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CHAPTER 1 

Half an hour before meeting a four-headed, eight-booted monster that lusted after his blood Stephen Berrymont got 
thoroughly wet. It was that kind of day. He leaned into the west wind and screwed up his eyes. The wind-driven rain 
scourged him as he tried to hunch himself. But he was too tall for hunching.  

The rain changed to hail—not the friendly sort, with lentil-sized particles that children might like to romp in, but lethal 
hail, golf-ball hail that dents cars, shatters windows and flattens gardens. Stephen sheltered from it by standing under the 
harbouring branches of some great tree that the local council had planted fifty years earlier. Wet, cold and impatient, he 
gave the council no thanks. He cursed them for making him do the twelve-minute walk from his house to the station. Why 
hadn’t they organised a bus route?  

It could be his father’s fault. Everything else seemed to be. 
This must be the worst, he thought, as hailstones fell through the branches on to his head. But then the lightning started 

again. The rain returned and became a steady downpour. Then the wind sprang up and the world was filled with a wet 
roaring noise.  

He wasn’t able to separate the bang of the lightning bolt that hit the tree from the sound of falling wood. Probably it 
was the bang that set him moving. He took five enthusiastic paces before half the tree fell on him. The trunk missed him 
but the upper branches, laden with water, now caged him securely. He struggled, but could not free himself. Five minutes 
later, a council vehicle equipped with a crane arrived to drag the tree off the road. Soon schoolchildren on their way home 
were treated to the sight of Stephen being extracted from his woody cage by employees of the same council that had 
planted the tree. 

“They should have left well-enough alone,” Stephen said as willing hands tore him free. This statement puzzled the 
council team, who perhaps took it to mean that they ought to leave him alone. Far too rattled to explain himself, he 
stumped off in the direction of home muttering to himself. 

“Well that’s it,” he said. “Nothing more today, thank you.” 
He turned into Chislebury Avenue and began to walk along it with his head down, a man preoccupied. When at last he 

looked up it was to see the enemy waiting for him. 
Four: he counted them—at least three too many for him to handle. Why, he wondered, had they chosen Chislebury 

Avenue as a venue for their mini-Nuremberg rally? The shaven-headed, big-booted quartet of storm-troopers blocked the 
footpath. But they don’t know me, he thought. They don’t realise I always take the coward’s way out. And he nodded his 
head in submission and crossed the street. The line of skinheads moved crab-wise off the footpath, over the grassy verge, 
across the road and on to the opposite footpath. They kept their blocking formation intact. 

I could run away, thought Stephen, conscious of his long legs. They’d never catch me. But the bother of it! Turning, 
retracing one’s path, halting, waiting until they’d got bored and gone away, and then slowly walking back. No, he’d 
invested too much time and effort in walking home. That was it for today! No more staying out. It was home or nothing. 
So he approached the shaven-headed warriors, looking not at their faces but at the dripping red swastika emblems on their 
tee shirts. 

“Good afternoon,” he said, trying to take them in at one glance, but concentrating on one who was a little taller than 
the others and might just be their leader. 

“Eat shit,” the leader said. 
“Of course,” Stephen said. He put on his face an expression of vacuous goodwill. The leader, whose eyes, in Stephen’s 

opinion, were too close together and whose lobeless ears looked rudimentary, reached into his jeans and drew from some 
hidden sheath a short, thick, flexible club. Stephen, always aware that things had their names, wondered what it should be 
called—truncheon, blackjack, cosh, nulla nulla, knobkerry? It was too small to be called a cudgel or a bludgeon. The 
leader enlightened him. Raising the weapon in a slow, sensuous manner, as if it were made of erectile tissue, he said, 
“This is your death.”  

“Ah, thanatos,” said Stephen, aiming for panache but missing it, “I submit.” 
He sank, his long legs bending. He fell forward and let his hands bear his weight. The leader smiled, looked at his 

grinning companions and said, “Me first.” Stephen, now in the position of a runner on the starting blocks, took this as a 
signal and burst into a run that knocked aside two of the grinning youths. By the time the leader yelled, “Get him!” 
Stephen was halfway down Chislebury Avenue. When he came to number forty-seven, a house whose front garden 
looked like a war zone and whose facade was painted bright pink, he placed one hand on the top bar of the chain-mesh 



front fence and vaulted over it. The patter of pursuing feet stopped as he fitted his key into the front door lock. Easy now, 
he thought. Once I’m inside I’ll be safe—although why the Berrymonts’ weatherboard house should have seemed safe 
from invasion he couldn’t imagine. Especially when he thought of what his father had done to it. If it could be so easily 
sabotaged from within then an attack from outside would be certain to succeed. 

“Hey! Hey mate! Are you with Vern?” 
Stephen turned a head that had only recently ceased to drip and stared at the skinhead leader. 
“He’s my father,” he said, an admission he was not always willing to make. 
“Ah, well that’s all right then. Sorry, mate. No harm done.” 
And the foursome walked away chatting amiably among themselves, for all the world like a group of Rotarians 

  
“Some of your father’s new friends,” Linda Berrymont said after Stephen had explained why he’d entered the house 
panting. She closed her eyes for a few seconds, in prayer perhaps, and said, “They aren’t the worst.” 

“How is he today?” Stephen said. 
“Same as ever—well, same as he’s been for . . . how long is it now?” 
“I don’t know,” Stephen said. “Seems years.” 

  
Vernon Berrymont, an upholsterer with the railways, had an experience one day and thereafter was a trial to his family. 
Surrounded by ripped seats and shrieking graffiti, he had suddenly seen through it all. He knew what everything was for 
and how it all hung together. It was really quite simple—for those who had been granted a vision. He laughed at the 
transparency of existence. He was still laughing when he got home that day. Shortly after, he took early retirement from 
the railways and set out to renovate his soul. This process, he would tell anyone who asked, and even those who wouldn’t 
dream of asking, was much like re-upholstering a sofa in a style its designer never even imagined.  

A visiting sister-in-law who had long ago warned Linda Berrymont, then Linda Charles, not to have anything to do 
with “that man”—because no man could actually be as mild and innocent as Vernon seemed—found herself alone with 
him after the change and was terrified. 

“It wasn’t that he did anything, or said anything much,” she later reported to the rest of her family; “It was the 
sweetness of his smile. Axe murderers have smiles like that.” Then she said, “He isn’t the same. He’s turned himself into 
someone else.” 

  
Vernon, in pursuit of perfection, took to waking early and stealing from his bed into the main room of the house, which 
was called the lounge, to squat cross-legged on a cushion. Then he would unfocus his eyes and breathe deeply and 
regularly, uttering a long, low moan every time he breathed out. 

One morning, early in the first year of Vernon’s retirement, his wife Linda woke up and heard for the first time the 
sounds her husband was making as he attempted to enter a contemplative trance. At first she was puzzled. Then she was 
frightened. As she lay in her bed she wondered what kind of creature could possibly make such a noise? Certainly not the 
cat. What other creatures were there? An amorous possum perhaps. But the Berrymonts lived too far from any extensive 
parklands for possums to find their house attractive. Perhaps a fault in the plumbing? 

She slipped from her bed and stood for a moment in the early light. Was it wise to confront all alone the monster in the 
lounge room? Surely Vernon, who had been of little use to anyone since his premature retirement, could force himself to 
be useful now. She turned to look at the bed but could find no Vernon. Drawing back the covers, she saw a husband-
shaped depression in the mattress. So that was it. The beast in the lounge had ripped the sleeping Vernon from his bed and 
was now noisily eating him. Curiosity banished fear. She had to see this. 

Protected only by her dressing gown, Linda padded towards the source of the sound. She peered into the room and saw 
dimly, for the curtains were drawn, a bourgeois version of the great Buddha. Now the sounds were indeed loud, so loud 
that she was soon joined by her daughter Lisbet, who hissed, “What’s the matter with him? Is he drunk?” 

Linda, who could not remember the last time she had seen Vernon drunk, said, “Where could he get anything to drink 
at this time of day?” 

Then Stephen joined the group of watchers. 
“I think,” he said, and paused. Would they understand? He thought not, but it was worth a try; “I think he’s 

meditating.” 
“My God!” said Linda, as if Stephen had said, I think he’s butchering a penguin, “I never expected this.” 
Stephen shook his head, amazed. 
“Well I think it’s just like him,” Lisbet said, “Selfish. Some people have to work even if he doesn’t.” 
“Meditating? At his age?” Linda said. 
“Any age will do,” Stephen said. 
Meanwhile Vernon’s mouth had dropped open. The moaning had ceased. He had fallen asleep and now snored, mouth 

agape. 
“I didn’t even know he was sick,” Linda said. “I knew he’d gone funny after that business in the carriage when he 

came home as if he was someone else, but this!” 
“He’s not sick, he’s cracked,” Lisbet said. 
“He’s not sick and he’s not cracked,” Stephen said. 
“Well, he’s damn well not normal,” Linda said. 



This had all taken place in whispers that were now rising to the level of normal speech. Through it all Vernon snored. 
“I’m going to ring the doctor,” Linda said. “He’ll know what to do.” 
She believed, as her mother had, and her grandmother, that doctors always knew what to do. The belief hadn’t passed 

to Lisbet, who said, “What would he know about it?” 
“What would you know?” Linda said. “That man is a saint. He looked after you through your early years. Without his 

help you wouldn’t be alive now.” 
“He was paid for his services,” Lisbet said. 
“Can we leave our medical history for some other time?” Stephen said. 
Vernon was beginning to list. Soon he must fall. 
“Catch him!” Linda snapped in a voice that could not be ignored. Lisbet and Stephen moved quickly as Vernon began 

to topple. Each took an arm and together they eased Vernon down to a more-or-less horizontal position. Now the problem 
was that his feet, head and shoulders were on the floor but his hips were elevated because of the cushion. He snored 
louder than ever. 

“Leave him,” said Linda, and they obeyed. 
Breakfast that day was eaten but not enjoyed. Conversation was monosyllabic, the radio news was as bad as ever and 

the snores of Vernon Berrymont grew ever louder. 
  

Vernon had never before shown any tendency to move out of his characteristic mood of mild depression. When he said, 
“I’m an upholsterer” he told the whole truth about himself. Now he was doing odd things with quiet satisfaction. There 
was the meditation thing, which after his first failure seemed to be his chief delight. There were experiments on the 
exterior of the house with different coloured paints. There was a sudden interest in strange books. And of course there 
were the things he must have been doing when nobody was home, and only God knew what they might have been. 

He renamed the cat. This beast had lived since kittenhood with the Berrymonts and had always been known as Sugar. 
But one day, about a month after the first meditation attempt, Vernon decided to bestow his own name on it. 

The cat showed little interest. After all, it had never answered to any name. Now, when Linda shrieked, “Vernon!” 
neither the man nor the cat responded. 

“I don’t know why all this fuss about the name of the cat,” Linda said during one of her rare moments of clear 
communication with Vernon (The man, not the cat). “It hates you and you hate it.” 

“Correction,” said Vernon in his recently acquired talking-down-to-the-masses tone, “We neither hate nor love each 
other. We accept. I wanted to show how little naming matters.” 

“Oh, that’s all right for you. For you nothing matters, except getting your own way.” 
To which nonsense Vernon could not bring himself to respond. The cat, a black and evil tom that had never come to 

terms with its own neutering, also took no notice. 
The conversation turned to other grievances. Vernon had begun to read. But instead of using the local branch of the 

regional library, he visited bookshops that catered for special tastes and spent money wildly. He bought books on 
theosophy, gnosticism, esoteric Buddhism and yoga. Linda disapproved. 

“What about those books,” she said. “You can’t eat them, you know.”  
“I never intended to.” 
The way his wife gripped the heavy, cast-iron skillet in which she was browning onion rings seemed to suggest, even 

to Vernon, that more diplomatic replies might lengthen his life. 
“The books hurt nobody,” he said. 
“They hurt our bank balance. You’re buying them faster than you can read them.” 
Vernon looked sheepish. 
“Ah, got him!” Linda murmured, glad to have produced some kind of “normal” reaction. But her triumph was short-

lived. Vernon punished her by retiring to the spare room and spending the rest of the day reading In Touch with the 
Absolute, a book of self-improvement written by an American ex-advertising man who had worked undercover for the 
CIA. 

