at the same time smiling, as though she found him inexplicable
but essentially harmless.  And now something remarkable
happened.  Their gazes just locked, slipped into congress, and
for several long and thrilling seconds they were looking straight
into each other’s eyes.  Fenton felt as if he’d grabbed a live
cable and was arcing and bucking on the end of it, frying to death
but unable to let the thing go.  Her eyes shone.  He
hoped his did too.   


           
When the moment was over she smiled and said: “I have told
you you’re weird, haven’t I?”  


           
He inclined his head to acknowledge the fairness of the
epithet.  He felt a grin forming on his face that might never
leave. 


           
“Now,” she said mock-sternly.  “Don’t you think you’d better
get back down there?  He’ll be starting to wonder what the two
of us are doing up here!”


           
Christ he liked the sound of that phrase!  He wanted it to
hang there forever.


           
“Off you go then,” she chided.  “You don’t want him coming up
to look for you, do you?” 


           
“You won’t mention to him that you saw me up here then?”


           
“Of course not,” she matter-of-factly said, as if deceiving Gus in
that way went without saying.  “Now:
go!”      


           
She pointed bossily to the door.  Somehow she knew that she
was allowed to order him around like this, in the manner of a
schoolmistress.  Somehow she knew he would always obey. 
Maybe she didn’t know what this meant yet.  But she sensed it,
and acted on it, and that was good.  It was very very
good.  Fenton almost felt that it wouldn’t hurt to tell her,
right now, that he loved her. 


           
He didn’t, though. 


           
But he did say this: “You deserve much better, you know, than being
left up here alone.”


           
“Go!” she ordered once more, and this time he
went. 

* * *

 

 

Lunch was served.  The Maoists were at meat.


           
Fenton took the last berth at the table.  The hot wooden seat
seared his guilty thighs.  An empty paper plate was before
him, flanked by a plastic fork and knife.  In the shade of the
central umbrella sat a great steel platter stacked high with
cremated meats.  Next to it stood the bottle of home-brand
tomato sauce – and that was it.  Not for Gus the foreplay-like
irrelevance of salad, the veganish faggottry of bread. 


           
“You’ll be happy to know,” Gus informed him, through a mouthful of
mummified steak, “that we’ve given that whole kamikaze motorbike
thing the flick.  I could sense your contempt for that notion,
Fent.  And you’re dead right.  This is no time for fancy
stuff.  Your first time out, you’ve got to stick to the
basics.  You’ve got to walk before –”  A sharp cracking
sound made him fall silent.  Warren had just snapped his
plastic fork while trying to penetrate a rissole.  Gus
longsufferingly closed his eyes.  “You’ve got to walk before
you can run,” he resumed, while Warren rustled sheepishly in the
cutlery bag for reinforcements.  “So anyway, Fent, the plan
we’ve been kicking around in your absence – and obviously mate this
is subject to your approval – is we just get a regular no-frills
bomb and plant it right outside his office.  We just park it
there in a sports bag, and we walk away.  And an hour or two
later it blows him to kingdom come.  Real straightforward
stuff.  What do you say?”


           
For the first time all afternoon, Fenton felt genuine alarm. 
A bomb in a sports bag: it sounded horribly feasible.  Off to
his left, Col or Smithy doggedly rasped his knife against a
sausage’s impermeable hide.  It sounded like a nail-file being
taken to a leather boot.  A bomb in a sports bag: even Gus
might be able to bring that off. 
          


           
“Outside his office?” Fenton said, pretending to weigh the
notion up. 


           
Gus winked.  “Exactly.  No suicides, no wacky little
complications.  Just a classic bomb in a bag.”


           
“Mmm.  But that’s a public area, though.  Wouldn’t there
be other people there?  Students, secretaries?”


           
Gus stopped chewing and frowned at him.   


           
“I mean,” Fenton elaborated, “a lot of people might get hurt.”


           
Gus threw his head back and burst into lusty laughter.  The
other Maoists joined him, spraying blackened
cuisine.   


           
“Ah Fent.  Don’t change, mate.  Don’t ever change. 
Don’t ever lose that ready bloody wit of yours.  You’ve almost
made me spit out a prime bit of steak there.” 


           
“But I’m serious,” Fenton said.  Away to his left another
knife or fork went off.  A shard of flying plastic struck his
neck.  “If a bomb explodes outside Lego’s office, won’t a lot
of innocent people get hurt?” 


           
“Oh I get you.  You’re saying they might just get hurt, as
opposed to getting full-on killed.  Jesus, you are a
stickler for the rulebook.”


           
“No, Gus, what I mean is, we’re supposed to be targeting Lego,
right?  But an explosion outside his office, that might take
out a lot of other people instead.  Different people. 
Bystanders.  People who aren’t Lego.”

          Gus
affectionately smiled.  “Christ – you really do hate this
fuckstick, don’t you Fent?  You really do want him to see him
dead.  But what can I tell you, mate?  If we miss him
this time, we’ll get him next time.  We can only do our
best.  Anyway, if someone else happens to cop it instead of
him – well, we’ll still be spreading mayhem, won’t we?  And at
the end of the day, that’s what we essentially want, isn’t
it?  Now hoe into that meat, champion – it isn’t getting any
warmer.”


           
“But mowing down people at random, Gus – is that really us?”


           
“Bombs are messy, Fent.  It’s the nature of the beast.”


           
“I thought you said we were gentleman bandits though.”

           
“Within reason, Fent.  Within the confines of a terrorist
framework, obviously.”  Gus uttered a short guffaw. 
“Take that principle too far and we wouldn’t be able to kill
anybody at all!” 
           


           
“Well maybe,” Fenton said, looking down at the wooden table,
“that’s something we should look at.”


           
There was a long and uncomprehending silence.  Eventually
Fenton looked up again, and found Gus looking back at him as though
he, Fenton, had gone thoroughly insane.  And then before
anything else could happen the afternoon was rent by a terribly
explicit crack: Smithy’s knife and fork had shattered
simultaneously, showering the table with tinkling little splinters
of white plastic. 


           
With a roar of pent-up rage Gus cried: “Aw for fuck’s sake just eat
’em with your fingers!” 


           
The hot yard flinched.  A startled magpie flew hurriedly off
the fence.  Up in the flats, an aggrieved resident pointedly
slid shut a window. 


           
In the churned silence, Gus turned to face Fenton again.  His
face was flushed.  He waited a long time before speaking
again.  When he did, his voice was quiet but worryingly
firm.  “Fent, I appreciate how much you hate this cunt. 
I do.  But you’re letting that cloud your perception of the
bigger picture, mate.  The hate’s twisting you up
inside.  It’s fucking up your grasp on reality.  This
thing isn’t just about Lego.  Sure, he’s our prime
target.  But at the end of the day, anyone else who’s walking
through that building is fair game too.  I take it we’re
agreed on that?  They’re all oppressors of the
people, right?” 
           


           
“But they are the people.”


           
“They’re people, Fent, I’ll grant you that.  But they’re not
the people.  I never thought I’d have to say this,
mate – to you of all blokes – but you really need to brush up on
your theory.”


           
“Be that as it may, Gus – ” 


           
“Are you still on about a triangulation crossfire, Fent?” Gus
snapped.  “Is that what this is about?  Because if you
are mate, I seriously have to ask you what kind of fantasy world
you’re living in.  Where’s a mob like us going to get hold of
a scoped rifle?  Hey?  Let alone three of the
things.  Honestly.  You’ve got to scale down these
highfalutin’ fucking ideas of yours, mate.  I’m not saying it
wouldn’t be nice.  Christ!  But let’s be honest
– it’s not going to happen, is it?  So every minute we spend
talking about it’s just another minute down the toilet.”  His
anger was seeping slowly away, entailing a gradual loosening of his
facial muscles.  “You’ve got to be a bit sensible about these
things, Fent.  You’ve got to stick to what you can
realistically pull off.  And in our case, a plain old bomb in
a bag is about it, I reckon.  Short of kicking the bloke to
death, a bomb in a bag is pretty much the only option we’re left
with.”


           
An uneasy calm had returned to the table now, a provisional peace
that Fenton decided he would be a fool to trifle with any
further.  The magpie had flown back down onto the
fence. 


           
“We’re passionate men, Fent,” Gus said reasonably.


           
“Yes.”

 
           
“Sometimes our passions get the better of us.”


           
“They do, Gus,” Fenton agreed.


           
Gus regarded him with bruised but unbroken affection.  Then he
said: “How are you on explosives, Fent?”


           
“Sorry?”


           
“Explosives.  You’re not an explosives expert, by any
chance?”


           
“Not really.  No.” 


           
“Okay, maybe expert’s the wrong term.  Forget you heard
it.  I’m not asking if you’re Alec Guinness.  All I’m
saying is, this plan of ours.  The bomb in the sports
bag.  Would you have any idea of how … You know. 
How you’d go about making it.  How you’d actually get it to
explode and that?”


           
“No,” Fenton said again.


           
“Fuck.  Because we’ve been discussing that too.  And
frankly, none of us do either.”


           
“Really?” Fenton said.


           
“None of us have got the foggiest.”


           
“Ah.”


           
“Which could,” Gus said, “be a fucking problem.”  He gazed
down at his half-eaten plate of meat, and fell into an unhappy
silence.  He lit a cigarette and studied the cigarette box for
a while, rapping it tensely against the wooden table. 
Watching him, Fenton again felt a curious twinge of sympathy – and
something more.  He also felt shame: shame over the progress
he’d made upstairs, shame over the whole question of what he was
going to do to the King Gee’d fool – what indeed he was already in
the process of doing.  Yes: it was all going so well now that
he could afford to start feeling ashamed of
himself.   


           
Finally Gus said, in a tone of general lament: “It’s all so bloody
hard, isn’t it?  Why does it have to be so hard?  It’s
not like we’re asking for much, for Christ’s sake.  We’re only
looking to take out one man.  One man.  If a troppo
little bastard like Neville Aggot can manage it, why should we have
any dramas with it?  But I suppose life’s pretty easy when
you’re a nutcase, isn’t it?  You just stroll into your local
hardware and buy yourself a twelve-inch knife, no questions
asked.  But try doing something with a bit more flair,
something with a bit of theory to it, it’s one bloody hurdle after
another.  Like, a bomb.  A bomb just doesn’t put itself
together, does it?  The way the media goes on, you’d think any
nong could make one.  But the fact is, you’ve got to know
how.  It’s not like you can just light a wick that’s sticking
out of a barrel of gunpowder any more, is it?  Them days are
well and truly gone.  These days it’s all fucking fuses, isn’t
it?  Fuses and detonators.  Multicoloured wires. 
Freezers full of play-dough.  Briefcases full of some kind of
pink fucking liquid.  It’s madness.  You dead-set
practically need to be an electrician to put a bomb together. 
Smithy,” he said with sudden hope: “Your old man’s an electrician,
isn’t he?”


           
“He’s a carpenter mate,” said Smithy.


           
For a few glum seconds Gus continued to eye him anyway, as if
half-ready to entertain the concept of a wooden bomb.  Then he
sighed.  “And timers,” he said wistfully.  “Fuck
knows how they fit into the picture.  I mean okay, you set the
alarm for three o’clock, and then it starts ringing.  I can
see that.  But why that should make the bomb go off … I
don’t see the connection.  How does the bomb know what time it
is?  And then you’ve got these bloody fertilizer bombs. 
That’s right: fertilizer.  You can hardly switch on
the news these days without hearing about one.  And they say
it like it’s all so bloody straightforward, don’t they? 
Meanwhile you’re sitting there on your couch like a moron wondering
to yourself: are they, or are they not, talking about cow
shit?  What is the fucking go here?  I mean,
obviously you don’t just plonk down a bag of shit and wait for it
to explode.  Obviously there’s more to it than that.  But
what that is, they never fucking say.  They just talk like
you’re some kind of cretin if you don’t already know
…”


           
He looked at Fenton like a drowning man looking up from the bottom
of a well.  “Do you want to be our explosives expert,
Fent?”


           
Fenton looked back at him. 


           
“If you don’t, Fent, just say so.”


           
“I think I’d better not, then.”


           
“Fair enough, mate.  Understood.  Frankly, I didn’t see
you in that role either.  I think of you more as an ideas
man.  Like myself.  I was just giving you first refusal
on it.  Wozzer: I was really thinking more along the lines of
you.”           


           
Warren looked up from his steak.  He had it up to his mouth in
both hands, like a harmonica.  “As what?  Explosives
expert?”


           
“Yeah,” Gus said.


           
“But I’m not an explosives expert.”


           
“Wozz, are your ears painted on?  None of us
are a bloody explosives expert.  This is what we’ve just spent
the last twenty minutes establishing.  That’s why one of us
has got to become one, mate.  Fast.” 


           
“Can I just say no?” Warren said hopefully.


           
Gus heartily chuckled. 


           
“But you let him just say no.”


           
“Wok, I know you mate.  You’ll warm to this.  Don’t look
so worried about it.  It’s just a matter of common sense and
gumption, champ, like everything else.  You think explosives
men just pop straight out of their mums knowing all there is to
know about blowing stuff up?  Of course they don’t.  It’s
a question of picking things up, isn’t it?  It’s a matter of
building up your expertise gradually.  Or in your case,
rapidly.  You did Chemistry in high school, right?”


           
“General Science,” Warren swiftly corrected him, as if this
shameful fact might get him off the hook.


           
Gus winced.  “In that case you’d better hit the library, mate,
pronto.  Look into this fertilizer thing first.  It
sounds like a red-hot possibility.  If the library’s no good,
try the grapevine.  If you’ve got somebody on the street, use
them.”


           
“Somebody on the street!” Warren cried.  “What the hell is
that?”


           
Gus raised a soothing and reasonable palm.  He instructed
Warren not to panic.  He informed him that he, Gus, was not
expecting any miracles.  He assured him, in an eminently
prudent and understanding tone, that he was not about to set any
unrealistic deadlines. 


           
He told him that he had a whole month, a full thirty days, in which
to produce a workable bomb. 


