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Part 1



Chapter 1

Youlunatics, Fenton Bland pretended to think, while taking afiery glance
at his watch. What the hell am | 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. Shewas 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 accur-
ate. In truth, he had nowhere better to be. In truth he found politics bor-
ing, and extreme politics extremely boring. In truth, his most passion-
ately 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 do-
ing precisely what sheOdeen 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 crossedover her other thigh. A rhombus of sunlight
fell acrossher from the window. In the hand that wasnOtpropping 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 seenhim 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.

Shewas dressed in the painfully breezy manner heOdcome to
expect. A band or ribbon of some sort held back her dark hair. A few
spirited tresseshad fought their way free of it, and hung wispily around
her earsand throat. Shewore a short white skirt he hadnOtyet dared to
look fully down at, and athin 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 sleeveswere 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 acrossthe delicate bonework on the
back of her hand.



Outside, where she stubbornly kept on looking, the University
of NN 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 seedor
pollen, and it was falling in loose flurries from the trees. This occurred
every spring. Grounds staff were clearing the stuff from the squaresand
pathways, their metal leaf-blowers glinting in the sun. Students in
sunglasseswalked through ankle-deep drifts of it, stirring the buoyant
particles back into the air. A TV cameracrew moved among them, cov-
ering the annual phenomenon for the local news.

From FentonOsoint of view, the interesting thing about this
freak of meteorology was that she was gazing intently atit. 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 cameto
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, asif blushing at its own nakedness. Her skirt fell across
them diagonally from front to back, so that the lower thigh was broaden-
ing, was well on its way to being a buttock, before the cloth could inter-
vene, her flesh slipping behind it with the casualnessof some privileged
person disappearing through a door marked StaffOnly. If FentonOgaze
dallied in this areafor an improper length of time, if it failed to make a
seemly withdrawal, he was not Bit must be stressedbone of those males
given to a cavalier objectification of female limbs. On the contrary: it
was precisely becausethey belonged to her that he found her thighs so
interesting.

The same principle applied to her breasts. These he now de-
cided to take a swift glance at, on the grounds that they couldnOtpossibly
be asgood as his last swift glance at them had seemedto indicate. Sohe
made sure shewas 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
secretagent and participate in Band if possible win Da shirtless fistfight
while she watched. He wanted to ask her what her name was, inform



her of his, and reach acrossthe long green table to trace a finger along
her bare wrist. But the chairs between them were occupied by four ex-
tensively 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 assembledthem about fifteen
minutes ago, in a manner suggesting that the start of formal proceedings
was imminent. They had then begun to play, acrossthe 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 hadnOt
asked him to move it implied that he enjoyed a position of relative seni-
ority. His beard was aslush as a bushrangerOsand harboured a fuming
pipe. The lenses of his spectacleswere 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 dis-
covered under the cushion of a couch. Balls of sweat asbig aslight 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 proceed-
ings, far from responding to her nearnessin any constructive way, had
lapsed instead into a profound state of shock. It felt as though it be-
longed 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 cheeseon them, a dog shit heOdonce 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 masswas a
large consignment of wind, but Fenton had no intention of putting this
hypothesis to the test. The situation wasnOtelped by the extreme tight-
nessof the black jeansthat 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 artistOsmpression of a straw-hatted farmer lacon-
ically raping a startled sheep.

Fenton decided to speak again, in the belief that this couldnOt
possibly make him feel any worse than he felt already. He said:

OThereOs no kind of joining-up fee then?0

Once more she didnOtlook 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: OLetOs leave that till Gus gets here.O

This was the standard response of the Maoist with glasses.
Fenton was starting to resentit. He still had no idea who Gus was, or
when he was likely to be getting here, or why he hadnOtgot here twenty
minutes ago, or why none of the Maoists seemedto care about that. He
said, with a pointed glance at his watch:

Ols he likely to be getting here soon?0

She took a moist chomp of apple.

OLetOgeave that till he gets here, shall we?Osaid 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 afilthy 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 glassesprofoundly.
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, hadnOtfor so much as a second found himself seriously entertain-
ing the proposition that they might really be a pair of sunglasses E



Pointing his head towards her again, he slowly reopened his
eyes. Shewas still staring out at the campus, at the falling of the fluff.
The cameracrew 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 atry. 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 hadnOt
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 heOdheard of things like orienteer-
ing, watercress, kabuki theatre, Cajun cookery, William Carlos Williams.
Like fellatio and death, it had always seemedto be one of those things
that happened to other people. But then, six days ago, he had seenher
thumb-tacking an orange sheetof paper to the library noticeboard. This
had proved to be a leaflet advertising the time and venue of the present
meeting. Reading it, heOddiscovered in himself an overwhelming urge
to become a Maoist b an urge as zealous, surely, asthat of any genuine
radical. So here he was: and asill as he felt, he had to admit that the
move was working. It was delivering the goods. The meeting hadnOt
even started yet, and already it had them sitting at the sametable. This
was a marked improvement on anything heOdeen able to achieve with
his previous wooing technique, which had consisted of staring at her ar-
dently across a lecture theatre, two or three times a week.

But now Bwhat was this? Bshe was uncrossing her thighs and
straightening in her seat. She appeared to be leaving.

OAnyone else read GusOsnew editorial?O 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 creasefrom her chair-edge ran acrossthe back of one
thigh.

Fenton turned in dismay to the Maoists.

OltOsintage Gus,Othe Maoist with glasseswas 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. Shewas 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 hazelike barbecues. At
one of them, the fattest pool player Fenton had ever seenwas trying,
without much successto 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.

OOTall those morons who keep claiming that CommunismOs
dead,OGhe Maoist with glasses quoted with relish, OOteply that itOs
alive, kicking, and convening every second Tuesday in the Union bar,
equidistant from the beer taps and the urinals.00

Now a barman had materialised in front of her. His hair was
pony-tailed, like arape suspectOsHe relaxed towards her on his elbows
in an attitude of monstrous presumption. He said something to her. She
laughed, or pretended to. Fenton didnOtknow which of these alternat-
ives he hated more.

OOEquidistant!O@peated the Maoist with glasses, with deep
approval.

The fattest pool player Fenton had ever seenhad just sunk his
shot, and won his game. He extended a magnanimous hand to his op-
ponent: then playfully whipped it away. Chuckling, he slapped the oth-
er guyOsshoulder. 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 seemedto be approaching the Maoiststable.
The fat pool player wasapproaching the MaoistsQtable. Now he was at
it. He circled round to her chair. With an emphatic groan he lowered
himself into it.

OMorning comrades,Ohe said, winking at the Maoists with the
air of a celebrity taking time out to meet some terminally ill fans. OHow
are we?0

The flick footballers respectfully terminated their encounter.

OMorning Gus,Osaid the Maoist with glasses,pulling shut his
newspaper. OOr, umO D reluctantly he looked at his watch D
Oafternoon.O



The fat pool player shrugged, propped his cue against the wall
behind him. OReadyto roll, are we gents?Ohe said. And then he saw
Fenton, and his face was wrenched into a look of scandalised horror.
OHoy,O he said indignantly. OWhoOthis cunt?0

* * %

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 processof 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 psychopathOsback lawn. His massively
distended T-shirt bore this slogan: If itOgreen,smokat. If it movesyootit.
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 jeanslooked to be aswide as
they were long; their rolled-up cuffs surmounted a pair of black motor-
cycle boots. He looked several years older than the average student, asif
his academic record described a long and shameful history of failures
and incompletes. His brown eyes,setfar back in the recesseof his facial
dough, continued to regard Fenton with open hostility.

The Maoist with glassespalmed the bowl of his pipe and lev-
elled its stem at Fenton. OThis,Che said, OisE O Around now it must
have occurred to him that he had never bothered to ask FentonOsiame.
He trailed off, considered his options, and feebly said: OThisis a new
recruit.O

At thesewords, GusOsittitude underwent a promising change.
His huge shoulders relaxed. He let out a whistle of relief. OThankChrist
for that! JesukO He shook his unruly head, appraising Fenton with new
affection. Ol thought you were some kind of heavy from the Student
Union, mate. | thought you were here to grill me about how we dispose
of our funding or something.O He shook his head again, still rediscover-
ing his mental poise. Oltwas your get-up that threw me, mate. Com-
rades, take a good look at this blokeOghreads. This is what a properleft-
winger looks like. | swear to God, put a beard on him, heOdlook like
more of a Maoist than me! Gus Ohe specified with sudden gravity, offer-
ing his blue-chalked palm across the table.
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OFentonBland,O Fenton countered, submitting to the brawny
grip.

OA Onewrecruit,0eh?0O Gus weighed the phrase with some fas-
cination. Suddenly he tensed. OlOnusually dead on time, by the way,0
he said, retracting his hand to make a swift gesture at the pool tables.
OlItOgust E Well, it was a crunch match, mate. You know how it is.
YouOrea man of the world Byour outfit speaksvolumes on that. Now,
what was your name again? | promise |0Il listen this time.O

Fenton said it again, wondering when heOdget another chance
to look over at the bar.

OWellFent, itOgyood to have you on board. You saw one of our
signs up, did you? | had a feeling thatOdbear fruit. And | swear to you
mate, you have made the right choice. You wonOtregret it. Whatever
you mightOveheard about us, forget it. Put it right out of your mind.
WeOrebrimming with ideas here, donOtworry about that. And always
happy to welcome a bit of new blood into the rank and file.O He turned
abruptly to the Maoist with glasses. OWozz, while | think of it, slap
down Orank and file® on that list of terms we need to use more often.O

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. OWhileweOraat it, WozzOPhe cupped the crotch of his jeans,can-
didly rectified his genitals © Owhile weOreat it, you may as well hit us
with a reminder of the whole list. Cadre, paper tiger Dthe lot.O He fa-
voured Fenton with a chummy wink. OListencarefully Fent. You never
know when one of these pearlers might come in handy.O

The Maoist with glasses cleared his throat and read:
Qmperialism,insurgent, vanguard, agitate, hotbed bodyblow,vig, cadre feas-
ible, militia, trebled®O

OAsopposed to Otripled®,Gus parenthetically explained, rais-
ing at Fenton a pudgy thumb.

CPurgeOcontinued the Maoist with glasses,Ohard-hitting,com-
mittee, bourgeoisie, wet job, half a klick PO

Olnstead of Ohalf a kilometre®,0 Gus clarified.

ORunningdog, hegemonyChineseassaultweapon,rank, file,Othe
Maoist with glasses finished up, looking deferentially back to Gus.

GusOdeard, as luxuriant as it was, couldnOtconceal a distinct
reddening of his face. ONot Orank@nd Ofile@eparatelyyou fool!O He
turned hastily to Fenton. Olgnore this bozo, Fent. You havemade the
right decision, believe me. YouOllsoon seethat. We mean businesshere.
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We get our hands dirty, mate. Unlike some of the more Ofashionable®
mobs on campus.O He thrust an open pack of cigarettes FentonOswvay.
Fenton shook his head. Gus extracted one for himself, and wedged it un-
it between his lips. OYour Anarchists, and God knows who else.
Cunts.O He thumped his many pockets for alighter. OWeearn our fund-
ing here, mate. DonOtbe fooled by the recreational vibe of the bar. We
only convene here for the coffee-houseatmosphere. WeOdonvenein the
coffee-house if there was one.O He paused. OThereOa coffee shop IOl
grant you that. But thatOsiot quite the samething. The jointOschock-full
of thesis-writing chicks with their notes spread out all over the tables
mate. Plus they donOtlet you smoke in there, so there goesyour smoke-
filled atmosphere and youOreback to square one. And come to think of
it, if a brawl erupted youOdlook a bit of goose wielding a jagged latte
mug, wouldnOt you?O

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 mo-
ment. And when shedid, shewas going to wonder why nobody, includ-
ing Fenton, had stopped Gus from taking possession of her chair.

OAll | can say is, Fent,OGus went on, having finally located his
lighter, Owemust be doing something right if we can still attract a bloke
like yourself.O

Fenton said: OActually, thereOs someone already sitting there.O

OWhatOghat mate?O Gus flicked doggedly at the lighterOs
wheel.

OThatgirl at the bar,OFenton 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 seenfit 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 away 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. Shelaughed again.
OSheOs already sitting there.O

Gus replied with a dismissive chuckle. ODonOworry about her,
Fent. ThatOsjust Charmers. Charmaine. SheOsiot really a Maoist as
such, mate. She just does the newspaper. Mao Now. You might have
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seenit. We try and get it out there about once a month or so. Or there-
abouts. You know how it is. You might have seenCol and SmithyOBhe
waved his smoky hand at the flick footballers DOhanding out copies of it
outside the refectory. Or should | say, standing there holding copies of it
silently up in the air, looking like a couple of complete drongoeswhile
everyone walks straight past them trying not to make eye contact. Of
course when | say she Odoesthe paper, Fent, itOsme that bloody writes
the thing. Shejust knocks it into shape. Dots the iOsthat type of stuff.
Bit of a computer whiz.O

OBut sheOll be coming back?0 Fenton said.

Gus gave him an odd look, asif wondering what could possibly
interest him about so minor a revolutionist. OWeOlsee, Fent,Ohe said
with a mysterious smile. OWeOll see.O

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 asread. He moved that finan-
cial statements relating to the new consignment of Student Union fund-
ing be accepted as presented. He moved each of these things very
slowly, transcribing his own words into the notepad ashe spoke. Fenton
watched him with a growing senseof unease. With her away from the
table his presencehere felt suddenly random, superfluous. With her not
here it was just him and a bunch of Maoists, him participating in a meet-
ing of Maoists. The strangenessof the exercisewas starting to strike him
in away it never had before. Furthermore, if shewasnOeven a Maoist, if
shejust did the newspaper, then arguably he had no businessbeing here
at all. He felt far too unwell to think thesethings through. He longed to
look back over at her, in order to remind himself of the fundamental
point. But he couldnOtbecauseGus was still looking right at him, study-
ing 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:

ODid one of these jokers offer you a beer Fent?0

OHangon Gus,OWarren protested, looking up in anguish from
his pad.

OThey didnOt, did they?O

QGus O Warren objected again.

OlOve warned you about that tone Wozz,0 Gus said sharply.

OButfair dinkum, Gus. ThereOsa motion before the meeting
already.O
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Gus rolled his eyesat Fenton, possibly to indicate that this was
the sort of nonsense he had to put up with every week.

QAnd one of you pricks is meant to be seconding these,OWarren
bitterly added, more or less to himself.

Gus turned authoritatively to the Maoist with red hair. OBlue.
Go and score this bloke a beer.O

The Maoist with red hair said: OFucking why me?0

At the samemoment 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.

ONo!O Gus cried.

The pen plopped to the carpet, and rolled.

For several secondsGus just stared at the site of the impact with
horror. Thenin aflurry of leather and panicked flab he was up and lean-
ing over the table, and both his hairy hands were on FentonOghest, 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. OYou
okay, Fent? You right?0 An unsavoury spume of smoke from his cigar-
ette made its way up FentonOsnose. Ol know what youOrethinking,
Fent,Ohe said with deep concern, still administering massage. OYouOre
thinking the rumour-mongers were right. YouOrethinking, OlcanOwait
till this pathetic farce is over, so | can run off and join the Anarchists.00

ONot at all,O Fenton assured him, hoping the touching of his
chestwould stop very soon. It was doing him distinct harm. He also felt
activities in the areaof his shins. This was Warren, crawling round un-
der the table to retrieve his pen.

ONo, Fent,OGus sighed. OLetObe frank.O Having given it one
final pat, he at last unhanded FentonOshest. He sank glumly back into
his chair. OThisis no time for euphemism, mate. | know what they say
about us. WeOvaill heard the smears. They say weOrea bunch of useless
clowns. They sayOP he winced: Warren was resurfacing from under the
table, holding up the biro and muttering some vague apology B Othey
say weOrea bunch of bearded fuck-ups who do nothing but sit on our
arses drinking beers.O

OWhatelse are we meant to sit on?Oasked Col hotly, or perhaps
it was Smithy.

OYeahand what else are we meant to drink?0 asked the other
one with equal indignation.
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Fenton stole a lightning glance at the bar. He saw her passing
money acrossit, or possibly receiving change. Her glass was full. Her
return was imminent.

OThepoint is,OGus firmly went on, waving these contributions
aside, OitOall bullshit. Nothing could be further from the truth. Because
the fact is, Fent, weOvegot stuff in the pipeline here. HavenOtwe boys?
The fact is, lately weOve been talking about doing something big.O

The other Maoists looked at him in a nonplussed fashion.

OSomething a bit covert,0 Gus added.

Still the other Maoists appeared confused. Fenton strongly
sensedthat Gus was working off the cuff now, making this part up ashe
went along.

OlOnalking about terrorism, Fent.O He looked Fenton intensely
in the eye. OWhich is a bit more solid, Fent, | think youOllagree, than
anything any of those other spasticsare going to offer you. The Anarch-
ists and that. Terrorism.O He pointed sternly at WarrenOsopen note-
book. OWrite it down, Wo0zz.0

Warren began to comply. Fenton dizzily watched him, still
with this strange feeling that his own presencehere was not quite fully
justified. And now things started to blur, to overlap. Gus was looking
up past FentonOsshoulder. Something he saw there was making him
lean sideways to shut the notebook, to cram its green cover down over
WarrenOsstill-moving hand and the first few letters D TERR D of what it
was trying to write. At the sametime 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.

OAnyway,O Gus said guiltily, OweOll talk about that next time.O

She halted right beside FentonOsshoulder, 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.

OTalk about what?O she finally said.

ONothing,OGus replied airily, leaning back in his chair Din 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
seemedto be making for her own chair, the chair in which Gus now sat.
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Fenton stayed on his feet and mutely kept his palm extended, in the
waning hope that she might turn around spontaneously and seeit. But
she clearly wasnOtabout to do that. She kept heading straight for her
former seat, as though sheOdentirely failed to perceive that Gus was
there. A terrible thought tried to enter FentonOsnind, 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.

Shesaton GusOgap. Shewriggled around on it to make herself
more comfortable. GusOsresponse was nonchalant. He inserted his
hand between her skirt and thigh, and slid it upward. Routinely, as
though heOddone it before, so many times before that the act rather
bored him, he rested his palm on the pale flesh up there. She didnOt
protest. On the contrary: she reached to his mouth, removed the cigar-
ette 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.

OBabe,(he said to her, Othis spruced-up firebrand here, his
nameOs FentHeOs a new recruit.O

At last her gaze fell on him. Shegave him what looked like a
knowing smile. OHi,Oshe said. The hand she wasnOplaying with GusOs
hair with gave him a girlOswave, the one where the fingers move but the
palm stays still. OlOve seen you around.O

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

Gus said decisively: OOkayboys, letO<all it a day. Big meeting
next time, to um, follow up on that, ah E O

OOnthat what?Oshe impudently asked him, while continuing
to give Fenton the knowing smile.