Vernon soon settled down to a comfortable routine. In the mornings, meditation, followed by a half-hour walk and 
then breakfast. Then a long session of concentrated reading, perhaps from the Baghavad Gita. In the afternoon, lunch, 
prepared by himself—for he would no longer touch “impure” foods. Fresh fruit, grains, vegetables—these he would 
consume in huge quantities, chewing so slowly and deliberately that eating became an extension of meditation. And then 
on to the afternoon’s main activity—gardening. 

Vernon no longer believed in such unnecessary implements as the pick, the shovel, the rake or the fork. Why use these 
when one was equipped with hands? The ground might at times be a little hard for mere fingers to cope with but there was 
always a tough little twig or two lying about that you could use. 

For a million years or more, Vernon told his family in one confiding moment, man scratched the soil and it brought 
forth sustenance. Now that cultivation had been replaced by agribusiness we were all in danger of forgetting the meaning 
of gardening, which, he explained, was an attempt to mingle our substance (basically mud) with the mother of all 
substance (again, mud). So to be as near as possible to reality (mud) he dug with his fingers. 

He divided the back yard into two parts, vegetable garden and bush garden. The vegetable part was the front half, near 
the house. The bush garden reached down to the back fence. Vernon would allow no tree or shrub of European origin into 
his bush garden, and those that were already there he removed during a month of exhausting toil. But ex-upholsterers are 



not easily convertible into tree-fellers and stump-grubbers. His back ached, his hands peeled and blistered and the sun 
used his skin cruelly. Hands and twigs failed him at last, so he was obliged to revert to the pick, the shovel, the axe and 
the saw. 

“I see,” said Linda, who was not in love with Vernon’s project, “that you’re using tools. Whatever happened to the 
natural way?” 

And Vernon said, “Look at the axe. Its head is mineral, its handle vegetable. What could be more natural?” 
Lisbet said, “If you’re going to stick to native plants, what are you going to do about the fruit and vegetables? I mean, 

well, apples, pears, lettuce, carrot, pumpkin—they’re not native, are they?” 
Vernon thought for a moment before saying, “They are universal.” 
Vernon’s activities were not meshed with the seasons. The year grew older and, much to his surprise, few of the seeds 

he planted germinated. And those that did grew poorly. Then the late-Autumn rain turned the freshly dug, or scratched, 
soil into mud. The back yard became unusable. 

“In spring, you’ll see,” said Vernon, but that was all he would say; no apologies, justifications or explanations could 
be extracted from him. 

If Stephen was worried by the change in his father, he was also intrigued by it. He had always seen Vernon as a 
stodgy, reliable, steady man whose skill in boring anyone who cared to listen to him was the only accomplishment that 
distinguished him from the furniture. But Vernon had always been solidly “there”. Now he was showing signs of not 
being altogether anywhere. It made him interesting, but it was a one-way interest. Vernon showed no inclination to draw 
closer to Stephen. Slowly, day by day, he seemed to be severing connections with his family. 

Stephen had his own well-being to think of. The worst could quite conceivably happen: he might have to get a job, an 
ordinary job of the kind most people had and seemed both to prize and resent. He shuddered at the thought. But surely 
Vernon had been well-rewarded for his years of service. He had worked for the same employer for decades, had been 
entitled to severance pay and had also taken out private insurance. Nobody in the family knew exactly what he had done 
with the money he had received, but it must exist somewhere. Stephen thought of Vernon and tried to imagine him as a 
shrewd investor. The image would not form. Oh well, as long as the funds lasted long enough for Stephen Berrymont to 
acquire the qualifications he needed in order to get some organisation to support him in a permanent, well-paid sinecure, 
he would be content. 

Vernon’s daily meditation now took up most of the morning. He no longer went to sleep as soon as he settled on the 
cushion. But he would fall into a trance that was something other than sleep, a trance from which nothing could rouse 
him. 

Linda was afraid that Vernon might take to standing on the roof at all hours and uttering strange sounds. 
“Why would he do that?” Stephen said. 
“Well, don’t they do that, these people?” 
“What people?” 
“Oh, I’ve seen pictures of them. In the mornings they climb up a tower and they make these howling sounds. Then 

everyone unrolls mats and they start praying.” 
“You’re not referring to the muezzin, are you?” 
“I don’t know what you call them, but I’ve seen them on television, and I don’t want your father doing any of that 

here.” 
“But this isn’t a Muslim country, and Dad isn’t one of the faithful.” 
“Well, I only hope he doesn’t die,” she said. 
“He looks pretty healthy.” 
“I hope so. I don’t want to be chucked on his funeral pyre.” 
“Oh Mum, turn it up. They don’t even do that in—in the countries where they used to do it. Look, he hasn’t taken up a 

new religion. He’s just . . . changing.” 
Out in the back yard Vernon stood to attention, breathing deeply. A light rain had begun to fall but it had no effect on 

him. He was humming loudly, presumably to distract himself from distractions. Linda, watching from the kitchen and 
hearing the sound was troubled. Any moment now, she thought, he’ll start wailing. 

But he wasn’t ready to go to such extremes—not yet. 



CHAPTER 2 

At twenty-four, Stephen Berrymont seemed to be doing well. He had lived for most of his life in his parents’ modest 
suburban house, which stood quietly, as if waiting without too much hope for a summons, in Chislebury Street, Lalor, 
sixteen kilometres from the heart of Melbourne. This district is quite flat. On a clear day mountains can be seen by anyone 
who cares to climb a flagpole, but they are far away. 

There is nothing old in Lalor. Forty years earlier it had been farmland. Now it was all houses, houses and more houses, 
each on its own piece of land. The tens of thousands of people who lived there never seem to object to the regularity of 
the streets; it was an eminently rational arrangement. In this district variety was not the prize. 

Stephen had recently, but only recently, come to feel impatience when he beheld this forced orderliness. It was not the 
order itself he objected to, simply the style. A suburb ought not to look as if it had been made in a factory.  

For most of his life he had been a fanatical student, too busy to care about his surroundings. Now he was constantly 
meeting people who lived in more interesting places, in houses that made his father’s house look like a tool-shed, in 
districts that looked as if someone had loved them. And he was taking part in conversations that could not be reported at 
home—not because there was anything evil in them, simply because they were a little too rarefied; they were conducted 
in a language only distantly related to ordinary speech. Sometimes, late at night, when sleep was eluding him and reality 
seemed very close, he suspected that these discussions could actually be carried on in simple terms and that there wasn’t 
much substance to them. But this thought was too disturbing to be entertained for long. By morning he would be back to 
normal. 

Stephen got on well enough with his mother and sister without really noticing them. If they had suddenly been 
removed to Peru he would have been uncomfortably conscious of a hiatus, but he would not have missed them as people 
until his affairs fell into disarray. It had always been Linda, helped by Lisbet, who had reminded him of appointments, 
unpaid bills, forms to be filled, letters to be answered—obligations of all kinds. And they kept his clothes and his room in 
reasonable order. But he thought of them only at Christmas and on birthdays. They were there, had always been there, 
always would be there: faithful servants. 

Stephen had shown promise early. In his state primary school he had proved himself to be scholastically competent 
and reasonably civil. He had excelled at the local high school and been welcomed into university life. He had specialised 
in Mediaeval English Literature. When asked what he would do after gaining his master’s degree (he already had a BA 
with honours and a teaching diploma) he would look a little shifty, like a thief who had been approached by a policeman. 
He thought he might teach. He was not sure. Somewhere in some corner of the hydra-headed bureaucracies that kept the 
masses in subjection there must have been a place for him. 

Meanwhile, since his immediate family did not wish to support him, he lived on an allowance paid to him by an aunt 
who had departed from the Berrymont tradition by marrying money. This would have been an ideal situation if the 
allowance had been unconditional. It was not. Each month, before receiving his cheque, he was required to submit a 
report showing how he had spent the previous remittance. The aunt, Hilda, who lived in great comfort in one of the oldest 
and most distinguished houses in South Yarra, was not mean. Nor did she distrust Stephen personally. It was the 
Berrymont class she couldn’t abide. Having once been a typist she now saw herself as a great lady. She saw the 
Berrymonts as a feckless lot, probably Irish, only to be rescued from their dismally squalid existence by education. 
Having managed to avoid too much education herself, she saw it as something glamorous, and she liked to believe herself 
capable of bestowing glamour. She was willing to continue as Stephen’s benefactress until he managed to complete his 
education. Meanwhile, the reports please. 

Linda and Lisbet, fearing that they might have to support Stephen if Aunt Hilda got to hear about Vernon’s 
peculiarities, lived in constant dread of a visit from her, a dread that was not warranted, since she refused to travel into 
what she called the working suburbs. 

As for the other Berrymont relatives, they were told that Vernon had suffered from some obscure illness brought on by 
overwork and was now recuperating. That held them. 

  
Since he had his allowance from Aunt Hilda, as well as a small grant he had managed to wheedle from a foundation 
dedicated to the provision of small grants to people like him, Stephen Berrymont was free of the necessity of working for 
money. Many of his fellow students had to work at all kinds of jobs, from tutoring to serving drinks, but Stephen was 
innocent of the world of work. He could not have been called lazy. His academic record proved he wasn’t. But he had no 



real idea of how the world’s work was done or how money was managed.  
 Why should such a pleasant, well-mannered young man of such good appearance need to work? He was conscious of 

his looks generally—light-brown hair cut to medium length, a good straight back, well-proportioned body, above-average 
height—but of the particular features that distinguished him, his startlingly blue eyes, he was largely unaware. When 
these eyes focused on somebody it was like the bestowal of a blessing. But all Stephen knew was that he usually got his 
way; didn’t everybody? 

Lately, he had come to look with great favour on astrology, the occult, yoga, macrobiotics, numerology, mysticism 
and natural therapies. He devoured the works of Jung as if they were food and he was starving. He didn’t actually practise 
any disciplines that he couldn’t be officially examined on, preferably in a hall at some university, marks to be 
standardised; but certainly he read of them and thought he approved of people who did practise them. The only one of 
these people he actually knew was his father, who was something of a disappointment. Whenever Stephen tried to talk to 
Vernon about his occult studies he would get such a freezing look that he soon gave up trying. Vernon obviously didn’t 
want any vandals trampling his secret garden. 

Stephen had to be content with defending his father from criticism by Linda and Lisbet. 
“Are you satisfied,” he might say, “with mere appearances? Doesn’t it ever occur to you that the world may be other 

than it appears?” To which mother and sister would reply in unison, “No!” 
“The world is stranger than we can imagine,” he said during one such conversation. “Vast areas of reality are beyond 

the reach of everyday consciousness. Isn’t it possible that Dad is simply seeing what we, in our blinkered, myopic 
condition, cannot see?” 

Again, “No!” 
After this failure, he sighed and went out into the garden where his father had been working on the unresponsive soil. 

By now Vernon had returned to natural gardening techniques, as his dirty and bloodied hands showed. 
Vernon was a stocky man, with eyes of a paler blue than Stephen’s, but unlike Stephen he hardly ever looked people 

directly in the eye. It was agreed in the family that this was not due to shiftiness; it was just that he didn’t always realise 
that someone was there. He must have been intermittently aware of this tendency not to notice people, for he would 
suddenly, from time to time, correct it by being excessively attentive. The set mouth and staring eye that accompanied the 
effort would soon become so unnerving to the object of his regard that Vernon would be forced to return to his normal 
state. 

Since his “awakening” Vernon hadn’t bothered to make the effort to notice people at all. If you were there you were 
there, he seemed to believe, and if you weren’t you weren’t—and how could it matter either way? 

  
One cold day in the back yard Vernon looked worse than usual to Stephen. And he was no longer stocky. He had 
somehow managed to enhance himself. He stood behind some kind of shrub that Stephen could not have named, since he 
didn’t know one plant from another; but because it had escaped the general butchery he reasoned that it must have been 
native. Vernon was wearing his gardening uniform of torn jumper, stained jeans and sneakers. Stephen felt a stronger than 
usual urge to communicate with him and racked his brains for something to say. 