           
Fenton, looking on, thought about how little he had savoured his
old life, the one in which nothing much had ever
happened.  

 










Chapter 13


Another morning, chez Bland.  Fully dressed and
booted, he emerges into the reeking hall, stepping carefully over
the small and familiar voodoo effigy of himself that lies on the
carpet just outside his door.  Today it has grown a penis,
represented by a rather flattering length of string.  This has
been tied into a double reef knot. 


           
He proceeds to the kitchen.  Crossing the border between
carpet and lino, he allows himself the briefest of glances in the
dead cat’s direction: just enough to confirm that it is still
there, that another night has passed without their doing the decent
thing. 


           
It is; they haven’t; more visual information than that he does not
require. 


           
He turns to get his cereal, and finds that padlocks have been
fitted overnight to all his cupboards. 


           
He accepts this development with equanimity.  In a sense it is
his own fault.  He has known all along that something like it
would happen, but has done absolutely nothing to prevent it. 
Strange, this ongoing complicity in his own decline, these daily
refusals to alter his fate.  Scouting the strewn benches for
other means of nourishment, he finds a mug so rife with internal
coffee stains that it just might yield him up a passable cup of
that beverage, if boiling water is introduced to it and stirred
with sufficient vigour.  He puts on the kettle.


           
The stench isn’t so bad this morning.  Now and again it does
this.  It abates; it withdraws a portion of its force. 
It lulls you into thinking it might be going away for good. 
But Fenton is no longer fooled by this.  He knows by now that
it’s not going anywhere.  He knows that by tonight, when he
comes back home, it will be back at full strength again, thick as
gravy, waiting to hit him like a punch to the face when he walks in
the front door.     


           
He seeks a spoon, preferably one stained by the residue of further
coffee. 


           
It is no longer just about the disposal of the corpse, if indeed it
ever has been.  After all these days, the stakes have become
very much higher than that.  By now the thing has taken on
wider implications; it has assumed a great symbolic weight. 
Whoever removes the cat now will be performing the ultimate
domestic chore, the eternally binding piece of housework. 
Whoever does it will be defining himself for all time – or
herself, or herself – as the party with the
weakest will, the one who in the end will always crumble and do
what needs to be done.  The one who can therefore be safely
relied on, from that day forward, to do everything, all the
time.


           
Because he has started out from pretty much that position anyway,
Fenton believes he has far less to lose out of this than they
do.  This belief keeps him going on nights when the funk of
decay threatens to become too much for him.  On nights when
surrender begins to seem an altogether underrated thing, every bit
as glorious in its own way as victory.  Have they thought
about it too?  The bittersweet walk out to the back shed, the
obtaining of the shovel, the grim march up the hall … and the
grimmer march back down it, head averted like a hammer-thrower’s,
the shovelblade full and wobbling?  Maybe they have. 
Maybe they are as close to breaking as he is. 


           
Or maybe they are as far away from it as they seem. 


           
The first rule is to behave as if the corpse isn’t there. 
Perhaps indeed this is the only rule.  It isn’t there and it
never has been.  You don’t look at it or speak of it or permit
your face to register the slightest disapproval of its stink. 
You don’t in any way indicate that you find it disturbing, or even
irregular, to have a decomposing cat on your TV room floor. 
Because if you do, that might imply you want it removed.  And
if you let yourself imply that, you’ll be halfway to conceding that
you’ve thought about removing it yourself.  And the moment you
make that concession, the moment you display weakness of
that order, the battle will be lost.  At that moment, you
might as well just roll up your sleeves and get shovelling. 
      


           
So you feign indifference to it, and you hope your indifference
looks real.  Certainly theirs does.  They do aerobics
routines with the thing in between them, their star jumps ending
within inches of its reeking flanks.  They settle down on the
carpet to play Monopoly there, with the stiff racked out behind
Free Parking like a jaded spectator.  Once or twice they’ve
even spread out a blanket there, and had a picnic right next to
it.  There have been moments when they’ve had him wondering,
genuinely wondering, if the corpse is really there at all. 
Wondering if the cat ever did exist, even when it was
still alive.  Wondering whether his troubled mind might not
have manufactured the whole Streetwise phenomenon.  This is
how effectively they have erased the cat from the present, and from
history. 


           
Spoon found, he opens the fridge for milk.  But the top shelf,
his shelf, is empty.  The milk is gone.  Briefly he
closes his eyes.  He starts to take a deep breath – then
thinks better of it.  Deep breaths are a bad idea now, in this
part of the house.  Closing the fridge door, he mounts a
pessimistic search of the surrounding benches for the missing
carton.   


           
In the smallish hours of this morning, he has woken in distress
from the following nightmare.  His parents have turned up on
the front doorstep, suitcases in hand, to pay him an unannounced
visit.  That’s it.  That’s the entire dream.  But
the image still haunts him, because it has forced him to consider
how all this might look through the eyes of an outsider.  And
this is not a pleasant thought.  Because it isn’t
normal, is it?  Not just the dead cat, but all of it,
the entire house: the shameful trashscape of the kitchen, with its
unwashed slums of leaning plate-towers, its Petri-dish remnants of
ancient meals; the squalid pube convention of the bathtub; the
unspeakable can; the sheaf of Neville Aggot’s prison letters that
lurks malodorously under his bed; the sheets he hasn’t washed for
well over a year.  Looked at objectively, from the outside,
none of this is right.  The whole house is an affront to
decent clean-living mainstream values.  It’s like one of those
households run by nappied six-year-olds while their mother is in
jail.  It’s the home of a serial killer, of a dirty old madman
who subsists on dog food. 


           
But as unsettling as these thoughts are, they’re still not enough
to send Fenton shovelwards.  For if he gives up now, all these
days of silent struggle will have counted for nought.  If he
does it now, with nothing at all to show for it, then he might just
as well have done it straight away, all those mornings ago, when
the remains had been no more repellent than a stuffed toy. 
Then again, maybe there will come a time when its present condition
will also start to seem, in retrospect, pretty wholesome. 
Maybe there will come a time – maybe that time will come soon –
when he’ll look back and fervently wish he’d done it
now.  


           
With declining hope he scans the benchtops for the milk.  He
keeps meaning to read up on the chemistry of what is going on over
there, the hard science of the processes involved.  For
example: is mummification likely to occur soon, or at all? 
Alternatively: is the application of a cool morning breeze, such as
the one that prevails right now, likely to do any good?  If
freezing has beneficial effects, shouldn’t crisp morning air
produce at least a muted version of the same result?  Or is
mere chilliness neither here nor there?  Still, it must be
preferable to heat … mustn’t it? 


           
But this is precisely why he needs to read up on such
matters.  One thing only he knows for sure.  At some
point in the future, the cat will be a skeleton, clean and white
and inoffensive.  This is an incontrovertible fact, and he
clings to it.  The only question is how long he’ll have to
wait for that.  Months?  Years?  Weeks is starting
to look optimistic.   


           
Here the milk carton is, standing next to the sink.  This is
an ominous place for it to be standing.  He lifts it without
much hope – and sure enough it comes up far too freely,
unencumbered by any liquid content.  He looks into the
sink.  He marks the telltale residue of dairy matter around
the guilty lips of the plughole.  And he reflects, not for the
first time, on the sheer lunacy of what he has chosen to do. 
What was he thinking of, when he decided to start playing
them at their own game?  Them, the tag-team champions
of domestic turpitude!  In the field of ignoring household
squalor, their credentials are second to none.  Their track
records are unblemished by any known show of moral or hygienic
scruple.  So why on earth has he taken them on?  Why
didn’t he get out before he got so far in?  Why didn’t he back
down before there was so much to back down
from?   


           
Here they are now, arriving behind him in their pornographic
pyjamas. 


           
“Good morning Fenty-bum,” they chirp, their smiles belying the
foulness of the air.  


           
“Morning ladies!” he returns with equal good cheer, his face
betraying not a skerrick of the murderous hate that riots behind
it. 


           
Their arms open towards him for morning hugs.  He puts down
the empty milk carton and moves in.  Each hug lasts a very
long time.  No party wants to be the one that breaks
first.  No party wants to display anything less than complete
affection for the other.  No party wants to appear in any way
discontent with the domestic status quo.  They are wearing the
skimpiest of their nighties this morning.  Are their skirts,
he wonders, even meant to cover up their underpants? 
Shouldn’t they conceal at least part of them?  Isn’t that what
skirts are for? 


           
Finally the hugs are over.  This is all fairly standard
stuff.  So is their next move.  They stroll over to the
death site, to the couch that abuts the remains, and they flop
themselves right down on it.  This is done with balletic
precision, with not a hint of a downward glance.  Trixie –
this too is standard – takes the more treacherous seat.  Her
left foot can’t be more than a few inches from the corpse. 
    


           
“Sleep well?” he asks them.


           
“Why shouldn’t we?” Tara replies sharply, with customary lack of
panache. 


           
“No reason,” he says.


           
“So why ask?” she demands.


           
“I don’t know.  Why ask why I ask?”


           
“Why don’t you come over and join us?” Trixie calmly intervenes,
reclaiming the advantage.  She slides across towards
Tara.  She pats the segment of yellow couch cushion that is
thereby rendered vacant.  It is the berth closest to the
cadaver. 


           
This part is not standard.  This part represents a shift in
tactics, an upping of the ante.   


           
“Actually,” he says to them, “I’m just on my way out.”


           
“So why are you boiling the kettle?” Tara shrewdly rejoins.


           
“Perhaps I can join you for a moment,” he therefore has to
say, and already he is halfway there, approaching them on a
natural-seeming arc that skirts the cat by a good foot. 
Grimly he inserts himself between the couch’s arm and Trixie’s
largely naked thigh.  The stench over here is profound,
mind-altering.  It fully overpowers the sense of smell,
invades the realms of the other senses.  Its waves seem to
shimmer visibly in the air.  He even seems to feel
them against his skin, slowing down his movements like a full
bath.  Trixie squirms tighter against him, in a seeming effort
to propel him closer to the corpse.  He holds his
position.  She keeps squirming towards him anyway.  Now
she is half on top of him.  Her left thigh is draped over his
right one.  It dangles down between his legs like an
uncommonly large and uncommonly smooth and uncommonly tapered
tool. 


           
He wonders how long he’ll have to stay here.  It’s too soon to
go just yet.  He has to remain and exchange some
pleasantries.  He pats down his brain for a topic of small
talk.  But the smell is so potent here that it hampers
thought.  It envelops his head and face like a
balaclava.  Trixie is more or less sitting right in his lap
now.  Her legs and panties are quite irrefutably all the way
out of her nightie.  He finds himself looking closely at her
upper thigh.  He finds himself unable not to.  It is
mauve and sleek.  The panties at the top of it are pale green
and plump like a pillow of spearmint gum.  Abominable as it is
to concede, even to himself, hers is an extremely fetching upper
thigh.  At some deep level he has always known this. 
Yes, why not admit it?  At some deep level he has always
wanted to place his hand on her upper thigh and move the hand back
and forth.  Mainly forth.  Her trim left buttock is now
located squarely on top of what is fast becoming – quite
unforgivably – a monstrous erection.  And the orientation of
this rogue boner with respect to his jeans couldn’t possibly be
more problematic.  The drum-tight material around his right
thigh has got the entire hard-on trapped on a brutally unnatural
downward slant, like a divining rod.  The hard-on’s quest to
be slanting diametrically the other way is checked, excruciatingly,
by an impermeable firewall of denim.  Nor is there any
conceivable way of rectifying this problem without at least briefly
removing the jeans altogether.  And now the full weight of
Trixie’s mint-green and frankly quite delectable arse is pressing
down the wrong way on the business end of the hard-on like a marble
fucking slab.  Any moment now it is going to snap audibly at
the root. 


           
Then Trixie begins to swing her leg mischievously back and forth at
the knee.  The effect of this is unbelievably painful, and yet
on the whole he doesn’t want it to cease.  The proximity of
the dead cat seems to be blurring his judgment, smearing his
perceptions like some psychedelic substance.  Yes, on the
whole he wants her to keep keep keep doing that.  Maybe his
cock will break like a green stick in the process, but this is very
much way it would have wanted to go.  Grotesquely aroused,
mesmerized by shimmering catfunk, he has a peaceful sense that he
is finally losing his mind.  The stench of death is smothering
his reason, flooding through the machinery of his brain like
treacle, bearing him slowly and sweetly away from the tedious world
of implications and guilt. 


           
The leg swings on.  His conscience, of course, informs him
that this is all wrong, that it is gratuitous filth, that it must
stop at once.  But its protests are muffled, dim, distant,
abstract.  His hand, he now finds, is resting on her upper
thigh.  The flesh there feels cool.  Down at the lower
fringe of his vision the corpse of Streetwise sings its siren song,
daring him to dip his gaze for a closer look.  He
resists.  Instead he turns towards Trixie.  He looks
dumbly into her eyes, hoping his face displays nothing more than a
mild sort of half-interest, as if his thoughts are largely
elsewhere, wrestling with some abstruse and rather important
problem.  Her facial features – or is he imagining this? – are
not without a certain rodent-like beauty.  He looks beyond
her, to Tara, who appears to be looking down with open horror at
his hand on Trixie’s thigh.  Christ: she isn’t so
bad-looking either, in a sneering sort of way.  Like a young
Mick Jagger, but with a thinner neck and only slightly larger
breasts …  


           
The movements of Trixie’s leg are gaining in violence now, and in
yield of pain.  He thinks vaguely of the voodoo doll with its
mangled manhood, and wonders if she isn’t trying to deliver on that
threat here and now.  But he is stiffer than Streetwise now,
and doesn’t care.  He thinks too of his nightmare last night,
the one involving the visit of his parents, and it freshly occurs
to him that all is not right with his life.  How has he let it
all drift so far beyond the pale?  He’s a decent guy, he
really is.  How has he let his life come to this?  He
vows to make some serious changes, as soon as the present episode
has attained, and it won’t be long now, completion.