Gus blushed. OYeah. Well. Whatever. Anyhow, meeting ad-
journed. And once again comrade,Ohe 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), OWelcome aboard!O
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Chapter 2

By many peopleOsreckoning, including his own, Professor lvan Lego
was the most important and least penetrable theorist working at the
University of NN. 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 multiingual 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 UniversityOsreputation 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 is-
sues 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 ORadical Tardiness: A Polemical
Overview,O which was to be found in their copies of TheLegoReader Ac-
cording to that notoriously difficult paper, radicaltardiness(alternatively
known as deferredounctuality) had two not unrelated objectives: first, to
Oexecutea strategic intervention in received notions of Othereal®Oand
second, Otointerrogate the chronometric hegemony of Greenwich.O Nor
did Ivan Lego confine his transgressive tarrying to the lecture hall. He
turned up to everything six minutes late: symposia, colloquia, other
peopleOsseminars. By radically deferring his entrances by six minutes,
lvan Lego maintained, he was paradoxically able to saveother peopleOs
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 pasttwo 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 asbad as he had
ever felt without either weeping or groaning out loud. He was a
propped-up corpse, a rack of bonesfestooned with afew tattered scraps
of skin. Ninety minutes or so had passedbetween the end of the Maoist
meeting and now. He had spent the bulk of this period being
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catastrophically ill in a distant toilet block. How he had made it from
there to here, and why he had bothered, he didnOtclearly recall. Obscure
forces had made his body present itself here, asthough the exercisestill
had some point. Vague instincts had made it turn up here early, as if
that still mattered, and install itself Byes b 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 seenher let Gus do to it. How could she extend such divine priv-
ileges to those simian digits, to that primal mouth? And if shelet him do
that to her in public, what might shelet him do to her in private? What
was there left for her to let him do to her? Fenton felt, looking at her
now, awounded dogOsmpulse 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, asthough 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 si-
lence. 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. Latecomersslipped respectfully into
the nearestempty seats. lvan LegoO®eige trousers bore so crisp a crease
that from side-on they appeared to occupy only two dimensions. The re-
mainder of his outfit was also beige: his collarless shirt, buttoned priest-
style all the way to the throat; his fiercely stylish linen coat; the handker-
chief that protruded with irony from its breast pocket. In order to prob-
lematise 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 perse
Again the relevant text was to be found in The LegoReaderOlnthe dia-
lectic of paleness,where darkness hides without announcing itself, white
puts itself forward asthe site par excellencef the not-black b black itself
having already constituted itself in itself asthe irreducible epitome of the
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not-white. But if white itself is nothing less (that is to say, nothing moré
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 ap-
proachedby way of an endless interplay of the lighter hues E O

lvan LegoOpapers gave an amplified crackle ashe 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.

OThedash,Ohe began. OHow has this ostensibly neutral unit of
punctuation functioned through history? Whose interests hasit served?
Whose interests has it suppressed? What rhetorical modes, what habits
of thought, what social institutions, has it covertly nourished? What al-
ternative units of punctuation hasits privileging rendered mute? In the
ongoing subjugation of silence by language, how effectively has it func-
tioned as a tool of repression and control?0

For what it was worth, Fenton wasnOthere entirely by choice.
Until a few weeks ago, he had been contentedly enrolled in the rival
course: Undeniable Classics of Western Literature Il, run single-
handedly by a volatile and hippyish lecturer named Robert Browning.
Until afew weeks before that, so had she. Robert Browning: embittered
humanist, denimmed quoter of Montaigne and Bob Dylan, haggard up-
holder 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 Eng-
lish and History. Most of BrowningOskind 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
disciplineOsthorough commitment to equality, its rigorous opposition to
all forms of privileging and marginalisation, its refusal to endorse or per-
petuate any of those old cultural superstitions by which certain things or
classesof things had been mystically deemed to be Obetter thanO or
OpreferabletoOother things. Plainly, a man like Robert Browning had no
place in such a forward-looking department. And yet he had distaste-
fully lingered on in it, an anomaly, a revenant, as strange a presenceasa
flat-earth man in a School of Astrophysics, or a convicted rapist in a De-
partment of WomenOsStudies. 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 acrossat
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her ardently in. Over a desert of declining attendance he had yearned
for her. Over a widening vacuum of unoccupied seatshe 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 shewould soon register the fact of his being alive were im-
proving rampantly with each new lecture. Another sessionor two and
heOdpractically have been dating her in there, with Browning as their
fiery chaperone E

But then the week had come when she wasnOthere. HeOdtold
himself she might be ill, or keeping some other appointment. But when
the next week came and she wasnOthere again, he knew that the inevit-
able had come to pass. Shewas gone. She had joined the exodus. She
had transferred to Lego Studies Il. Later that same day, so had he. It
had seemedlike a good idea at the time. At the time, it had seemedlike
the only thing to do. But at the time he hadnOtseenher 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. Shechewed with brief vexa-
tion on a fingernail. Maybe she and Gus were just friends. Maybe they
were just very closefriends. With the hand she wasnObiting 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, asif to make it clear to everyone elsethat Lego had just
delivered a multilingual pun, or engaged in wordplay, or revelled in a
paradox. Listening to Lego talk, Fenton was beginning to seethe point
of Robert Browning. He had seensome 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 seethe point of Robert Browning now, becauseUndeniable Clas-
sics had ceasedto exist. It was defunct. It had been declared unviable.
Its enrolments had finally slipped below the level required to justify a
courseOgxistence. And here was the punch line. This fatal slippage had
occurred, as far as FentonOsfrantic researches into the matter had
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enabled him to determine, at a point very close to his own withdrawal

from the course. Conceivably, very conceivably, it had occurred at pre-
ciselythesamdnstant, in directconsequenad that withdrawal. Conceivably,
in other words, FentonOswitch to Lego Studies Il had triggered the col-
lapse of Undeniable Classics,and occasionedthe end of Robert Brown-
ingO<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
seemedto 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 becauseit was possible, and very bad, he
knew that it was almost definitely the case. The hand of fate wouldnOt
passup such a splendid opportunity to flip him its rigid middle finger.

In aworld in which someonelike Gus could get someonelike her, what
wasnOallowed to happen?

Soeven if he wanted to leave now Pand he didnOtbbut even if
he did, there was nowhere elseto go. He was stuck with Lego Studies I
now, whether he liked it or not. And no doubt heOdbe stuck with Lego
Studies Ill as well, and with a mandatory make-up semesterin 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 E

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 asif they understood and cared about what Lego was saying. For
all the world asif they wanted to preservet, sothey 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 werenOtushing the lectern in-
stead, storming the mike to inflict great physical suffering on the man.
But it had amazed him last week too. And LegoO$ookshe wrote asif he
held a deep and bitter grudge against you, and was able to inflict re-
venge only through the medium of prose. Reading him, you began to
wish for death: preferably his, but if necessaryyour own. His sentences
went on for solong. It took you such avery long time to get to the end of
them. There were sovery many words in them. And the words, though
in many casesfamiliar enough on their own, meant so very little in the
order Lego choseto put them down in that they might aswell have been
thrown together at random. What, even roughly, was the man trying to
tell you? Could it possibly be as pressing as he seemedto think? If it
was, why didnOthe say it a lot more clearly? If it wasnOtwhy was he
saying it at all? And at the end of each sentence like that there was

21



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 reasonthey suddenly stopped so that another big and
brutal and unbelievably long paragraph just like them could begin. And
the books they were in costsovery much money, and you could think of
quite literally nothing on the planet that these sums of money couldnOt
have been better spent on E

But the deed was done now, and couldnOtbe reversed. He was
here now, and so was she. Soreally 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.
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Chapter 3

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

The theatre camealive. 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 shewas doing it with. So
he stayed put and packed in the last impressions, laying them down for
the barren hours ahead.

Shestood and shook her hair back. She seemedto be thinking
about something. Him? It wasnObut of the question. Sheslung her bag
over her shoulder and moved acrossto the stairs. There she joined the
sluggishly rising crowd, her striped top gliding slowly up the aisle to-
wards 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 chooseto 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.
Shewas entirely free, for example, to come over and talk to him bif that
was what shechoseto do. Shewas 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, becauseit always ended the way it did now: with her walking
straight by without looking at or speaking to or indeed even noticing
him. Evenin the past, when she hadnOknown his name or who he was,
and when she therefore couldnOtreasonably have been expected to do
any of these things, Fenton had never failed to derive a quite fantastic
amount of pain from being passedby 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
heOdhave to live with all night. Her wholly indifferent spine, bobbing
slowly away from him in the tide of departing backs E
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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 imperat-
ive, frequently re-experienced. He had to flee Pamela Scratch. He had to
get out of the theatre now, before she could seehim. A folded sheet of
paper was in her hand, bearing the details of the hectoring left-wing an-
nouncement that she was clearly about to make. Fenton was up and
packed and over at the other set of stairs before sheOdeven reached the
lectern. He merged with the ascending crowd there, cursing its glutin-
ous lack of pace,twitching with arodent-like needto be somewhere alto-
gether 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.
OOh comeon,Oshe complained audibly, as if the instrument were con-
sciously 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 concealedbehind it, but Fenton could picture
her salient features anyway, all too vividly: the hair dyed black as oil,
and cropped short like a marineOsthe eyebrow with so many ear-rings
through it that it resembled a curtain rail; the sunglasseswith the per-
fectly round black lenses,in which he had so often seenhis own strained
face, reflected twice, trying to feign pleasure at her latest suggestion that
they Ogettogether over coffeeOthe 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 necessaryto erect when
uttering words like OcivilisationO or Odemocracy.O

Now, having tamed the howling mike, Pamela was asking
everyone to stop leaving for a minute and listen to what she had to say b
a typically bold opening gambit, and one met by unanimous disregard.
Soalready there was an ominous tremor in her voice, a quiver of imper-
fectly suppressed rage, as she defiantly moved ahead with her an-
nouncement proper. This concerned a forthcoming exhibition of her
work asa graphic agitator. The exhibition was to be called Imagesof Sup-
pression,Repressiorand Oppression At it, in exchange for a dementedly
large admission fee, interested parties would evidently get to seesome
photographs that sheOdaken of an unspecified number of poor people,
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together with some other photographs that sheOdaken 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 coffeeright over the loudspeakers. Shehad 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 excusenot 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 paceto 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. Cer-
tainly 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 occasionsvocally lamented his fail-
ure to be atotally different person. Shesimply seemedto think it aniron
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 presenceof some
variety of steaming liquid. Personally, Fenton wasnOtso sure that they
hadbeen friends when they were five. The way he saw it was this: when
they were five, their parentshad been friends. Admittedly, this circum-
stancehad obliged the two of them, during that epoch, to spend a certain
amount of time together in the samehouse, the sameyard, the sametree,
the same sandpit, and Byes bthe same bathtub. But it was an arrange-
ment that had arisen without his input, much less his approval. And
what it had to do with the present b a present in which she wore
multiple eye-rings and an ironic black hat Bhe couldnOtfor the life of him
see.

Down at the mike, that tremor in PamelaOsoice was getting
more ominous by the second. There was no question about it now. She
was going to loseit, and soon. Fenton had seenit all before. For another
thirty secondsor 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 geno-
cide, and so forth. Her rage would spew like lava from the mike. And
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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 PAE No: once sheOdentered
that mode, the only direction he could afford to be seenheading 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 secondsat the most to
get the hell out. The fat lady moved with intolerable slowness beside
him. But he stayed closeto her, sacrificing speedto security, checking a
rash and growing urge to break cover and just make a brazen loping
dash for it E

Whenever Pamela Scratch asked him to have coffee with her,
Fenton invariably found that he had something better to do B 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 didnOtwant to do. But
mainly it was the quite specific fear that if he didnOtkeep having coffee
with her Pamelamight retaliate by saying something to him, or to some-
body else, about the infinitely regrettable sex act that had taken place
between them one ancient afternoon in a sandpit, while their white-skir-
ted mothers were playing doubles on an adjacenttennis court. Precisely
what the sexact had consisted of, Fenton couldnOtrecall. His squeamish
memory would supply him only with arapid-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 didnOt
have one; aregion 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 senseimpressions that couldnOtbe
gainsaid. For example: his genitals seemedto recall having experienced,
at some point in the proceedings, the distinctive, somewhat bracing sen-
sation of exposure to fresh air. And his fingers retained a vague impres-
sion of having grasped, and pulled down, the waistband of somebodyOs
underpants. But whose, damn it? His own, or hers? Had there been
mutual consent, or had he BGod help him Bforced 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
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her memories as sketchy as his own? Certainly she seemedto remember
something. The signs of this were subtle, but hard to dismiss. For ex-
ample, she tended to look at him in a strangely accusatory way while
discussing issuesof gender politics, and sexual harassmentband indeed
evenrape. And she seemedto raise these subjectswith him far more of-
ten than she really needed to, even by her standards. And didnOtshe
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 freewheel-
ing denunciations of his ignorance and apathy. Taken as a whole, this
behaviour, and the way she seemedto think shecould keep getting away
with it without his responding in the natural way Dby telling her to piss
off and never speaking to her again DBsurely implied that she considered
him to be somehow in her debt. Shebehaved asif she hadsomething on
him, something large and terrible. Shetreated him asif they both knew
that he had no choice but to sit there and keep taking it, out of sheergrat-
itude that she hadnOtyet mentioned the incident to the appropriate au-
thorities. Actually, Fenton strongly doubted there wereany 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 hadnOtyet openly mentioned the incid-
ent 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 werethey, walking out on an announce-
ment 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 wouldnOtwant to look at graphic photos of a slowly
expiring monkey? Or maybe they secretly applauded the monkeyOssuf-
fering! Maybe they actually approvedf murder in the name of science!

The exit was wickedly near. This, coupled with a sudden reflar-
ing 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 seeevery last detail of
the scenebeyond it: the sunlit foyer, people moving around freely in the
vast bright space. A girl dropping along segment of orange peel into a
bin.
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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.

Sowith no more mucking around he turned and moved decis-
ively 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.

Steamrose like tangible tedium from his cappuccino. He looked at the
metal rings in her eyebrow P 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, con-
demned 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 wasnOit sliding off? What was keeping it on there? Cer-
tainly not gravity. Glue? A concealed skewer of some kind?

OFenton,O she said, OlOve got a proposition for you.O

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

Olwant to ask you,Oshe said, drawing the moment out, pausing
to tap ash from her cigarette, Oto join SNARBY.O

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 sur-
prised to seehis reflected facedisplay no obvious signs of horror. With a
paper napkin he dabbed foam from his lips. Spurious excuseswere as-
sembling in his head already, forming an orderly queue. A death in the
family? A prior commitment to Maoism?

OYou already have asked me,Ohe said in the end, factually.
OAnNd | think we agreed,Ohe went on, resurrecting a classic lie, Othatit
would endanger our friendship.O

OThatwas the first SNARBY, Fenton. The arms-raceSNARBY.
Jesus! ThatOs been defunct foE what, six monthsnow!O
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OReally?0

OWhat do you mean, OreallyODonOtyou watch the bloody
news? The nuclear arms raceis over, man. It finished about two fucking
weeks after we formed. 10vetold you all this. Remember? The Student
Union froze our funding stream, remember? Justcut it off cold before
we could get a single bloody cent.O

OThatOsght,0 he said. How could he forget? SNARBY Mark
One: Stop Nuclear Arms Race, Barbaric Yankees! Offshoot or splinter
group of the less cantankerous SNAR. OAnd then you, ahE O His
armpits were damp with sweat. He had to be exceedingly careful here.
There was no telling how much of this stuff sheOdold him on previous
occasions, when he hadnOt been listening.

OAnNd then,O she impatiently said, Owe got onto the Noelene
Astle thing.O

ORight,Ohe said. OOf course.O Of course Noelene Astle:
beanie-wearing grandmother and clean earth advocate, outrageously im-
prisoned after some trivial infraction at a nuclear waste facility.
SNARBY Mark Two: Speed-up Noelene AstleOsRelease, Bureaucratic
Yes-men! That bodyOsformation having been almost instantaneously
followed Dif Fenton was not mistaken Dby the old ladyOsunconditional
release. Yes:he distinctly recalled, now that he thought about it, the stir-
ring pictures on the evening news about a month ago: the sudden and
abjectgovernment pardon, the harmless old granny shuffling in triumph
from the prisonOsfront gate, raising a jubilant walking stick towards the
waiting scrum of well-wishers and cameramen. OAnd now sheOsbeen
released,O he said stupidly.

OYeahno shit,OPamelaicily replied. Oltold you | had a live TV
debatein the pipeline, didnOtl? Me versesthe Minister forOBwith light-
ning alacrity sheraised the appropriate finger-quotes ®OOJusticel®was
fucking imminent Needless to say they pulled the plug on that the
second Noelene walked. ThatOsthe way these TV automatons think.
They donOtcare about the issues. Just the personalities. Plus that very
day, Fenton, the very day of her release weOdjust 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 upagainO

Bitterly she ground out her cigarette.

OSowhat do you stand for now?O Fenton asked, wondering if
the topic of his joining had now been permanently left behind.

OWhat P you mean the letters, or SNARBY itself?0
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OlsnOt that the same thing?0

Pamela laughed ironically. OThe letters donOtstand for any-
thing, Fenton. Not right now. ThatOsthe whole bloody point. WeOre
meeting next week to vote on that. But SNARBY itself, thatOgotally an-
other question. You surely donOtthink the cut and thrust just ceasede-
cause we donOthave a cause! Fucking far from it. The other factionOs
never been so active. And IQlltell you what they stand for, Fenton. 10l
tell you what they stand for. They stand for getting rid of me. Me, who
built this organisation up from nothing. TheyOreooking to roll me on
this vote. TheyOreputting it about that my track record on causesisOD
her fingers spiked up again DOOdubious.@ Oliability.OApparently it was
my fault the nuclear arms race suddenly ended, you see. And appar-
ently it was my fault againthat Noelene Astle got released so bloody
fast. Apparently 10mno longer fit to decide what we stand for. Anyway,
this is where you come in, Fenton. | need you to turn up at this vote,
right, and stick up your hand when | put forward my option for the new
cause. | donOt think thatOs asking too much.O

OWhatis your option?OFenton asked, still technically withhold-
ing his assent.

ODonOworry about that. 1Omstill working on it. Youtry com-
ing up with a position thatOsboth politically valid and consistent with
the acronym. 1tOsa nightmare. The YOshe hardest. In terms of the BE |
donOtknow, IOmthinking maybe Bourgeoighis time would be good. The
S, IOvebeen thinking itOdbe great to put two slashesthrough it, so it
looks like a dollar sign. The mighty buck thing. Uncle Sam. The R, |
donOtknow. Always atricky one. Reactionar® Racis? Oh who the fuck
knows? The key thing is that these other idiots donOt getheirsup.O

OWhy? WhatOs theirs?0

OChrist Fenton B 1 donOtknow,O she sighed, asif this were yet
another in a long string of palpably irrelevant questions. OWith a bit of
luck they wonOthave thought of one either yet. But itOsound to be bull-
shit when they do.O She bitterly ground out her cigarette. HadnOtshe
just done that? OAnyway, this stuff neednOtoncern you. All you need
to do is be there at this meeting. IOm asking you nicely here, Fenton.O

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

OI0Il be there,® Fenton said.