But something in the way Vernon stood, motionless and taller than usual, seemed to isolate him, so that he was less 
approachable than ever. He seemed relaxed, so relaxed that it was a wonder he didn’t fall over. His eyes were fixed. He 
was not staring straight ahead but appeared to be looking at something that hovered, invisible to Stephen, at about his, 
Vernon’s, eye level and two or three metres away from him. 

“Dad,” Stephen said softly. 
No answer. Stephen began to feel uncomfortable. He was sure there was a form of words to be used in such a 

situation, but he didn’t know what it was. He wanted only to escape. 
Feeling uncommonly brave, he moved closer to his father and saw that Vernon owed his increase in height to a flimsy 

wooden crate that might once have contained fruit. As it was by now obvious that Vernon was unconscious of his 
presence, perhaps unconscious of everything, Stephen moved closer and took him by the arm, intending to lead him 
gently into the house. He felt immediately the wrongness of the arm. It was neither rigid nor loose. It was like the reading 
lamp on his desk that bent easily to any position and remained there. He moved the arm he had touched, the left arm, well 
away from the body and then released it. The arm stayed where it was, unsupported. He went round to Vernon’s other 
side and did the same with the other arm, which also remained far out from the body. Now Vernon appeared to be ready 
to take wing. Stephen thought it was high time reinforcements were called in. 

Linda hated scrubbing floors. She was also addicted to scrubbing them, and as the Berrymont house had polished 
wooden floors throughout she was never short of something to do and something to complain about. Both Stephen and 
Lisbet knew better than to approach her when she was scrubbing or polishing, but this was an emergency. 

“Mum,” he said, “Trouble in the back yard.” 
“Trouble,” she said. “Oh, yes, trouble. Just look at this floor.” 
Stephen looked at the floor, which shone. 
“What’s the matter with it.” 
“What’s the matter with it! God! Little piggies, all of you. Can’t even see your own—what do you mean, trouble?” 
“It’s Dad.” 
“It usually is. What’s wrong now?” 
“He’s having some kind of fit.” 



“In the back yard? Damn!” 
She threw the scrubbing pad at the wall, leaving a mark. 
“He would do it in public, wouldn’t he?” she said. “Well, the neighbours had to know sooner or later.” 
She struggled to her feet. So broad had she become over the years that she didn’t seem much taller when she stood up. 

But to Stephen she certainly looked formidable. He didn’t envy Vernon, whom he suspected, was about to receive shock 
treatment. 

Although severely affected by curiosity, Stephen did not follow Linda when she stumped out of the kitchen and into 
the back yard. To look upon a father when that father was in a state of mental nakedness was something his natural tact, 
or perhaps his timidity, forbade. Nor did he wish to see Vernon shredded by Linda’s tongue. So he waited. And waited. 
No sound came from the garden. He tried to find something to do to pass the time. Nothing seemed to offer itself. He took 
up a perfectly clean dish and slowly washed it. He was drying it with great precision when his mother quietly entered the 
kitchen and said, “I think he’s gone—just like Uncle Alby.” 

“Who?” 
“Before your time. He went the same way—just froze one day and didn’t say a word for months.” 
“Did you move his arms?” 
“Whose? Uncle Alby’s?” 
“No, Dad’s.” 
“Well, I . . . it’s a bit hard to explain.” 
“You mean they stayed where you left them.” 
“They did that, yes, like Grandpa’s pipe cleaners. I used to love playing with them. Move them any way, twist them, 

bend them. You could make all kinds of things . . . ” 
They spent a minute in painful contemplation, Stephen watching Linda as if she had suddenly become the most 

interesting object in the world, Linda picking up things and putting them down again. She snatched up a cloth and began 
to polish a gas cooker that already gleamed white. And just as Stephen was beginning to think that nothing unusual had 
happened that day she threw the cloth down, stamped on it and said, “Well don’t just stand there. Do I have to do 
everything?” 

“What do you want me to do?” 
“Bring him in, of course. We can’t leave him standing out there like a garden gnome.” 
Bring him in—it sounded simple, like bringing in the washing. But you couldn’t imagine Vernon in a wash basket, nor 

could he easily be scooped up in the arms like a pile of sheets. Wishing he had not lingered in the house that day, Stephen 
went out into the back yard. He was hoping that Vernon had simply vanished without trace when he saw to his 
astonishment that Vernon had done precisely that. 

Where he had been, only a box remained. Over near the fence stood an old outdoor lavatory, a relic of the time before 
the district had been properly sewered. It was used for storing garden tools. Could Vernon be in there now? Worse, could 
he be putting it to its original use? 

With a great lack of enthusiasm, Stephen crossed to the little wooden structure that had been carefully painted 
whenever the house was (it was now charmingly puce) and knocked on its wooden side. He waited, and then opened the 
door. Such was his relief at not finding Vernon in there that he almost convinced himself that he had accomplished his 
mission. But when he was half way back to the house he thought to look at the side-ways. There were two of them, one 
very narrow, the other wide enough to admit the Berrymont car. The gate to the narrow one stood open, which it hardly 
ever had. The car had not moved from the wide one. Stephen walked up to the narrow side-way and out through the front 
garden, then through the front gate. He looked to left and right but discovered no Vernon. Feeling rather like one about to 
be executed by an angry tyrant for daring to bring bad news, he found Linda and said, “He’s gone.” 

“Gone? You don’t mean he’s . . . dead?” 
The word “dead” had come out rather hoarsely. Stephen, rattled by Linda’s intensity, said, “I don’t think so. I mean, 

well, he might be for all I know, but I don’t know . . . because he isn’t there.” 
“Then where is he?” 
But Stephen couldn’t even guess. 



CHAPTER 3 

What am I doing, walking across the bottom of the sea? Why is the sound so muffled? And why can’t I feel anything? My 
feet are put down, one in front of the other, one, two, three . . . and I can’t feel them. Stop feet! There, see, they won’t do 
as they’re told. Oh, but I forgive them, from the bottom of my heart I forgive them. I can’t have enemies ever again, not if 
they’re stuck to me the way feet are. Look at all those people. I suppose they’re people, what else could they be? What are 
they doing here on the bottom of the sea? Cars too, and trucks, even motorbikes. How do the engines breathe? There must 
be invisible pipes going up, up into the air. I can’t hear them, that roaring noise drowns them out. Oh, but I forgive them, 
forgive them all. Oh, God! What an awful lot of forgiving I have to do. Where do I start? I can’t remember who offended 
me first, or who was the most unforgivable. I suppose it must have been Hilda. It was always Hilda. The time she made 
me take my pants off and then held my cock between two bits of broken glass. That was yesterday, or maybe the day 
before. Yes, my sixth birthday, or my seventh, and she said she’d cut it off. She said she was the cockchafer beetle and 
she was going to chafe mine. Well, she didn’t as it happened, but that was only because she heard someone coming—it 
wasn’t me!. I don’t think she would have, she was just trying to frighten me, and she did. I’ve always been afraid of 
Hilda, but not now. Now all I have to do is find her and forgive her, and then find all the others and forgive them. I’m 
going to be very busy . . . The sea, green and sticky it seemed . . . didn’t want to go in . . . you must . . . learn to swim . . . 
splash! . . . oh, I forgive them for that . . . and my teachers, and my bosses, and my family, and the people next door . . . 
must, you see, before going on to greater things . . . there’s a block to be unblocked, unlocked . . . stuck here in Hell until 
I find all the wrongs and right them . . . rite them . . . rites of passage . . . massage . . . my poor soul—no! Self-pity is a sin. 
Find them, bind them . . . and then . . . forgive . . .  

  
There is a road that runs from the inner suburbs of Melbourne out to the north. Before it loses itself in farmland it passes 
near the Berrymont house. Along this road, with thousands of houses strung out on his right and the railway line on his 
left, strode Vernon Berrymont. 

In Lalor, and a little further south in Thomastown, he passed several people he had known for years, and now he knew 
them not. They turned to stare after he passed. Traffic in that region is never very thin and this day it was very thick, but 
Vernon failed to notice it. He was intent on covering distance and taking a certain route—through Thomastown, 
Reservoir, Preston, Northcote, Carlton, into the centre of Melbourne, then through the gardens and into South Yarra. 
About twenty kilometres and every bit of it made hazardous by his refusal to notice such irritants as traffic lights. Or even 
police. At least four times he was warned by a raised palm not to proceed, but when he ignored the orders no further 
action was taken. That was perhaps because of his speed, which was building up slowly as he walked. No policeman 
wishes to look foolish, and chasing Vernon that day would have been a fool’s business. He was obviously determined not 
to be stopped.  

Now as he walked, he chanted to still his mind . . . “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want . . . ” But his religious 
education had been casual. He had never known all the words of the psalm, so he filled in the blanks . . .  

“He maketh me a bed in nice places . . . He forgiveth me as I do too. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the 
angel of death I will have no worries . . . .because I have a staff and a comforter, besides, I forgive them all . . . ” 

Chanted in a voice that became steadily louder as his walking pace increased, this improved version had a powerful 
effect. Even small boys and bad-tempered dogs would not readily have approached Vernon with evil intent—not while he 
was in full chant. 

  
Linda was frantic. She had already blamed Stephen for losing Vernon and was now on the telephone to Lisbet, calling her 
home. 

“She can’t help,” said Stephen the unwise. 
“Leave me alone. You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.” 
Then, forgetting Lisbet, she laid the telephone down on the small table provided for it and said, “Why aren’t you out in 

the car looking for him?” 
“I can’t do that with a learner’s permit. You need a full licence or a licensed driver sitting next to you.” 
“Well don’t look at me. I haven’t got one.” 
She stared at her son for a few seconds, then she said, “Get in the car, take it out, find him and bring him home—and 

don’t come back until you do.” 



“But I haven’t got—” 
“I’ll pay the bloody fine. Just get into the car and drive.” 
Stephen thought about it and relaxed. The car couldn’t possibly be started. It had hardly been used since Vernon’s 

retirement. The battery would be flat, the tyres too. He hoped so. 
But the tyres were fat and as soon as he turned the key the engine started. The gauge showed a nearly full tank. There 

was no way of avoiding the illegal task. 
His driving was inexpert. He’d had very little practice. The state demanded that a learner driver must display “L” 

plates and must be supervised. Vernon, as the only fully licensed driver in the Berrymont house, had shown little 
inclination these past few months to sit next to Stephen and supervise his driving. The unchaperoned Stephen now drove 
without “L” plates and drove with little skill. Feeling as if he were about to take his first parachute jump, he guided the 
car into the eternally busy road along whose footpath Vernon had walked. Ignoring as best he could the blasts of horns 
and the bellowed imprecations of better qualified drivers, he joined the traffic stream and was borne helplessly along the 
carriageway. The engine roared. The car, one of those miracles of Japanese engineering, had not been designed for fast 
cruising in second gear. And Stephen’s feet seemed not to have been designed for working pedals. So the car’s speed 
varied, which seemed to disconcert the drivers of following vehicles, who soon showed themselves to be intent on passing 
the Berrymont car. But since Stephen kept neither to right nor left but changed from one to the other without notice, it 
was not an easy car to pass. When he dared, Stephen glanced at the mirror and quickly averted his eyes. The sight to his 
rear was not one to calm him.  

The Shire of Whittlesea was left behind. Stephen roared through the cities of Preston, Northcote, Fitzroy. He now had 
no clear idea of where he was. The traffic was pushing him in the direction it wanted to go. Vernon had been long 
forgotten. 

He travelled along Victoria Parade, East Melbourne. He turned into Hoddle Street, Collingwood. Traffic that was now 
four lanes thick pushed him towards the freeway turn-off that led him to Northcote. After that he was truly lost. He took 
quiet side streets at random, hoping only to avoid heavy traffic. As a result he brought the car back to within a few 
kilometres of his starting point. When he saw the large green sign that said, among other things, Lalor 5, he was greatly 
relieved. He had done his duty, had suffered. He was going home. Almost by accident he got the car into the right gear for 
its speed and was amazed to find how easy cruising had become. Now it was possible to pass cars instead of waiting for 
them to pass him; he could get to like driving, he decided. 