           
The leg swings on.  A sound starts to mount in his inner ear,
a mournful wail that is swiftly rising to a shriek.  Tara is
punching his shoulder and saying with unconcealed hate: “Don’t you
think you’d better get that?”  Shit!  It’s the
kettle.  With a vague look he stalls the bitch, as if he’s
taken her point on board and is currently at work on framing a
suitable reply, his face twitching a little, perhaps, under the
strain of the required cogitation.  But suddenly Tara loses
patience.  She grabs Trixie’s leg with both jealous hands and
yanks it reprehensibly off him – and as abruptly as it has arrived
there the limb is gone, having understayed its welcome by about ten
seconds.  In speechless grief he watches it return to the
surface of the couch and settle back into its own dent.  He
devotes strong consideration to seizing it and putting it back on
top of his cock.  But now Trixie is demurely resmoothing her
nightie over the leg’s top few inches.  And, watching her, he
knows with infinite desolation that the moment is over.  It’s
gone.  It is no more coming back than Streetwise is.

           
The scream of the kettle is getting intolerable.  It can no
longer be denied.  He hobbles to his feet, leaning into the
angle of his hard-on like an uphill cyclist, swerving back to the
kitchen on the same wide arc he left it by, saying “Can I offer
either of you ladies a coffee?” in as jolly a tone as he can
muster.   


           
    Another morning then, chez
Bland. 

 

 

 

 

That night, or another night like it, the full membership of
SNARBY convened, rowdily, to resolve a motion of no confidence in
the leadership of Pamela Scratch.  With both factions fielding
a roughly equal quantity of absentee votes from dead stooges, it
fell to those members of SNARBY who were both alive and present to
decide Pamela’s fate.  Sitting in the ranks of these extant
electors were six unfashionably bearded “members” who had quite
patently never been to a meeting of SNARBY before.  These
controversial and vaguely undesirable figures said and did nothing
all night, except raise their hands to endorse the imperilled
Scratch regime.


           
It had crossed Fenton’s mind that this grubby exercise, besides
making Pamela Scratch so grateful to him that she would maybe never
refer to the sandpit incident again, might also have a salutary
effect on Gus.  Perhaps (Fenton speculated) the big man’s
mania for covert political action might get fully slaked by the
stooge work.  Perhaps manipulating the affairs of a rival
leftist organisation would be enough for him.  Perhaps after
doing it he would be moved to defer, or even cancel, the blowing up
of Ivan Lego …  


           
Pamela won by a single vote. 


           
Through howls of denunciation from the floor, she delivered her
victory speech.  She declared herself humbled by the ballot’s
outcome.  Her administration, she pledged, would work
tirelessly to vindicate the membership’s gratifying show of faith
in it.  She urged all SNARBY personnel, especially everyone in
the other faction, to put factional interests aside and unite
behind the Aggot cause.  And she closed, cryptically, by
suggesting that all the “true believers” would soon be getting a
nice surprise on prime-time TV.   


           
As for the murder of Ivan Lego, Fenton’s hopes concerning Gus’s
deferral of it proved to be woefully ill-founded.  The
Maoists’ decisive participation in the vote-stack, far from
quenching Gus’s hunger for clandestine left-wing activity, served
only to sharpen it.  In his excitement, he issued Warren with
a new and tighter deadline for the completion of the
bomb.   


           
Fenton had eighteen days.  

 










Chapter 14


Right up until the night it went to air, Pamela Scratch
sincerely believed that An Hour With Neville Claude Aggot
would be her greatest ever coup.  How vigorously she had
shopped the concept to the networks!  How tirelessly she had
campaigned for the prime time slot!  Right up to the moment
when Aggot’s self-mutilated form appeared on screen, she had
genuinely supposed that the broadcast would swing public opinion
decisively in favour of his release, and launch SNARBY triumphantly
into the political mainstream.  But as it turned out, this
repulsive televisual event was the single most humiliating
disaster, at least for the moment, in SNARBY’s short
history. 


           
In order to appreciate the full scope of the calamity, we must
first understand that Neville Claude Aggot had undergone certain
changes during his eight-year tenure at the Butterfly Lodge
Enhanced Security Custodial Environment for the Differently
Sane.  No longer was he the scrawny, dishevelled, relatively
lovable figure he had been at the time of his conviction for the
Baker slayings.  Eight years inside had done bad things to his
potential appeal to a mass audience.  For one thing he had cut
off both his own ears.  He had entirely shaved his
skull.  He had carved a selection of sexually frank tattoos
into his freak-white flesh with biro ink.  Eight solid years
of chin-ups, push-ups and sit-ups had lent his pale quiet-loner’s
torso a distasteful resemblance to a hard-on. 


           
His personality too had undergone a marked decline.  At an
early stage of his confinement he had decided to turn himself into
an intellectual, partly with a view to becoming his own
lawyer.  Accordingly, he had enrolled himself in a battery of
literacy and higher learning programmes, and had begun frowning his
way through the contents of the Lodge’s superbly stocked
library.  His tattered borrower’s card bore the title of many
a thick classic that had sounded as if it might be connected with
his preferred themes: Vile Bodies, The Naked and the Dead,
Nightwood, Lamia and Other Poems, The Annals of Imperial Rome, More
Pricks than Kicks, Trois Contes, Mister Johnson, Ecce Homo, Of
Human Bondage, Basic Greek, Intermediate Greek, Greek Made Easy,
The Artemis Anthology of Erotic Prose by Lesbians, Homer and the
Oral Tradition, Sodome et Gomorrhe.  Most of these works
had comprehensively failed to deliver the goods, and Aggot had
vandalised them beyond repair.  But the kookier portions of
Ecce Homo had struck a sinister chord with the crazed
bookworm.  In Nietzsche’s apocalyptic prose Aggot heard, or
thought he heard, a welcome and rousing blend of deep thought and
incitement to homicide.  He kept the book beside his bed, and
gazed for hours on end at the brooding, colossally moustachioed
portrait of Nietzsche on the front cover.  He got a fellow
inmate known for his drawing skills to tattoo a likeness of the
philosopher’s head into the brawn of his right
shoulder.   


           
In Aggot’s conduct and prose style, moreover, a strange Nietzschean
flavour had begun to assert itself.  The letters he kept
sending to public figures and to the extended Baker family grew
increasingly polemical in tone; they began to feature cryptic
references to Kant, and herds of asses, and mountain spas.  He
began to think and speak of himself as a superior man.  He
applied for, and duly received, a pair of highbrow spectacles with
wire rims.  When news of this upgrade leaked to the surviving
members of the Baker family, they complained to their local Member
of Parliament, who raised the matter in the House.  “Can the
Minister for Corrective Services,” he had famously asked, “assure
the people of this State that he is running a prisons system, and
not a chain of optical boutiques?”  The Minister, not wishing
to appear soft on law and order, had reacted swiftly and
unequivocally.  Aggot was forcibly deprived of the
controversial new frames: and issued with a large, square, brutally
functional replacement set, of the kind worn by ghastly old-school
comedians in the death-throes of their careers.  Aggot carved
a peace symbol into his own forehead in protest.  A social
worker said that it looked like a no-smoking sign.  Aggot
broke the man’s nose with Volume I of The History of
Sexuality. 


           
When SNARBY took up Aggot’s cause at around this time, the
authorities at Butterfly Lodge had been caught entirely by
surprise.  Never before had they found themselves obliged to
deal with a concerted campaign to set one of their clients
free.  The thing was entirely lacking in precedent; there were
no protocols or procedures for it, no established framework for
determining the correct response.  The authorities were not,
of course, about to accede to SNARBY’s central demand and put Aggot
back out on the streets.  That wasn’t in their power, for one
thing.  Moreover, even the most liberal of the Lodge’s
employees considered it a staggeringly bad idea.  But in the
hope of making Pamela Scratch go away forever, Lodge officials did
ease the conditions of Aggot’s confinement in a number of
substantial ways.  They reduced, from two to one, the quantity
of armed carers who accompanied him whenever he left his
cell.  They undertook to relobby the Minister on the matter of
his spectacle frames.  They began to grant him regular
supervised access to hardcore pornography.  They even let him
join the client rugby league team – a privilege heretofore reserved
for residents far less likely to maim members of the staff
line-up. 


           
But these small concessions only intensified Pamela Scratch’s
pursuit of her overarching dream – the prime-time TV special in
which she would sit earnestly forward on her revolving chair,
brandishing a series of damning documents and stating the case for
Aggot’s liberation with searing articulacy; this to be intercut
with footage of Aggot himself sitting wretchedly in his tiny cell,
uttering softly spoken words of gratitude for SNARBY’s efforts
while generally looking eminently oppressed and
releasable. 


           
And then one day the most desperate of the TV networks had embraced
the concept, and the dream had moved towards fruition with dizzying
speed.  High-ranking politicians were approached, hobnobbed
with, offered prime-time specials of their own; doors were opened,
red tape slashed; and soon enough Butterfly Lodge’s staunch
resistance to the idea was firmly countermanded from above. 
Hands were shaken.  Releases were signed.  Network heads
assigned the project to their best-looking female reporter – a sure
token of their seriousness.  An ad campaign was launched
promising the most “edgy” and “confronting” television programme of
the year.  A few days before the scheduled air date, the
good-looking female reporter and Pamela Scratch sat down in a
television studio made up to look like someone’s lounge room, and
pre-taped a wide-ranging and at times incendiary interview. 
This ended on a contentious note when Pamela, asked whether SNARBY
was more interested in trivial grandstanding than in a mature and
substantive consideration of the issues, overturned first a glass
of water, then an ashtray, and finally a divan before storming out
of the studio altogether.       


           
The signs were all good, then.  


           
And then the programme went to air. 


           
And for starters, Pamela Scratch wasn’t in it.  The incendiary
interview, in its entirety, was gone.  The whole thing, even
the bit where she stormed out, had been consigned to the
cutting-room floor.  But that was the smallest of SNARBY’s
worries.  That was the least of the P.R. nightmare.  The
truly regrettable thing, from SNARBY’s perspective, wasn’t the
absence from the programme of Pamela Scratch.  It was the
presence in it of Neville Claude
Aggot.     


           
First there was a placard warning that the contents of the
following interview were likely to cause deep offence.  Then a
black screen.  Then a slow fade-up into a barren holding room
of some kind, with nothing in it except a metal chair which
appeared to be bolted to the floor.  An array of leather
straps dangled from its arms and legs.  The grave chords of
some Slavic death march swelled over the soundtrack.  And then
– in sensationalised slow-motion – Neville Claude Aggot walked in
through the room’s only door, escorted by a pair of grim-looking
armed guards.  As they strapped him into the chair – one strap
for each wrist and shin, and one for the midriff as wide as a
championship belt – Aggot sat eerily still, staring horribly down
the barrel of the camera.  He wore nothing but a pair of
deep-green Lodge-issue shorts.  His veins and sinews writhed
under his pale skin like an independently living thing.  His
forehead still bore the livid imprint of the attempted peace
symbol.  Tattoos covered his torso and limbs like doodles on
an envelope.  Most of these, having apparently been deemed too
nasty for transmission, were obscured by a squadron of
computer-generated blurs, which moved with the tattoos wherever
they went.  In consequence Aggot came across as a dynamic if
massively restrained bluish smudge, with a pair of tight green
shorts in the middle of it and a bald and lumpy skull floating
around at the top.  Only two of his tattoos made it fully to
air: the twin portraits of his fellow intellectuals that adorned
his upper arms.  The one with a moustache the size of a scotch
terrier was evidently meant to be Nietzsche, although it could just
as easily have been John Newcombe.  The other one was a
strikingly good likeness of Ian Fleming wearing some bathing
trunks. 


           
Before he had even said a word, then, Aggot already posed a serious
challenge to the maxim that all publicity is good
publicity. 


           
And then the interview began.  Precisely where the really hot
female reporter was sitting in relation to Aggot was difficult to
determine, because the two of them never seemed to appear together
in the same shot.  Cynics would later allege that the pair had
at no point been sitting in the same room at the same time. 
In any case, the fine-looking reporter got things under way by
asking Aggot what life was like on the inside.  Aggot, in a
soft-spoken and almost childlike manner, replied by asking her
whether her nipples were brown ones or red ones.  This at any
rate was the gist of his response.  The bulk of its actual
wording was suppressed by a series of high-pitched bleeps.  As
the interview proceeded, this measure was applied so frequently
that at times Aggot seemed to be communicating in morse code. 
At one point, the fine-looking reporter tried to stamp her style on
the proceedings by doing a flirtatious thing with her eyelashes – a
thing that in the past had charmed many a revelation out of
politicians, corrupt policemen, and rock stars alike.  Aggot’s
depraved riposte was obliterated by a bleep that lasted an unbroken
fifteen seconds.  This was supplemented by a tactical blurring
of the image in the area of his green shorts – and also over his
mouth, so that even lip-readers would be spared the full specifics
of his phallocentrism.  The two armed guards, who had never
left his side, were visibly traumatised by the outburst.  If
the fine-looking reporter appeared unflustered by it, this only
fuelled the rumours that she was never actually
there.  


           
Those of Aggot’s comments that did make it to air went well beyond
the edgy and confronting.  Asked to comment on the Baker
killings, he defended them as a philosophically justified acte
gratuit.  Furthermore, he seemed – although his frequent
misapplication of big words left room for doubt – he
seemed to declare an intention, if freed, to hunt down and
torture to death every surviving member of the extended Baker
family.  Invited to clarify this point, he gave a long and
wanton speech that drew freely on the writings of Nietzsche,
Machiavelli and Tom Sharpe, and culminated in an obscure prophecy
that seemed to involve either himself or Zarathustra, or possibly
both of them, eating a raw goat.  Asked to comment on the
activities of Pamela Scratch, he stuck out his tongue and – no
ambiguity here – permitted it to describe a frank lapping
motion. 