0Go0d.O

An excruciating silence.
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Finally, and only becausehe could stand the silence no longer,
Fenton said: OMaybe you could just change the name.O

Shelooked at him with horror. OWhat, stop calling ourselves
SNARBY? YouOveyot to be joking! WeOveayot these huge piles of letter-
head, weOvegot name recognition E Christ, not even the others are pro-
posing that.O

ONo not your name. The name of the prisoner. | mean, you
hang on to Release, and Speed-up, and whatever the rest of it wask O

OBureaucraticYes-men.O Suddenly Pamelawas interested Das
interested as he had ever seen her be in anything said by him.

ORight,Che said. OAnd then all youOdhave to do is find another
prisonerbO

OWith the initials N. A.O

ORight. WhoOs been unjustly imprisoned.O

OBut not too unjustly,0 Pamela said adamantly. ONot so un-
justly that theyOrebound to get released anyway. We donOtwant a re-
peat of the bloody Noelene thing.O

ONo0.0O

ON. A.,0 Pamela mused ON. AE .0

ONeville Aggot,O 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 PamelaOsonsideration. 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 egre-
gious error. At the very least it was a show of serious bad taste, and
would draw from Pamelaa five-minute harangue about his gross politic-
al insensitivities. At worst it made a mockery of everything she stood for
b and how she might respond to that didnOt bear thinking about.

For several long moments she just stared at him, in what ap-
peared to be appalled disbelief. Her face twitched and worked, as
though heOdfinally 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.

Orhat,O she whispered, Ois fucking brilliant.O
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Then she let him go, and took a long and thoughtful drag on
her cigarette. OLetme think aloud here for a minute,O she said, expelling
atight jet of smoke. OCampaigning for the releaseof a multiple murder-
er. That is right out there. [tOdbe unprecedented. 1tOsso radical that
even E even Bakunin would look at it and say, QesughatOdeft-wing!O
The other faction, they wouldnOt dareto oppose it. TheyOdbe too scared
of looking like reactionaries. Of looking like theyOrenot radical enough
to seethat AggotOgust as much a victim of society asE you know, asa
petty bread thief. And think of the publicity! Imagine how vividly itOd
define SNARBY as an organisation! | mean, okay: confessiontime. We
havebeen a little unadventurous in the past. LetOsadmit that. LetOdace
it, who wasnObpposed to nuclear Armageddon? Who wasnOt? And
Noelene Astle Bevery man and his dog wanted herto get released,didnOt
they? Housewives, priests Dis it any wonder we couldnOtget any quality
airtime? More to the point, she always wasgoing to get released, wasnOt
she? One day or another. It was inevitable. So really, from our per-
spective the whole thing was just this futile race against time. But Ag-
got E | mean, thereOs10 way in the world theyOregoing to release Aggot
off their own bat, is there? WeOlhave breathing space. Time to build up
areally well-oiled campaign. And imagine the kudos if we could swing
it. Unconditional amnesty for a man like Neville Claude Aggot E O

OAmnesty? But hold on. HeOs not exactly a political prisoner.O

OPolitics is everywhere, Fenton. DonOt be so naive.O

OHe stabbed them while they slept,O he reminded her.

QAllegedly,Fenton. Be very careful now.O

OHold on. YouOrenot saying heOsnnocent? Surely youOrenot
saying that?0

But Pamela furnished no reply. She was lost in thought, sub-
jecting 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 de-
tails. The concept was in her head now, and wouldnOt easily be dis-
lodged. He wasnOture how he felt about this. On the plus side, she did
seemto 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, FentonOs 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 AggotOdife and
deeds.
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The moon-drenched night of the slayings. The randomly chosen
house. The well-to-do family of four inside. The Baker family. The fath-
er 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 school-
mates. 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 pointlessnessof the man. Multiple mur-
derer. Not serial. Not mass. Multiple. And what did it mean, to be a
multiple murderer? Only that he had succeededin killing more than one
person. But not that many more than one. Four people only. One fam-
ily. 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 psy-
chologists, 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 didnOt
qualify asa serial killer either. If he had vague notions of becoming one
bif that had beenhis cretinous dream Bhe 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, mul-
tiple murderer. Even in the field of killing people for no reason, a me-
diocrity, a non-event. A man who made serial killers look like high
achievers. A man not fit to clean a serial killerOshatchet, not fit to brush
the dust from his hoard of pubic hairs E

The quickie paperbacks documenting his early years. The life
that did nothing but lead up to the crimes. A seriesof borrowed scenes
from other lives like it. The hoarding of weapons. The obsessionwith
keeping them clean. The voices at night, saying doit. The dark and ter-
rible childhood. The alcoholic and abusive mother. The even more alco-
holic 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-aver-
age intelligence, the poor social skills, the radical lack of charm. The
shame in the schoolyard. The self-esteemissues. The thick spectacles,
the frames like Buddy HollyOs,the elastic on the earpiecesto hold them
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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 consciousnessat age ten, occasioned
by a self-inflicted blow to the head with a claw hammer. Quote from
quickie paperback: OYearslater, during the course of his nine-day trial
for the Baker slayings, expert witnesses would pinpoint the injury asa
probable root cause of AggotOsdisordered personality.O Other experts
would demur, asking why a boy who wasnOtisordered 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 cara-
van. 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 out-
moded glasses. The thick parka. The stark indifference to fashion trends
and prevailing weather conditions. The soulless stare into the cameraOs
lens. The disturbing absenceof 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 shal-
low graves in dense bushland, and leave genetic material under dead
peopleOdingernails, and get described by his neighbours as a quiet fel-
low who kept to himself E

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 pro-
gramme: releasing known weirdos into the hearts of decent communities
and seeingwhat happened next. From eighteen to twenty-two, nothing.
The non-murdering wilderness years. The small house in the leafy
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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 samething? And why is he
alwaysa he?)

The earplugs rammed in deep to block them out.

The loneliness. The limited senseof self-worth. The wildly im-
probable boasts to workmates: JohnWaynewas my father, | inventedthe
stockcube The desire to become someone, maybe by saving somebody
elsefrom 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
concealedblades 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 E

Afterwards, the rummaging through the closets, the souvenir-
ing of their personal effects. Splashing petrol up and down the stairs, a
trail leading off to eachbody. Downstairs in the kitchen, the increasingly
frenzied searchfor the pack of matches. The sacking of the drawers. The
desperate spanking of his own pockets. The tearful ditching of the in-
ferno concept. Leaving the crime sceneuntorched. Back home on the
raw mattress, the fitful nightOssleep. The day after, the endlesswaiting.
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: OThecall 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 EO

All afternoon, the procession of sirens wailing up the hill.
Another return to the crime scene,mingling with onlookers behind the
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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 massgiving of
descriptions. The second fateful blunder.

The fall of evening. His third blunder: going to the local church
to confessto a priest. No theologian, he confessesto an altar boy by mis-
take. 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 guyOs
name Neville Aggot, harmless local eccentric. The closing in of the net.

Back at home, lying naked on the rank mattress. Blanket cover-
age on the late news. Gratifying phrases: Ogrisly discoveryO, Osceneof
horror.O OTheBaker ButcherO:his chilling media nickname during the
handful of hours when his real name isnOtknown. 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 switch-
board. The flood of tip-offs from former menial work-mates, 1.D.ing his
piss-poor impression of John Wayne.

The troubled nightOssleep. 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 back-
ground, 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: OWhile Aggot fitfully slept, his habitual
earplugs rendered him deaf to the repeated attempts of police negotiat-
ors to contact him by telephone, leading to the development of a full
siege situation on the quiet suburban street outside.O Megaphoned ne-
gotiators 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 responseteam raining down on him like a col-
lapsing scrum. Broken glass gashing his naked chest. The shouts, the
handcuffing. The escortedwalk down the front path. The towel over his
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head. The moronic torso white and bleeding in the sheetlightning of the
cameras. The bundling into the paddy wagon. Backon his TV, live cov-
erage of him getting driven away, playing to an empty house.

The brief and emphatic trial. The mountain of physical evid-
ence: hairs, fluids, fibres, flakes, footprints, fingerprints, handprints,
facerints. 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 aletterspike. 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 judgeOsspeech: Oa
depraved animal of the utmost turpitude.O The judge stamping Neverto
beReleasedn AggotOdiile. Meaning Aggot, not the file. Underlining the
phrase twice.

His sanity reassessedpost-trial, deemed non-existent. His re-
moval 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. Ru-
moured readings in the literature of evil.

And now Pamela Scratch wanted to set him free.

OMaybe we could write to him,O she was saying now. OMaybe we
could get him to send us a seriesof surprisingly articulate letters from in-
side. Maybe heOswritten some poems in there or something. In fact:
what if | wrote to him now, pre-empting the vote. ThatOdreally back
them into a corner E O

OYouOreemembering he confessed, are you?O Fenton rallied,
thinking there might still be some small chance of changing her mind.

Pamelalooked at him sharply. Olwonder what youOdonfessto,
Fenton, after youOdgone twenty-four hours without sleep. With a light
bulb shining in your eyes and your pants full of your own piss and shit.O

OHe confessed it to an altar boy.O

(Do you watch the news, Fenton? Do you? There are people
out there so damaged theyOllconfessto anything. You must know that.
People whoOll say anything just to get some attention. A bed for the
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night, a bit of human contact, a sympathetic ear. All the things youOve
been given on a platter.O

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

OSpeakingof damaged people, didnOtone of the BakersCbut-
tocks have AggotOs teeth-marks on it?0

OWhat baker? WhatOs a fuckingoakergot to do with it?0

ONot a baker. The Bakers The people he killed. The family.
And didnOtone of their chestshave a knife sticking out of it with AggotOs
name carved into the handk©

OAnNd that means he put it there, does it?O Pamela scoffed.
OThatOdike jailing a butcher because someoneOsbeen killed with a
butcherOs knife.O

ONotquite.O

OOrjailing David Bowie becausesomeoneOgeen killed with a
bowie knife.O

OTheThin White Duke,O Fenton calmly retorted, OdidnOleave
half his finger behind at the death scene.O

Again Pamelascoffed. The scoffs of Pamela Scratchwere 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.

OCanwe cut out the schoolboy debating points, Fenton?Oshe
said. ODoyou honestlybelieve that planting a few pieces of evidence is
beyond a police force thatOllstrap an electrode to an innocent manOslick
just to get a confession out of him? Do you?0

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

OLook. Fenton. Can we stop this tiresome dance round the
bourgeois maypoles of Oguilt@nd OinnocenceOPmean, look, okay, letOs
say youOreright. LetOsay Aggot did do this. Big deal. The realpoint is,
how many people die in the third world every day? Ah: you canOtell
me that, can you? But someoneKkills this bloody baker of yours and his
2.3kids 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
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criminals like Neville Aggot, while the real murderers in their three-
piece suits walk free. ThatOs white justice.O

OAggotis white.O

ODid | say he wasnOt?0

Did she? Fenton couldnOtremember, and lacked the energy to
try. Suddenly he was spent. SheOdvorn him down. No: sheOdworn
him right through, so that he was no longer certain of anything. Maybe
Aggot wasinnocent. 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 him-
self 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.

Olf you dowrite to him,0 he said slackly, OyouwonOtmention
me or anything will you? My name or address or anything like that?0

Pamela frowned. OWhy would | do that?O

OGood question. You wouldnOt. 1tOsgot nothing to do with
me.O

OFenton,|Omtrying to stay focused here. ThereOsi0 time to lose
on this. Right now 10vegot a couple of calls to make. What you cando is
go and get me another coffee,yeah? 10llbe backin five. And get yourself
one too,0she added in araised voice, while moving jauntily towards the
exit. OWe could be here a while.O

OWill do!O 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.
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Chapter 4

He had a five-minute head start on her, and chances were that she
wouldnOtpursue 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
wasnOthere. But it was crucial, just in caseshe was, to keep looking as
unlike afleeing man as he possibly could, without of course ceasingfor 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
seeminnocent, unshifty, asif heOdeft the coffee shop in the genuine be-
lief that their meeting was over. And anyway, if he glanced back over
his shoulder and saw that she wasthere 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 didnOtcatch his bus until closeto 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 b a fondness al-
most Dfor the idea of walking up his front stepsand 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 cam-
pus had spent all day serving up to him. The way he saw it, he would
greet his housemateswith 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 Band 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 setit above the University B
namely, the relative superiority of its masturbation facilities. His home,
whatever elseyou said about it, was a far more acceptablevenue for self-
abuse than the campus was. You had to give it that. Granted, the con-
stant presenceof his housemateshad always imposed quite serious lim-
its on his repertoire. It had never been feasible, for example, to abuse
himself in the television room. The violation of the ladiesQtennis match,
the desecration of the home shopping show, the outraging of the aer-
obics hour Bwanking on that scalewas forever destined to remain out of
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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 canson cam-
pus; and slender pieces of pictorial matter b advertorials, department
store catalogues D could fairly comfortably be smuggled in and out of it
from his adjacent bedroom. His housemates, as vigilant and scurrilous
asthey were, hadnOtyet introduced a regime of random body searches.
And of course thereOdalways 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. Becausehe
couldnOtvery well do it while thinking about her, could he? That quite
clearly wasnOton. It would have been a sacrilege, an abomination, like
playing Mozart on an electric guitar. (Besides,every time he tried it his
cock didnOtwork.) By the sametoken, he felt that it wouldnOtbe proper,
it just wouldnOtdo, to jerk off while thinking about someone otherthan
her. It would let her down somehow. It would profane their sweet and
sacred bond. And once again he had dick issuesevery 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, asif 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 asif its future
lay exclusively in the field of urination. It didnOteven try to get involved
in his dreamsabout her, which in consequencewere all highly chaste af-
fairs in which he never did anything lewder than hug her, hold her hand
while she collected sea-shellsin a bucket, and sit on a blanket watching
her sing OMoonRiverOto the accompaniment of a gleaming Spanish gui-
tar, which she strummed and fingerpicked with uncanny skill.

Sothat was all pretty much over, then. His careerasa masturb-
ator 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. Thesedays he tended to look to the future instead,
channelling his energiesinto 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.
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But on the whole that was a problem he wouldnOtobject to having. And
anyway, he had to concede that that day still lay some way off.

We might as well, while weOrein this rather unsavoury territ-
ory, survey the full facts of what might very loosely be termed FentonOs
sex life. It wonOttake 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 Dand heOddone a lot of pained reading on this question B 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 heOdlone a good
deal of anguished research:and quite frankly he was appalled by how
cavalierly certain elements of the mass media bandied the word OvirginO
around. His eye, for example, had recently been caught by a magazine
article entitted OVirgins and Proud of It,O 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 OrestrictingOthemselves, 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 basisthey had beenclassi-
fied asfreaks of forbearance, monkish extremists of self-restraint! But if
these little muffdivers were virgins, then what the hell was Fenton? He
hadnOteven heardof the bulk of these practices. Intercrural sex? What in
ChristOs 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 band 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 wasnOwith her, with his love. Recently, watch-
ing TV, he had seen a female zookeeper manually obtaining a sperm
sample from a strangely stationary rhinoceros. A feeling of vague wist-
fulness had come over him, but no envy. He wished the rhinoceros
well. Full credit to it. Only if the zookeeper had been Charmaine would
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it have occurred to him to draw any contrast, unfavourable to himself,
between the rhinoOs 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 glassdoors with sol-
id 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 UniversityOs 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 oneOgOnormalOmethod of walking
along a path, apparently so natural and value-free, in fact relied on cer-
tain 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 oneOsvay. Speaking at the workOsofficial un-
veiling, Vonk had averred that The Door would present a Owitty chal-
lenge to the spatial complacencyOof the numerous students, academics,
and Artists in Residencewho walked along the path every day. OThe
piece,Ohe had said, Oshalloblige its users to pause and push it open be-
fore moving onward, thus engaging them in a play with traditional no-
tions of space,while blurring the conventional distinction between the
OindoorGand OoutdoorCGenvironments.O A transcription of VonkOsre-
marks could be found on a plague b a very large plaque b that was
staked into the ground at the workOsside. The surrounding area of lawn
had beenworn 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 flag-
stoned 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 FentonOsleft, 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 build-
ing that gave every appearanceof being unfinished, still under construc-
tion. 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.
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Beside the main entrance was a roped-off area containing an array of
grit-coated building materials: wheelbarrows, sheetsof gyprock, ripped
bags of cement, a shovel. But the facility was of course complete, and
had beenfully operational for more than a year now. lIts architect, work-
ing in close collaboration with Ivan Lego himself, had designedhe build-
ing to look unfinished, in salute to the principles of socioliterology,
which stressedthe merely provisional nature of all human knowledge
and enterprise.

Fenton was just about level with the departmentOsmain door
when a man stepped out of it, clasping a large cardboard box to his car-
diganned chest. It was Robert Browning, former convener of the
Undeniable Classics course. His face, which for the moment was not
looking FentonOsvay, appeared defiant; but his body looked fatally de-
feated, all floppy, like that of a puppet whose operator haslet 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 b 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 concealedhimself behind one of the thick pebble-dashed pillars that
ran along its facade.

A few strides outside the departmentOssmoked glass doors,
Robert Browning cameto atemporary 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 Shakespearewas 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 BrowningOscasethis ragged hula-skirt of hair was nut-
meggy in hue, and went all the way down to his shoulders, asif trying to
compensatefor its failure to go all the way up to the top of his head. The
leggings of his faded jeanshad their cuffs folded up. He wore sneakers
whose brand-name was, for members of FentonOgjeneration, 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 to-
wards FentonOsplace of concealment. This couldnOtbe right. What
could he possibly want over here? There was nothing over here except,
right near Fenton in the libraryOsshade, a crowded rack of chained-up
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bicycles. That was all. And then with a scrotum-numbing flush of dis-
tress Fenton saw BrowningOsunmistakably 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 dis-
graced humanist closed in on his position, was shimmy correspondingly
around the pillar to keep himself shielded. Why hadnOthe, 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 pillarOsother side now, so close by that Fenton was inhaling
his secondary smoke. He pushed his back harder against the textured
stone, asthough 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 securedthis 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 machineOsroded 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 theseto secure the box to the metal rack above his rear
mudguard. But first he would need to shut the boxOdid, and for the mo-
ment there was far too much stuff in the box for that. Accordingly, he
now started removing some of its uppermost contents Dthe stapler, the
sticky tape, some files Band conveying them to a garbage bin beside the
libraryOs entrance.