The siren that suddenly sounded right behind him terminated his carefree motoring. In the mirror he saw that the 
police car was one of the garish yellow kind and that its lights were flashing. A sight fearsome enough, but worse was the 
apparition of the car’s occupants. They seemed to have no faces. They were robots, inhuman functionaries. This 
perception altered Stephen’s characteristic behaviour in a way he would not earlier have thought possible. Where 
normally he would have gone out of his way to obey the enforcers of the law and guardians of property, hoping for their 
clemency, craving their indulgence and goodwill, now he wanted only to get away from them. So he floored the 
accelerator. The car, inhibited by Vernon’s casual approach to engine maintenance, did not leap forward, but it did go 
faster, and faster. There seemed to be no limit to its capacity for speed. 

He never quite found out how fast Vernon’s car would go. Just as he cleared the suburbs and was surrounded by 
farmland the engine died and the car rolled to an ignominious stop on what was now the soft-edged strip of a country 
road. The police car rolled up behind him and two men in uniform got out. Their facelessness must have been a trick of 
the light, for now it was clear they did possess faces and that those faces looked far from tranquil. 

One man stayed by the police car. The other approached carefully. Stephen sat looking straight ahead and trying to 
remember how he might have handled such matters in primary school. It had not yet occurred to him that his offence 
might be viewed seriously in official quarters. He thought it more likely he would be reprimanded by someone rather like 
a school principal. 

“Roll the window down, please,” said a not-too-friendly voice. 
Well, I was going to do that anyway, thought Stephen. And then, glancing at the owner of the voice, he saw—or 

thought he saw—the man’s hand move ever so slightly in the direction of his gun. 
Nothing in his experience had prepared him for this. Docile child, keen on his lessons, moderately good at sports, 

excellent later in tertiary studies . . . he had been brought up to believe that the police existed for his benefit. Now one of 
them seemed to be ready to shoot him! But the man merely said, “Please get out of the car and come back to the police 
vehicle with your licence.” 

Stephen’s hand reached towards the door. It closed on the handle. The door opened. He felt his body’s enormous 
weight as it moved to obey. The two police were now together at their car, facing him. He saw them as if through a 
camera’s view-finder, drawing nearer and nearer, growing larger. Then he stopped and one of the men said, “May I see 
your licence, sir?” 

What a foolish question, thought Stephen. How can they see my licence when I haven’t got one to show them? They 
ought to be made to do detention and work out a few exercises in clear thinking. In the manner of a patient teacher he 
said, “But I can’t do that.” 

“Left it at home?” 
“Left what?” 
“Your licence.” 
“I could hardly do that. I haven’t got one . . . well, not a full one.” 



“Ah,” said the policeman softly. 
The rest of the day was taken up with administrative details. Actually, as Stephen told Linda later, the police were very 

helpful. They even arranged for the car to be returned, at Berrymont expense, of course, to its usual resting place. And the 
hours and hours he spent at the police station weren’t too painfully passed. 

“Oh, I see,” Lisbet said. “You gave them the baby-blue eye look and fluttered your lashes. It’s a wonder they didn’t 
marry you.” 

“What’s the matter with her?” Stephen said to Linda as Lisbet left the room. 
Linda shook her head and said, “You wouldn’t understand.” 
Through long experience of Stephen’s innocent eyes, she was as immune to their effect as Lisbet.  
“Didn’t you tell them why you were using the car?” she said. 
“No.” 
“Well, that was clever. Everyone round here’s being clever today.” 
He hadn’t thought it wise to tell the police about Vernon’s flight, so it had been difficult to explain why a young man 

of promise, never before in trouble, had behaved so offensively. Fortunately for Stephen one of the men on duty at the 
station was a new model, complete with recently acquired university degree. He understood immediately that it was all 
due to the pressure of studies and forthcoming examinations. After much conferring, it was decided to charge Stephen 
only with misusing his learner’s permit. After all, he hadn’t been drinking, didn’t look like a drug user and wasn’t driving 
a stolen car. 

Not such a bad outcome, thought Stephen. But that was before he discovered what had become of Vernon. 



CHAPTER 4 

Hilda Huntingford was likely, whenever dejection threatened her spirits, to ascend to the turret that some mad 19th 
Century architect had stuck on to one corner of her mansion. It was quite easy to do this. A lift had been fitted by her late 
husband, whose heart condition had forbidden the use of stairs. The lift was a neat and silent affair that whirred pleasantly 
when in use. Hilda liked to know that from her turret she could clearly see the flagpole on Government House. She could 
see a great many other things too—the city towers, the bay, the ships at the docks, the West Gate bridge . . . To see them 
even better she used a set of binoculars mounted on a stand. They were extremely large and powerful, so powerful that 
from time to time she was able to endure the sight of much indoor activity. At the touch of a button she could zoom into a 
distant bedroom window, and this she often did. As she informed herself more and more of the customs of the people her 
heart grew harder and harder. She had never even thought of doing many of the things she saw other people doing; and 
they, she came to believe, never thought of doing anything else. 

On the day of Vernon’s flight Hilda had been reading a long report from Stephen Berrymont in which he listed his 
credits for the year so far and spoke of his plans for the future. She was not greatly pleased at the possibility of his 
becoming a teacher. Teachers consorted with the community’s worst, the brats of the undeserving poor. Ah, but here was 
a paragraph that ended: “ . . . if I go on and do honours in this subject, I shall probably be in a position to go for a higher 
degree and then move into university teaching, although there the problem of tenure is certain to arise.” 

“A professor!” she said. “Possibly even a vice-chancellor! Oh that’s much better than trying to drive knowledge into 
working-class heads.” 

The thought of having Professor Berrymont for a nephew so cheered her that when she went up into her turret it was 
with the firm intention of discovering some virtue in the populace. 

“How would he be styled?” she wondered as she adjusted the instrument. “It would have to be Professor Sir Stephen 
Berrymont—no, it can’t be. Damn those republicans! Miserable little men depriving people of their knighthoods. It 
should be a criminal offence to vote Labor.” 

So she chattered away to herself while getting ready to pursue her favourite occupation. Somewhere else in the house, 
Mrs Baines (perhaps the world’s last paid companion) saw to it that more mundane activities were not neglected. By local 
standards, the house was huge. There was no live-in staff, except for Mrs Baines, but the house was frequently invaded by 
a contracted labour force that had to be supervised. Hilda was far removed from the necessity to undertake that task; 
hence, Mrs Baines. And Hilda, alas, had few friends, yet had to talk to somebody. What she usually talked about was 
what she had seen through her binoculars. She had lately been drifting towards the view that what could not be observed 
in that way did not fully exist. It was one of Mrs Baines’s duties to listen as Hilda spoke at length of her researches. Mrs 
Baines contrived to do this without either giving an opinion or showing boredom.  

Hilda always dressed in black. Her grooming, though severe, was faultless. Her hair, still honey-coloured, was the 
only part of her that would not submit to her stern rule; it tended to stray into disorder if she didn’t watch it. Now, as she 
bent forward to her lenses, the hair fell forward, so that a casual observer might have found it difficult to separate viewer 
from instrument. She began to lose herself, her consciousness moving out into the city streets. Ten blocks away an 
impatient motorist bumped another. Hilda watched as two men climbed from their cars and abused each other. It 
interested her to see that neither man was actually observing the other. Each was engaged in his own passion play. She, 
Hilda Huntingford, knew their faces better than anyone. She could see the teeth of one of the men as the sun flashed on 
them. Oh, this was intimacy! 

When she tired of that scene, she searched the nearby streets for some titbit and saw a man, a most bedraggled 
creature, whose hands seemed to be stained with something nasty, whose clothes were ragged and awry, whose walk was 
an obsessive, stamping march, whose face . . .  

Whose face, for God’s sake, was familiar! 
But how could that be? She had spent many years undoing and remaking her past. No man in such an advanced state 

of dilapidation had been known to her since she escaped from her first husband, Albert Berrymont, and now here was a 
man who undoubtedly resembled the departed Albert, and he seemed to be moving in her direction. 

Fear started up in her. She had never seen Albert’s dead body. She had merely heard that was dead. Was it possible 
that after all these years underground he had worked his way to the surface so that now, free at last, he could revenge 
himself on her? 

She forced herself to look into the face of the walking corpse. It certainly looked as if it had been buried. Then it 



moved out of her field of view. Binoculars were useless now. Too many large and opulent houses stood between Hilda 
and . . . the thing. She imagined the trail of slime it must be leaving as it dragged itself painfully along. Sooner or later it 
must come through her gate, through her door. It would either frighten or batter Mrs Baines to death, and then it would 
come up in the lift. 

She mustn’t let it corner her. Moving with great precision, she entered the lift and travelled down to the ground floor. 
Her plan was to flee through the back door, or tradesman’s entrance. Mrs Baines would be caught by the thing and 
perhaps eaten. A pity, but it couldn’t be helped. Hilda walked very quickly, wondering if she should kick off her shoes, 
but the thought of being barefoot in the street was more distasteful than anything a walking corpse could think of doing to 
her. 

A long, narrow, tiled passageway led to the rear of the house. Along this she walked, ignoring the nods of anonymous 
people who worked for her and now seemed to be everywhere. 

An impediment suddenly appeared from nowhere. 
“Oh, Hilda -” began Mrs Baines. 
“Get away!” snapped Hilda, and almost threw the older woman aside. 
The door, at last the door. She turned the huge polished bronze handle that operated the antique lock and the brown-

painted door swung towards her—to reveal a man of shredded appearance who raised his hand in benediction and said, 
“Hilda, for what you did to my dick, I forgive you,” 

  
There was no getting away from Vernon—and now that she was close to him she could see that the battered man was, in 
fact, Vernon Berrymont, not his late brother Albert. He followed her about the house chanting a list of offences that she 
had apparently committed and for which he was now forgiving her. Her fear had evaporated and been replaced at first by 
annoyance, and then by anger. At last she turned and snarled at him in tones that hadn’t issued from her mouth in 
decades: “You bloody Berrymonts! You’re all mad, every last one of you. Get out of my house.” 

“And for stealing my pocket-knife and cutting up my football with it—I forgive you.” 
“Football! Pocket-knife! What are you talking about? I never knew you when you were young enough o play with 

footballs and pocket-knives. I married into your damned family—remember?” 
Vernon closed his eyes, then opened them, then looked at a point on the wall as if he were reading a notice that had 

been pasted there. He nodded. 
“Quite right,” he said. “I was mixing you up with my sister.” 
With an impatient wave of his hand he dismissed her. 
“I could get very annoyed with you for wasting my time,” he said. “But instead I’m going to let you off with a 

warning. Good afternoon.” 
And he turned and strode away from her, past Mrs Baines, past the contract cleaners, past the cook-housekeeper and 

out through the front door, closing it carefully behind him. 
“Hilda, what was that all about?” said the gentle Mrs Baines. 
“That,” said Hilda, “was my final encounter with the Berrymonts.” 

  
About thirty hours later, an off-duty policeman persuaded Vernon Berrymont to enter his car and then drove him to the 
nearest police station. Vernon had been standing in the middle of a busy intersection intoning meaningless words and 
phrases while holding a copy of the Melbourne Yellow Pages as if he were reading from it. 

  
The Berrymonts felt little but relief when Vernon took up residence a few kilometres away in a building which Linda said 
was “really quite pleasant”. Once he was gone they could admit to themselves that they had been expecting something 
like this. They didn’t even have to visit him often. Indeed, whether they visited him or not seemed to make no difference 
to him; he recognised none of them. He would spend his days in long, lying conversations with fellow inmates, who lied 
back to him. The untrue stories they told each other seemed to enliven them more then the real world had. 