           
Well before the special was over, then, it had become painfully
clear that the chances of Aggot’s surfing to freedom on an
attendant wave of viewer sympathy were small.  Not even Pamela
Scratch harboured any remaining hopes of that.  To her, the
finished programme was a betrayal, a bitter illustration of the
media’s capacity to take an important and complex issue and reduce
it to a puerile circus.  As a contribution to serious Aggot
debate, its value was clearly nil.  If anything, it took the
debate backwards.  If anyone gained from it, it was the
ill-informed scaremongers of the anti-Aggot right. 


           
From one small segment of the viewership, however, Aggot’s
performance elicited a curious kind of endorsement.  In the
days following the broadcast, Neville Claude Aggot received written
proposals of marriage from no fewer than eight different
women.  In fat printing with open dots over the i’s they
offered him their hands.  Some of them quoted verses from
modern translations of the Bible.  Several enclosed
photographs of themselves.  In most cases it was hard to see
why they had done this.  Many of them were non-starters even
by Aggot’s standards.  But one of them, who evidently went by
the name of Raylene Sneed, looked remarkably okay for a woman
offering herself through the mail to an unrepentant
thrill-killer.  Neither fat nor egregiously bespectacled nor
simpering red-headedly under a lapful of cats, she was pictured
standing on a beach wearing one piece of a two-piece
swimsuit.  This was more than enough for Aggot.  By the
next outgoing mail, before she could change her mind, he accepted
her proposal, and furnished her with a list of dates on which the
Lodge authorities were prepared to make the grounds available for a
formal ceremony. 


           
Now, the girl in the photograph was not, strictly speaking, Raylene
Sneed herself.  It was Raylene Sneed’s cousin.  But
Raylene Sneed had taken the photograph – and was indeed
partially present in it, in the form of a blimpy camera-wielding
shadow on the sand.  She planned, if Aggot should ever
challenge her on the point, to claim that she had enclosed the
picture merely as a sample of her photographic abilities.


           
But when the day of the nuptials arrived, Aggot was way too
tranquillised to perceive the discrepancy.  The ceremony took
place amid falling leaves and the shadows of razor wire.  The
bride wore frisbee-sized glasses and a capacious white gown paid
for by the leading women’s magazine to which she had sold the
exclusive rights to her story.  The profoundly medicated groom
wore a white tuxedo, elaborate leg irons, and an electric-blue
cummerbund and bow tie.  Two client-management professionals
held him upright through the brief and traditional rites.  A
lady journalist from the women’s magazine acted as maid of honour;
its photographer served as Aggot’s best man.  A celebrant who
declined to be photographed administered the vows.  On the
advice of several experts in criminal psychology, there was no
kiss.  At the conclusion of the formalities Aggot was borne
brusquely back to his cell, while his plump bride set off, plumply,
for a week-long solo honeymoon in Bali, again at the plump expense
of the magazine.  The journalist and photographer accompanied
her to the airport in a taxi with some beer cans tied to its back
bumper.  They extracted a brief interview from her on the way,
for which she would receive close to eight hundred dollars a
word.  She made reference to the Good Book.  She proposed
that Christ, during his brief spell on earth, had been reviled
almost as universally as Neville Claude Aggot was.  She
pointed out that Aggot was currently the same age that Christ had
been when he was thirty.  The possibility that Aggot
actually was Christ was not one she was willing to rule
out.  If Neville ever got freed, she said, he wouldn’t hurt a
fly.  One day, she said, the world would get a chance to see
she was right. 


           
Nobody knew, just yet, quite what she meant by
that.  

 










Chapter 15


 

Defiant Lego Unbowed by
Death Threats

 


In a sensational twist to one of the year’s hottest success
stories, best-selling author Ivan (Empty Pages) Lego has
admitted receiving a series of death threats in the wake of the
wildfire success of his experimental blockbuster.

     The 52-year-old iconoclast revealed the
development in a statement released yesterday through his
publicist. 

     Describing the threats as “illegal
tender, anti-I.O.U.’s which promise the erasure of themselves via
the enactment or execution of a second erasure, a second erasure
which is at the same time a first erasure, a requisite
erasure – in a word, the erasure of their recipient,” Lego revealed
that the anonymous threats, which currently number six, are now in
the hands of police. 

     Police sources last night declined to
comment on the matter, beyond confirming that the original
documents are in their possession and that the matter is under
investigation.      

     “Naturally, I leave the public
unveiling of the exact lexical content of the threats to the
appropriate authorities,” Lego said in his statement.

     “Moreover, it has never been my
practice to stifle any text by issuing ex-cathedra
pronouncements on its ‘meaning’,” he added.

     The death threats are believed to have
been sent through the internal mailing system at the University of
————, where Ivan Lego is Professor of socioliterology, giving rise
to speculation that their author might be a campus-based individual
or organisation personally known to Lego. 
   

     Lego’s official statement made no
direct reference to this possibility.  However, it did confirm
that the threats “would appear to have been motivated by a
pathological hostility to my ideas in general, and to the sizzling
reception of Empty Pages in particular.” 

     Lego’s statement concluded by calling
the death threats “inscriptions of the universal desire to
extinguish the other (that is to say, the desire to write
him into un-Being, to occupy the scene of his reading and
thereby eliminate him as an agent of meaning) which is implicit in
any postal act.”

     The self-styled bad-boy of academia was
last night unavailable for further
comment.      

     Investigations are continuing, with an
official police statement expected later today. 



 

 

“Anyway.  I’m starting to think you might be right. 
When he saw this on the news this morning” – she flicked the folded
newspaper, with its repellent file photo of Ivan Lego – “he smashed
his fist right down on the bed.”


           
“Hardly the response,” Fenton said evenly, “of someone who
isn’t planning to kill Ivan Lego.”


           
“All right.  Don’t get smug.  All I’m saying is, okay,
maybe he does think he’s going to … I don’t know, ‘do’
something to Professor Lego.  But that doesn’t mean he’s
actually going to.  If you think he’d really go
through with something like that … ”  She trailed off,
and favoured the absent psychopath with a fond and dreamy
smile.  “You know what he said?  I asked him what was
wrong.  Why he was so cross and that.  And you know what
he said?  He said Professor Lego was his favourite
philosopher, and it really got his goat that someone would want to
do that to him!”


           
Their eyes met, and they shared a wicked smile at the idea of Gus’s
having a favourite philosopher.  Then she shaped her mouth
around the straw that only just made it out the top of the
scandalously large iced chocolate he’d bought for her.  Her
face narrowed; nimble liquid rose to her lips.  This, he
thought, is going okay.  Mild nausea, but nothing to write
home about.  A provocatively priced beverage, paid for and
carried over by him.  One touch on the forearm, and
counting.  And now this open mockery of Gus … He watched the
action of her lips on the straw, and soon enough his focus drifted
into the region beyond, where a great yawning gap had opened up
between her leaning torso and her sagging blouse.  What he saw
down there belonged to a category way beyond cleavage.  He saw
both deep breasts densely swaying in the taut hammock of her
bra.  They looked simultaneously very heavy and very
light.  He saw an ultra-faint roadmap of veins buried deep
inside flesh that started off brown but got rapidly paler as it
dipped down towards that paradise of swollen fabric …


           
Yes, it was going okay.  But why wasn’t it going better than
okay?  Shouldn’t something more palpable be happening by now,
if it was going to happen at all?  There had been a time, not
long ago, when he’d believed that all he needed to do was get next
to her.  The rest, he had cretinously supposed, would take
care of itself.  But the rest didn’t seem to be doing that,
did it?  Being next to her only let him see what an absurdly
long way he still had to go.  In erotic terms they were still
so far apart that he might as well have been watching her on a
TV.  And he had this maddening sense of not being able to tell
even roughly how he was faring, of not knowing whether he was
failing dismally or moving right to the brink of some major
breakthrough.  Or maybe he was slowly dying between these
extremes, not risking enough to arrive at either.  Last time,
in Gus’s bedroom, there had been a crackling energy between them,
an undeniable sense of progress.  Where was that sense of
progress now?  Where was that crackling energy?  Instead
there was this strange smudgy void between them, this thick and
blurry medium made up of her indifference and his
incompetence.  What did he need to say or do to catapult
himself over to the other side, to ram his existence into her mind
and make her think about him when he wasn’t with her and start
displaying a lot more interest in him when he was?  How did
you go about effecting a miracle like that?  The world was
full of people who had done it.  Gus had done
it.  But how had they worked the trick?  Where exactly –
or even approximately – were you meant to start? 


           
“I wish you’d get something to drink,” she said.  “Why don’t
you ever have anything?”


           
“I had a big breakfast.”


           
“You and your big breakfasts.”


           
“So Gus didn’t send them then?” he said.  “These death
threats?”


           
Her brow rumpled slightly.  “I thought you sent them.” 
She looked put out, inconvenienced.  “Didn’t
you?”   


           
“Maybe I did,” he reassuringly said, hoping to get a rakish gleam
into his eye.  But he hadn’t sent them, had he?  Six
threats?  Six?  No.  The truth, the
disturbing truth, was that he had only ever sent one thing to Ivan
Lego that had even resembled a death threat.  And it
hadn’t, strictly speaking, threatened Lego’s death at all. 
Certainly it bore minimal resemblance to the six documents now
being described by the media.  He hadn’t, for example, sent it
through the University’s internal mailing system, which he had no
idea how to use.  He’d simply dropped the thing into Lego’s
assignment box.  Nor had he used it as a forum for the airing
of his hostility to Empty Pages.  There was only so
much cutting and pasting a man could do. 

So here was something else to worry about, then.  These
other threats – where had they come from?  Who else might have
sent them?  Another mole in the Maoist cell?  Another
leftist organization altogether?  Robert Browning?  And
what about his own quasi threat?  Where, if anywhere, did that
fit in?  Why had none of these news stories made reference to
it?  Was it really so contemptible that it didn’t rate a
mention?


           
“So now Gus has called an ‘emergency meeting’ for this afternoon,”
he told her, factually.


           
Her eyes widened inquisitively above the straw, inviting him to
finish his point.  He’d thought he had.  He added:


           
“And I thought … I don’t know.  I thought maybe we should
talk about my approach.  What I should do.”


           
“Fenton, I’ve told you – ”


           
“I know, I know.  If I tell him I’m not interested in that
sort of thing, he’ll back down on it.  Well, I’ve told him
that.  I’ve told him it repeatedly.  And now he’s …
”  He stopped himself right there. 


           
“And now he’s what?”


           
“And now he’s called this emergency meeting.”


           
“Well.”  Her eyes flashed triumphantly.  “You know what
that’s probably for, don’t you?”     


           
“Let me guess.  To call it off.”  They’d done all this
before, hadn’t they?  The terrorist theme had them going round
in circles.  “You said that last time, too.”


           
“Well this time he’s got the right excuse, hasn’t he?”  She
slapped him on the forearm again.  “These death threats of
yours.  That’s probably just the kind of excuse he’s been
waiting for!”


           
“Hang on.  A minute ago you were admitting he was serious
about this.  Remember?  You said he hit the bed.”


           
“I said he thinks he’s serious. 
Maybe.  But that doesn’t mean he’d actually …
”


           
“He’d actually what?  Go
on.”           


           
“You know.  Don’t be a dick.”   


           
“What, ‘clip’ Ivan Lego?  ‘Whack’ him?  ‘Smoke’
him?  ‘Take him down’?”


           
“Fenton.”  Did he imagine it, or was there a warning-shot of
seriousness in her tone here, as if he’d crossed a line and was
being politely shown the way back?  


           
“Why would you call an ‘emergency meeting,’” he asked her, “to call
something off?”


           
She shrugged.  “How should I know?  Want me to ask
him?”


           
With an impudent smile she lowered her lips to the straw again, and
let her amused eyes swivel upward to savour his response.  He
gave her what she wanted, the required smile of submission. 
So here he was again, at the same old dead end.  What a
devilishly fine line you walked, trying to make a girl see that her
boyfriend was a terrorist!  There was only so far you could
push your claims before you wound up here, at the jocular or
genuine threat to bring the boyfriend in.  On the other hand,
the more you soft-pedalled the theme, the more you let her think it
was all one big joke, the more useless it became as a tool of
denigration.  But what else could he do?  He could hardly
tell her about Warren, could he?  The bomb in the sports bag,
the backyard munitions lab, the looming deadline for
delivery … It would be madness to tell her that much truth, to
admit her to that level of reality.  If he did that, things
would never be the same again.  It was like having a nuclear
device and knowing you could never use it. 


           
“Anyway,” he boldly said, “we don’t always have to talk about
terrorism, do we?”


           
“So what should we talk about then?” She briefly looked at him,
then lowered her attention to the dregs of her drink.  She
aimed the straw at some lingering froth.  She applied some
cursory suction.   
        


           
“Can I get you another one?” he asked her, his hand moving spryly
to his wallet.    


           
“Nah.  Anyway, I’ve got to go in a sec.”  She rolled and
tilted her glass, looking to free a weathered blob of ice-cream
that was wedged at the bottom.  She said, “I wonder what Gus’d
say if he knew you were buying me all these drinks!  He’d
probably think we were having an affair!”


           
She said it as though the idea were self-evidently laughable – as
though he were a well-known eunuch or homosexual, or her brother,
or a hundred and ten years old.  What went on in her head when
she said things like that?  Or ever?   
      


           
Fenton said, “I had this dream – ”


           
“They should give you a spoon with these, shouldn’t they?” 
She jabbed at the ice cream with her straw.  She stole a quick
glance up at the wall-clock.  “How else am I meant to get this
out?”


           
He said, “I think I had a dream about you last night.” 


           
“Really?” (Still prodding at that pesky blob.)  “That’s
weird.  You hardly know me.”


           
“I wouldn’t say that.”

           
“Gus never has dreams, you know that?  He says it’s because
he’s too busy appearing in everyone else’s!”  She glanced up
at Fenton’s unamused face.  “What?  You don’t think
that’s funny?”


           
“I suppose I find it hard to laugh,” he said, “with his death plot
hanging over me.”


           
“Well,” she smiled, “if you want me to have a word with him …
”  She was jabbing at that fucking ice-cream again. 
  