With each fresh visit to the bin his body triggered, twice, the
automatic sensorabove the library door Bonce 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 hadnOtbeen 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 E

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 presentinto 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, setthings straight between them,
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clear the air. Yes,on one fanciful level he had sort of pictured them hav-
ing this long and civil chat in which a future version of himself, one
markedly more mature and courageousthan the self he was now, would
tell Browning that heOdalways enjoyed his classes,and would assure
him Dwhy not? Dthat theyOdinstilled in him a lifelong passion for the
classics,and would stressthat his sudden departure to Lego Studies had
had nothing to do with BrowningOsteaching methods or personality.
Part of him, in fact, had dreamed of telling Browning the truth: that heOd
done it for love. Surely Browning would understand and endorse that
motive. WerenOhalf the novels he taught about pale young men driven
to folly by passion?

But now it seemedclear that there would be no further chance
to say thesethings. 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 BrowningOs 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 essayar-
guing that MadameBovaryDwhich shefreely admitted to not having read
P was a Oprivileged soap opera.O Browning had returned the essayto
her in a shoebox, having converted it to confetti. Somebody had once
asked him, during alecture, why his syllabus contained only poems and
novels, and no Oanti-poemsQor Oanti-novels.OHis 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 lvan Lego, and that anyone who
harboured an unquenched urge to be OchallengedOor OconfrontedO
should stop bugging literature about it and instead try walking around
the campus late at night. Even when he wasnOin a rage, the man had a
tense, simmery quality that suggestedhe wasnOwery far from flying into
one. The mere way he read out a poem Pprowling the stage,jabbing the
air with his free hand, articulating the lines with a force that sent spittle
flying Bwas enough to hint at what might happen if you got on his bad
side.
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On balance, then, Fenton thought he might give the lifelong-
passion-for-the-classicsspeecha miss, and keep cowering behind the pil-
lar till Browning went away forever.

Browning was chucking out a pile of folders now, sagging ma-
nila folders fat with paperwork. The lumpy stonework of the pillar was
starting to eat into FentonOdack. 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
chanceof making his bus. The next one wouldnOtcome for another hour:
and itOdbe 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 them-
selves. In other words, he would now have to kill three solid hours in
the library before he could catch an acceptablebus. And in those three
hours this gathering headachewas going to evolve, no question about it,
into an all-time classic.

At last Browning seemedto 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 la-
gerphone. At the bottom of the stairs he wedged his still-burning cigar-
ette into a purpose-built clip on his right handlebar. Then he mounted
his leathern saddle and, gathering speed with the slope, rattled off to-
wards 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. BrowningOsmanila 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 atyped letter addressedto Browning.
It said:

Dear Mr Browning,
We thank you for the enclosed poems, however, we regret to in-
form you that we are unable to accept them for publication at this

time.

We hope, however, that this will not discourage you from sub-
mitting further work to  Poetry Nowin the future.
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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 OformO and
OdifficultO 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 poten-
tial readers, particularly those of non-English speaking back-
grounds (NESB).

Further, your references to the poet W. H. Auden in your poem
OLetter to  AudenO 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 OLetter to N
Nmdash;-O. [Here the document named a rumpled and angry
journalist who authored a bi-weekly newspaper column con-
demning 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-ex-
posed the next document in the pile. As though passing the sceneof 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 enclosedE  So
was the one under that. Sowas the one under that. At that point Fenton,
feeling somehow soiled, stopped looking. He tried to force down the
folderOsfront cover to hide BrowningOsshame. But the sheer abundance
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of the contents kept making it spring back up. Finally he settled for flip-
ping 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.
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Chapter 5

Sothe 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 wasnObn. 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 pagesup. At one point, while
stooping, he sensed movement up at the house. He swivelled just in
time to seea 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, asif heOddisturbed a nest of
rodents. He waited. Although he had a key, there were certain proto-
cols, 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. Re-
luctantly 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 repressedgiggle,
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 stepor 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 FentonOsright shin
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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 bull-
fighterOsstride to his left. Then through the heavy gusting of his own
breath he heard the quick thunder of the animalOssecond approach E
and the brief but ominous silence that meant it was airborne. And then
the full weight of its launched brawn hit his kneecapswith such startling
force that he found himself staggering helplessly backwards, arms pin-
wheeling for balance as the scythes of the frontal claws pierced the den-
im of his jeansand sank deep into the palenessof his upper thighs. With
an abrupt crunch of spine on fibro his backward flight was halted by a
wall. A grunt of surprise escapedhim. 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 catO$ace was pummelling his jeaned groin in quest
of a place to bite. FentonOdesticles 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 acrossthe 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 dread-
ful crunch. He expected to seea twisted fur shape lying at the wallOs
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, seekingin 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 secondgirl, of similar age, sprang up with simulated enthusi-
asmto greet him. Shewas smaller than Tara and her hair was lighter: it
was mouse-brown and frizzy, and she was presently installing a pink
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scrunchy in it. Shetoo wore pyjamas D pink ones, of the kind tradition-

ally 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 pur-

chasedfrom aregular store? Or had she beenobliged 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.

OHi honey,O she said subversively. OltOs garbage night.O

This was Trixie.

OWhereOStreetwise?CFenton 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 wasnOtpart 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.

CPlus you didnOtwash up again,Osaid Tara, still supine in the
beanbag. OWe had to eat our tea off saucepan lids.O

OYesyou bad boy,Osaid Trixie. OOff the top of the saucepan
lids, because the bottom of them still had crap on it from lastnight.O

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

OEvertried keeping a sausageon top of a saucepanlid?0 Tara
said venomously from the beanbag.

Suddenly FentonOssenses came alive. OA sausage?Che in-
quired, looking her sharply in the eye. Ol thought you were vegans.O

Tara brazenly returned his gaze. OWecan eat white meat,Oshe
defiantly said.

OBut a sausage isnOt white meat.O

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

Trixie coolly intervened: OFenton,donOtbe childish. We didnOt
havesausages. We had E salad, and that kept sliding off. Shewas just
trying to translate that into the experience of a meat-eaterlike you. Nice
clothes, by the way. What are you doing, pretending to be a
communist?0
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The question was bizarrely astute, but Fenton let it pass. In-
stead he kept his eyesfixed 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 unflap-
pable master of ceremonies. Tara, on the other hand, frequently slipped
up. Shewas 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 beanbagto whisper something into TrixieOsear. Trixie broke in-
to malicious laughter too. They seemedto be looking at something in
the area around FentonOsfeet. He looked apprehensively down: and
found that the floor around him was littered with the balled-up piecesof
junkmail. Theseproved, in the light, to be fragments of a photographic-
ally illustrated lingerie catalogue Bone aimed, by the looks of it, squarely
at the senior end of the market. A lady of about his motherOsage smiled
pleasantly up at him, wearing garters and a nipple-dented bra. Various
bits of other ladiesCbodies were strewn around her, attired in camisoles,
slips, pube-shadowed teddies.

Olwas taking them to the bin,OFenton said firmly. It sounded
like a lie. This struck him as deeply unfair. QLookOhe 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, asthe 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, asif scandalised
by the scenethey 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.
Washme it demanded, in TrixieOshand. 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 mam-
moth sheaf of spinach, which they must have purchased at some point
during the day. Becausethis jungly chard was far too bushy to be stored
in the fridge without being either bent or trimmed, they had simply
shoved asmuch of it inside the fridge asthey could, and then just rested
the open door gently against the rest of it Basif 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
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rubbing some kind of cream or lotion onto TrixieOshalf-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 astall again asthe 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 sausagefragment tumbled to the lino with a dank plop. A flap of
ancient potato peel, as black as a pirateOseye patch, slithered down and
adhered itself to the binOdlank. Then the whole structure cameto an un-
easy and provisional standstill. Fenton laid the rest of the catalogue at
the binOs 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 didnOtfully
comprehend the genealogy of it. Like osmosis or evolution it had all oc-
curred very slowly, in a seriesof 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 per-
son 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 achanceto veto it, it had come to passthat he was living
in a house with two people he had never previously met and had no dis-
cernible link with and, more or less from day one, rancorously didnOt
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 ceasedcontributing 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 seemedto recall, with his
having allowed himself to drift into the role of physical rent-payer, the
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actual hander-over of cashto landlord. Once heOdlaced 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 B
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 stealth-
ily becomethe norm, that they had quite simply stopped paying him al-
together, and no longer contributed anything, ever, and were therefore
living with him entirely for free. Try ashe might, he couldnOtremember
the precise moment at which all of this had become clear to him. Be-
causethat had been the proper time to act. That moment, whenever it
had occurred, had beenthe 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, abet-
ted 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 expenseswas
naively high. He found that he was just able to meet all essential pay-
ments 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 seewhat 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 didnOtespecially trouble him, that he had
no problem with it, that indeed it didnOteven strike him as being in any
way out of the ordinary.

OHow full would this bin have to be,Ohe asked them from the
kitchen, purely as a matter of interest, Obeforeone of you considered
emptying it?0

Tara, without looking up from TrixieOsnaked shoulders: OFull
enough to start bothering us.O

OHow full would it have to be to start bothering you?0O
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OlfitOsbothering you, Fenton, why donOtyou just take it out?0
Trixie said languidly. Shewas leafing through, while Tara nourished her
back-skin, one of the brash and sassy womenOsmagazines that they
bought endless issues of with the money they didnOtspend on rent or
bills. Their front covers said things like: OTwelve Tips for the Perfect Or-
gasmOand D disturbingly B OSorry Guys: Size DOES Matter!O and OTo
Swallow or Not to Swallow? Our Expert Panel Decides.O Lately, one of
these magazines had been running an educational feature called OFreud
made E-Z.O Trixie had kept up with this seriesardently, acquiring from
it a wealth of ammunition with which to denigrate FentonOsdreams,
motives, bowel movements and genitals. Tara, not to be outdone,
claimed to be learning how to speak Japaneseunder 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 mem-
ber of the household understood a word of Japaneseor even claimed to,
this practice had always struck Fenton asrelatively pointless. Indeed he
strongly suspectedthat Tara was, on such occasions,simply talking gib-
berish 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 charac-
ters of her own invention. But unless he setabout learning the language
himself specifically in order to rebut her claims, she seemeddestined 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 catOgye, while extending his palms in an instinctive gesture of good-
will. Could cats sensefear? If so, did it offend them, or did they take it
as a kind of compliment? Tensely the animal paced the speckled lam-
inex, watching him with its one bad eye and its one worse one. From
deep in its chestcameits terrible rendition of a purr, which sounded like
the chugging of an old machine in which some vital component was rat-
tling 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 casessurely near-
fatal bodily traumas. He lacked, aswell asthe bulk of his tail, half of one
ear and all of the other one. From a distance, this absenceof ear-cover
gave him the sleek look of an otter or ferret; up close, it gave you a
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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 Ocold turkeyO domestication. Until
further notice, all external doors and windows would have to be scrupu-
lously kept shut. If the cat saw so much as a chink of open doorway,
Tara maintained, he would be out it like ashot in order to re-embrace his
former life as a Oprisoner of the streets.O And Tara was determined to
avert such a tragedy. If averting it meant FentonO$aving to Oscrapethe
odd turd off the carpet,Othat was a price she was willing to pay. Right
from the start, sheOdnade no secretof her belief that she and the maver-
ick 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 animalOstroubled psyche. For a while, in-
deed, she had tinkered with the notion of naming the cat OTara,&o asto
bring this bond to everyone elseOattention. But in the end she had gone
with OStreetwise.OPrivately, Fenton believed this name to be consider-
ably more than the cat deserved. If this half-bald amputee was street-
wise, then what did a cat that wasnOstreet-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 respectin which Streetwise was
appreciably lessfucked-up than he had beento start with. Psychologic-
ally, 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 FentonOsmeals. It would also
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explain how rarely one came acrosshis stools on the floor, and how ash-
like they were when one did. Perhapsit was a straightforward hunger
for meat that fuelled his still-constant bids for escape,his vicious arrow-
ings towards the front door whenever you walked anywhere nearit. But
Fenton had never managed to think up a tactful way of broaching, with
either Trixie or Tara, the topic of StreetwiseOsliet. Besides,it was none
of his business.

Now, asthe 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 depar-
ted 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 toi-
let. Urinating, he fastidiously averted his eyesfrom the multiple discol-
ourations at the bottom of the bowl. On TV, on ads for cleaning
products, they referred to blemishes of this kind as Oruststains.O To him
they looked an awful lot like shit stains. A pink Post-it was stuck to the
toilet brush. DonOtyou 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 dust-
ing it for prints, there was no way they could prove it hadnOffallen 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 flood-
lamp clamped to the roof of his neighbourOsback shed. Arrayed in vari-
ous attitudes around this shed Bleaning drunkenly againstit, heaped be-
side it like drooping flapjacks B were innumerable sheetsof corrugated
iron. The old man who lived there, who looked a lot like Ed Lauter,
spent the best part of every day adding further sheetsof corrugated iron
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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 beneathit, 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 sheetcamedown with a savagemoth-
er 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 sheetsof
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 sensethat 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 manOs design would ultimately reveal itself E

Suddenly the air was filled by another sound: massive and bru-
tal, solid with bass. Up in the TV room Trixie or Tara had put on the ste-
reo, at unconscionable volume. The old man next door flinched. His
gaze swung hostilely acrossthe 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. Sincevomiting 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
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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
beanbagto the couch. Now it was Trixie who was moisturising the back
of Tara. Beside them, unrebuked, Streetwise was methodically vandal-
ising one of the couch cushions. On the muted TV alady was lifting her
sundress to show some liposuction scarsto 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 earto it. Yes:it was
ringing, bashfully clearing its throat into the din. Could it be her, Char-
maine? It wasnOt impossible. He picked up.

OHello?0 he yelled.

OFent. WhatOgloing with the marathon pick-up delay, champ?
DonOttell me | caught you laying some cable. Or facing the cistern?
Christ forbid | caught you at that!O

OSorry?0it sounded like Gus, but that couldnOt be right.

OFacingthe cistern mate. Having a crank. ThereOsio shamein
it, mate B 1Ove been there meself.O

QGus?O

OHowOst swinging, comrade?Othe big Maoist casually con-
firmed. OIOnjust ringing to chew over a couple of things from todayOs
meeting. Chiefly this, ah, this terrorism thing. Bear with me for a mo-
ment.O Vague mumbling, a shuffling of papers. OThething is, weOrego-
ing 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 weOregoing to need D technicalities like that. When | say
Osecremeeting,GFent, IOmtalking about without Charmaine. Behind her
back sort of thing. LetOe honest: this isnOthe type of stuff weOregoing
to want on the front page of Mao Now, is it? More to the point, the whole
concept just wouldnOtbe her cup of tea. Trust me on that. SodonOtever
mention it to her, okay? SheOdbe bound to kick up a massive stink about
it. WhichOdput an unwanted dent in our forward progress mate, not to
mention playing havoc with my sex life. IOmanxious to keep the ball
rolling on this thing, Fent. IOmlike a bull at a gate sometimes B youOll
learn that about me. And the more | think about it, mate, the more |
reckon weOdbetter get on with this caper real bloody quick, before some
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other mob getsthe sameidea. Call me paranoid, Fent, but if the Anarch-
ists got in ahead of us on this one, | E | wouldnOt be a happy camper
mate, letOs put it that way.O

Over on the couch, all back-rubbing work had beensuspended.
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 conver-
sation. If he ever got one.

ONeedlessto say mate,OGus briskly pressed on, OlOmmot blind
to the gravity of what IOmtalking about here. This is heavy stuff, | ap-
preciate that. ThatOswhy 1Omworking the blower now. 10mgiving
everyone a decent chanceto pull out before itOstoo late. And if you do
want out, Fent, thatOsa decision IOlitotally respect. What | wonOtespect
is blokes who say theyOreup for it now, then develop qualms about it
when we get to the businessend. Soif you havenOwgot the stomach for
it, I0dmuch rather hear that now. But donOtanswer me verbally, mate.
You never know who could be hearing this. Justgive me a short silence
if youOre in, or a long silence if you want out.O

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

OThatOshe way, Fent. ThatOsthe stuff. | knew youOdbe a
starter, mate. The second | clapped eyeson you this morning, IOvesaid
to myself: OGusthis blokeOsa short-fused visionary very much in the
mould of yourself.0 | could seethat telltale bloody glint in your eye,
mate. Bear with me while | put you down on the acceptance list.
Between you and me Fent, them other morons, Smithy and that, theyOre
passengersmate. Strictly footsoldiers. You and me are going to be the
brains of this operation, donOtworry about that. Now: this meeting. |
havenOtset a date for it yet. All | can tell you is, IOmfairly adamant we
should hold it some time in the dead of night. About three a.m. sort of
thing.O

OThreea.m.!OFenton involuntarily cried. Trixie and Tara ex-
changed intrigued glances.

ONotover the phone Fent!OGus said urgently. OMind you, | see
your point. And itOscogent. Why say three a.m. when you can say o-
thirteen hundred?O He paused. He gave an affectionate chuckle. Ol
have to tell you, Fent: this gung-ho attitude of yours E itOsmusic to my
ears, mate. It really is. 1tOsa dead-setjoy to talk to a bloke thatOsas fired
up about this as what | am. Frankly, Fent D1 can tell you this now D
frankly, 1 wasnOthat sure about it to start off with. Frankly, | was wary
about even putting it on the table. | feared it might scare a few blokes
off. 1tOsa pretty emotive issue, like | say. But you donOtthink itOstoo
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wacky, obviously. You donOtthink itOsbiting off more than we can
chew?0

ONot at all,O 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 be-
coming aterrorist more formally, to open the question up to afull ethico-
legal debate. There would, he felt, be plenty of other opportunities for
that.