“You know Fred, Uncle Fred?” 
“The one who went to Spain?” 
“No, I went to Spain. Fred went to Portugal.” 
“For the centenary. I remember, he told me.” 
“Diddy? He told me it was the tercentenary.” 
“Well, when I was there they were all high in the sky.” 
“I went in the off-season. Very low then, in Portugal.” 
“That’s what Uncle Fred says. Did you find his money?” 
“I’ve got it with me, buried. I’ll show you where some day.” 
“Not in Portugal.” 
“No, Portugal means place of hard stones, too hard to break the ground .. . ” 

  
“What annoys me,” said Linda to the consultant psychiatrist, a man who looked more like a bank manager than 

Linda’s idea of a psychiatrist, “is that he’s happier here than he was at home.” 
“Hmmm, bad sign,” the doctor said. 
“Why?” 



“Well, we don’t like to set up a home from home. If he’s happy at all, he can go home.” 
The reasoning he gave for this conclusion passed Linda by. But his last words on the subject of Vernon Berrymont 

were quite understandable. 
“He’s not really mentally ill,” he said. “His behaviours do not conform to any syndrome I or my colleagues are 

familiar with. He seems to have memorised a set of actions and acted them out.” 
“Well, that’s not healthy,” Linda said. 
“Nor is it a matter of public concern. He’s going to become your problem, not ours.” 

  
The family had adapted itself to Vernon’s absence. The things he left behind him—strange books, the meditation cushion, 
half-finished carpentry projects long ago abandoned—these were all removed or tidied up during the weeks that followed 
his incarceration. What proved harder to remove were the labels. They were everywhere. The piano was labelled piano, 
the bed was labelled bed. The cat’s flea collar was labelled Vernon. He had used small oblongs of paper for his labels and 
had carefully lettered them. Then he glued them in place so firmly that most of them resisted all attempts to remove them. 

It was at first thought that because of the generous severance pay Vernon had received on retirement no immediate 
financial squeeze would be felt—except by Stephen. 

On the day following Stephen’s motoring adventure Hilda forgot herself sufficiently to telephone Linda and to give a 
barely coherent account of Vernon’s visit. Her tirade against the Berrymonts had gone on for some time when Linda 
interrupted icily to say that she was no more related by blood to the Berrymonts than was Hilda. 

“Yes,” said Hilda, “but your son is totally Berrymont.” 
“Half,” said Linda. 
The subsidy was obviously doomed. There was no longer any point in being nice to Hilda. 
“Half or less than half, there’s madness in his blood,” said Hilda. “It’ll come out, believe me. You can’t expect me to 

keep on supporting him. It’s just throwing good money after bad . . . ” 
Hilda seemed to be hugely enjoying herself. Linda cut her short and said, “Keep your money, Hilda. A spinster needs 

everything she can get.” 
“Spinster! I’ve had two husbands.” 
“So I’ve heard. The first one went mad, the second one killed himself. It’s amazing what people will do to get away 

from you.” 
She carefully put the phone down and walked away from it. Two rooms away she could still hear the sound of Hilda 

giving tongue. After a few pauses and renewals the voice fell silent. 
She returned to the telephone, intending to hang it up, and was startled to see Stephen standing next to it. 
“Did you hear what I said?” she asked. 
“Yes, I could hear what she said too. Her voice was very loud.” 
“Yes, well, it couldn’t be helped. What it means is we can scrape by until after your exams. Then you’ll have to get a 

job, any job.” 
“Yes,” Stephen said, “but I won’t have to write any more reports.” 
“We’ll get by until the end of the year,” Linda said. 
But she was wrong. 



CHAPTER 5 

The letter from Hilda’s solicitor was cold, distant, formal and precise. It informed Stephen that no contract had existed 
between him and his aunt, that what he had received from her had been a gift and that she was under no obligation to give 
him any more. If, however, he wished to make a nuisance of himself and pester her for further funding it might turn out 
that she had a good case for taking him to court, there to recover what she had already paid out. 

Stephen read the letter once, twice, three times. His final exams were one month away and he was without income—
apart from a very small amount of grant money. As a student he could not claim to be unemployed and looking for work, 
so the Government would not help him. The only source of funds would be his mother. Lisbet might contribute something 
but only as a loan. His sister took a ferociously puritanical view of money, believing that only the industrious deserved to 
survive. It was going to be a fairly hard trot to the end of the year. 

Not that Stephen ever spent much. He had quiet friends who drank little and barely touched drugs. At university he 
was still the dedicated secondary school student. But some money was necessary and he could see nobody but Linda as its 
provider. 

He showed her the letter. She sat at the kitchen table, sipping from time to time at a cup of tea as she digested, not the 
letter’s information, which she already knew, but its tone. Stephen had noticed many years earlier that Linda didn’t yell 
and smash things when she was in a fury. Her face merely darkened and her voice developed what he thought of as its 
chainsaw note. As she put down the letter, he saw that this process was now well advanced. Her teeth were clenched and 
her lips writhed. 

“We’ll do it ourselves,” she said, “without the help of that bitch. I never did like the arrangement anyway. She only 
did it to show us up. I think she had a soft spot for you, though.” 

“It couldn’t have been too soft,” Stephen said. “I didn’t even do anything to offend her.” 
“It was unhealthy, her interest in you. If she comes back and says all is forgiven, we’ll tell her to . . . piss off.” 
Coming from Linda this mild indelicacy was the equivalent of a bishop uttering a string of four-letter words half way 

through his sermon. Stephen, who usually restricted his tongue, was shocked. He was even more shocked when Linda 
followed up with, “Bugger Mrs Hilda Fartwhistle. We’ll get you through ourselves—well, at least till the end of the year.” 

  
Vernon Berrymont had always been the breadwinner, the man of the house, the head of the family. He earned the money 
and he doled it out. He had never revealed to Linda his exact income, never permitted her to open a bank account. On the 
several occasions she had attempted to hold a job he had managed to find out how much she was being paid and had 
correspondingly reduced his contribution to the household funds. Even after his “conversion” he controlled the household 
finances, although more and more haphazardly. Now that he had been classed as an incompetent Linda had to go through 
the legal processes necessary to gain access to his funds. She was quite surprised to find that Vernon actually had a 
solicitor, a member of a small partnership whose strongroom held Vernon’s will, the title to the house and his birth 
certificate. 

Mr Frederick Dew of Dew and Blade was not Linda’s idea of a solicitor. He was too much like the consultant 
psychiatrist she had recently met. He was far too young and his office far too modern. On closer inspection he proved not 
to be quite so young—fifty perhaps, trying with some success to pass as thirty-five; and his office wasn’t solidly elegant. 
It owed much to someone’s skill in disguising particle board. And it was not quite in the city but in the region that estate 
agents refer to as city fringe, a rather frayed piece of the fringe. 

Mr Dew smiled at her as she walked into his office. The girl who had shown her in smiled too. What were they 
smiling at, she wondered—her clothes? She had dressed with care for this visit and now felt overdressed. Stephen had 
offered to accompany her but she refused. A visit to a solicitor wasn’t an execution. Was it? Now she wished she had not 
been so hasty. 

Mr Dew, perhaps sensing her agitation, had tried to put her at her ease by saying, “Let’s not be too formal. Just think 
of me as family.” Which got her back up straight away Who was this overgroomed, middle-aged teenager to think of 
himself as a member of her family?. 

She was so annoyed that she launched without preamble into an account of herself and the reason for her visit. 
“It’s about my husband’s money,” she said. “I need to know where it is, how it’s invested and how I can get control of 

it. He’s—ah—not able to look after it for himself. He’s—he’s not . . . well. Now I want to know what court I have to go 
to and what forms to fill in.” 



She trailed off as Mr Dew’s expression changed from beaming goodwill to deepening frown. 
“Anything wrong?” she said, her stomach going into free fall as she realised that something must be. 
“Do you,” Mr Dew said—“Do you have any means of support?” 
“Well, there’s this money of my husband’s—” 
But Mr Dew was already shaking his head. Linda shook hers too and in a tiny, timorous voice said, “No?” 
“No,” echoed Mr Dew in a voice scarcely louder than hers. 
“Nothing?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Where did it all go then? He couldn’t have spent it. He hardly ever bought anything.” 
“He didn’t spend it, Mrs Berrymont. He gave it away.” 
“Gave it away!” Her voice was much stronger now. “You mean . . . to charity?” 
“Not exactly. The—ah—organisation that benefited from his generosity is called the Marulian Institute, after its 

principal, Paul Marulian.” 
Linda’s voice modulated to something between a whisper and a hiss. 
“Who are they?” 
“They appear to be involved in—I don’t know what you’d call it. What they call it is”—he took a deep breath—

“psychohermeneutics.” 
“There’s no such word.” 
“There is now.” 
“What’s it mean?” 
“Well, what they say it means is . . . the interpretation of the soul—I’m sorry if it sounds like nonsense, but I can tell 

you they take it very seriously.” 
“And they’ve got my money?” 
“Mrs Berrymont, please believe me; I’m sorry, but it’s not your money. It was your husband’s money—” 
“He’s of unsound mind!” 
It had taken all her powers of mind to keep herself from saying: He’s off his head. Mr Dew looked pleased with 

himself as he said, “There was no evidence of mental instability at the time he gave the money, and even if there was—
well, I think it would be hard to certify someone retrospectively. I counselled him against taking the action at the time—” 

“What time? When did this happen?” 
“Two or three weeks ago.” 
Her mind quickly went over the events of the previous three weeks. Now she regretted having bought new sheets, a 

pair of shoes for Stephen and some cutlery. She came back to the present and saw Mr Dew’s smiling face. There and then 
she conceived such a loathing for the man that she could hardly bring herself to speak. She could remain in this office no 
longer. Grabbing up her handbag, she quickly stood and rushed away from Mr Dew, who no longer looked happy. Blindly 
she ran out of the Dew and Blade offices and at length found herself in a featureless corridor. She stood at the door of a 
lift that she knew would never come for her. But it did come and she entered it in a walking trance. By the time she 
reached the street she was so agitated that she started to walk and could not stop. 

At home, Stephen was preparing for his forthcoming final examinations. Lisbet was at work. It dawned on Stephen 
late in the afternoon that there was a hiatus in the house. He was hungry now and would be even hungrier in an hour’s 
time. Lisbet would come through the door complaining of starvation. Where was the cook? 

He knew that Linda had gone to see Vernon’s solicitor about the money. By now she ought to be home. He couldn’t 
concentrate on his work. Damn the woman! Forcing him to think of her when he ought to be thinking of nothing but his 
books. 

He was startled to discover within himself a trace of anxiety—more than a trace. Every time he settled down to work, 
unwanted thoughts would well up and distract him. This was something new to him. Other students, he knew, suffered 
when examination time drew near, but he had always considered their expressions of gloom and anxiety as affectation, or 
if he was in charitable mood, exaggeration. Now it seemed that he was about to join the club. The mere absence of 
someone normally on hand had been enough to disturb him. And he must not be disturbed! Let the orb of the earth itself 
crack and disintegrate—he would keep on with his studies. 

Linda came home at the same time as Lisbet. Stephen heard with relief the sound of the front door, heard their voices; 
Lisbet’s concerned but full of fake optimism; Linda’s, a defeated monotone. Stephen’s books had been spread out on the 
kitchen table. Suddenly he felt that he must clear them away before the women arrived—an impossible task. When they 
came in he was piling book on book and shuffling papers. He paused in mid-task as if he’d been caught stealing. 

Lisbet, he noticed for the first time, had in the past year turned into a woman, not beautiful perhaps, certainly 
presentable. Her hair, the same soft colour as his own, still retained its perfect shape after a long day in the office. Her 
clothes were more expensive than he remembered. Who was this woman?  

And where had he been during the period in which she had changed from a skinny, screeching girl into this competent, 
controlled professional woman? Oh, the world was getting away from him; he couldn’t hold on to it. And then his mother 
came in, a much older mother than he remembered, tired, shabby and sagging. 

“Well, don’t just sit there,” Lisbet said—and Stephen realised that the form of words and the tone were those of his 
mother—“Put the kettle on.” 

This he did as Linda sank on to a kitchen chair. She seemed to keep on sinking even after the chair had taken her 



weight. Stephen would not ask what was the matter. He would wait to be told. This resolution was broken as soon as it 
was made. 