           
“I wouldn’t say I ‘hardly know you,’” Fenton reiterated,
doggedly.  “I think of you – well, I’m starting to think of
you” (she stole another glance up at the clock) “as a good
friend.  I look forward – ” (she looked candidly down at the
carpet to establish the whereabouts of her bag) “I look forward to
these talks of ours.  As unsavoury,” he limply concluded, “as
the subject matter sometimes is.”

But she was already shifting her chair back, and didn’t seem to
feel called-on to reply.  With an air of having already half
gone to wherever else it was she had to be, she grabbed her glass
and made one final, no-nonsense assault on the chunk of ice-cream,
tilting the vessel all the way back and allowing the elusive blob
to slide gently down the glass’s inner flank and arrive roundly in
her mouth.  Fenton watched in silence.  He observed the
movements of her complicated throat.  And he knew with bracing
certainty that there was nothing, absolutely nothing, he wouldn’t
do to have her.  He didn’t just want her more than everything
else.  He didn’t want anything else at all.  There
wasn’t anything else.  He sincerely hoped, therefore,
that it would never come down to a straight choice between her and
Ivan Lego.  Because if it did, Ivan Lego was finished. 
Ivan Lego was finished, and so was Fenton.  It was good to
know this.  It was good to have this cleared up. 


           
She was fully into the dance of departure now, scooping up her bag,
leaving her chair, smoothly reascending to her full height. 
Then, abruptly, she stuck out her right hand.  She said:
“Let’s bet on it.  Come on.  I say he’s going to call the
whole thing off at this thing.  At this meeting.  Five
bucks, I’ll bet you.  Come on, Fenton.  Put your money
where your mouth is, pal.”  


           
Her eyes were smiling.  How could objects be so dark and yet
at the same time so shiny?  And here was her hand in front of
him, waiting to be shaken.  Patently, this was the moment to
come absolutely clean.  To tell her that Operation Lego wasn’t
the sort of thing they should be making frivolous wagers
about.  To tell her it had all gone way past that now. 
To tell her about the looming deadline.  To tell her about
Warren in his backyard lab, making this bomb that might well turn
out to be real.  To make her see that this was no longer a
laughing matter, if indeed it ever had been.  Yes, it would be
an act of gross irresponsibility to shake her hand now, and let her
keep thinking everything was still okay.  If he did that, he
would be setting his course irrecoverably towards disaster.


           
Then again, it would be awfully nice to touch her palm.


           
He touched it.  


           
“You’re on,” he said. 

One of these days he really had to track down that quote, the
one by that long-dead Frenchman, the one about how being in love
gave you license to behave like a tool.    

 










Chapter 16


“So let me get this straight.  These death threats –
they’re not coming from us then?”


           
“Use your head, Smithy,” Gus said tiredly.  “Use a bit of grey
matter.  Do I look like I sent the fuckers?  Do
I look happy about it mate?  Why would we want to send death
threats to him?  Why would I want to nullify weeks of patient
spadework by bloody tipping the prick off now?” 


           
A long and uneasy silence.  Gus sucked once more on his huge
and unprecedented cigar.  The glass of his drained schooner
was cobwebbed internally with shreds of dried foam. 


           
“So who did send them?” said Blue, after a while.   
          


           
“That’s the question, Bluey.”  Gus squinted at them solemnly
through the rank smoke haze.  He plucked a sliver of something
brown from his displeased tongue.  “That’s the
question.”   


           
The emergency meeting.  Three-twenty p.m., the Union Bar, the
Maoists’ usual table.  Recently Gus had taken to calling this
the “Situation Room,” even though it was a table rather than a
room.  Or did he mean that the bar was the Situation
Room?  Right now, with the afterburn of her handshake still
tingling on his palm, Fenton had more fundamental questions to
ponder.  For example: her touch, and the way she’d looked at
him while bestowing it.  Why on earth would she have looked at
him like that if he didn’t stand a chance?  On the other hand:
if he did, then why on earth did she look at him the way she looked
at him the rest of the time, as if he were blocking her view of
something else she wanted to look at more, although still not
necessarily very much.  As if he existed only as some kind of
chart or table that she could periodically glance at in order to
remind herself of the relative merits of Gus.  Where the hell
did he stand with her?  His inability to answer this question
deepened with each new encounter.  Was he gaining ground or
losing it?  Or was he still more or less where he had
started?  If so, where was that?  Was he incredibly close
or incredibly far away?  Was he doing well enough yet to stop
hating Gus and start pitying him instead?  He kept getting
this strange impulse to feel sorry for the big man, to share his
pain over these constant impediments to his terror plot.  Was
this impulse right or wrong?  Could he afford to start viewing
Gus’s travails with magnanimity now, from the glorious standpoint
of erotic victory? 


           
He thought not.   


           
And here was something else to ponder: where was Warren?  Why
was the chair of the munitions guru empty, for the first time
ever?  Was it paranoid nonsense to fear he might actually be
working on the bomb right now, bent over some wire-strewn bench in
his backyard lab?  Or was it well-founded nonsense, nonsense
that would soon get hideously borne out by the facts?  Fenton
ached to know the answer, but feared to ask the question. 
He’d just have to wait till the information came out
naturally.      


           
“My suspicion,” Gus was thoughtfully saying, “is that
they’re coming from the Anarchists.  This caper reeks
of their amateur-hour tomfoolery.  This’d be them in a
nutshell – gallivanting round with their scissors and glue sticks,
thinking they’re up to something radical.  And meanwhile
fucking up a proper bloody operation in the process. 
Strokers!  Geese!  I swear to God, sometimes I reckon the
Anarchist manifesto is specifically framed round the goal of
fucking up my life.”


           
Fenton said: “So we’re snookered then.”  He made his face
display bitter disappointment.  “We’re back to square
one.” 


           
“Oh fuck no.”  Gus frowned at him.  He dispensed a puck
of ash from his wicked cigar.  “Why would I call an emergency
meeting to announce that?  No mate, we’re going in
tonight.”


           
Around now Fenton’s palm stopped tingling. 


           
“It’s bold Fent, I know.  And I dare say it runs counter to
your perfectionist instincts.  But we’ve got no choice
mate.  This death threat situation, it changes
everything.  The clock’s ticking now.  The time for
dicking around is very much in the past.”


           
“Gus,” Fenton said, “I hear that.  But let’s think this
through.”  He respectfully steepled his palms.  “These
threats, I don’t like them.  I don’t like the way they
smell.  Maybe we should wait and see how they play out. 
Just sit tight for a while till they blow over.”


           
“But who’s to say they will blow over, Fent?  This is
precisely what’s worrying me.  The Anarchists are incompetent
gimps, I’ll grant you that.  But who knows what their ultimate
game plan is here?  Who’s to say they won’t turn round one day
and actually try and do the bloke?  And who’s to say
that day won’t be tomorrow mate?  Or today?  Call me
paranoid, Fent, but this is the idea that’s haunting me.  I
refuse to just sit back and watch while this bunch of abject bloody
jokers takes out our target.  Could you live with that
mate?  Cause I sure as hell couldn’t.  It’d be like
watching some other bloke walk in and root your girlfriend.  I
can’t put it more starkly than that.  And it’s not just the
Anarchists I’m scared of, not any more.  Lego’s getting more
famous by the day.  And you know what that means.  It
means every sicko and mental deviate in the world has suddenly got
a solid-gold motive to waste him.  Every quiet loner with a
grievance against society.  The longer we pussyfoot around,
the more freaks there’s going to be joining the queue.  No
mate, it’s got to be tonight.  We’ve worked our rings off on
this thing.  I’m rooted if I’ll let us come out of it
empty-handed.  Just think, Fent, just think of what we are if
we don’t do this.  We’re nothing.  We’re a joke. 
We’re just a pathetic bunch of nobodies who sit on our arses
talking about stuff we never actually do.  Call me a
pessimist, but these are my demons mate.  These are the very
personal demons I’ve been wrestling with.”


           
“Gus, I want this thing as badly as you do,” Fenton stressed. 
“You know that.  But let’s not be rash here.  As you say,
we’ve put a lot of work into this thing.  Months of
planning.  Or … weeks, anyway.”  He swivelled
inclusively to his left and right as he spoke, trying to make the
other Maoists feel part of the debate.  They looked back at
him with blank eyes and open mouths, like a row of trout displayed
on ice.  “These threats,” he went on, “they’re a setback,
sure.  But let’s not,” he soberly counselled, “let them panic
us into moving prematurely.” 


           
“I hear what you’re saying, Fent,” Gus open-mindedly said. 
“And it’s cogent.  But ask yourself, how much more planning do
we really need to do here?  This is a bombing mate, not a
royal wedding.  In every practical sense, we’re ready to rock
and roll.  All we’ve really got to do is shift the hardware
onto campus and get it into the guy’s building.  I’m talking
about a five minute operation, tops.” 


           
Fenton looked back at the stolid lunatic through the pall of
hanging smoke.  Why, incidentally, was the fat fool smoking a
cigar?  He’d never smoked one before.  Was it meant to
symbolise something about his leadership, perhaps?  Were its
length and rigidity trying to tell him something? 

“The hardware,” he said.  “Are you saying …”  He could
scarcely bring himself to complete the question.  “Are you
saying it’s ready?  It’s finished?”  If there was a
finished bomb, he told himself, he was going straight to her. 
It was as simple as that. 


           
“Practically, Fent, practically.”


           
“Practically?”

           
“It’s in good hands, Fent.  Let’s just say that.”


           
“In Warren’s hands, you mean?”


           
“Exactly.”

           
“He’s still working on it then?” 


           
“He’s taking care of it as we speak, mate.”


           
“So it isn’t finished, then?”


           
“Steady on, Fent.  Jesus.  A minute ago you were looking
to put the brakes on.  Now you can’t wait to get your hands on
the gear!”


           
“I’m just trying to establish whether or not we’ve got a live bomb
yet.  It seems like an important point.”


           
“I’ll put it this way, Fent.  I’ve given the bloke a new
deadline, and I’m confident he’ll respect
it.”       


           
“With a fully working bomb?  With a bomb that’ll definitely
explode?”


           
Gus frowned.  “Wouldn’t be much of a bomb if it didn’t,
Fent.”   

“But does he even know how to make one?”


           
Gus didn’t even seem to like the cigar.  He kept
removing it from his mouth and subjecting it to close inspection,
as if to confirm that it hadn’t mutated, since the last time he’d
looked at it, into a fuming cylinder of dogshit.  Now he
looked from the cigar to Fenton and said:


           
“What are you driving at, Fent?”


           
“I’m just wondering, what makes you so confident he knows what he’s
doing?  Has he been doing tests or something?”


           
“Fent, are you going mad mate, or what?  You can’t ‘test’ a
bomb.  It’s not like a mouse trap.  Once you blow it up,
it’s gone.” 


           
“Yes but you can test other bombs, Gus.  You can make
trial ones and blow them up.”     


           
“Look,” Gus said amicably, “if you’re worried about the level of
his competence, believe me I used to share the same fears
myself.  Get this.  About a week back,” he recalled with
an indulgent smile, “I asked him if he’d made any headway on
plastic explosives yet.  And he’s replied – you’ll love this –
he’s replied that he’d prefer to move straight onto real
ones!”  He chuckled richly at the memory.


           
“But now?” Fenton said.


           
“But now,” Gus replied, “he’s really knuckled
down.”   


           
“And what?  Has he been getting tangible results?”


           
“My word he’s getting tangible results.  This lab of his –
actually it’s his old man’s shed, but anyway – apparently he’s got
the whole fucking joint just strewn with batteries and
vices and wires and stuff.”


           
“Apparently?”


           
“The way he tells it, yeah.”


           
“You haven’t even been there?”


           
“Jesus Fent – you don’t seriously reckon I’d go round to the
deathtrap!”  Once again Gus chuckled, with undiminished
affection.  “Ah Fent, what did we ever do without you,
mate?  That inquiring bloody mind of yours – it never stops
ticking, does it?  But with all due respect, this is exactly
the reason you’d never make a good head honcho.  You worry too
much mate.  You dwell too much on the minutia.  You’ve
got to look more at the big picture.”


           
“So when you say Warren’s taking care of it,” Fenton summarised,
“all you really mean is, he says he’s taking care of
it.”  By now he had given up all hope of acquiring any hard
information about Warren’s capacity to produce a functioning
bomb.  He simply wanted to explore, in a spirit of horrified
fascination, the general question of just how nuts Gus was, to map
the great dark continent of his derangement. 

“What’s your point?” Gus asked.


           
“That maybe he’s just saying he’s taking care of it
because he’s scared of letting you down, Gus.”


           
“Fent, if he’s scared of letting me down, he’ll be bloody sure to
deliver me a viable package at midnight, won’t he?” 


           
And here Gus slapped the table as if the argument was over. 
Getting laboriously to his feet, he waded around to the area behind
Fenton’s chair, and laid his hands on the muscles of Fenton’s
shoulders, and began subjecting them to a vigorous heterosexual
massage.


           
“You’re so tense, Fent!  Let it go,
mate.  Take the leap of faith.  Trust me, in a matter of
hours we’ll be planting the gear.  Savour the moment,
mate.  Suck it in.  Relish the build-up.” 


           
“Well anyway, it can’t be tonight,” Fenton said gruffly. 
“I’ve already got plans.”


           
“I’d hardly call a threesome a ‘plan’, Fent,” Gus chortled,
continuing the massage.  “Well okay, maybe I would.  But
you can have one any night of the week, you greedy bastard. 
Which reminds me, comrades – as of right now, I’m putting a total
sex ban in force.  And I very much include wanking in
that.  It’s like the eve of the grand final – we’ve got to
conserve them vital energies.  Me included.  I’ve already
told Charmers I’ll be out of commission tonight.  Told her I’m
going ten-pin bowling.  Fent, you’ve gone all tense
again.” 