Olfwe do this thing right, Fent,OGus was saying now, OitOgo-
ing to go right off the Richter. [tOsgoing to put us squarely on the map.
By the way mate, is what | hear true? My mail is Pand correct me if IOm
wrong D but | hear youOvegot yourself shacked up with a couple of
chicks over there? Pretty sensual atmosphere, is it?0

OYes and no.O

Again Gus chuckled affectionately. OThatOghe way Fent.
ThatOghe way. Keep your cards closeto your chest,you enigmatic little
ladiesOman. | swear but, mate, | donOtknow how you do it. Chicks,
mate. Chicks | just find Oenthat much of an enigma, Fent, in so many
ways. And here you are shacked up with two of Oem!Maybe | should sit
you down one day, get a few sagewords of your advice.O He paused.
OlOmmot being serious there, of course,bhe added, unconvincingly. OBut
chicks these days, FentOD he breathed a philosophical sigh B Ol donOt
know. They read all these feminist magazines, mate, and their head gets
filled with all these funny ideas. About E you know, about getting
pampered and that. About how behaving like a normal red-blooded
bloke makesyou somekind of bloody Neanderthal! Christ Fent, | hardly
need to tell youthis. Like | say, my hat goes off to you for juggling two
of Oem simultaneously. OneOs bad enough sometimes.O

Ols that right?O

OOhdonOtget me started, mate. | mean, half the time sheOst
me to quit smoking mull, the other half sheOst me to quit smoking dur-
ries. Shecould at least be consistent, Fent. She could at least make up
her mind, donOtyou reckon? | mean, what does she want me to smoke?
Cheroots? | donOt even know what the fuck a cherootis E O

OMaybeyou should show her whoOsboss,OFenton proposed.
OTell her youOll smoke what you like when you like.O

This uncharacteristic utterance took Trixie and Tara by sur-
prise. Their eyes widened. Their mouths trembled with amusement.
For a bad moment Fenton thought they were going to laugh out loud.
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Gus whistled respectfully. OOuch,Fent. You really area fuckinO
firebrand, arenOtyou? But we canOtall be like yourself, mate. We
havenOt all got a spare one tucked away for insurance purposes.O

In theory Fenton was eager to press this theme further, much
further. But the presenceof Trixie and Tara hampered, for the moment,
his ability to work freely in his new persona of hardline Maoist ladiesO
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:

OFent, since weOve,ah E strayed onto this topic, thereOs
something 10dbetter say. | E DonOttake this the wrong way, mate. But
IOma bloke that believes in putting his concerns right out there on the
table. Fent? You still there?0

OIOm here.O

OlOntalking about Charmers, Fent. | may joke about her E But
me and her, weOvegot something special. YouOrea man of the world,
mate. You can seewhat IOmdriving at. 1Omjust saying D and the mere
fact | have to say it, Fent, itOsactually kind of a tribute to you, when you
think about it. All IOmsaying is, from one man of the world to another,
mate, if | catchyou entertaining thoughts in that direction | E | wonOtbe
a happy camper. LetOgust leave it at that. And 10mnot suggesting that
you would, Fent. Far from it. All IOmsaying is, sheO&ubbly, right? SheOs
effervescent. She does a lot of touching people on the forearm. And
look, | wouldnOtchangethat for the world. 10mjust saying, donOtgo mis-
taking it for some sort of invitation to have a crack. ThatOsall IOm
saying.O

OGus: say no more.O

OYouOre class act, Fent. A class act.O But still he sounded
troubled. OIE Look, | donOt want to dwell on this stuff, mate. But E O

ONot at all. Go ahead.O

OThanksFent. Thanks for making this no harder than it has to
be. | just wanted to say, like, given that you aresuch a classact, IOmgo-
ing to take it asread that E that if you doget talking to her one day, you
wonOtgo 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 | take it asread that | neednOthave any worries
on that front? | mean, | look on that astaboo. And again, IOmnot sug-
gesting youOddo it. Not for a second. IOmjust being clear up front that
thatOssomething | do frown on. And donOtgo pretending to be her
Ofriend@®o you can keep scoring yourself the old full-frontal hugs. |
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know all these techniques, Fent. | invented half of Oem.And | frown on
them all. In fact, letOsnake the whole thing nice and straightforward.
|IOmthinking itOdbe easiestfor all concerned if you just basically agreed
to never talk to her at all. How does that grab you?O

Ol donOtforesee any problems with that,O Fenton monstrously
lied.

OThatmight make the whole thing a little clearer, donOtyou
think?O

OAbsolutely. Say no more.O

OFent, you donOt know how relieved | am to hear you say that.O

OThink nothing of it.O

OYouOre champion, Fent. All right. | reckon IOvetaken up
enough of your time. IQllleave you to it, mate. Unless of course youOve
got any questions?0

As dearly ashe wanted to hang up immediately, and cradle his
face gently in both hands, Fenton could see that the conversation
couldnOtbe 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 GusOgorrupt mind. But what would an
innocent man say right now? What kind of question would he ask? So-
mething jocular and man-of-the-worldish. Something that showed heOd
forgotten the unpleasantness already. Something like this:

OOnly one, Gus. | donOt have to grow a beard, do 1?0

For five secondsor so Gus supplied no response. Fenton, in-
deed, was beginning to wonder whether something had gone wrong
with the line. And then Gus said coldly: OYouthink thatOdunny, cunt?
You think this is a game? You think weOrea bunch of schoolboys
playing dress-ups? Of courseyouOve got to fucking grow one!O

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.

OSorryabout that Fent. 1tOgust, sometimes| get a little passion-
ate about thesethings. | hardly need to explain that to a powderkeg like
yourself. But the beardOsnandatory, mate. It was remiss of me not to
state that from the outset. | like to think of it as a visible token of a
blokeOsommitment. WeOrenot a bloody social club, as| say. You of all
people should appreciate that. And the way | seeit, any bloke thatOsot
prepared to put up with an itchy neck for the causeb and itOllitch you
like buggery for the first few days, | wonOtlie to you about that D well,
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any bloke who wonOtmake that sacrifice isnOtworth having in the first
place. Am | right? But take my word for it, mate b after them first few
days you wonOtlook back. Anyhow, Fent. No hard feelings. Water un-
der the bridge, mate. As much my fault asit was yours. 10llget out of
your hair now. Keep your legs together, pal. And that other thing. The
thing | rung up about. The wheels are in motion, okay? Rememberthat.
| can see us getting out of this thing scot free, provided we play our
cards right.O

OWhat cards?O

OPrecisely,Fent. Precisely CouldnOthave said it better myself.
Good talking to you. Ciao mate.O

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 FentonOnd 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 tubOs
inner walls. They would be in there for a while.

Fenton pulled open the fridge. Suppressed spinach furled out
like flowers from a magicianOssleeve. Streetwise skittered in acrossthe
lino, tuned asever to any noise that betokened the imminent availability
of food. Stump swaying, he loitered angrily around FentonOsankles.
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 unmo-
lested. Holding the animalOsgaze, 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 secondsFenton just held the empty plate there
and stared at it, asif with a bit of patience he might causethe vanished
poultry to rematerialise. Streetwise was having none of this. Like a
trained dolphin attacking a beachball, he sprang up and butted the plate
from FentonOgrasp. It hit the floor and smashed, peppering the legs of
his jeanswith flying chips of china. Streetwise started pawing hungrily
through the wreckage.

OFenton!O came an alarmed cry from the bathroom.
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Fenton stepped around the cat and moved obediently down the
hall. He saw in passing that the pink Post-it had reappeared on his bed-
room door. Again he peeled it off and dropped it to the carpet.

OWhat?O he said through the shut bathroom door.

OWhat do you mean, what? What the fuck was that giant
smash?0

Olt was Streetwise.O

A gasp.

ODonOt say he went through a window!O

ORelax. It was just a plate.O

OOh right Fenton,Osaid Trixie sarcastically. OStreetwise just
picked up a plate and frisbeed it into a window, did he?0O

OHow twisted are you Fenton?OTara demanded to know.
OWho throws a plate at a window and blames it on a cat?0

OWho throws a plate at a window at all?0 glossed Trixie.
OHonestly Fenton, how much rage are youcarrying?O

OWellgo on then,OTara urged him. OGoand board it up before
he jumps out.O

OAnNd get us a new plate tomorrow,O 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. OAsa matter of interest,Ohe politely asked
them, Owhat does the word OterrorismO mean to you?0

OlfyouOresuggesting we ate those bits of chicken,OTrixie coldly
replied, Orememberthat weOreboth vegans. SolOdwatch who you go ac-
cusing of terrorism, Fenton. 10d watch that very closely.O

OBut you do eat white meat,O Fenton pointed out.

Tara let fly with an indignant burst of quasi Japanese.

Trixie said, OlfyouOresuggesting the meat on those drumsticks
was white, Fenton, youOvegot bigger problems than we thought. Now
go and board up that window.O

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

Ol had this nightmare last night about a dick,O he heard Tara
say quietly, ashe moved away. OJusthis huge dick. Maybe youOreright
that all dreams are about sex.O

OOhthatOsnot about sex you poor baby,OTrixie advised her
sagely. OThatOabout snakesyou see You must have this unconscious
fear of snakes.O
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Lying in bed, Fenton thought about beards. Rain played on his roof
like the fingers of a veteran typist. The lamp on his neighbourOsshed
still blazed. There was, he thought, something uniquely unpleasant
about being made to grow a beard when you didnOtwant to grow one. It
was the kind of unpleasantnessyou thought youOdleft behind in child-
hood. How would he look with one? Would he look like the other
Maoists? Knowing that their beards were compulsory explained alot. It
explained why Col hadnOtlong ago removed the wispy, moustacheless,
almost Henrik Ibsen-style offering that clung to his lower face. It ex-
plained 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 werenOtallowed to shave it offl 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 unshake-
able 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 eyesand tried to think about her. He tried to picture her
face, but kept seeing GusOpressed up against it, feeding bestially on her
lips and tongue. What were the odds that Gus would die very soon? On
the faceof it, not that good. On the other hand: think of the sheervariety
of ways in which aperson could meetwith sudden death in the course of
a normal day. Consider, to start with, the infinite assortment of flying
objectsthat 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 spaceas
Gus did, the odds of his getting mowed down by one of thesethings im-
proved considerably. Moreover, the fatter a man was, the poorer were
his chancesof 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 E And what about natural causes? Think of his choles-
terol count. Think of the constant strain on his heart. Think of the thick
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slurry of abused substancesthat oozed like wet cement through his
veins.

OFenton!O

He opened his eyes.

OFenton!OThey were calling him from their bedroom.

OWhat?0 he called back.

OYouOre remembering itOs garbage night?0

The bin was cold and heavy against his thighs. The wet drive-
way chilled his bare feet. Setting the bin down at the kerb, he found that
its rim had left a great damp stripe acrossthe 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 housesout there she lay. Maybe
Gus was lying with her, and maybe he wasnOt. Either way, his days at
her side were numbered. Fenton was sure of that now. This time last
night, he hadnOteven 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 eachstep
felt like a step towards her.
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Part 2
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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
iIncumbent urinator invariably sent him swerving for the nearest cubicle.
He didnOt like pissing with a complete stranger standing beside him, and
he didnOt like standing with a complete stranger pissing beside him. Still
less did he relish sharing a trough with someone he knew. If he was pre-
pared to step up B as now b 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 prob-
lem. He was utterly failing to urinate. It was now some two or three
minutes since heOdfirst addressed the steel, and still it remained un-
drenched. What was going on down there? Had his dick now ceasedto
function as a urinary tract aswell? Was a pissnow asking too much of
it? He wondered at what point, in caseslike this, one was supposed
simply to zip up and walk away, writing off the whole venture asa mis-
take. Certainly he didnOtfeel ready to make such a radical concession
just yet. And so he stayed grimly in position, with the arrival of wit-
nesses 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 oOclock
the following morning. Repeat:two oOclockin the morning. This meet-
ing, 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 Da part that liked
sleeping and disliked conspiring to commit violent crime D 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 in-
fancy. It would be folly, atthis delicate stage,to give the others any reas-
on to doubt his revolutionary zeal. Furthermore, out of concern for the
welfare of the general public, coupled with areluctance 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,
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was neverthelessfar 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 boyfriendOssecret commit-
ment 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 or-
der 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 meet-
ing. 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
ScratchOslt was a multi-media affair, this graffito of hers. For that gar-
gantuan first word she had employed spraypaint. Then, no doubt hav-
ing perceived that the spaceremaining 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 squeezein those diminutive
final words with aregular felt-tipped pen. Had she brought all of these
writing implements along in the first place, or had she composed the slo-
gan in three separate sessions? More to the point, when and how had
she infiltrated the male toilets? And OYuletideOb what the hell, apart
from the fact that it started with a 'Y, made Yuletidean appropriate dead-
line for AggotOsrelease? That festive seasonwas only a few months
away Dan optimistically brief time-frame, if you asked Fenton, in which
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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 in-
escapablefact was that it was he who had brought up AggotOsname in
the first place. He could only hope that Pamelawas too nuts to remem-
ber that Por, failing that, too nuts to seethat it was something that sane
people might hold against him. His key role in the campaignOsnception
haunted him. He had terrible visions of being confronted, and de-
nounced, by weeping members of the extended Baker family; or being il-
literately contacted, in a wickedly stained prison letter, by Neville
Claude Aggot himself.

And then, speaking of atrocities, there was FentonOdeard. It
weighed heavily on his mind, his beard. He wished it weighed heavily
on his face, but that was still along way from happening. Even though it
itched like a highwaymanOs, it still looked from the outside no lusher
than the fuzz on atennis ball. It was a three-day growth that had taken
twelve days to get there. To call it a Obeard,Ondeed, was to drain that
word of nearly all its commonly understood meaning. But what other
term for it was there? Even the word OitOwas somewhat out of place,
sincewhat had so far materialised on his face wasnOteally a single entity
at all, but several independent whisker colonies separated by theselarge
and mysterious buffer zones of virgin skin. High on his left cheekwas 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 sur-
rounding 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 hind-
sight, the wise move would have beento 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 chancesthat it would vanish between now and tonightOs
meeting seemedslim. 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 heOdhave 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, evenif
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he found it deeply unamusing. In order to get near her, he had to pre-
tend 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 al-
lowed to seeit, at least not in the short term. Thank Christ she hadnOt
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 didnOt. They came all the way up
behind him; seemedto 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:

OHello Bland.O

Only one person called him Bland. Fenton glanced sideways:
and the nightmare was confirmed. It was Robert Browning. OOh hi
Robert!Ohe heard himself reply, with the kind of forced delight he gen-
erally reserved for hailing elderly relatives. HadnOtBrowning left, depar-
ted, 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, oneOsotal lack
of interest in oneOseighbourOscock. But in the present casethere was
added cause for discomfort. BrowningOshello had been brutally cold P
there was no denying it. Did that mean that FentonOsleepestfears were
right? Had his own sleazy withdrawal from BrowningOscourse beenthe
withdrawal that triggered the courseOsollapse, and did Browning some-
how know that? FentonOgreference was to zip up and flee before this
question could be answered. But that would be madness:if Browning
saw that heOdeft 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 BrowningOsside a hearty thrum of waste on steel star-
ted 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.

ORelax, Bland,O he saidOl know it was you.O

OO0h,O Fenton said.

Olfit wasnOtyou, it would have been someoneelse. IOman ana-
chronism, Bland. | accept my fate.O
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His voice sounded asit always had: soft, precise, serenely con-
fident of the rightness of what it was saying. Fenton looked intently
downward, asthough something in the trough demanded his undivided
scrutiny. But all he saw down there was BrowningOsurine 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.

OAnyway, itOll all be over soon,0OBrowning said. OReading
books. Literacy. The brief Dlegacy Pof PGutenberg,Ohis speechgetting
slower and more deliberate here as he shook himself. Zipping up, he
moved acrossto the sinks. Olt doesnOtmatter to me. YouOrethe ones
whoOllnever read a decent book again, not me. And they still have to
keep paying me, you realise that?O Running some water, he dipped his
hands briefly into the stream. OYes. Thanks to principles formulated in
an age far lessbarbaric than ours, | canObe sackedfor my political opin-
ions. No matter how disreputable they may be.O He slapped on a hand-
dryer. ONot,Ghe half-shouted over its hot blast, Othat|Oveever regarded
it as a political opinion to think that good books are worth reading and
bad ones arenOt.But the point is this. Lego canOget rid of me, not prop-
erly. He can steal my students, he can defame me from the lectern. But
heOget to find a way of getting me off the payroll.O The drier had cut
out now. Browning moderated his volume. OSo:l still get paid, | still
have a library card, and IOvestill got an office. Oh not over there of
course,Owaving a contemptuous hand in the rough direction of the soci-
oliterology building.

OOhyouOvemoved then?OFenton asked, keen to place his con-
cern for BrowningOswelfare firmly on the record. He wondered how
much longer Browning was going to linger there by the dryers. His busi-
ness here was done now. ShouldnOthe be going? If he stayed around
much longer he would surely start to wonder about the curious duration
of FentonOstint at the trough. And yet he seemed,worryingly, to bein
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.

OYes. My office requirements, they tell me, have been
Oreprioritized.OWho Othey@re IOmnot certain. But they sent me a letter
Oadvising®which is what the prose of people like this does: it advisesD
that my OworkspaceentitiementsOhave been reassessedjo reflect recent
Oadjustments@ my teaching load. They seem to think if they say it
nicely enough | wonOtnotice 10vebeen evicted. Anyway, theyOvegiven
me a nice little Ospace@wn there in the former Chancellery. With a
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window that overlooks the drying laundry of the squatters who live in
the other rooms. ThereOso electricity, of course Pthis is the UniversityOs
non-violent way of trying to flush the squatters out. Soanything | leave
iIn my room overnight tends to get burnt for heat by my neighbours.
One of these days theyOregoing to burn the whole place down. | hope a
few of them are still inside it when they do. | left a cardigan in there
once. The next day one of them was carrying round a baby that was
swaddledn it. But far beit from me to Ojudgeéheir lifestyle, Bland. Or to
question their right to steal and burn other peopleOsstuff whenever the
need arises. Perish the thought! Let copulation thrive! And | suppose as
neighbours go, theyOrestill a cut above Lego and his witless lackeys. 10l
give them that. | feel like Nero down there. No: like Seneca.While their
fires rage around me, and their endless screaming matches with their
Opartners,® sit at my desk and read the greats. The books that you
people for somereasonfind lessengaging than the would-be intellectual
fireworks of lvan Lego, that serial rapist of the English language. And |
polish the great works of my own that nobody wants to publish. The
other day,Ohe recalled with a fond chuckle, Olgot rejected by a female
publisher who wrote that shewas Onoin a positionOto publish one of my
poems. Not in aposition? The woman ownsandeditsa magazine exclus-
ively devoted to publishing poetry! Who could be in a betterposition to
publish me? But of course what sheOseally saying, in her bureaucratic
way, is that she doesnOtvant to publish me. And why not? BecauselOm
no good? Heaven forbid! These bureaucrats of the OArts,Ghese people
who talk about Obeingn positionsObdo you think they care about ques-
tions 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?
WhatOshot this summer? Not me, thatOsclear enough. Because my
poems have form, you see. Some of them even rhyme And formOsout,
Bland. 1tOseendone Like chivalry, like the hula hoop. Like music that
sounds good. Art is supposed to embody the Ochao®f our timeOnow,
see. This is what our councils and committees seemto want from it. So
we get the sculptor exhibiting his heap of fouled hypodermics. The
Orapper@ith the Uzi in the boot of his Mercedes. Which rules me out, of
course. Me with my senile belief that artOsneant to impose some sort of
shapeon things. Like playing tennis with the net down, thatOswhat
Robert Frost said about free verse. In other words, whatOsthe fucking
point of it? WhatOghe good of it? Why would anybody possibly want to
read it?0 He was on a roll now, close to recapturing some of the
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evangelical heat that had once sustained his lectures, back when heOd
had lectures to give. But suddenly he caught himself, and put on the
brakes with an ironic smile. OAnyway, thereOslready beena poet called
Robert Browning, hasnOthere?Ohe mildly concluded. OWhatwere the
odds that thereOdever be another one? They were never very good, were
they? Not very good at all. 10Il be seeing you, Bland.O

And he went.