“What’s the matter?” he said. “Is it Dad?” 
Linda closed her eyes, opened them, began to speak and then said to Lisbet with some disgust, “You tell him.” 
“Dad gave all our money away,” Lisbet said. “We’re broke.” 
“Who did he give it to?” 
“Someone named Mulrooney,” Linda said. 
“It’s some kind of institute. I’ll find out more about it tomorrow,” Lisbet said. 
And Stephen said, “Have we got enough to keep going for a month.” 
Lisbet slammed a saucer down in front of him so hard that it cracked in half. 
“You self-centred little shit! Yes, we have got enough to get you through your precious exams. Don’t worry, you’ll be 

looked after. The whole world might fall apart, but you’ll be all right. I’ll make sure of that—because I’d hate to think of 
having you around for ever.” 

The attack left Stephen speechless. He rose and began to gather up the books and papers that were still piled at the end 
of the table. He could not take in what Lisbet had said, but the tone was clear enough. Now he could stand and fight 
without being certain of what he was fighting for, or retreat. He retreated. 

“Yes, go on, run,” Lisbet said. 
“Oh, don’t, don’t,” Linda said, feebly waving a hand. It wasn’t clear whether she meant don’t go or don’t fight.” 
“Let him go,” Lisbet said as Stephen left the room, “Let him lock himself in his room and pretend nothing’s happened. 

How much use do you think he’s going to be to us? Would anyone give him a job? Would you?” 
Linda looked at the doorway that Stephen had just passed through and then looked back at Lisbet. 
“I never thought of that before,” she said. 



CHAPTER 6 

“You,” said Lisbet a few days later, emphasising the word “you” as if were an obscenity—“You are going to have to talk 
to this Paul what’s-his-name.” 

“Oh, no,” Stephen said. “Not me. I’ve got too much work to do.” 
“That’s not the reason though, is it?” 
“What other reason would I have?” 
“Fear—is that good enough?” 
Falsely accused, Stephen revelled in the indignation he felt lurching about within him. 
“I’m not afraid of him. I just haven’t got the time. And anyway, what would I say? Please sir, give us our money back. 

Your money! he’d say. It isn’t any more yours than it’s the Pope’s.” 
“God! You’re so weak,” Lisbet said. 
“Yes, well I’m not going to chuck away years of work on the off-chance that this Paul Marulian might be mad enough 

to give back the money Dad was mad enough to give him,” Stephen said, staring at his sister as if she were a trapdoor 
spider. 

Lisbet turned away and stamped out of the room, leaving it to the sound of banging doors to convey her feelings to 
Stephen. 

The name Marulian, which Linda continued to pronounce as Mulrooney, was one to which the Berrymonts had 
become sensitive. So when Linda was idly scanning a newspaper a week later this name stood out from the page and 
flashed at her like a neon sign. 

“It’s him,” she yelped in a voice that startled Lisbet and drew Stephen from his studies. 
Stephen thought that the “him” was Vernon, newly escaped from custody and thirsting for revenge. But Linda, now 

speechless, was pointing to an advertisement no bigger than two or three postage stamps. The small, bold heading said: 
The Marulian Institute Presents a Night of Drama; and then: Discover yourself through the dramatic experience. Then 
followed a time, a place and a telephone number. 

“You’ve got to go,” Linda said. “You might meet him.” 
“Yes, I might,” Stephen said. “I might bowl up to him and say: Hello, Paul. How about the money? How much? he’ll 

say. Oh, twenty or thirty thousand.” 
“Sixty-seven,” Linda said. 
Stephen’s mouth dropped open. 
“That much? I didn’t know it was that much.” 
“Yes, but what do you know?” Lisbet said. 

  
After many a qualm had been severely dealt with, Stephen got up the courage to book himself a seat at the advertised 
event. He was told by a voice on the phone to send money to the institute and to expect in return a ticket. 

“It’s the night before one of my exams,” he complained to Lisbet. 
“So?” she said, “Do you expect to be bashed and raped? It’s only a night out. Millions of people have them. You can 

handle it.” 
“I can handle a passage of Old Norse,” he said. “I can tell you the difference between a villanelle and a triolet. I can 

see the difference between a text by Jonson and one by Beaumont and Fletcher—but I can’t go up to someone I don’t 
know and ask him to hand over his money—” 

“Our money.” 
“Anyone’s money. I just can’t do it.” 
“I could,” Lisbet said. 
“Then why don’t you?” 
She looked at him as if he had asked her to dance naked in a shop window. 
“It’s not my position to,” she said; and he saw his mother in her eyes, and his grandmother. He was sure that his great-

grandmother was there too, and her mother, and so on back to the first mother of all. 
“So much for the emancipation of women,” he muttered. In Berrymont country they still had heads of families, always 

male, and he, much against his will, now held that post. 
  



Mercilessly driven by Linda and Lisbet, Stephen at last submitted. He sent off money to pay for admission to the 
Marulian Institute’s demonstration. He expected to receive a ticket. What he got was more like a pamphlet. It was not a 
professionally produced document but appeared to be a photocopy of something done on a word-processor by a maniac 
who could not resist changing type-styles and formats every few lines. 

 
Welcome [it read] to the concept of Psychohermeneutics (pronounced psycho-hermen-you-ticks) the new science of 
mental and psychological interpretation. This concept, developed by Paul Marulian, director of the Marulian Institute, 
enables you to understand more fully the dynamics of the soul. It requires no adjustment of religious or political 
beliefs and does not use drugs or hypnotism. It is not psychology as academies and hospitals understand the term. It is 
drama. 
 
“It is garbage,” Lisbet said when Linda paused after reading this part of the pamphlet aloud. 
“But what’s it mean?” Linda said. 
“It means,” said Lisbet, “Hand over your money and give up your freedom.” 
“There must be more to it than that.” 
“That’s what everyone thinks who gets involved in these things. Very, very deep, they think. Must be something in it. 

There isn’t.” 
“I’m not sure about that,” Stephen said. “It could be genuine.” 
Lisbet uttered a low, feral growl and said no more. Later she pointed out that the Marulian Institute appeared to have 

no home. The demonstration was to be given in what appeared to be a hired hall. The address of the institute was shown 
only as a post office box number. 

“They wouldn’t be short of a dollar,” she said. “If they could con that much out of Dad, how much more have they got 
out of invalids and old ladies?” Glancing quickly at Stephen, she said, “The gullible ones, I mean.” 

Stephen was now interested, not so much in the money, which he regarded as lost, but in the idea of coming face to 
face with a villain. His interest surprised him, for he would normally have described himself as a quiet, scholarly, retiring 
person. (He wouldn’t have used the word “introvert”; it sounded clinical, like “leper”.) And now here he was about to lose 
himself in something that presented itself to his imagination as an orgy of extroversion. He couldn’t explain to himself 
why the prospect did not daunt him. Perhaps he felt that he knew about villains, having often secretly studied them. 

Stephen wasn’t one for keeping up with things. He had barely managed to keep up with the century. The villains of the 
real world, often squalid dunces, had no commerce with the criminals that peopled his imaginary world—which he did 
not distinguish from the real world. He believed that villains were subtle, intelligent, decisive, ruthless people who 
achieved their ends by exercising their superior minds. His early reading habits had helped to plant this notion in his head. 
Vernon’s father had been a great reader of the adventures of Raffles, Bulldog Drummond, Biggles and the pursuers of Fu 
Manchu, as well as many, lesser-known others. On his death, Grandfather’s books had found their way into Vernon’s 
house. 

They numbered a hundred or so. The Berrymonts were not readers, so the books were kept only to fill the shelves that 
had been provided by the builder of their house. Stephen, a child who had been bright but unexceptional, was smitten with 
glandular fever at the age of ten. There were complications, and for a time it seemed likely he would not survive. He 
emerged from illness slowly, almost tentatively. Now he was quieter than he had been, more inward-looking, more 
studious. Instead of spending his convalescence watching television, Stephen took to reading his grandfather’s books. He 
read them all, so that by the time he returned to school he was well-ahead of his classmates in reading ability and 
managed to maintain his lead. And deep within him, the impossibly noble and decent villains of Grandfather’s library 
fought with their natural foes, the improbably ingenious villains. 

He wondered: Is Paul Marulian a villain? 
He wouldn’t quite allow himself to wonder: I am a hero? 

  
As the days passed, Stephen’s determination to distinguish himself in combat with Paul Marulian waned. He had felt for a 
short time a glow like that of a heavy smoker who has vowed that this time the habit will die! And like the smoker he 
over-estimated his ability to control his fears and cravings.  

  
Wednesday night, late October, cold—cold as winter, with a wind blowing up from the Antarctic and chasing unwary 
citizens through the streets of Melbourne. It was no fun at all to be lost in the unfamiliar territory of Abbotsford. Stephen 
knew that the river was down there and that the central city towers should be behind him. Sometimes they weren’t. They 
were to the right or the left. Shit! Try again. 

He wished he’d spent more time memorising that important page of the street directory. It had looked so simple: take 
the train to Victoria Street, walk towards the river, then left, then right, then straight ahead. He followed the directions in 
his head and wound up at a footbridge that crossed the Yarra. He thought of the other side of that footbridge, thought of 
the residents of Hawthorn and Kew who, no doubt, were now looking down from the heights of their Victorian Mansions 
and laughing at this stumbling youth who was lost in the cold on the wrong side of the river. Aunt Hilda was probably up 
in her tower a few kilometres away observing him through her telescope, or she would have been if the night had not been 
so dark and the lighting at this particular point so meagre. 

He was fairly certain that it was too late to attend this festival of psychohermeneutics. He had practised pronouncing 



the word so as to crow at his mother’s and sister’s attempts: sigh-co-her-men-you-ticks, sigh-co-her-men-you-ticks—it 
was a kind of conga rhythm, but he didn’t know that. Stephen turned his feet back towards the city centre and walked 
with sure tread through many little streets without quite losing his way.  

He wondered why he had lost the glow of resolution he had felt a few days earlier. Whatever the reason, he was 
conscious of strong unwillingness to face the Marulians, which he now thought of as ape-like creatures, very fond of 
human flesh. 

His spirits rose as he told himself that he had done his best. They sank again as he passed what looked like a derelict 
Mechanics Institute that had managed to get itself festooned with fairy lights. He made the mistake of pausing to inspect 
this glorified shed and was accosted by two girls who said, “Marulian Institute?” And before he could think of a suitable 
lie they had whisked him inside and offered him something to sit on. 

Nobody asked for proof that he had paid the admission price. 
The thing he sat on was not a chair, not even a stool. It was a stump, a short thick log standing on its end. Spongy 

plastic had been glued on and a piece of fleece draped over that. Some who had arrived earlier had folding canvas stools; 
and others, the elect, thought Stephen, were in cheap moulded fibreglass chairs.  

He had arrived late. The place was in darkness. he was lost and wouldn’t have known where to seat himself if the two 
girls hadn’t guided him to his stump. They almost had to place his bottom on to the fleece.  

After only a short time on that stool Stephen found himself up against an impenetrable pain barrier. He was ready to 
scream. A faint glow from the front of the hall gave the only light. But he could see enough to know that this was not a 
properly equipped theatre, not even a lecture hall. There was no stage and no projection box. A few lights were mounted 
on heavy-based steel poles. 

It wasn’t possible to tell how many people were present. Fifty? A hundred? He would have to wait for the house lights 
to go up before he could be sure. There was a ripple of chatter but not enough to tell what kind of audience he was a part 
of. 

Then a riot broke out at the rear of the hall and all heads turned. The commotion was caused by the actors deliberately 
forcing their way through the crowd. One of them bumped Stephen and said, “Sorry, mate.” Another paused half way to 
the front and let out an agonised scream. As the rest proceeded, this young man, now spotlit, held up his hand as if it were 
Yorick’s skull and addressed it. 

“And what is this, this grasping animal? This is not mine. I belong to it. IT decides. IT performs. I’m just dragged 
along behind it, my feet scrabbling in the dust, trying to keep up . . . Fuck you, hand! You with your five mildewed 
fingers, you with your pig lust. You want to grasp, to have and to hold . . . get that look off your palm! It isn’t spice, it 
isn’t rice, it cuts no ice—and it certainly aint nice . . . Stop that!” 