           
“Yeah well something’s just occurred to me.  If we kill him
now–”


           
“Whoa there, Fent.  Could we stick with the term
‘liquidate’?  Or ‘eliminate’?  The word ‘kill’ – it tends
to put us down on a par with blokes like Neville Aggot.”


           
“And we can’t have that,” Fenton said tartly.


           
“Exactly, Fent.  Exactly.  A diseased little monkey like
Aggot, there’s no rhyme or reason to the kind of stuff he gets up
to.  The guy’s sick.  He’s a fruit loop mate.  An
operation like this” – he worked the muscles near Fenton’s spine –
“let’s face it, this has got levels a fucked-up little deviationist
like that could never even dream of.  But anyhow: you were
saying?”


           
“That if we do it now, while the Anarchists are sending him all
these death threats, aren’t the Anarchists going to get all the
credit?”  


           
“Again, Fent, a valid point.  But I’ve thought this
through.  And the fact is, we know the threats are
coming from the Anarchists.  Or we think it.  But we only
think it cause we know they’re not coming from us.  And of
course nobody else knows that.  As far as the general
public’s concerned, these threats are anonymous, aren’t they? 
The credit’s not going to go to anyone.”


           
“Including us,” Fenton returned smoothly.  “We won’t get it
either.  So we’ll have the absurd situation where we go to all
the trouble of killing the guy – ”


           
“Liquidating him, Fent.”


           
“All right, ‘liquidating’ him.  We go to all that trouble and
we get absolutely nothing out of it.  Credit-wise we won’t be
any better off than the Anarchists.  Or anyone else for that
matter.  Why should we risk life imprisonment for that? 
Shouldn’t we at least send him a few threats of our own
first?  Something specifically Maoist?”


           
“First of all, Fent,” Gus said, winding up the massage and plodding
thoughtfully back to his chair, “I strongly quibble with
the idea we’d be looking at life imprisonment.  You keep
forgetting the clinical nature of what we’re up to here.  This
is a planned hit we’re talking about.  This is a
surgical, well-thought-out thing.  This is light years away
from the sort of random, pointless slaying that people get life
sentences for.  Don’t get me wrong.  I still hope to
Christ we won’t get caught.  But if we do, we’ll be looking at
a slap on the wrist, believe me.”


           
“What?”


           
Gus held up a traffic-stopper’s palm.  “But to get to your
other point.  You’re right, of course.  In an ideal world
we would get a few Maoist threats out there in
advance.  Out into the marketplace.  But I think you’d
have to agree, Fent, time’s pretty much passed us by on that. 
There’s no way we can mount a coherent threat campaign by
tonight.  We’ve already missed the post, if that’s what you’re
suggesting.” 


           
“I’m suggesting,” Fenton clarified, “that we not do it
tonight.  I’m suggesting putting tonight off till we
can get a few threats out there.  Just for a couple
of days.  Maybe a week.  Plus that’ll give Warren more
time to finish the bomb.”  Yes, and then Fenton would be faced
with this selfsame nightmare again in a week’s time.  Which
would be bad, but still a lot better than facing it
now.   


           
But Gus was firmly shaking his head.  “Fuck that, Fent. 
We’re going in tonight, I’m adamant about that.  If claming
credit’s all you’re worried about, we can always do that with a
simple phone call afterwards.  Why waste a couple of days when
we can let our fingers do the walking mate?”


           
Fenton answered with a peevish shrug, as though anything he said
was bound to be given short shrift anyway.


           
“Aw Fent mate.”  Gus looked at him with a rush of
genuine concern.  “Don’t be like that.  I relish your
input, mate.  I really do.  You’re always thinking, and
that’s a quality I dead-set respect.  But this thing,
it’s … it’s just got to happen tonight.”  He helplessly
spread his hands, as though changing this deadline were utterly
beyond his power.  “It’s not ideal, I know that.  I never
said it was.  But remember, I never asked for this fucking
death threat thing.  Fate bloody thrust it on me, and I’m
doing my level best to get my head around it and come up with some
sort of credible response.  That’s what leadership’s all
about.  If it seems like I’m pissing on everything you say,
mate, I can only assure you, that’s not my intention.  Hey
Fent?”  His tone grew softer here, more conciliatory. 
“Listen.  Tomorrow night, when this thing’s all over, we’re
going to have a huge night out on the piss.  All of us,
mate.  My shout.  You can’t fairer than that.  I’m
talking about a huge Chinese feed – Yum Cha, steaming face towels,
flaming plates of pork, the lot.  And then we’ll culminate the
night round at one of them nightclubs where the strippers smoke
cigarettes with their vaginas.” 


           
Gus sketched out this disgraceful plan of action with a serene and
masterful grin, confident that it would make everything all
right.  And sure enough the other Maoists greeted it with
various hoots and howls of unqualified approval.  Fenton, on
the other hand, found the proposal a seriously disturbing one, on
several levels.  Until this moment he hadn’t known that such a
method of smoking was physically possible, let alone marketable as
a form of entertainment.  And yet none of the other Maoists
seemed at all surprised to hear about it.  To judge from their
responses, the practice was broadly known of, indeed went on pretty
much all the time.  Was he really so naive, so out of
touch?  And if he was naive on this point, what other points
might he also be naive on?  What else didn’t he know about
that everyone else did?  How many other things went on all the
time without his knowing about them?  It occurred to him that
maybe he was the mad one here.  Maybe conspiracies like this
one went on all the time too.  Maybe it was backward of him
not to know that, and rather old-fashioned of him to be so
concerned.    


           
Gus took a satisfied pull on his foul cigar.  And then, eager
to capitalise on the groundswell of positive feedback, he said:
“All we need now is a volunteer to plant it.”


           
Fenton watched the merriment of the junior Maoists melt away around
him, and turn to awkward silence.  Well, here it was. 
He’d always known, in theory, that it would come: the moment when
his watery brand of passive resistance would no longer do. 
The moment at which it was simply no longer possible to keep
pretending he wasn’t in serious trouble.  But it had arrived
so suddenly.  He’d always imagined he would have a lot more
time, a long and uncluttered future in which he could lay
out all the rock-solid arguments against Operation Lego at his
leisure, and make sanity prevail without ever having to seriously
put himself out.  But suddenly here it was.  Here was Gus
calling for a midnight volunteer to plant this bomb that might very
well turn out (although Warren was – and this fact had to
be remembered, and clung to, and cherished – an absolute moron) to
be real.  Here was the moment when the tide of events would
pass, perhaps, out of his supervision for good. 


           
Unless of course he volunteered to plant the bomb
himself. 


           
And he didn’t want to do that. 


           
But didn’t that probably mean it was the right thing to do?


           
Gus waited, with diminishing bonhomie.  Then he turned to
Blue, in an abrupt and to-the-point fashion that brought a look of
queasy panic to the face of that gingery
Maoist.     


           
“Blue mate.  How would you feel about putting your hand
up?”


           
Blue redirected his gaze to the ceiling.  He rubbed his chin,
in poor imitation of a man giving a question some serious
thought.     


           
Gus added: “It’s really a no-risk procedure, provided you know what
you’re doing.”


           
“I don’t think I would know what I was doing,” Blue
replied.


           
“Smithy?” Gus said, dismissing Blue from the equation with a
disgusted wave of the hand. 


           
But Smithy proved to be bent double, attending to a
fiendish-looking itch in the region of his ankle.  “Why don’t
you ask Wozz?” his voice floated up from below the
table.   


           
“As if I’d risk sending our explosives expert in there!” Gus
indignantly said. 


           
“I thought you said it was no risk,” Smithy’s voice came back.


           
“Col?” 
           


           
But Col was immersed in a fascinated study of one of his
fingernails.  


           
“For Christ’s sake you deadshits!”  In hurt bafflement Gus
moved his eyes around the table.  Sooner or later he was going
to look at Fenton, and Fenton still didn’t know how he was going to
handle that.  “I suppose you want me to plant the bloody thing
myself?” 

As disillusioned as he was, Gus still spoke as if this
suggestion were plainly preposterous, and bound to meet with a
typhoon of objections.  Instead it met with a silence so deep
that one could quite distinctly hear, from a remote pool table, a
male voice declaring an intention to put the nine into the corner
pocket.   


           
“Because I will, you know,” he went on, his voice beginning to
crack and creak with emotion.  “If that’s what it comes to, I
will.”


           
More silence. 

And now, finally, Gus did look at Fenton.  Straight at
him.  His great dark eyeballs were spiked with hot
tears. 


           
“Et tu, Fent?” he said, horribly. 


           
Fenton looked back into the wounded eyes.  He pictured the big
man trying to plant the bomb himself, and failing, and dying. 
He pictured going to the funeral, and opening his arms to embrace
her, moving in for the frontal hug – and getting a slap in the face
instead, if not an outright bullet of spit.  Then he pictured
Gus planting the thing successfully, blowing Lego into the next
world as per plan – and pictured how she’d find a way of believing
that he, Fenton, was infinitely more to blame for that than Gus
was.  It would offend the laws of logic, but she would find a
way.  He pictured Gus doing stir, with her on the outside
waiting for him, keeping the flame alive, the flame only fortified
by lack of daily exposure to what he was really like.  Then he
pictured Gus taking a premature bomb blast but not quite dying,
surviving the incident as an extensively maimed freak, getting
spoonfed his every meal by her and read to by her at nights, a
twisted monster, pink and lumpy and utterly hairless.  And he
pictured spending the rest of his own days feeling like the exact
moral equivalent. 


           
Then he pictured planting the bomb himself: at the bottom of the
university lake. 


           
Anyway, he reminded himself, the thing would be made by
Warren.  Almost certainly it would be a dud. 
  


           
“I’ll do it,” he said.   

 

 

 


           
“So it worked then?”


           
“Yeah.”


           
“You just told him you weren’t interested in that sort of thing
…”


           
“And that was it.  He scrapped it.  The whole plan.”


           
“I told you so, didn’t I?”


           
“You were right, I was wrong.”


           
“I know him so well, don’t I?”


           
“Like the back of your hand.”


           
“So that’s why he’s going ten-pin bowling tonight! 
So he can celebrate that it’s all over.”


           
“Something like that.”

           
“I’m so happy!  It’s going to be just like old times
again.  I’ll be allowed to come to the meetings again. 
And Gussy won’t be moping round all the time with all this stuff on
his mind.”


           
“This ‘stuff’?  I don’t want to revive an old argument, but
this ‘stuff’ did come out of his mind in the first
place.  Let’s not forget that.”


           
“ … You realise you owe me five bucks now, Fenton?  For that
bet.  But I guess you did buy me all those
coffees.  So I guess I’ll let you off.  I’d say we
finished up about even.” 


           
“Finished up?”


           
“Well, now this thing’s over … I mean, I guess I’ll just see
you at the meetings now.  Of course we’ll have to pretend we
don’t really know each other.”


           
“Assuming it is over.”


           
“Well is it or isn’t it?”


           
“Okay.  It is.  Or it seems to be.  But I don’t see
why that should stop us having coffee.  Now and then.”


           
“You seem a little out of it this afternoon, Fenton.  You
should be happy about this.  Aren’t you happy?”


           
“I guess I still find it all a bit odd.  The way none of it
ever really seemed to bother you.”


           
“Oh not that again.”


           
“But just in general.  The whole thing.  The whole you
and Gus thing.  It does seem a little … strange, to the
outside eye.  You do seem an odd couple.”


           
“In what way?”

            “I
don’t know.  I mean – you.  You’re sort of … ”


           
“Sort of what?”


           
“I don’t know.  Sort of classy.”


           
“Classy!”


           
“Whereas Gus … ”


           
“Whereas Gus what?”


           
“Well … you know what he’s like.  Surely I don’t have to
say it.”


           
“No, come on.  What is he like?”


           
“I don’t know.  He’s the kind of guy who … Oh don’t
worry.”


           
“No: the kind of guy who what?”


           
“I don’t know, the kind of guy who goes to places where women …
smoke cigarettes with … you know, with their …
” 


           
“Oh yuck, Fenton!  That’s disgusting!”


           
“Well, he’s the one who goes there.”


           
“What makes you think I want to know that?”


           
“I don’t know.  I’m sorry I mentioned it.” 


           
“Now, tonight.  Don’t you be too hard on my Gussy, will
you?”


           
“Tonight?”


           
“At ten-pin bowling.  You go easy on him, Fenton.  Make
sure he comes home in a good mood.  You’ll do that for me,
won’t you?”


           
“I’ll see what I can do.”

 

 

Sometimes he wondered if he did these things out of weakness, or
out of a strange kind of strength. 


           
Sometimes he wondered if they revealed a serious flaw in his
character.


           
Sometimes he wondered if they revealed all that his character
really was.  

 

 

So here he was, on a dark and empty street in the dead of night,
trying hard not to look like a man waiting to take delivery of a
live bomb.  But that was what he was, and it was getting less
and less possible to look like anything else.  What other type
of person would want to stand on a dark and empty street in the
dead of night?  What other type of person would find it
necessary to look so often at his watch?


           
It was one forty-five a.m.  He paced and loitered, shrouded in
his own steam.  A broken streetlight across the road winked on
and off.  Dark things stood behind the shop windows: a rack of
clothes, drained of all colour; a butcher’s tray devoid of meat;
bargain bins that came in from the footpaths by night; a row of
three barber’s chairs, left at three different angles.  The
air was vaguely moist and vaguely moonlit.  It put him in mind
of a fridge at midnight, the wedge of chilled light that spills
over you as you stand there on the lino under your own hulking
shadow, not for a moment relishing how fundamentally good it is to
be standing barefoot in front of your fridge instead of standing
out on a dark and empty street somewhere, a long way from home,
wondering if a bomb fashioned by a first-time bomb-maker and known
cretin will still blow up after you sink it to the bottom of a deep
body of water, assuming it hasn’t blown up in your face on the way
there.       