* * %

A minute or two later, Fenton emerged from the lavatory. It was now
a little before 2pm. Sonow 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 BrowningOsdeparture, he had finally succeededin re-
lieving himself. But that small victory had immediately turned sour. For
he had proceeded to put away his cock too early b disastrously, unfor-
givably early. And now, in consequence, his underpants contained
about a thimbleOsworth 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 D 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 nobodyOsfault but his own, and the de-
plorable upshot was this soggy disaster area down in his underpants,
this scrotum-scorching archipelago of humid cloth that was going to
make LegoOdecture 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 E

Fortunately, he still a few spare minutes in which to do some
salvage work. While descending from the libraryOs third floor to its
second, he thrust his right hand deep into his right pocket. From there
he launched a seriesof exploratory prods and delvings aimed at shifting
his genitals to drier ground, but carefully crafted to strike passers-byas
an innocent B if admittedly quite thorough b 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, shad-
owy, they provided ideal cover for anyone looking to ram a hand fully
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down his jeans. He slipped down an empty alley that seemednarrower
than the others, darker. He was midway along it, and just about to do
the deed, when he sensedthat 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, asif zeroing in on a par-
ticular call number. Behind him, the interloper kept coming. Fenton
therefore cameto 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.

ONice beard!O 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
couldnOt make out the pupils.

OHey,O she saidOGuess what?0

The problem in FentonOgeans no longer concerned him. Sud-
denly his only aim or interest was to keep himself upright, to resist his
bodyOshuge 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 heOdallowed him-
self to believe was going to be possible.

OComeon,Oshe scolded, OyouOresupposed to say Owhat.C5o0,
guess what?0

OWhat?Che said. Her eyes. Her teeth. Her nostrils. Her right
bra strap flagging down her brown upper arm, ripe for rectification.

OlOmunder strict instructions not to talk to you.O Smiling
broadly, as though she found this information vastly entertaining.

OWho from?O Fenton tried to say, but the words caught on
some large and moist obstruction in his throat. He swallowed, and said
it again properly. OFrom who?0

OFrom Gus of course.O

OOh,CFenton said. Of course. From Gus. He should have seen
that coming. And he should, ideally, have replied to it with something
more incisive than Ooh.@ut 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 personOs cigarette.
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OButdonOtworry,O she said with a grin. OldonOtbelieve him or
anything.O

OBelieve what?0

OBelieve what he said about you.O

OWhat,OFenton said, Odid he say about me?0 How strange it
was, how very strange, to reflect that he was standing Bright now, right
at this very secondbat 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 dreamsabout this. He spent days on end thinking about nothing
else. And now here he was: it was happening. Someof it had happened
already. And he wasnOtup to it. He knew that already, with terrible
clarity. He quite simply wasnOup to it. Already he found himself hop-
ing, disgracefully, that it would end very soon.

OHe said youOre a sleazy sexist who treats women like dirt.O

Fenton looked at her in consternation. He opened his mouth to
rebut this ridiculous lie Band 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 seemedto lie under her skin
rather than on it, and quite suddenly there was a more than even chance
he was going to vomit. Shesmelt of bubblegum, which wasnOtelping.
He swallowed, and tasted something resembling the end of an old bat-
tery. OlOveever,Ohe sort of croaked, Otreateddirt very badly.O It was
the best he could do.

OLookat you: youOvegone all pale! DonOworry BthatOgust the
kind of thing he says. Anyway, if | did everything he told me to, 10Od
have to live in a cardboard box or something. He thinks everyoneGster
me. Even girls! Let me guess:| bet he told you to start growing that
beard, didnOt he?0

Fenton merely nodded.

ODonOt you want to know how | knew that?O 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. Eachspeechactwas making him feel decidedly iller. But he still
stood a fair chance of averting outright disaster, as long as he didnOttry
anything too fancy. He swallowed again, and regretted it at once.

OHeknows | donOtlike guys with beards, right? But he doesnOt
want to shave his one off. Soinstead he just makes all the other Maoists
grow one too!O

OWhat?OFenton cried. This, he perceived vaguely, was a scan-
dal, an outrage! If only he felt well enough to strike back, to deliver the
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five-minute, tightly reasoned denunciation of Gus that the moment so
richnly 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 GusOsalient 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 pan-
icked rope of nausea slither thickly up the back of his throat.

ODonObe mad at him,Oshe said. OAnd donOtell him | told you
that, whatever you do. If he knew that, weOdbothbe in trouble. But you
can keep a secret, canOt you?O

He nodded and worked his eyebrows, and wished like hell that
sheOdcut down on the frisky innuendo. Every gleam in her eye was
fresh heat for the stew in his guts. He wasnOproud of it, but already he
was thinking very seriously about the location of the nearest toilets.
There were some on this floor, but he couldnOtvery well be convulsively
il in there. That would be too close. The sound of his animal heavings
might drift back out here, to her. HeOdhave to return to the oneson 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.

OYouaremad at him, arenOyou? DonOtbe. HeOsot out to get
you or anything. He just E well, heOsound to be a bit suspicious of
you, isnOthe? Look at it from his point of view. No oneOsver actually
joined the Maoists before. Plenty of guys have dropped out, but
nobodyOsever joined. Not since the death of communism, anyway. So
heOs bound to wonder what youOre up to, isnOt he?0

OIOm not,O said Fenton, Oup to anything.O

OWellthatOghe other thing heOsfraid of. | mean, if you joined
up because you actually believen it E O

OOfcourse | believe in it.O It costhim alot to string thesewords
together, to utter such a great many syllables all at once. And strangely
enough, he immediately got the feeling that it had beenthe wrong thing
to say. OWhy?0 he made himself add.ODoesnOt Gus?0O

OOhhe does now. Of course he does now. But you have to un-
derstand, he is fairly new to it. He only really got into it because he
was E well, he wasnOtquite fast enough to make it in the rugby team.
The coachalways left him on the bench. | hatedthat man. Poor Gussy, it
used to depress him so much. His self-esteem can get pretty low
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sometimes, you know. He might not show it, but it can. Anyway, thatOs
when he decided to give the Maoist thing atry instead. Of course itOsall
a load of rubbish if you ask me. | just do the paper.O

OBuUtE why Maoism? Why did he choose that?O 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 couldnOt,as much
as he wanted to, just not say anything at all.

OYou mean, as opposed to being an Anarchist or whatever?
Well, | suppose to start with it was becausenobody else had taken it.
You know, there werenOtany other Maoist groups on campus. But heOs
totally committed to it now. DonOtlet me give you the wrong impres-
sion. And you definitely never heard any of this from me, right? All 10m
saying is, heOsstill catching up on some parts of it. Some of the theory
and that. SoheOdound to be alittle defensive when a properly dressed
guy like you comesalong and joins up. If he knew you could read Russi-
an,Oshe added mischievously, tapping the book that heOdforgotten he
was holding, OheOdeally freak out!O

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? HeOd
have to take her word for that. Looking down at it made him feel a lot
worse, but so did looking at everything else.

OBut donOt worry,O she reassured himOI can keep a secret t00.0

She placed her hand on his wrist as she said this. A wave of
protest reared violently up from the churning cesspitof his innards. He
clenched his teeth and prayed that shewould 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 to-
wards massive liquid catastrophe. Maybe after this wretched perform-
ance his chancesof 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 wasnOtut
out for this, for stealing somebody elseOgirlfriend. 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
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sheltering walls, the soothing white tiles. All that cool and edgelessand
infinitely tolerant porcelain E

Finally she took her hand off him. But just before she did, she
gave his forearm a last tiny squeezeband that was it. From that second
the die was cast. He was absolutely going to be hideously sick now, no
guestion 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 grace-
fully no longer mattered. He just had to do it. But how? How was he
going to get past her? He couldnOtverbally ask her to step aside: a trans-
action of that magnitude would almost certainly push him over the
edge. Nor could he just squeezewordlessly 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 heOdever had, if he could only get out of this without
her seeing him regurgitate.

OGosh,Bhe said, examining his troubled face. OYoureally donOt
want me to tell him, do you?O

He shrugged and vaguely whimpered.

OYou donOt say much, do you?0

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

OWell,Gshe said with a blessedair of finality, OlOveot a lecture
to get to. Hey, you do Lego Studies donOtyou? SoyouOvegot a lecture
too. Should we walk there together?0

Firmly he shook his head. ONo. |0Ovegot to E O He ceased
speaking. He made a curt gesture towards the floor above.

OOh. Okay,O she said, looking disappointed and mystified in
equal measure.

That look was too much for him. He made a lurching drunk-
ardOsattempt to get past her. Sheheld her ground. Worse, she actively
stopped him, by placing afirm hand on his rioting chest. And for an ob-
scenemoment 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. In-
stead he stepped very carefully back, riveted his eyeson one particular
book spine, and with a profound Tantric effort rode the moment out.
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But even asthe wave subsided, he knew beyond doubt that the next one
would be it, the catastropheitself. He had pushed his luck quite fucking
far enough.

OYouOremot getting away that easy,Oshe said with a grin, still
touchingly unaware of the gravity of the situation. OYou,Gshe said, rais-
ing a didactic forefinger, Ohavegot to tell me something. WhatOsgoing
on tonight? At two in the morning? WhatOs going on?0

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

OComeon, donOttry and cover for him. 10mnot stupid, | heard
him ringing all of you up. Whatisit,a® O

OThereOa secret meeting,O Fenton said concisely, like a spy
passing on vital information with his last breath.

Ol knew it!O she cried, slapping his poor chest for emphasis.
OHe tried to tell me you had a game of indoor cricket! As if B O

OIOlkeep you posted,OFenton 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 sametime unfirm) tit was a ver-
itable starterOistol 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 me-
dia pack until finally he hit the stairwell where it was safeto 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 toiletOsouter door
and then through its inner one and finally through the door of the cu-
bicle itself, where without a second to spare he snapped forward over
the welcoming bowl.
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Chapter 7

Something was going on.

The lecture theatre was packed. All the seatswere taken, and a
jabbering surplus of crowd spilled up and down the roomOstiered
flanks. Fenton, arriving a good minute or two before lvan LegoOsched-
uled entry, could only weave and shove his way into a standing berth
against the back wall, wondering if heOdwalked 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 lec-
ture by lvan 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
werenOt. After another moment or two he spotted her, standing against
the wall about halfway down, happily chatting to some lanky geekin a
tennis shirt. Having looked at that till he could take no more, Fenton re-
turned 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 contin-
gent 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 spaceit normally occupied, there stood two
black swivel chairs. Ivan Lego satin one of them, with one long cream-
clad leg draped easily over the other. A woman in T-shirt and jeanswas
tensely bent over him, applying make-up to his obligingly tilted face. A
protective paper bib was tucked under the non-collar Bthe anti-collar B
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 some-
where 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
lvan 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 stagewith no
special urgency, as though the start of proceedings was still some way
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off. One of them was arranging a jug of water and a glass on a small
table at LegoOslbow. Another was down on his hands and knees amid
the black spaghetti of electrical cords and cables, sticking them down to
the carpet with aroll of tape. On either side of the stage stood a tall met-
al pole crowned by a battery of industrial-strength lamps. Theseencased
the whole scene in a crisp white prism of artificial light.

Occupying the chair beside LegoOswas 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 clip-
board that lay acrosshis knees. Fenton recognised him as Quentin Sali-
ent: presenter of ArtsBeat the most prestigious arts programme on TV.
The only arts programme on TV, cometo think of it. Salient! Fenton felt
the fire of an ancient hate rekindle within him. Somemonths previously
he had read a profile of Salient in the Peoplesection of a weekend news-
paper, under the aegis of a regular feature entitted My Sunday in which
moderately famous people were required to describe how they spent
their days off. SalientOsdeal Sunday morning had turned out to consist,
in his own words, of Ocurling up with a good thriller, my dog Django,
and a croissant.O In an adjacent colour photograph, larger by far than
the article itself, a stiffy 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
croissantin 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: OPeoplewho say OClassical@usic when ac-
tually what they mean is Romantic music P or indeed serious music of
any kind.O

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 ef-
fect, the three quite disparate acts of reading a book, eating pastry, and
snuggling with an animal. WouldnOtDjango get fur, or slobber, on the
croissant? WouldnOtjam get smeared on the thriller? WouldnOtit be far
more efficient simply to kick the dog out, eat the croissant while it was
still hot, and then turn oneOsull attention to the book? Looking at Sali-
ent now Pperched rotundly down there on the stage,small-talking with
lvan Lego in the glazed, half-hearted manner of a man whose earpieceis
having something pivotal said into it by his producer P Fenton felt surer
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than ever that the man was a grotesque fraud. Yes,the chubby little shit
had quite clearly made the whole thing up! But why? Justto 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 cockin the tennis shirt. Looking
at her from this distance, Fenton found it nearly impossible to believe
that not ten minutes ago sheOdeen chatting to him like that, resting that
same promiscuous hand on his forearm instead. Still less could he be-
lieve he had voluntarily walked away from that. No: run away from it,
sprintedaway from it, fled the scenelike the abjectestof criminals. What
a flasco! What a supremely regrettable performance! He knew already
that it was the kind of incident that was going to ruin his peaceof mind
for years to come, playing over and over and over in his head like dis-
aster footage and making him want to wince and clutch his balls and
gouge out his own eyesfor possibly the rest of his life. The badnessof it
had been surreal, epic, scarcely believable in scope and intensity. A
stronger man would have been back at her side right now, working furi-
ously to expunge her memories of the whole scene. But Fenton wasnOt
strong. Arguably, he wasnOteven a man. Already heOdcaught 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 seriesof increasingly frank
videotapes E

Washe cut out for it, for the long and grim decathlon of prising
away somebody elseOgirlfriend? 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 becausethey werenOtvery
good at it? Looking at her now, he knew that he wasnOtabout to stop
wanting her. He didnOteven 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 wasnOtremotely ready to stop framing
his whole life around it. To stop, even to entertain the ideaof stopping,
would be to open his mind to the heinous possibility that she might nev-
er 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.
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Soyes, he would go on. But something would have to be done
about the vomiting, clearly. The chundering had to be addressed. Be-
causehe was going to need, if he was to stand any realistic chanceof get-
ting 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 wouldnOtbe good enough just to tamethe impulse, either Bto sub-
due it to the point where he could hold out for ten minutes in her pres-
ence,say, or fifteen, beforehaving 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 feelinglike running awayandvomiting 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. Lag-
gard crew members scurried, crouching, off the set. A passageof classic-
al or serious music bthe puckish theme tune of ArtsBeatb issued from
the PA. Quentin Salient leant towards Ivan Lego and gave him a sooth-
ing 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.

OGoodevening,Ohe said, although it was the middle of the day,
Oandwelcome to. No. I0ligo again.O He bent sideways and coughed
once, then erectly readdressed himself to the camera. OGoodevening,O
he said again, Oandwelcome to the. No. Good evening, and welcome to
a special edition of ArtsBeat We come to you tonight from the
University of NN, where it is my privilege to be joined by athinker and
writer of truly international standing. Professor lvan 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 prominenceOD Lego endorsed this ob-
servation with a wry nod D Oothershave hailed him as the self-styled
apostle of a new philosophy. Tonight, in a rare media appearance,lvan
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Lego launches what may well prove to be his boldest coup yet. He has
written a novel which is setto change the way we think about novels.
Entitled Empty Pagesl.egoOsiovel consistsentirely of blank pagesDsev-
eral hundred of them, containing not so much asa 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.O

Salient swung crisply around to face lvan Lego. Oltis an auda-
cious move, isnOtit Ivan Lego, publishing a book entirely devoid of
words?0

ONo,Osaid Ivan Lego. OOnthe 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 mutenesswhich is at the sametime not-mute, becauseit
is heard by the writer to issue a plea Bsilence becoming, at this paradox-
ical moment, audible, loquacious Bto issue a plea for its own erasure, an
injunction to be filled, a demand to have Omeaning@nposed on it from
without. Thus writing has historically been considered an act of cre-
ation. | have long proposed the converse: that an empty page is not
empty but full, teeming with the endlessinterplay of all possible mean-
ings. That, in the same way as a block of marble contains all possible
sculptures, a blank page must be viewed as harbouring, in equal meas-
ure, all possible documents: the Magna Carta a speech from Titus An-
dronicus a shopping list, a love letter, a suicide note, an extortionistOsde-
mands, a fascistOslogma, a revolutionistOs manifesto. That so-called si-
lence, the so-called empty page,is in fact arefuge, an asylum, for the free
interplay of possibility That the act of writing demolisheshis interplay,
this infinite tension. That, at the moment of writing, the pluralism of in-
finite possibility is abolished by the tyranny of the particular. Writing
must therefore be viewed, | maintain, not as a creative act but as a de-
structive one. Writing, any writing, is always, at its root, an act of se-
mantic genocide.O

Quentin Salient nodded thoughtfully, as though all this was
perfectly in order. OWeOrgetting into the territory, arenOwe,Ohe sug-
gested, Oof your celebrated notion of meanability?0

OMeanability is the term | coined some time ago,Olvan Lego al-
lowed, Otodesignate that hum of infinite potentiality which silence con-
tains D which silence is B and which writing destroys. Other modes of
critical analysis tell us how language can and does, in this or that
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particular context, function as a tool of power, a mechanismof oppres-
sion. The concept of meanability advances the far more radical notion
that language is oppression. That language, that is to say, owes its very
existencdao a foundational act of suppression bnamely, the suppression
of non-language. Speechis always the silencing of silence. Writing is al-
ways the erasure of the blankE O

As Ivan Lego went on in this vein, a disturbance was occurring
at the theatreOgear. Somebody outside was, rather tastelessly, trying to
get in, creating ripples of restlessnessin the area of the double exit
doors. The crowd there was being made to shuffle disapprovingly side-
ways 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 seatsto seewhy oth-
er people were twisting around in theirs. A perturbed security guard
hastened up the stairs to restore order. He pushed his way to Brown-
ingOsside, and drew him into some sober-looking negotiations. These
ended with BrowningOscoming all the way inside the theatre, so that the
security guard (shaking his head as if now he had seenit all) could
quietly push the door shut behind him. Through all of this BrowningOs
eyes stayed fixed on Ilvan Lego, bound to him by an unseen tether of
hate. The security guard moved away D but not too far away. He re-
mained in position near the stairhead, eyeing Robert Browning with pro-
fessional unease.

Down on the stage,the interview proceeded. Salient was want-
ing 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
D one of his other books, his old books, his books with words in them,
with many, many words.