The two last words were aimed at some audience members who had allowed themselves to laugh. 
“Look at them all, hand, see them staring . . . what at? At you, not me, you with your bitten nails and your scheming, 

lying patterns of lines and whorls and palps and joints. If it wasn’t for your bones, you’d be nothing but meat. Like me, 
meat all through. No heart, head, skin, guts . . . just meat. And what’s so great about bones anyway? Are you better than a 
jellyfish? Can you sting, you fucking parasite? You’ve been hanging on my wrist for years, decades. You bloodsucker . . . 
” 

He had been addressing one hand. Suddenly the other crept spider-like over his chest and scuttled across and down his 
arm to join the other, which it stroked. The actor writhed and screamed. He appealed to the audience. 

“Help me, they’re conspiring against me. I can’t fight them . . . aaagh!” 
He lurched about the auditorium, more or less followed by the spot, bumping into people, falling over them, fighting 

against his own hands—and losing. They launched themselves at his throat. With many a gurgle and groan he fell to the 
floor and died, the hands joining in triumph before collapsing on his chest. The audience was in total disorder. Everyone 
wanted to see what had happened. Many of them stood and craned. The actor lay where he had fallen. He remained there 
for the rest of the demonstration. 

“Attention, please!” yelled a voice from the front. The spot now settled on a man wearing false nose, spectacles and 
moustache, who stood at a lectern. 

“Any repetition of this behaviour will be dealt with most severely,” he said. 
When there was silence, he continued. 
“I have been at the cask. I sat down intending to write something illuminating. It won’t happen. The juice got through 

to my brain as I was sitting hunched, on one buttock. I was uncomfortable. The cigarette in my mouth sent its fumes down 
into my lungs, scraping all the way. I would rather drink tea. I would rather not smoke. I would like to sit straight-backed, 
yet I did not move—would not move—and shall not. I can remember standing on a tram that was going along St Kilda 
Road. My feet ached. It was a hot day. The tram was crowded as trams were in those days, far worse than now, and I 
knew that if I moved I would feel better, the blood would course more freely. But I would not move, and the blood 
congealed, and I iced over, despite the heat. Now, forty years on, I am no better organised. I sit uncomfortably, shit hard, 
sleep like a drunk and walk with a sailor’s roll that ruins my back. I would have it otherwise if it were possible to do it 
without changing any of the gruesome ways that remind me of what I am.” 

Then the spot moved to another lectern, where a very old lady stood hunched and bespectacled. When she spoke it was 
obvious that she was really a young woman playing at being old. 

“This is an exercise. This is what I do instead of running. I am under no—my God! What am I saying? Suppose I were 
to cease to be this very night (This aye nicht, this aye nicht, every nicht and alle . . . ) and they (who are they?) found 



nothing but this drivel—what would they think? That I, being of unsound mind (mens definitely not sana in corpore 
wobbling on the edge of decrepitude) HAD TAKEN LEAVE—leave I beg of you, my elders, most potent, grave and 
reverend seniors, of my senses—five, count ’em: sight (poor), taste (barbaric), smell (awful), touch (could ye lend me 
saxpence till Sa’urday nicht?) and hearing (the sense that tells you your bones are creaking in the night). Oh, I know there 
are more—there is proprioception and kinaesthesia and there is the dear old sixth sense that old-fashioned heroes have: ‘A 
sixth sense warned him that the futures market was not the place to invest Grandma’s capital in.’ These are the senses of 
which I might be said to have taken leave. Well, they’re a pretty dim lot. Glad to be rid of ’em.” 

Back to lectern number one and the first lecturer spoke again. 
“Twinges in the finger joints, dizziness on standing after squatting, a tendency to bruise easily and heal slowly—are 

these the signs of ageing? Well, of course they are, you fool. But I must admit that I began to age very young, at birth I 
think. Short wind, staggering, losing bits of my mind—these symptoms were well-established by the time I was ten. Of 
course time was different then, before the environment began to deteriorate. Cats were longer, birds taller and crickets 
louder. The Government of the day was competent, so we never had to worry about anything. Now straightedges are 
slightly curved and spirit levels contain low-quality bubbles, possibly of Asian manufacture. Which leads me to my main 
topic: laterality. This is the timeless tendency of lame wombats to lie on railway tracks and wait patiently for the next 
train. The problem is that so many services have been discontinued that the poor creatures are starving to death while they 
wait. Instead of perishing cleanly of bisection. So if you happen to be hiking along a section of old railway do not allow 
yourself to stare at the sleepers whipping by. In any case this is a vile habit. I have known sleeper starers to become so 
engrossed in this activity that they wanted to get closer and closer to the object of their attention. So they bent forward, 
the better to see the sleepers flickering past, and when their eyes were almost touching the sleepers they began to wonder 
where the wood was going, so they put their heads between their legs and looked back the way they had come. Now this 
posture is bad for a walker and can become permanent. Imagine the complications that must arise if a sleeper-watcher 
fails to see a dead or dying wombat. A nice trip. One could easily create a scenario in which old railway lines became 
clogged with dead flesh.” 

The spot left him. Other actors then delivered a medley of soliloquies, punctuated by scraps of random singing and 
dancing, with a little mock fighting thrown in. An incredibly thin man delivered an address that seemed to have been 
cobbled together out of fragments from textbooks. It ended with the words: “and this failure to replicate would seem to 
refute the hypothesis the experiment was framed to test.” 

Then followed a playlet in which actors spoke lines that seemed to have no meaning but were delivered in tones 
suggesting furious contention. At the point of maximum passion all lights went out and a huge and fuzzy video image 
appeared on a screen. Stephen had to concentrate on the odd texture to realise that what was being shown was a tight 
close-up of a pair of lips, which slowly opened wider and wider until they seemed about to swallow the actors. Then the 
throat behind the mouth let out a deafening roar. The screen went black and the actors reappeared, now lit by poor-quality 
strobe lighting accompanied by an electronic din, the counterpart of the irritating light effects. The din died, the lights 
faded to utter blackness. A silence fell and then, right in Stephen’s ear, a voice of enormous power boomed, “Ladies and 
gentlemen, this is the end!” 



CHAPTER 7 

The house lights—what else could they be called?—came on and showed Stephen that the audience numbered about fifty, 
mostly young, with a sprinkling of much older people. The young ones looked normal. The older ones seemed to have 
lived through hard times. 

 The renewed normality was welcome after the storm and stress of the demonstration. Stephen, ever the student, had 
taken it all in, studied it like a text, absorbed it—and was now drunk with it. No stirring Shakespearian speech could have 
grabbed him like this. His mind was rolling back through a darkness shot through with laser beams. The pain inflicted on 
his coccyx was for the moment numbed. There was an evangelical light in his eyes. 

He stood up, which was a relief, and the crowd was surging about him. He did not have to search for Paul Marulian. 
The man who had shouted in his ear remained seated in his fibreglass chair and was now beset by a horde. And it was: 
What did you think, Paul, and: How did we go, Paul, and: Was it what you wanted, Paul? . . .  

Stephen sat back on his stool and turned to stare at the man on his right. He looked big, with a broad face, brilliant 
bulging eyes and the shoulders of a bouncer. Stephen looked down to where the man’s hands lay on his thighs, palms 
down. Compared to the rest of him they were tiny. Could such miniatures belong to such a body? Their eyes met and 
locked for a second, and Stephen flinched as the other man’s eyes gave out the kind of feral flash you might expect from 
an animal suddenly encountered in a forest, a look of rapid appraisal—friend, foe, or food? Then the man stood up, 
shrank and expanded. Not only were his hands small but so were his legs. He was far, far shorter than Stephen, who 
suddenly realised he was being spoken to by “Paul”. 

“I think you’re a newcomer to our circle. Did you enjoy our little offering?” 
The voice wasn’t anything like the general-purpose voices that ordinary people had. It was a cathedral organ. As soon 

as Stephen heard it he knew he’d have to fight not to be impressed. 
But he’d been addressed. The question had to be answered. Marks off for remaining silent. Taking a deep breath, and 

hoping that Racine, Pirandello, Shaw and all those other dramatists whose works he had become familiar with during his 
studies, were not listening, he said, or rather IT—some kind of answering machine hard-wired into his brain said: 
“You’ve broken the habit of centuries, You’ve taken a stage that concentrated on fabrications, productions of false 
worlds, with the audience snooping on the actors like voyeurs, and you’ve made it new. It’s a great achievement.” 

There was a hush all round as Paul’s minions awaited his verdict. Then he gave it in a melodious bellow that hurt 
Stephen’s ears. 

“Excellent!” he said. I couldn’t have put it better myself. “You must come back to the flat.” 
“Yes,” said Stephen, without bothering to ask what flat—and completely forgetting that he had to sit for an 

examination the following day. 
“Do you have a car?” Paul said, and when Stephen said that he didn’t, Paul bellowed for transport, which was eagerly 

offered. 
Before he could think about the offer, Stephen was moving with a tide of people that bore him towards the door and 

out into the night. The wind, which seemed to have come thousands of miles for the purpose, harried him, paralysing his 
will. He was soon moving along in someone’s car. 

  
He must have been in the wrong car. Nobody wanted to know him He felt as he were being abducted. He was in the back 
of some kind of very wide vehicle, a Land Rover perhaps. The girl next to him spent the whole trip in conversation with 
the man on her left. Their voices were intense and subdued. Stephen could hear nothing of what they were saying. But he 
did look across at them once and saw their hands scrabbling in each other’s groins. It reminded him of his school days. 
There had been a time when he used a train to reach high school. Girls who used to go to a private school further along 
the line would share a carriage with the high school boys, and there was a daily struggle to see how much groping could 
be managed before the boys got off. Most days he’d watched in fascination. There weren’t enough girls to go round, so 
you had to wait your turn. The first time his turn came he was so irritated by the girl’s complacent smirk that his hand 
refused to move more than eight inches above her knee. His impatient friends, whose massed bodies hid the action from 
anyone mad enough to try getting into that carriage, had hooted him away. He got it right the next time. 

Now, looking at the bare knee next to his, he thought he might as well have been back on that train. 
He surprised himself by taking a great interest in the active hands, staring at them with such intensity that he might 

have been a connoisseur gloating over a stolen specimen. 



In the front seat three people of indeterminate sex were arguing loudly about people Stephen hadn’t met. They seemed 
not to be aware of the back-seat passengers. Stephen found himself “noting”, like a researcher, that it was possible to be 
packed into a small space with other people and be lonely. 

They drove up through Collingwood and Fitzroy to Parkville. When they were close to Melbourne University—which 
was not Stephen’s university—the car stopped outside one of the few terraced houses in the area that hadn’t been 
converted into offices. 

Still nobody spoke to him. The back-seat pair adjusted their clothing and everybody left the car and entered the narrow 
Victorian house. Stephen followed. They went through the front door, up narrow stairs and into a large room that was 
firmly situated more than sixty years in the past. It could have been lifted from a mid-1920s furniture catalogue. Stephen 
didn’t have the vocabulary to describe it or enough knowledge to judge it but it seemed genuine to enough to him—at 
first. Disillusionment struck when he looked carefully at a four-legged, cabinet-model acoustic record-player. Letters of 
flowing gold labelled it an “Aeolian Vocalion”. Fine dark wood, french-polished to such a glow that you could almost 
smell the tradesman’s sweat as he shellacked and waxed and rubbed . . . But he suspected that the finish was something 
much more modern, like polyurethane. When he lifted the top to inspect the antique machinery he expected to find inside 
he found instead a very modern tape player. When he turned the handle that should have wound up a spring motor it spun 
loosely, connected to nothing. 

It was enough to make him wonder about the bobble-fringed lampshade and the plaster ceiling rose from which it 
hung. 

People were standing about in expectation of something, the second coming perhaps. Stephen was nervous. The 
bravado that had carried him from the car to the room had been used up. He put on a meaningful look that meant nothing. 
He was trying to be at home in a place which seemed to say: I am nobody’s home; home is a fiction; nobody is really at 
home anywhere. 