           
The wind came up again.  A block away something metallic
scuttered rapidly across some bitumen, then trundled into
silence.  Gus had been meant to get here at one, in the van,
with the gear.  And now it was one forty-five.  How long
were you meant to wait around in cases like this?  An
hour?  Two?  He shivered, and sent out another
speech-balloon of head-vapour.  He wished she could see him
out here, doing what he was doing.  Given that he had to be
out here, he wished she could see it.  He paced up and down
along the shopfronts till the echo of his footsteps began to sound
too criminal.  Then he stood still for a while.  When
that began to feel too criminal too, he went back to pacing up and
down.  He checked his watch again to persuade himself that
time was still moving forward.  He looked back up at the pale
sky.  It was more grey than black.  Paler smudges where
the clouds were.  But still no rain.  The parts of the
early evening he hadn’t spent defecating in terror he had spent
looking at the weather forecasts, checking the odds of a
rain-affected operation.  The odds had appeared good. 
Rain periods, said one report.  Rain periods developing, said
another.  Showers possible, said a third.  Rain, said a
blunt fourth.  But now, opening both palms towards the sky, he
remarked the continuing failure of these things to occur.  Or
develop.  Or seem possible.  Anyway, what was the point
in hoping for them?  A bit of drizzle was hardly likely to
worry Gus.  Rain delays were strictly for the sane. 


           
The winking streetlight hummed and clicked across the road.  A
dog let out a volley of yaps somewhere.  So how long was he
meant to wait around?  An hour?  Ninety minutes?  It
was one forty-nine now.  A lesser man would have gone home
twenty minutes ago.  An even lesser man than that wouldn’t
have turned up in the first place.  But here he was.  And
he had to stay.  He knew that.  If Gus turned up and
found him gone, there was every chance the crazy bastard would
proceed to campus and plant the gear himself.  And that could
not be permitted.  That could not be allowed.  He would
stay here till dawn if that was what it took to prevent it. 
If that was what it took to get the gear safely out of Gus’s
possession, and get some quality time alone with it, and get it
deep deep down into the bosom of the lake. 


           
And if Gus should decide to accompany him to the planting site, in
a last-minute fit of zeal …  ?  
        


           
Some things were best not thought
about.     


           
His eyes went nervously back to the phone booth on the
corner.  He flexed his leaden limbs.  Where was the famed
adrenaline that was meant to pump through your veins at times like
this?  Where was it?  His veins were lifeless,
torpid.  His blood sat thickly in them like dough.  His
body felt flaccid and old.  Resigned.  Comprehensively
unready for what lay ahead.  He had to keep fighting this odd
sensation that he wasn’t really here.  Because this wasn’t the
sort of thing he did, was it?  This was the sort of thing
other people did.  It followed – did it not? – that he
couldn’t be here …


           
But he was.  He tried to reconstruct the chain of events that
had brought him here.  To this street at this hour, waiting
for what he was waiting for.  But all he saw was a blur – a
blur with her at the centre of it.  In the end, that was about
all you could usefully say: he was here because of her.  She
was the object on which his life had snagged and unravelled like a
garment caught on a nail.  And now it could scarcely be
recognized as his life any more.  It was just a loose heap of
yarn.  Not that his life before her had been especially
coherent or enjoyable.  But at least it had taken place within
the confines of the law.  Also, it had called for a lot less
standing around outdoors in the middle of the night.  Being a
Maoist had now required him to do this twice.  He vowed that
this time would be the last.  Whatever else tonight should
bring, he was adamant about that.  


           
Another surge of wind, rattling things in the distance.  How
did the wind know it was night?  He blew on his numb
fingertips.  He stamped his feet.  Odd that in a
situation like this you could still be bothered by the cold. 
And by other small things.  He was getting hungry.  His
sphincter, moreover, was in a state of grave discomfort.  But
above all he was cold.  He had worn no coat or jacket. 
Just his standard Maoist outfit, jeans and T-shirt and jumper and
desert boots.  Leaving home, he’d believed he would have far
worse things to worry about out here than the cold.  He now
found it was possible to worry about those things quite strenuously
and still feel very cold and have a very sore sphincter at the same
time.  The wool of his Maoist jumper was thin and worn. 
It wasn’t up to a night like this.  But it was a key part of
his plan to look as left-wing as possible while taking delivery of
the gear.  Looking left-wing when he took delivery of it might
go some way to offsetting the credibility damage he would do
himself by depositing it in the University lake.  Because it
was silly to pretend that this measure would go unnoticed, wasn’t
it?  When the target building failed to explode, eyebrows were
going to be raised.  Questions were going to be asked. 
He didn’t know yet how he was going to answer them.  There
were parts of his plan, to be sure, that still had to be ironed
out.  But its central element – the element where he consigned
the bomb to the watery resting place – was sound. 


           
The point was this: he was doing the right thing, and he was going
a long way out of his way to do it. 


           
In the shop windows opposite, a shifting of light occurred.  A
pair of distant white headlights settled there, took root there and
bloomed, fattening towards him like dissolving aspirins.  He
found himself actively wanting them to be Gus.  Nothing could
be worse than more waiting.  The lights grew huge in the
glass, floating forward on a wide and airy swell of sound. 
Coming to take the corner, they blurred and merged into a furious
lake of light.  And then the vehicle was here in the street,
and the lake of light was all over him.  He looked back into
it.  But already he could see it was a car, not a van, and now
it was sliding slowly straight past him and on, continuing on its
legitimate way.  Light briefly crossed the business-shirted
shoulder of the decent citizen at the wheel.  Then there was
just a shrinking set of tail-lights, moving smoothly back into the
mainstream world.     


           
So now the empty street had a thick black shape superimposed all
over it, a floating afterimage of all that light.  He wanted
the light back.  He missed its company.  He missed that
sturdy shoulder behind the vehicle’s wheel.  He had liked the
evidence it supplied that the everyday world was still turning,
only without him.  His eyes went back to the phone booth on
the corner.  That was where Gus was meant to pick him
up.  Or that was the plan.  It was getting harder with
each minute to believe it would ever happen.  It was easier to
picture just crawling into the phone booth right now and never
coming back out.  Just curling up inside and living out the
rest of his days in Spartan simplicity within those shatterproof
walls, with no space around him for things to go wrong in.  He
wasn’t cut out for this.  He just wasn’t.  How many
times, precisely, had he defecated in fear before leaving his
home?  Five?  Seven?  And the smell …
It had smelled like somebody else’s.  Trixie or Tara must
surely have entered the toilet by now, and discovered the state
he’d left it in.  And already they would be plotting their
revenge …  


           
As if that sort of thing still mattered.  


           
Someone was coming down the footpath.  Straight towards
him.  Here she came, in a dark woollen hat with tied-down
earpieces: a little old lady, walking a dog!  The dog was
small and bony, eager on a taut leash ahead of her.  The
shopfronts echoed with their trebly footsteps.  What in
Christ’s name did she think she was doing?  A little old lady,
out at this time of night!  Seeing him there, loitering near
the phone booth in his black clothes, she stiffened and slowed for
a moment.  Then she made a feisty decision to keep coming,
with a grim redoubling of speed.  Sternly averting her face,
she moved hurriedly past him.  The unflustered pooch veered
over to sniff his Maoist boots.  It was stretching the leash
rigid.  The old lady, saying nothing, tugged the animal on
with a testy yank of leather.  On a whir of tiny legs the
friendly little guy span round and trotted after her, and both of
them were
gone.         


           
Alone again, he looked at his watch.  But he had no real
desire to know the time any more.  The thing with the old lady
had left him disturbed.  Something unpleasant lingered in its
wake: the sense of an encounter botched, an opportunity
wasted.  Weren’t old people on the street meant to say “hello”
to you whether you knew them or not?  Instead the old lady had
looked at him as if he were an obvious criminal.  A hoodlum, a
vandal, a vagrant, a hooligan, a mugger, a pimp, a rapist, a
psychopath.  And he’d done nothing to put her right. 
Maybe the onus had been on him.  He really should have bent
down and patted the dog.  He should have said something to put
the old lady at her ease.  Something like “Good evening”; or,
“Cold enough for you?”  Something to demonstrate that he was
on her side, a decent mainstream fellow with nothing to hide. 
Maybe it wasn’t too late to run after her and pat the dog
now.  Maybe he could chase her down and explain the whole
thing to her.  Inform her of the impeccable reasons he had for
being out here.  Tell her how he was basically the Robin Hood
of terror, out here to impose civilized values on a world gone
mad. 


           
If he laid it all out for her like that, would she understand
it? 


           
No.  Probably not.  Because his tale was of a
distinctively modern kind, wasn’t it?  An old person might
well fail to appreciate its intricacies, its nuances, its
ambiguities, its ironies.  An old person might judge him, and
condemn him, by the crusty moral standards of a simpler age. 
Other categories of people not likely to appreciate his plight:
pedants, puritans, right-wingers, left-wingers, knee-jerk
offence-takers, writers of letters to newspapers and public
institutions, headmasters of private schools, kings of talkback
radio, the humourless, the unimaginative, old-school feminists,
new-school feminists, bigots of correctness, dead-inside academic
theorists, professional detectors of sexism, enemies of the human,
deniers of carnal verities, arseholes.  To understand his
position properly – to get it – you needed a certain
suppleness of mind.  You needed a liberal sense of the
timeless comedy of human folly and frailty.  You needed the
bawdy knockabout good cheer of an Elizabethan playwright.  You
needed a fine eye for the many shadings and gradations that
inhabited the spectrum between wrong and right …
   


           
Over in the phone booth the telephone started to ring. 


           
He went instinctively to get it.  He felt personally
responsible for its violation of the night.  He felt as though
it were a crying baby awoken by him.   


           
“Yes?”


           
“Fent?”


           
“Gus?”


           
“Yeah mate.”  The voice sounded deflated and very far
away. 

“Gus: what is it?”


           
Long silence.  Wind on the line.  How had Gus got a
public telephone to ring?  Not the time to ask.  Finally:
“It’s about Wozzer, mate.  There’s been a freak
accident.  Over at his lab.  An explosion. 
He’s … There’s no going to be any delivery, mate.  Not
tonight.”   


           
“Is he … ”  Fenton swallowed.  “Is he …
 ?”


           
“I don’t know, Fent.  I don’t know.  All I know is, he’s
in hospital.  I think minus a few of his fingers, but
the details are sketchy.  I rang up … He was running
late.  So I rang him up to put a rocket up him.  And I
got his old man instead.  And frankly, the cunt was a little
bit hot under the collar.  Seemed to think I had something to
do with it.  So he wasn’t that forthcoming on the details, was
he?  Stroppy old dick.  He’s not dead but, if that’s what
you’re thinking.  But his days of taking shorthand might be
behind him, mate.  And he’s fucking finished as our explosives
expert, you can rest assured on that.  If that sounds callous
mate, I’m in shock.  I’m also a little ripped, to tell you the
truth.  Frankly, we could all do with some rest.  You go
home, Fent.  This is a time for reflection.  A time for
contemplation.  Be with your loved ones, mate.  Hold ’em
close to you.  Life’s a precious thing.  Me, I’m over at
Charmaine’s place.  I’ve – ” 


           
“But we’re still observing the sex ban,” Fenton said.  
  


           
Gus gave a dry and bitter laugh.  “Wake up, Fent.  It’s
all over, mate.  This is a clusterfuck.  The whole
operation’s in tatters.  Oh I know, we’ll most probably pick
up the pieces.  We’ll find a way of moving forward.  But
that could take yonks mate.  And I’m damned if I’m going that
long – ”


           
“Still, we might be wise to keep it in force.”  Strange how
the relief didn’t feel nearly as good as the waiting had felt
bad. 


           
“Fent, I appreciate your professionalism.  I do.  And I
wish I could share it.  But I can’t.  Not at a time like
this.  Anyway, it’s too late.  I’ve already shattered it
mate.  Twice.  And seriously, I urge you to do the
same.  It’ll do you the world of good, believe me.  Go
home.  Have a brief lash at your best bottle of Scotch. 
Then wake up those better halves of yours and take it from
there.  You’ve had a long day, pal.  You’ve earned
it.  We can start thinking about the way forward
tomorrow.”


           
Twice? 


           
“And Fent?  You did good out there tonight, mate.  I
won’t forget that.  The way you put your hand up for this – I
can’t speak highly enough of the class of that.  That could be
you laying there in that hospital tonight, mate.  That could
just as easily be you.  And I’m going to remember that. 
Next time I’m looking for a wet worker, the job’s yours.  No
questions asked.  You’ve earned it.  You’ve cemented it
with your work out there tonight.  And there will be
a next time, Fent, make no mistake.  Okay, it most probably
won’t be a bomb.  Fact it definitely won’t be.  I think I
can say that with certainty.  But we’ll think of
something.  We’ll pick ourselves up, we’ll dust ourselves
off.  We’ll get ourselves back into the fray.  This isn’t
over, Fent.  Not by a long chalk.  Lego hasn’t heard the
last of us, you can rest assured of that.”


           
Then the line went dead, and Fenton began to wonder how he was
going to get back home.

 










Part 2









Chapter 17


On a rainy Sunday afternoon, in the dying seconds of a Staff
versus Client rugby league match at the Butterfly Lodge Enhanced
Security Custodial Environment for the Differently Sane, Neville
Claude Aggot escaped. 


           
Apart from the sour note of Aggot’s breakout it was very much the
Staff’s afternoon, with a scoreline of 56-0 attesting to the
severity of the footballing lesson administered by the Staff unit
to a Client line-up chronically short on pace and sanity. 


           
On a rain-soaked pitch, what began as a pulsating encounter quickly
degenerated into a scrappy affair, marred by poor ball control and
a number of spiteful incidents in backplay.   


           
If the Staff squad was able to rise above the greasy conditions to
produce the occasional spell of flowing league, the same could not
be said of a Client outfit which turned over far too much football
to mount any serious examination of the Staff defence.


           
Depleted by injuries to several key maniacs, the Clients were
always going to be vulnerable out wide, the Staff’s
well-credentialed backline exploiting some turnstile Client defence
early on to establish a comfortable 20-point break by the half-hour
mark.