OOnone hand, a page that has deliberately and strategically
been left blank. On the other, the page that is blank merely becauseit
has not yet been written on. The difference, | hope it is by now clear, is
radical. The former is the opposite of, the negation of, the latter Bwhile
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also containingthe latter, containing it as a possibility in the sensethat 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 Pagess,
asyou 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 embraceinstead the meaning of possib-
ility. 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 disal-
lows none. Naive critics will allege that the book says nothing. | reply,
pre-emptively, that it says everything. Virginity, yes. Certainly. But
sterility, no.O

OYou fraud'Ocried a stricken voice from the theatreOsear. lvan
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 el-
bow and making a firm but non-violent attempt to steer him back out.
Browning ignored him. OHow can you all just sit there?Ohe yelled. Sec-
tions of the crowd were hissing to drown him out. ORiseup! Walk out!
Lynch him! Do somethingfor ChristOssake!O Four guards were on him
now, one on eachlimb, bearing him out supine like a stretchered corpse.
OHeOwking you for aride!Ohe shouted, fully horizontal now, lying eer-
ily still, putting up no physical fight. OAre you allinsan@0

Ivan Lego, with moderate interest, watched him go.

ODonOswallow it!O Browning cried finally from beyond the
open door. ODonOt let him B O

But then the door was slammed, and whatever he said after-
wards 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
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a complex setof headphoneswith an angled mike arm that veered down
to the corner of her mouth. Perhaps it was she who had been saying
things into SalientOsear. Off to their left, a crouching stagehand was
working with ten or twelve variously sized sheetsof ply- or balsawood.
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 in-
laid 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 ma-
hogany 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 thesewas 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 lessmahogany-coloured than the exteriors of the imit-
ation desk. He had a grey moustache aslimp and wispy asfloating sea-
weed, and wore a red beret identical in every respect to Quentin Sali-
entOs.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 VonkOsheadgear, abruptly detached
himself from lvan Lego and hurried over to intercept the aging sculptor
before he could take his seat. A heated-looking discussion ensued, with
eachman doing a lot of gesticulating at the otherOseret. The woman in
the complex headphones moved calmly towards them to mediate.

Shuffling past this contretemps with a vagrant-like lack of ur-
gency, possibly enrouteto one of the other chairs, was an unkempt wo-
man of around fifty. She blinked a lot, and had a long and brambly
cataract of unrestrained grey hair. This was Rosemary Robinson-Robin-
son, a Visiting Fellow at the UniversityOs 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 uncov-
er 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 hadnOttaken his. Shewore pale-blue nylon slacks
of a vintage and quality seldom worn in public exceptby effigies of Guy
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Fawkes. There appeared to be, on the back of them, a fair amount of re-
cently deposited soil and leaf matter. No brassiere figured beneath her
T-shirt, which was tight, frayed, V-necked and maroon. On the whole
she seemedto have dressed under a misapprehension that shewould be
painting her house all day, or working with some notoriously tenacious
brand of putty. And she waslooking about herself with an air of con-
cussedpuzzlement, asthough wondering where she was and how sheOd
come to be here. Her incessantly blinking eyesspent 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. Shewas, in short, Pamela Scratch. She car-
ried a messy armload of paperwork, possibly containing the text of a
speech;and along cardboard cylinder of the kind used for storing rolled-
up maps and posters. Shetook her seatat the fake desk and stowed the
cylinder carefully beneath it, while smiling a secret smile.

Behind her, Vladimir Vonk appearedto have beenissued with a
galling ultimatum about his beret. He ripped it off his head and flung it
bitterly to the floor. An alert stagehand scoopedit up in the manner of a
ballboy and whisked it off the set. Vonk collapsed sulkily into the chair
next to PamelaOsHis scalp proved to be not merely bald, but also start-
lingly lesstanned 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 distin-
guished analysts from the University of NN would discuss, and assess
the implications of, LegoOsbook. After alleging that these analysts
needed no introduction, Salient introduced them: Vladimir Vonk, con-
ceptual 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
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Scratch, Salient proposed, could get the ball rolling. Shehad, he under-
stood, beenissued with an advance copy of LegoO$ook. How, on behalf
of SNARBY, did she respond to it?

Pamela Scratch nodded her thanks, tamped square her notes,
and faced the nearest camera. OEight years ago this month,O she sol-
emnly told it, Oanunemployed 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 max-
imum security facility for the differently sane. There he remains con-
fined to a cramped cell which for as many astwelve hours a day admits
no natural light. His sentence is effectively indeterminate, his file
stamped Oneverto be released.O SNARBY D Secure Neville AggotOs
ReleaseBy Yuletide Bis a non-profit organisation devoted to raising pub-
lic awareness of NevilleOsplight. But SNARBYOsampaign is still very
much in its infancy, and its funding situation remains parlous.O She
turned officiously to Salient. OQuentin, when this goesto air, could this
maybe be the point where you put our phone number up on the bottom
of the screen?0

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 seemedto have caught Quentin Salient
badly off guard. He was hunkered chubbily forward in his chair. He ap-
peared to be halfway through retrieving something from underneath it.
Looking up into the silencein a startled way, he urged Pamelato contin-
ue with aggrieved motions of his hand.

ODespite this chronic lack of resources,OPamela accordingly
went on, having smoothly refaced the camera, OSNARBY 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 casethat
verges on an outright scandal. Which brings me to this book. Empty
Pages Well, the title pretty much saysit all, doesnOit? 300-odd pages,
each one of them totally silent on the plight of Neville Claude Aggot.
Which | consider symbolic, Quentin, sadly symbolic, of the docile silence
that the whole of our so-called intelligentsia has seenfit to maintain on
this issue.O

Here she broke off to throw a withering look at lvan LegoOs
chair. But Ivan Lego proved to be no longer sitting in it. He had tempor-
arily left the setto confer with someoneover in the theatreOdront corner,
near one of the exit doors. Quentin Salient, for his part, had by now
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found what heOdbeen 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.

OWellthis,Oshe declared, her voice tightening with rage, Oisex-
actly the kind of apathy 10mtalking about. So. Okay. LetOsreak some
of the silence, shall we? LetOglare to say a few things that have never
been said about this case.OShe was pawing through her chaotic notes,
extemporising angrily till she found the right document. OLetOsgare to
ask some of the questions that never got asked.O Still shuffling papers.
OThequestions that AggotOsnept lawyers never saw fit to raise at his tri-
al. For example: how is it possible for a man to be both unemployed and
alabourer? Which one was he? A or B? A simple enough question, you
might think. But one thatOsyet to receive a satisfactory answer. Right,0
she decisively said, having found what she was looking for. OLetOstart
with NevilleOsarrest, shall we? LetOsstart 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 NevilleOssuburban home. Hardly, one might think, a measure con-
sistent with AggotOslegal right to be presumed innocent. Arresting a
man at dawn, in fact beforedawn, and conducting a massive searchof his
home and his wall cavities D hardly something youOddo to a man you
presumed to be innocent! And what aboutthis search? What do you
suppose the police allegedly recovered, during this initial search of Ag-
gotOshome? A searchthat Aggot isnOtallowed to be present at, by the
way. Or any of his legal representatives, for that matter. Not that heOs
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 Osearch©f AggotOshouse
should turn up exactlywhat the police are looking for? A veritable treas-
ure trove of damning evidence that implicates him in the crime? For ex-
ample: under a towel in AggotOsbasement, searcherswill claim to have
located the following items: a bloodstained hunting knife; a ring sub-
sequently identified asthe property of one of the alleged murder victims,
namely 20-year-old OKirsty@aker; a bracelet, also identified as belonging
to Kirsty Baker; and B yes, weOrenot quite finished yet! B and a blood-
soaked ski-mask. All this, | repeat, is found, allegedly, under one towel
in Neville AggotOsbasement. One towel. A single towel. A conveni-
ently largetowel, one might think. At SNARBY, we like to refer to it as
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the Omagidowel.O It sort of calls to mind,O sheimprovised, making a de-
ferential little half-turn to her left, Osomeof the conceptual work of
Vladimir Vonk. Like TheDoor,Oshe improvised further, deftly weaving
the adjacent sculptor into the fabric of her polemic, Olike The Door, we
seemto be confronted here with a sort of deliberateaffront to our com-
mon senseE O

OBalls,O/ladimir Vonk muttered in reply, in his lard-thick for-
eign accent.

Pamelatook this in her stride. Like a veteran newsreader skat-
ing over a technical hitch, she looked unflappably back to the camera
and said: OOKirstyBaker. This, we might remember, is the victim the
sexist mainstream media will seizeon. The victim theyOllkeep referring
to as a Ohappy-go-lucky teenager.OThus ensuring that any slim chance
Aggot might still have of getting a fair trial B well, thus ensuring that
that goesflying fully out the window, along with all his other rights. But
how can a teenager be twenty years old? Another one of those unre-
solved questions that this caseis 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 vet-
erans of the sweat-shop floor Pif theyOrenot already dead, lying forgot-
ten in unmarked graves, unmourned by the Western media. Uncomfort-
able questions, these. But again, questions that have never been properly
asked. Questions that our complicit mass media prefers to passover in
silenceE O

lvan Lego was still over near the frontal exit, supervising the ef-
forts of alady administrator from the department of socioliterology who
was pushing a large wheeled trolley in through the door. Under LegoQOs
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 re-
gister was a sign saying: Empty Pages $29.95per copy- Pleaseetain re-
ceipt to ensure continued enrolment

OButletOgeturn,O Pamela Scratch was saying, Otothe issue of
the magic towel. LetOsask 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
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better hiding place for it than under a towel. Under a towel located in
his own house, | might add. A towel lying out in plain view in his own
basement. Plausible? | leave that question to the viewer. And incident-
ally, 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 basementto
getdry from? Who even hasa basement? SNARBY hasnow beenableto
establish, thanks to a few rudimentary enquiries that NevilleOsshame-
fully incompetent lawyers never saw fit to make, that the homeOdath
and shower facilities were both located on the groundfloor. Soit seemsa
moot question, to say the least, why Aggot would wish to keep his tow-
els a whole floor belowthat. 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?0

Parts of the audience were starting to shift and murmur with
impatience now, asif wondering when someonein authority was going
to cut Pamelaoff. The novelty of the lights and cameraswas 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 couldnOtswitch off. Ivan Lego had somehow, without
having visibly crossed the set, transferred himself to the stageOsther
side, where he was quietly overseeing the wheeling-in of a second mo-
bile checkout facility. Quentin Salient was vigilantly plucking flakes of
yellow pastry off the front of his shirt.

OSimilar questions arise,OPamela now alleged, Oin relation to
the blood-soaked ski-mask. What B 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 fam-
ilyOsskis to the roofrack and drove them off to the snowfields for the
weekend? So | ask again: what was Neville Aggot doing with a ski
mask? An item which even expert ski-ers view as something of a lux-
ury. An optional extra. SolOmtold. Here, in other words, is yet another
key piece of evidence that seems to have just materialised out of
nowhere. But letOspause here. And letOsimagine, just for a moment,
that the police version of eventsis correct. LetOsmagine that Neville Ag-
got really did own this mask. LetOsmagine that he really did, at some
obscure point prior to the murders, experience this mysterious compul-
sion 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 withesses, naturally. And despite
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the notable handicap of owning no equipment besidesa mask. Accept
this scenario, and the issue of the multiple bloodstains on the mask be-
comes crucial. Becauseas a novice ski-er, isnOtit at least distinctly pos-
sible, if not in fact highly likely, that Neville Aggot would have suffered
preciselythe kind of accident that would cause his mask to become
soaked with several different types of blood? Including, primarily, his
own? The police canOthave 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.O

The audience writhed and whispered.

OBuUt SNARBY is well aware,OPamela went on, with a grave
change of expression, Othatthere will still be, even now, viewers who re-
main convinced of Neville Claude AggotOsguilt. Viewers who just canOt
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, | say this: your donations are every bit as crucial to
SNARBY as the donations of those who consider Neville innocent. Be-
cause SNARBYOsactivities do not begin and end with the belief that
Neville Aggot is necessarily an Oinnocent@an, in the narrow legal sense
of that term. Indeed, even within SNARBYOsown ranks there are a
range of opinions on this question. People are always surprised when |
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 wassomehow involved. Maybe, having been system-
atically deprived of the rudimentary education that you and | 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 AggotOsrelease
goes well beyond such literal-minded definitions of OguiltOand
Oinnocence.@nstead, it raises the far more fundamental issue of social
justice. And from that standpoint, Neville Claude Aggot has been pay-
ing 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.

OSoto those viewers who remain convinced that Neville maybe
wasin some way involved in this affair, | ask you to leave aside the nar-
row issue of legal Oguilt.Olnstead, | urge you to ponder the following
guestions. Has Neville Claude Aggot committed genocidal atrocities, or
condoned child starvation on a massive scale? Has he ordered air and
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ground forces to engagein covert bombings of civilian targets? Has he
wiped out whole peoples in the name of religion? Has he manipulated
the democratic processin foreign lands to prop up corrupt and murder-
ous 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 achieveéoy keeping a man like Aggot behind bars? Is it going to
bring the Bakersback? Is it really likely to Oreform®eville, to OimproveO
him? If a petty thief comes out of prison an expert forger, if an expert
forger comesout a hardened safecracker,then whatOsa multiple murder-
er going to come out as?0

On this dark note, Pamelaspread her hands wide and let her ar-
gument 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. OMmm,Ohe intoned, swinging round to
face Lego. Olvan Lego?0

Lego lifted both eyebrows in genuine surprise. OYouwonOtbe
leaving that in, surely?O

Pamela Scratch scoffed loudly into her mike.

Quentin Salient permitted his TV face to slacken. Olhear you,
lvan,Ohe ruefully exhaled. OButthey might find it a bit confusing if she
gets introduced and then never says anything.O

OYouOre not,0 Pamela Scratch incredulously cried,
Qcontemplatingthis cover-up!O

OSo cut her introduction as well,O shrugged Ivan Lego.

Pamela scoffed again.

Vladimir Vonk said: OWhile weOreat it, beret-boy, might we ex-
cise her hideous and ill-informed slur on my Door?0

Salient grimaced like a man on a headache ad.

OThink of the alternative,O said Ivan Lego to Pamela Scratch.
ODoyou really want to be seen proposing, on prime-time TV, that the
media is engaged in a conspiracy of silence about a casethat you then
proceed to talk about for ten solid minutes?0

Ol note that she gets to keep her hat,0 commented Vladimir
Vonk bitterly.

OltOa paradox,OPamela Scratchtold Ivan Lego. Olthought you
revelled in them.O
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Salient rubbed hard at his anguished temples. Rosemary
Robinson-Robinson stared, blinking, at a mysterious but fixed point in
the middle distance.

OAt the point where paradox shades into bullshit,O said lvan
Lego, Ol stop revelling.O

OShesports it with perfect impunity, this ridiculous hat of a
Victorian gentleman!O

Salient: OYourealise weOrelooking to fill fifty minutes here E
O

OMaybeyou could just lose my Oconspiracyof silence@omment,
and put everything elseto air,O Pamela Scratch proposed. Olcould live
with that.O

OOhfor the sake of God!Ocried Vladimir Vonk. OCouldwe stop
mollygrubbing this spoiled little girl and maybe get onto my portion of
this circus?0

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 inconsequenceanyway,
he gave Vonk the floor. Vonk, after some brief but strenuous gyrations
in search of the right camera, embarked on a long and impassioned
speechabout the way that LegoO$o0k, asfar ashe could see,challenged
only one assumption Bnamely, the assumption that a book should have
words in it Bwhereas he, Vladimir Vonk, had personally supervised the
construction of sculptures that challenged two, three, even four assump-
tions at once bthat is to say, double, triple, or even quadruple the num-
ber of assumptions challenged by Lego in his book. OAnd yet where,O
Vonk demanded, Oarethe trumped-up media fun-fairs in honour of my
work? Where is the troupe of television sycophants licking my boots?
WhereOD he spanked the rickety desk with one of his tanned hands,
causing its flimsy components to wobble dangerously B Oarethe hordes
of installation-loving young girls for whom | sculpted away my youth?O

Beside him, with no warning of any kind, and with no connec-
tion whatever to the point at hand, Rosemary Robinson-Robinson began
to speak. OLetme say this,O she said, aiming a fusillade of blinks at a
nearby patch of carpet. OLetme say this and no more. As a comment on
the logic of late capitalism. This morning, on my way here, to this, | got
lost. God forbid the University bean-counters should put up a sign or
something. Or amap. Anyhow, | was lost, | was hot, | needed a place to
sit down. None of thesethings are actually against the law yet, asfar as|
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know. None of thesethings are actually illegal. Soanyway, my eyesfell
on this bench This shady-looking bench under a tree.O

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

OAnd first things first,O the dishevelled scholar was saying.
OThething stinks It pongs Smelled like it was made out of rotting fish
or something.O

VonkOs eyes widened in horror.

Olmean, 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, | satonit® O

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

Oband the whole bloody thing just collapsed. Straight away.
Justfell apart like a, like aE Straight to the bloody ground, and me with
it. 1 mean, what sort of bureaucratic bean-counte® O

OYou insane hag!O Vladimir Vonk cried. OThat was my Elemental
BenchO

Ol mean, if this is the bean-countersCbottomline B benchesyou canOt
even sit on PO

OAre you totally blind? It had ropes all around it!O

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

OPif this is, you know, if this is life in the land of the balanced
budget E O

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

Olt was supposed to rot naturally into the earth!O Viadimir
Vonk whimpered sullenly, more or less to himself.

Pamela withdrew the cylinderOs contents: a long rolled-up
poster.

OMr Vonk,O Quentin Salient said again, Operhapswe could DO
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, sheunfurled the thing, and held it there for the crowdOsconsid-
eration. It was a blown-up black-and-white photograph of Neville
Claude Aggot, as high as PamelaOsvhole body and several times as
wide.

99



OMissScratch,OSalient objected, OJesu®If we could just DHey
lvan, no, Christ, not yetO

This to Ivan Lego, who was up on his feet and striding resol-
utely 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 headsetin
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 Bthe blackened houseframe, the smouldering caravan Bhad been
airbrushed out. But no retouching work, or not nearly enough of it, had
beendone on the look in the boyOsyesbthat 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 seemedto feel that the image counted unequivocally in
SNARBYOdavour. Sheheld it aloft with serene confidence, asif it fur-
nished eloguent and clinching proof of the absurdity of AggotOscontin-
ued 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 audienceOseaction to the picture to be unsatisfactory, and ascribed
this lukewarm responseto the imageOsack of elevation. Either way, her
plucky right boot ventured up from behind the great poster and beganto
grope blindly around for the deskOsurface, asif she had wholly failed to
notice what that surface was made out of, or asif she had noticed but de-
cided 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 Scratchrapidly afterit. 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.
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Chapter 8

"What about Barbra Streisand? Or Cher?O

OWhat about one of those pricks thatOsalways mowing the
greens when youOre trying to play golf?0

OHow about my cousin? The cunt maintains that vinyl sounds
betterthan a CD! Reckons itOs got more Owarmtii0

Sohere they were. Through eyesas narrowed asthey could be
without actually being shut, Fenton followed the deliberations. It was
2.36am. 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 fluor-
escent light.