           
Newcomer Aggot, playing only his third game in the trademark white
guernsey, displayed flashes of promise with the football in his
hands, but all too often found himself starved of quality
possession in the opposition third.


           
At times the men from the wrong side of the razor wire seemed their
own worst enemies, throwing ill-disciplined passes early in the
tackle count and squandering field position with a series of
unnecessary infringements off the ball.  


           
The clash effectively ended as a spectacle five minutes before
half-time, when the referee had no choice but to dismiss Client
skipper Darryl Shaun Lunt for an early shower, after the paranoid
journeyman involved himself in a regrettable altercation with a
group of Staff wives observing the fixture from the
sideline. 


           
With their talismanic playmaker in the sheds, the 12-man Clients
were always going to struggle, their defensive frailties all too
evident during the opening ten minutes of the second stanza, when a
rampant Staff side revelled in its numerical advantage to pile on a
quartet of unanswered tries. 


           
The versatile Aggot, slotting into the five-eighth role in Lunt’s
absence, proved a rare bastion of defensive starch for the Clients,
his aggressive ball-and-all tackling preventing what could easily
have developed into an even more emphatic final deficit.


           
The nuggetty multiple murderer also proved something of a surprise
package in attack, his foraging at the fringes of the ruck asking
constant questions of the Staff’s big men in
defence.   


           
But history will record that the volatile rookie placed a dark
cloud over the back end of proceedings with his daring
80th minute escape. 


           
The incident came very much against the run of play, with the
Clients camped deep in their own half and seemingly content to run
down the clock with a series of unambitious runs from the
play-the-ball area.    


           
But Staff-Client football is a funny game, and an obviously
fired-up Neville Aggot was about to produce a moment of inspiration
straight out of the top drawer.  Darting out of dummy-half
with an urgency that caught the Staff markers napping, the
shaven-headed danger man shimmied, shaped to kick, then scythed
through a yawning gap on the blind side with an electrifying change
of pace.


           
With the Staff defence at sixes and sevens, the flamboyant
recidivist found himself in open pastures, streaking down the wing
with only veteran fullback Clem Kirkwood to
beat.      


           
If the tough-as-teak defender appeared to have the situation
covered, the rampaging Aggot had other ideas, looping a superbly
weighted chip over the seasoned campaigner’s head, before bringing
down a premature curtain on the undiminutive non-rookie’s 90-game
career by dint of a flagrant elbow to the septum.


           
With an open tryline beckoning, Aggot regathered the footy on the
fly and crossed under the sticks to clinch would have been, had he
paused to put the ball down, a scintillating solo try. 


           
But with no let-up in his blistering speed the mercurial
mattress-stainer streaked all the way through the in-goal area,
crossed the dead-ball line, then left the field of play altogether,
at no point relinquishing possession of the
pill.   


           
Now Aggot really was in an open pasture – a bumpy,
tussocked field that sloped all the way down to the Lodge’s
perimeter.  And at this point it must be explained that
Butterfly Lodge’s football field lay outside the confines
of the immense 9,000-volt electric fence on the lone basis of which
the facility qualified for maximum security status.  To put it
another way, all that now lay between Neville Claude Aggot and the
general public were some trees, a few vegetable patches, a thin
creek, and a non-electric chain-link fence with two token strands
of barbed wire running along the top of it.  Still clutching
the pigskin, Aggot vaulted the vegetables, hurdled the creek,
sidestepped the trees, and made for a section of the chain-link
fence in which a rude, man-shaped hole had been freshly hacked,
presumably by the same person who was now sitting just outside it
in a small red car with its engine running and its passenger door
agape. 


           
By now Aggot was being vainly chased by the referee, a couple of
the Staff’s pacier backs, and a Client who wanted the ball back for
a conversion attempt. 


           
Neville Claude Aggot made use of the man-shaped hole in the
fence.  Howling something zany at the granite sky, he jumped
into the red car, and the red car accelerated away down the
road.  As it screeched out of sight, something flat and brown
flew out the passenger window.  It was the deflated remains of
the football, bearing puncture wounds consistent with the frenzied
application of a pair of
bolt-cutters.     


           
Driving the getaway vehicle was Raylene Bethany Aggot, née Sneed,
Aggot’s fat and freckly wife of three weeks.  In a heavily
guarded hospital ward the next morning, after emerging from a brief
coma, she was able to supply police with a reasonably lucid account
of the events that had immediately followed Aggot’s
escape.   


           
First Aggot had ordered her to head without delay for the nearest
patch of dense bushland.  Raylene Aggot asked him why. 
Aggot muttered something about how she’d find out when they got
there.  Nervously, then, Raylene Aggot took the road out of
town.  Multiple sirens were already audible in the
distance.  She noted uneasily that her husband’s right hand –
and here Aggot’s behaviour began to deteriorate, began to verge on
the deplorable – his right hand was down inside his football
shorts, and appeared to be fidgeting there with some
intensity. 


           
She tried making small talk.  How had his day been?  How
had the match gone?  But Aggot was in no mood for
conversation.  He seemed distant, preoccupied.  Spotting
a small child riding a bicycle on the footpath, he urged his wife
to run over it.  She declined to do so.  This seemed to
upset Aggot.  He went all quiet and surly.  He put up an
emotional wall.  He rammed an elbow into the side window,
helped himself to a thorny shiv of glass, and began moodily
self-mutilating his thigh with it.  The Aggot marriage had
entered its first, and terminal, rocky patch. 


           
And there was worse to come.  Because Raylene Aggot, back at
Butterfly Lodge, had done something rather ill-advised.  She
had kept the car’s engine running for the whole duration of the
football match, half-time included, inspired by a dim notion that
this was what proper getaway drivers were supposed to do.  And
now the needle of her fuel gauge was lying limply on the E. 
She was about to run out of petrol. 


           
With Neville in his present mood, Raylene Aggot found herself
reluctant to bring this problem to his attention.  Instead she
started trying to get them into a petrol station by devious
means.  Perhaps Aggot would like to stop and use a
restroom?  Perhaps he felt like buying some gum?  Maybe
he’d like to stop and commit a violent hold-up?  Each of these
suggestions Neville Aggot curtly rebuffed.  He just kept
repeating his cryptic demand to be in dense bushland very
soon.  So Raylene Aggot no choice but to head deeper and
deeper into the countryside, each turn taking them farther and
farther away from the kind of landscape in which one might
reasonably hope to find a fuel
stop.     


           
Suddenly, on a narrow stretch of orangey dirt road, Aggot ordered
her to stop the car.  His tone brooked no opposition. 
She pulled over.  Dropping his football shorts without
ceremony, Aggot attempted a forcible assertion of his conjugal
rights.  This, his first ever go at sexual relations with a
live human, proved a ridiculous failure.  He resolved to
murder her and then try again.  Casting about for a suitable
weapon, his hands fell on his wife’s uncommonly large
underpants.  He wrapped them around her windpipe, and
squeezed.  But the scale of her underpants – the vastness of
her smalls – saved Raylene Aggot’s life.  They were simply too
ample, too flaccid, to effect strangulation.  Aggot had to
deploy them furiously for about five minutes just to deprive her of
consciousness. 


           
When she came around, she found herself lying in a roadside
ditch.  In the middle distance, a cloud of noisy dust was
receding rather slowly up the road: her little red car, under the
inexpert pilotage of Aggot.  The engine howled at the angry
limit of first gear.  Apparently her husband didn’t know how
to use a clutch.  Dark smoke billowed from the vehicle’s
rear.  The back wipers sprang on and flapped fiercely.  A
jet of water shot backwards over the roof.  The parking lights
came on.  Finally the machine made its spastic way over the
brow of a distant hill, and Neville Claude Aggot drove erratically
but irrevocably out of her life.   


           
Raylene Aggot dragged herself up to the road’s edge and lay there
in semi-consciousness, waiting for a concerned passing motorist to
come to her aid.  Presently a brown sedan appeared, coming
down the same hill that her estranged husband had latterly
disappeared over the brow of.  She raised an arm to flag the
vehicle down – and recognised too late the leering face behind the
wheel.  It was Aggot again.  He had hijacked this second
vehicle about a mile up the road, where his wife’s car had finally
run out of petrol, and where the brown sedan’s rightful driver now
lay groggily in the dirt, with multiple contusions and a mouthful
of Raylene Aggot’s mammoth underpants.   


           
This was to be about the last detail Raylene Aggot recalled, then –
the leering face of Neville Aggot veering casually over to run her
down, to finish her off, this leering white face bearing down on
her with surreal lack of velocity, yelling something mad and
triumphant, grinning down at the crunching gearstick for one final
surge of speed …   


           
Before the sun was down, before the concussed Raylene Aggot was
even found, police had already initiated the state’s largest ever
manhunt since the last manhunt for Aggot.  A Task Force
devoted exclusively to recapturing him was formed.  It was
called Task Force Aggot.  At a hastily convened press
conference, the Head of the Task Force urged the public to remain
calm.  Beside him stood a bald mannequin dressed in clothes
identical to those Aggot had last been seen in: that is to say, a
full Client football strip, the trademark white guernsey
bespattered with simulated mud stains.  The “subject,” as the
Head of the Task Force kept calling him, should under no
circumstances be approached by any member of the public.  He
was to be considered, stressed the Head of the Task Force,
extremely dangerous.


           
But the idea of considering Aggot extremely dangerous had pretty
much occurred to the public already.  Few members of it,
moreover, had been actively brewing plans to approach him. 
There was widespread panic and confusion.  A rabid media
demanded answers.  Fingers were pointed.  A good many of
them were pointed, early on, at SNARBY.  There were
allegations that the organization must have assisted Raylene Aggot
in the planning of the escape.  There was even speculation
that elements of SNARBY’s leadership might intend to harbour the
fugitive. 

But such speculation was extremely short-lived.  It lost
momentum at some time between the hours of ten and midnight on the
night of the escape, when Neville Aggot presented himself
unannounced at the inner-city apartment of Pamela Scratch, and
smashed his way inside for an evening of non-consensual sex and
death. 


           
Fortunately for Pamela, she wasn’t there to receive him.  She
was over on campus, where an extraordinary late-night meeting of
SNARBY had been convened to work out the group’s official position
on Aggot’s escape.  This meeting was extraordinary in several
ways.  For one thing, Pamela Scratch was the only person who
turned up to it.  As such, she encountered no resistance to
her preferred course of action – which involved typing up, on
SNARBY letterhead, a delicately phrased media release flagging the
collective’s cautious approval of Aggot’s liberation. 
Pamela’s statement called the break-out “a signal triumph for
SNARBY, its leadership and the human spirit.” While the statement
reaffirmed SNARBY’s respect for “diverse moral positions”, it
pointedly stopped short of condoning “the misogyny implicit in
Neville’s actions in regard to his wife.”  The concluding
sentences of the statement ran: “To Neville personally, if he is
watching/listening/reading [note to editors: please delete
inapplicable terms] SNARBY would like to stress that for his own
safety, no way should he attempt to make face-to-face contact with
any member of SNARBY during his time at large.  It is obvious
that all senior SNARBY personnel will be under heavy police
surveillance at this time, and approaching them would definitely be
suicide.” 


           
Having despatched this document to every media outlet that had
given her its real fax number, Pamela Scratch returned to her
apartment.  There she found her front door lying flat on the
floor of her living room, afloat on a sea of broken glass and
lacerated underwear.  Slashed furniture spewed forth its inner
foam.  A raw chicken had been removed from her fridge and
sexually violated.  One of her kitchen knives was missing.


           
Swabs and prints lifted from the scene would later confirm that the
intruder had been Aggot.  But Pamela Scratch didn’t bother to
await the centrifuging of the sperm.  She knew instinctively
who the malefactor had been.  She dropped immediately and
unconditionally out of the public eye.  Her whereabouts became
a tightly guarded secret.  The Head of the Aggot Task Force
assured the public that Pamela was shaken but in good spirits; was
staying at an undisclosed location; was receiving as much
around-the-clock protection as she could feasibly be provided with,
given the obvious exigencies of staging a massive manhunt.


           
And Neville Claude Aggot?  He too seemed to have
disappeared.  The shell of the brown sedan was found the
morning after the Scratch break-in, burnt out beside a lonely
highway.  But after that the trail went ice-cold.  The
manhunt grew more intensive by the day – but the man himself seemed
to have vanished from the earth’s face.  There was no instant
one-man orgy of violent crime, no rash of unexplained
homicides.  There was no spree.  Instead there was an
utter silence, a terrible not-knowing that was far scarier,
somehow, than any string of candid murders.  At night the
streets were deserted.  Restaurant and cinema takings
declined.  People who had never before locked their front
doors fervently took up the practice.  Sales of home security
systems boomed.  Each night the TV news reported a fresh
absence of breakthrough or development.  Every morning the
papers carried artists’ impressions of what the fugitive might look
like in an array of chilling wigs and hats, or with an increasingly
thick mat of computer-generated stubble on his face and
scalp.  Parents covered their children’s eyes at the breakfast
table, and wished they had covered their own.  Raylene Aggot
appeared on a TV chat show, neckbraced, ankle-casted, multiply
contused, aiming her teary face at the camera and pleading with her
wayward spouse to “just come home.”  An Hour with Neville
Claude Aggot, the notorious television special brokered by
Pamela Scratch, was pulled from the vaults and rebroadcast in the
public interest – fleshed out, this time around, with excerpts from
the previously unaired Scratch interview, which had now acquired,
in the light of Pamela’s dramatic disappearance, a sudden
mainstream saleability.  It was eerie, with the real Pamela
Scratch in deep hiding, to see her resurrected image riding the
airwaves with such serene self-confidence, deconstructing as if
from beyond the grave the media’s baseless “othering” of this
essentially harmless man.  Cruelly intercut with her fiery
analysis were images of a more recent vintage: the man-sized hole
in the chain-link fence; a rubber-gloved detective walking in
slow-motion out of Pamela’s flat, carrying the defiled chicken in a
clear plastic bag. 


           
More days went by.  And still there was no sign of Neville
Claude Aggot.  

 

 