OCol,whatOgshe name of that fat lady in our film workshop that
never shuts up?0

OWhat, that mature-age one? The one who re-reads the com-
plete books of Jane Austen once a year?0

OYeah, her.LetOs do her.O

Here Bto say it again Bthey 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? CouldnOtthey be doing it at someoneOkouse? Admittedly GusOs
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 becomevoid. Why then were they still here, still sit-
ting in the fully lit bar? Were they insane?

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

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

OYeah, writehim down. | hatethat dude.O

With due solemnity Warren added each fresh nominee to the
death listOsswelling ranks. His scalp bore signs of untimely removal
from its pillow. Rogue clumps of hair stood at strange anglesto it, asif a
soundless gale were whipping through the room. Out in the night, in
the recessesof the dark window, a reflection of the conspirators hung
like a crooked slide. The striped shirt protruding from beneath BlueOs
jumper was quite plainly a pyjama top.
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OWhat about the Feminist in Residence? |Oveheard sheOsa
lesbian.O

OWellwhat about the Lesbian in Residencethen? Why not just
do her?0

Ols she a feminist too but?0

OHey,what about that lady at the newsagent?Coffered Warren,
looking eagerly up from his notebook. OBlue,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.
LetOs do her.O

OSteadyon, Wozz.O This was Gus, surfacing from his long si-
lence at last. OBereasonable.O He gave Fenton, before Fenton had a
chance to look away, another one of those personalised winks. OIf we
knocked off every chick who did thatE O He made a gesture of futility
with his smoking hand. Warren looked contritely at the table. Olmean,
Charmers has been known to frown on some of my more hardcore pur-
chases. And thatOgust the stuff she knows about. But itOsnever crossed
my mind to eliminateher for it. LetOsot lose our heads here. LetOshot
lose all perspective. Actually, Wozz, thatOseminded me. YouOdbetter
whack her down on your apologies list. Charmers. | reckon thatOsonly
fair, given | never even told her there was a meeting on EOQ

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 un-
fold in the manner of an indulgent uncle on the sideline of ajunior soccer
match. But now he seemedconstrained to get something off his chestb
to articulate something that was in danger, perhaps, of falling by the
wayside.

OldonOtwant to fuck up the flow, comrades,Ohe clarified first,
encouragingly. OFarfrom it. But letOdry and remember Dthis is a polit-
ical death list weOretalking about here. This isnOtjust a smorgasbord of
the worldOs great turds. Like, SmithyOscousin. Granted, the bloke
sounds like an absolute stroker. You wonOtget any argument from me
on that. But from a political standpoint, the mere fact that the guyOsa
dick is neither here nor there. Unless he also happensto be E | dunno, a
leading industrialist or something, well heOsyot no real business being
on a Maoist death list. You seewhat IOmgetting at?O He looked reason-
ably round the table. OWeOraot savages. LetOgry and keep our person-
al grudges out of it. WeOre not EO
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He trailed off. Something in WarrenOsotebook seemedto have
caught his eye. He frowned towards it for a closer look. The tolerant
smile was slipping from his face. OWozzer you fool!O he groaned.
OYouOve put her on the bloody death list!Here. Give it here.O

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. Olf she ever clapped eyeson that,Ohe said, his eyes sweeping the
room for a bin, QOde the dead man.O 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: OFireup a whole
new list, mate. And this time,O he sagely said, OletOsry and keep it
sane. Matter of factODyet again he found it necessaryto wink suggest-
ively in FentonOslirection ®Omatterof fact, why donOtl kick this one off
myself. YouOlllike this one, Fent. IOvebeen keeping him up my sleeve
for you. Robert BrowningO

In silence Fenton watched Warren write the words DeathList at
the top of a new page, and enter Robert BrowningOsname on the line be-
neath. He felt considerably wider awake now. His heart wantonly boo-
gied. 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 GusOdlair for target selection. So:knowing
he would hate himself for it later Bindeed hating himself for it already D
Fenton looked back at him, and allowed his face to assume the expres-
sion that seemedto be expected of it: an expression of pleasant surprise,
the expression of a connoisseur of political homicide whose high stand-
ards of death list compilation have just been more than met. On top of
all the other things heOdlone 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.

Olthought youOdlike that one, Fent,Osaid Gus with a satisfied
grin. OTheguyOsa dickrash, am | right? Word has it youOveditched his
course a couple of weeks back. Got a bit sick of his contempt for demo-
cracy, did you?0O

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
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that discarded first death list, lying over there on the carpetin full view.
He had to have it. He was halfway to deciding that it needed to be got
right now, without another momentOglelay, sothat he could start attack-
ing this Browning thing with a clear head.

Ol assure you mate,0Gus was saying, OyouOreéby no means
alone there. | had my own run-in with the bald-headed berk a couple of
years back. | absentedmyself from one or two of his classesand the elit-
ist bastard bloody failedme for it!O

OldonOtseehow thatOsmore political than my cousin,OSmithy
put in moodily.

OSettledown, Smithy,OGus sternly replied. OThemanOs dead-
set elitist, as FentOllbe the first to tell you. Fent? Where you off to
champ? The dunnies are that way.O

OJusgetting rid of this,OFenton explained, striding towards the
crumpled-up death list.

ORelax,0 Gus laconically saidOI0Il get her on my way out.O

ONo IOve got it.O

OSuityourself, you security-conscious bugger,OGus shrugged.
OSowhat do you say mate?Ohe called back without looking. OlsBrown-
ing the go or what?0

OAbsolutely!OFenton 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. OSomeonealong those
lines, sure.O He passedhis left hand over the binOsmouth Bwhile tuck-
ing the death list deftly into his front pocket with his right. OAlecturer, a
University official © someone like that.O He returned to his chair.
OAlthough | must say, | liked your industrialist idea as well.O

Gus firmly shook his head. ONah, Fent. | shouldnOtof said
that. That was a bad example. | was forgetting about my guiding prin-
ciple there, which is to keep this thing simple. Keepit realistic LetOdace
it, this is our first go at this sort of thing. WeOdbe idiots to bite off more
than we can chew. A guy like Browning DI reckon thatOsabout as high
aswe want to aim at this stage. He hasnOgot any security entourage or
anything like that. We donOthave to track him down or seek him out.
Basically heOs sitting duck D and | reckon thatOspretty much exactly
what weOreafter, this time round. YouOvegot to be prudent about these
things. YouOvegot to walk before you can run. We donOtwant this to
turn into one of those pie-in-the sky bizzos where you aim too high and
then never end up doing it.O
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This information cameasa grave blow to Fenton, who had been
proceeding on the assumption that this was and always would be pre-
cisely such an enterprise. OSure,Ghe agreed, nodding a lot. OPoint
taken. But asyou say, Gus, thereOghe political element too. We want
this to make a statement, asyou say. And aguy like Browning E | donOt
know. I[tOsa statement, sure. But at the end of the day, is it enoughof a
statement?O

Gus shrugged, as though he no longer found this point espe-
cially important. Olrespectyour ambition, Fent. But remember, a lot of
the statement partOll come afterwards. After weOveknocked him off.
With our claim of responsibility and that. Bearin mind, the minute he
turns up dead, weOllhave Wozzer on the phone putting in our official
claim E O

WarrenOsface came uneasily up from his notebook and said:
OHang on. How does that work exactly?O

Gus frowned. OWhatdo you mean, how does it work? You
ring up the pigs and tell them we did it.O

OButdonOtthey E O WarrenOdeatures worked with bafflement
behind his tinted glasses. OWouldnOthey just come straight round and
arrest us?0

Gus heartily laughed. OWok,donOtyou watch the news mate?
The pigs donOtarrest you just causeyou make a claim of responsibility!
They assume youOre lying, mate.O

OSo whatOs the point of claiming it then?O Warren asked.

Gus glanced at Fenton with an embarrassed half-smile, asif to
assure him that this unedifying side-show would be dealt with before he
knew it. OYouclaim it,O he informed Warren, with a hint of aggression,
Otoget your name in the papers. Really and truly, mate. What bloody
century have you beenliving in? Every man and his dogclaims respons-
ibility for this sort of thing. Stop looking so worried, you silly dick.
TheyOd never arrest us just fothat.O

Fenton said: OUnless nobody claims it except us.O

Gus looked round at him with a startled frown. OJesusFent,O
he admonished. ODonOyou start!O He turned back to Warren. OHeOs
having you on, Wozz. His tongueOdirmly in his cheek. He knows full
well that simply never happens. But look Djust say it does. Justsay for
the first time in bloody history thereOnly the one claim of responsibil-
ity. Even then they wonOtarrest us, becauseweOlljust tell Oemit was a
fake claim. ThatOghe 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
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claims are fake. Even if there is only the one. You get me? A claim by it-
self means nothing, mate. Legally, it proves bugger all.O

OWhy donOt we jushot claim it then?O Warren proposed.

Gus bemusedly shook his head. OBesensible, Wozz. Fair
dinkum. WeOrenot going to all the troubling of doing the bloke so we
can not even put in a bloody claimfor it! Fuck that. IOmnot doing all
that work just so some other mob can take solo credit for it. 1tOdmake no
sense. But look Dif itOllmake you happy, you can chuck in a fake claim
aswell asour one. You canring up in afunny voice and pretend youOre
an Anarchist as well. That way weOllbe covered whatever happens.
Happy?O

QDr ,OWarren said, Owecould just wait till the Anarchistskilled
someoneE O

GusOgyoodwill was running out. OPull your head in, Wozz.
WeOrenot here to complicate matters, for ChristOssake. WeOrehere to
move forward. WeOrehere to get ourselves a name And as far as IOm
concerned, | reckon weOvegot one. In the shape of Browning. Person-
ally, | havenOt heard a better suggestion all night.O

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 discus-
sion about the merits of Browning®s name?

OAnNd | know,O Gus went on, while producing a colossal set of
car keys, OthatFent feels the sameway. SoletOsall it a night, shall we?
We can work out the logistics of it next time. | donOtknow about you
ladies, but me and Fent have got nice warm beds to get home to.O He
jangled his keys in a masterful way. OYou right for a lift, Fent?0

OWeOve finished with the list then?O Fenton said.

OUnless someoneOgyot a better suggestion than Browning,
yeah.O

Fenton looked round the table at the other Maoists. Patently,
they were not about to put forward any further nominees. TheyOdhad
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, OWeOvgiven up on the idea of SmithyOscousin,
then?0

ORest assured, Fent, weOve ditched that ridiculous option.O

OO0h,O Fenton said.
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Gus, struck by the clear lack of brio in that monosyllable,
stopped jangling his keys. He looked at Fenton sharply. Olsthere a
problem, Fent? Speakup, mate. | donOtwant any bloke to walk away
from this thinking he hasnOt had a fair go.O

Ol donOt know.ItOs jus€ O

OltOs jusvhat?®

OWell, call me a purist, but | keep going back to your idea of a
leading industrialist.O

OChrist Fent, are you still on about that? It was a slip of the
tongue, mate. | wish IOdnever even said it. A name, thatOswhat we
really need out of this. IOmadamant about that. And letOdace 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, IOmnot even
that sure what an industrialist is.O

OButit wonOttake us long to find out the name of one, surely,O
Fenton pointed out.

OMaybe for next time, sure.OGus looked at his watch.

OOr even for this time.O

Gus stiffened. He smiled, but the smile was forced. OFent,IOm
not that sure IOmwith you. IOmstarting to get confused. Do you dig the
Browning option or donOtyou? 10mstarting to senseyouOrenot that keen
on it. IOGmdog-tired here mate, so fuckinOcorrect me if 1Ovegot hold of
the wrong end of the stick. But IOmBPIOmgetting this vibe that you actu-
ally reckon itOsa pretty shithouse idea. And that E Well, IOma little be-
wildered by that, to be honest. To be honest, | thought he was a pretty
good idea. | still do. But look, if youOvegot a better idea, letOshear it. |
mean, ChristOBhe reasonably spread his hands BOIOvegot no great stake
in doing Browning. If you can think of someone better, fire away. Give
us an alternative. And if itOsa halfway decent one, weQllratify the bas-
tard and give Browning the flick. It makes no difference to me, mate.
This thingOsbigger than any one person. All | ask s that we walk out of
here with a name.O

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 GusOgjo-ahead to close it the
rest of the way.

Fenton said, OHow about E | donOtknow, somebody higher
up. Someone in the University hierarchy?O

Ol go back to the name question, Fent. We need a fucking
nameO
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OOhI donOtknow their names. But it wouldnOtbe hard to find
them out.O

Gus breathed slowly in. He tilted his chin back, asif giving this
suggestion some really serious and fair-minded thought. Then, with ter-
rible finality, he shook his head. ONah,them guys are all too old,O he
quipped, trying to keep things nice and friendly. OTheyOdlie of natural
causes before we could sort out the fine print. So: weOll stick with
Browning, shall we? WeOllpush 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?0

OThere isonename | can think of,O 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 seehim take both bar-
rels of GusOgathering wrath. It was an unwelcome sensation, finding
yourself at the centre of something you didnOteven want to be at the
edge of.

OJust,O he carefully added, Oas an option.O

OOption my arse,OGus tensely replied. OPutit on the table,
Fent. If itOsbetter than Browning weOllratify it. If it isnOtthen for GodOs
sakethrow your weight behind Browning sowe can all go home and get
some sleep. You canOt say fairer than that.O

Oh but you can thought Fenton. You can say muchfairer than
that. You could say, for example, that nobody had to get liquidated at
all. CouldnOtyou? 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, asif the roof of the bar had beenripped away and the
whole weight of the night sky was pressing directly down on him.

Olvan Lego,O he said.
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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 tepid-
ness, like used bathwater. His quilt was in fevered disarray, twined
around his lower body asif 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
wasnOhis. 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 Da 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 scavengerOsust pile still had the capacity to reflect
light. Presently a second and smaller glint appeared at the ceilingOs
edge, and began jerking spastically in towards the central one. At a
point still criminally shy of that target, it halted Band then flew savagely
in to meet it, with the sound of a bus hitting a bread van. Like a sperm
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and an egg the two glints becameone, 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 unquali-
fied regret. Oh yes, it was bad all right. It really was exquisitely bad.
He was aterrorist. Thatwas 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 for-
ward the name of lvan Lego, and that name had been unanimously ap-
proved! He squeezedhis eyesshut, asif 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 werenOtyet asbad as he ima-
gined. 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.

Factone: no terrorist act had yet occurred. Nor had any specific
course of action been proposed. Soreally, this hysterical notion that he
was a terrorist could be dispensed with straight away. He wasnOtone
yet, and he had no intention of letting himself become one. All that
theyOddone in the night was talk, in very general terms, about the pos-
sibility of moving into terrorism. Was that a crime? Surely not. And
even if it was, Fenton himself hadnOtcommitted it very thoroughly. For
the most part he had just satthere and listened while the others had con-
spired. 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 pil-
low down harder, as if applying it to his neighbourOs 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,
wasnOiit, 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
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hadnOtdone it out of malice towards Ivan Lego, had he? He had done it
to get Robert BrowningOsname off the table. And not just BrowningOs,
either. In effect, his intervention had saved the skin of every other al-
ternative candidate too. Of Barbra Streisand, of SmithyOscousin, of a the-
oretically endless multitude of as-yet-unnamed persons who might oth-
erwise have been chosen to fill the void E

Which wasnOta bad effort, considering the hand heOdbeen
dealt. BecauseFenton hadnOtcreatedthe death list, had he? It wasnOt
FentonOfmwlt 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 funda-
mental crime, the root illegality. To Fenton the existenceof 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 adjust-
ment. 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, securein the knowledge
that none of it was his own fault. Instead he had done the hard thing.
The courageous thing. The moralthing. He had grasped the nettle. He
had seento 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 asa culturally constructed fiction. As crimes went, putting
aman 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 go-
ing too far? Perhapsnot. Perhapsthat was about as heroic asyou could
getin this day and age. Damage limitation, victim management. Maybe
that was about as moral as you could be, in this fucked-up world E

How would these arguments go down in a police interview
room? Would they cut any ice? Maybe Dif 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 sil-
ver 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 heOdever seena dead man be-
fore. Or the look on a womanOsface when you knocked on her door in
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the dead of night to tell her the son she had carried and nurtured and
suckled at her spent breasts wasnOt coming homé&

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, wasnOthe? Which was
this: how real was the danger to lvan LegoOsife? How sinister or bind-
ing was a death list drafted by a bunch of clowns? It didnOtfeelreal. Did
that mean it wasnOtreal? 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 leaderslike 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 any-
thing? 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 didnOt really likeE

And if he didnOtthink 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? Babout the whole conspiracy. It was folly, surely, to fear that
any plan of GusOsnight ever gain traction in the real world, the gritty
real world of corpses,dental records, weeping relatives, arrests, arraign-
ments, imprisonment without the prospect of parole. Operation Lego
just didnOtbelong to that genre, did it? It was areverie, a cartoon. It had
reality only in the crassthemepark of GusOdmagination. It reeked of
unviability.

But then again, so had GusOplan to break into the Union Bar at
2am last night. And then at a certain point Fenton had found himself in-
serting his leg through the barOgemmied window, and watching it van-
ish into the darkness beyond. He remembered thinking, ashe hauled the
rest of his body over that legal Rubicon, that he had becomeinvolved 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 senseof urgency. Anyway, what exactly was this defin-
itive thing he wanted himself to do? Go to the polic& Now, on the
strength of what he had? That would be ludicrous, an exercisein sheer
bad taste. At best he would be laughed out of the station. At worst it
would open a procedural PandoraOsbox that didnOt bear thinking
about.
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Still, he couldnOtjust do nothing. Could he? No. As the only
remotely normal person present at last nightOsmeeting, 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 sup-
plied 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 incre-
mentally go ahead and happen, unless at some point he made a con-
scious decision to becomeseriously alarmed about it. Maybe he should
have made that decision already. Maybe he should be making it now.

How he wished shecould seehim like this! Here and now, rug-
gedly 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 aterrorist: asa
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 herdecide whether or not the plot was real.
And if she believed it was, let hertry and talk the hairy madman out of
it. Shecould only be better at doing that than Fenton was. In fact she
would almost certainly, for reasonshe preferred not to think about, suc-
ceed. The plot would be dissolved, if you accepted that it was solid.
LegoOdife would be saved, if you acceptedthat 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 lvan Lego. From FentonOs
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 heOdever had of making her his.
Compared with that, the prospect of Ivan LegoOdiquidation started to
lose a good deal of its horror. Compared with that, the liquidation of
lvan Lego started to look downright palatable.

No, he would be a fool to bring her in now. To pay that un-
thinkable price in order to stop something that mightnOteven be real!
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