Paul Marulian suddenly manifested himself. He seemed to Stephen at that moment to be capable of moving from A to 
B without crossing the intervening space. 

He’d replaced the suit Stephen had seen him in earlier . Now he had on muddy working boots, a check shirt complete 
with built-in rumples, a shabby brown jacket and jeans. His hair, which was of an unspecifiable colour, was disordered. In 
one hand he carried a large glass mug of beer. 

About thirty people had crowded into the room. Most of them turned to look at the new, shabby Paul and then quickly 
looked away as if they didn’t wish to appear surprised by the change. 

Conversation swirled about Paul but he did not participate. He looked straight at Stephen, raised his glass and, with an 
imperious tilt of the head, invited him over. Stephen accepted the invitation. 

“You’re our new friend,” Paul said. 
“I take it you are Paul Marulian,” Stephen said. 
“Indeed I am,” Paul said. 
“I’m Stephen Berrymont,” Stephen said.  
He watched for a reaction to the name; there was none. 
“You enjoyed our demonstration?” 
“It was interesting.” 
“I ask only that people find our work interesting.” 
It was his voice that Stephen found interesting. It was accentless. You couldn’t have guessed where he came from. 
He decided to be boorish. 
“Why have you changed into those clothes?” Stephen said, and suddenly thought that everyone in the room had 

stopped breathing. 
Paul answered without hesitation: “It’s simply a persona. I disapprove of people who go through life acting parts and 

not knowing it. I act consciously.” 
“Don’t we all?” Stephen said. 
“Not at all, oh no. Poor driven creatures that we are—many of us—we refuse to know our own natures. That’s what 

psychohermeneutics is all about. It’s a heuristic discipline that finds the real, the molecular self. Reality isn’t always what 
you think it is. What you think is itself a thought, and the world exists apart from, in spite of, your thought . . . and you are 
a part of that reality.” 

The worshippers were gathering. Paul had launched a sermon. This was Stephen’s territory, academic debate. 
“I’m not so sure,” Stephen said. “If there were no people on the earth, the sun would still shine, but there wouldn’t be 

any feeling of being-in-the sun.” 
But Stephen wasn’t going to score so easily on Paul’s territory. Paul’s mouth moved into a smiling shape. Through 

half-closed eyes he examined Stephen’s face. In a light, conversational tone Paul said, “What, in your opinion, is the 
function of drama?” 

Stephen, the good examinee, thought for a few seconds and said, “I think it ought to shape reality. I think we all have a 
vague feeling that the human universe could at any time fall into chaos. And all our arts, and sciences and laws and 
custom, give form to the great nothingness. 

This speech, well-delivered, might have seemed to mean something. But Stephen was conscious of having ruined it by 
looking pleased with himself. There now, his smirk said, wasn’t that clever? But Paul topped it easily.  

“Shall I tell you what I think?” he said, as if anyone could stop him. “I think the opposite is true. I think—I know—



that we can touch ultimate reality by embracing that chaos of which you’re so afraid.” 
He stared at Stephen for a few moments as if he were trying to guess his weight. 
“I want to try an experiment,” he said, “but first I’m going to say a few words that you may think insulting. I implore 

you not to be insulted. I speak as a surgeon of the soul. I think you are allowing yourself to pretend that you are nothing 
but a product of tight-arsed, middle-class timidity. Your thoughts, your poise, your very life could be destroyed by a 
trifle—because you have sacrificed reality to illusion.” 

This was received by the crowd in respectful, even reverent silence. Stephen was staring so hard into Paul’s eyes they 
could have been a pool into which he’d dropped his last dollar. He had forgotten why he was there. 

“Now,” Paul said, “without committing any crime, without laying a hand on you, without in any way molesting you, I 
am going to destroy your balance . . . oh, never fear, I’ll restore it before you leave.” 

Then, without any warning, he roared, “Helena!” 
The name leapt from his short. thick, throat like a dragon eager for lunch. 
A worried-looking girl came forward. She seemed preoccupied, as if she’d forgotten where she’d put her keys. She 

glanced quickly at Stephen, then at Paul. 
Paul spoke to Stephen.  
“I want you to stare at Helena. This is the stage. She is the performer. You are the audience.”  
Then, to Helena, he said, “Same as last time, dear.” 
He stepped back and clapped once. It wasn’t much of a clap. His hands were smaller than his voice. 
Helena, who was fussily clad in what looked like an assortment of cast-off male clothing, first undid her lank brownish 

hair and let it fall down her back. Then she took off her bronze necklace, then a bangle, then her shoes. After placing the 
shoes and jewellery neatly on the floor, she proceeded to strip herself, slowly, methodically. When she was naked she 
stood before Stephen, touched her fingers to her collarbones and ran her hands down her breasts and belly. Her fingertips 
buried themselves in pubic hair and she stroked herself. She spread her legs slightly, which she did by sliding one foot 
slowly across the carpet. Then she straightened, stood to attention and looked bored. 

By this time Stephen was leaning forward a bit and trying to retract his pelvis. He didn’t want his interest to be too 
obvious.  

“Now,” said Paul, allowing for anatomical differences, “would you like to do the same as Helena? You can, you know, 
any of us here can, without hesitation or shame. Can you? Go on, do it, be one of us.” 

Stephen fought against the sweet temptation to obey. To submit, to give up the struggle, to flow, to know true ease and 
lightness, to feel at one with something, someone, anyone—oh, it was inviting. Like someone slightly drunk, he was 
driving down the middle of a long, easy road. 

When the siren sounded. All round him now were police, saying, “Stop! Pull over.” 
He snapped out of his trance and was furious with himself for losing himself. 
As Helena dressed, Paul again faced Stephen. 
“You were shocked, weren’t you?” he said. “In this age of total sexual freedom, you were . . . offended. Or something 

in you was. Perhaps if Helena had been a boy . . . ?” 
Stephen prepared a chilling response, but Paul gave him no time. He pointed to an epicene youth and said, “Reverb.” 

To a girl he said, “Reverse.” The boy moved to Stephen’s right, the boy to his left. 
Stephen was near the point of quickly saying: Please give me my father’s money and let me go home, but Paul was 

again too quick for him. So he missed his chance. 
“Now,” said Paul’ “tell us what you think of reality.” 
Stephen tried to say, “I think this has gone far enough. I’m going home.” But when he started to speak, the boy 

repeated his words, lagging by less than a second, while the girl, herself lagging the boy, said the opposite—that things 
hadn’t gone far enough and he wasn’t going home.  

“Is this what happens to all your guests?” Stephen said in a gabble, trying to beat the boy but only just making it. The 
girl reversed his speech by saying it never happened to anyone’s guests. Stephen started to bluster but was hindered by 
echo and opposition. He was soon speechless and mad with frustration. So the mad madrigal petered out. 

“All right, that’s it,” Paul said. Everyone back to normal.”  
Stephen’s two tormentors left him and Paul approached. 
“Don’t tell me you weren’t appalled. Everyone is the first time. All these people have been through it. Some of them 

have gone far deeper than you. Helena now, she’s the daughter of a Baptist minister. I’ve taught her that she can do 
anything she likes—because her exterior is only skin. She herself is inviolable.” 

“I—er— didn’t really come here for the show,” Stephen said. 
“Of course not,” Paul said. “You were after money. Your father told me you’d be coming. He’s more perceptive than 

you imagine.” 
“Not when it comes to money,” Stephen said. 
“I think he could surprise you.” 
“Do you know where he is now?” Stephen said. 
“Yes, yes, but he’s only resting.” 
“Resting!” Stephen said. And to his amazement he lost his temper, something he hadn’t done since childhood. He 

clapped his hands for attention, the teacher calling the class to order. 
“Listen, everybody,” he said in his best professorial tone. “I have something to say about this ringmaster of yours. I 



strongly advise you, if you have any money, keep it away from him. He will endeavour to get his hands on it. Recently he 
took a man whose mind was unbalanced and forced him to hand over everything he owned. That’s the kind of man you’re 
taking orders from.” 

Stephen paused for breath. A dishevelled, middle-aged man with watery eyes wrote furiously in a notebook. 
The room had become very still and silent. When Paul spoke his voice purred so softly that silence seemed to endure. 
“You have uttered a very serious slander,” he said. “You will hear from my solicitors. And if you do not leave 

immediately, I’ll see you’re charged with trespass as well. My friend Mr Bauer”—he gestured towards the scribbler—“ is 
an expert stenographer. He’s written it all down and the room is full of witnesses. So now it’s good night.” 

Stephen took a deep breath. He was going to emit another speech. Then he looked from face to face, perhaps seeking 
friends. Of course he didn’t find any. The middle-aged scribbler was penning away for all he was worth. They’ve 
probably taped it all too, Stephen thought. 

“Go,” Paul said, “unless you want your traffic offences to be added to.” 
So he knew about that too. 
He left the room with all the dignity he could muster. He stepped out through the front gate without remembering how 

he had managed the stairs and passageway. Someone must have been following him, because the front door slammed shut 
behind him. 

Something seemed to have gone wrong. He had asserted himself, and was pleased that he’d been able to; but he had 
also been seduced. His mind, normally so controlled and stable, had been rocked until it had almost fallen off its pedestal; 
and—this was what most disturbed him—he had enjoyed the sensation. Now he felt that he had lost something and was 
almost ready to go back upstairs and say: Forgive me. Let me have some more of that mental cocaine.  

Then he thought of two more pressing concerns: he hadn’t got anywhere with the errand Linda had sent him on, and 
on the following day he had to sit for two important examinations. 



CHAPTER 8 

Somehow he found his way home. Now, in familiar Chislebury Street, he wondered if he had come to the right place. The 
world was different. The prosaic outer suburb in which he had spent so much of his life was now another country. Even 
the weather had changed. The wind had dropped, the sky was clear and the moon full. 

Although he had no idea what time it was, he was haunted by a feeling that it was not only late, but too late. As he was 
about to go through the Berrymont front gate he paused, oppressed by the strangeness of things.  

Like everything else in the world, the house had changed, even though it still stood in its familiar place. Vernon had 
made it queer. Now it seemed to have taken one step further and become queerer still. Although the moonlight 
harmonised the front view of the house, which was startling in daylight because of Vernon’s colour scheme, or lack of 
scheme, still it repelled him by its foreignness. But now he had no alternative but to enter it, which he did with reluctance, 
even perhaps a touch of fear. 

Linda was up and in a temper. 
“Why are you out so late? Don’t you know you’ve got exams tomorrow?” 
Exams? Oh, yes, one in the morning and another in the afternoon. He slowly shook his head. Since he couldn’t believe 

in the reality of things, he could find no words. 
“Did you see him?” Linda said. 
He nodded. 
“And?” 
He shook his head. 
“Is that all?” 
He nodded again. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “It’s all too much for me. Go to bed.” 

  
Fewer than twenty-four hours passed before he knew he was doomed. 

Perhaps none of the Berrymonts realised that Stephen was not studying for a higher degree. He had moved sideways, 
not upwards. He was not building on his previous work but was branching out into unfamiliar areas. Psychology had 
attracted him and he launched into it thinking that he would soon know how every mind worked, including his own. But 
nobody had spoken of minds. He was stuck in a morass of laboratory reports and statistical data. He quickly mastered 
most of the mathematical knowledge he needed to get through the work—mastered the techniques, that is; he had no real 
mathematical knowledge. In this course he was not an accomplished academic performer. He was a mere beginner who 
had to sit for exams with other beginners. 

He started the day badly by getting to bed long after midnight and then lying awake, tossing, turning, fretting, seeing 
and hearing over and over again the events of the previous evening. Whenever he did manage to slip into sleep, vicious 
little dream creatures would sneak out of the fog and nibble at him. Then he would wake with every muscle in his body 
tense. He tried everything he could think of to relax. He got up and had a hot shower, drank warm milk, breathed deeply. 
Nothing worked. 

Linda had almost to drag him from his bed. He refused breakfast and stumbled from the house at last unshaven and 
wild of eye. To get to his university he had to take a bus. On it he met students he knew and who wanted to talk to him 
but with whom he didn’t want to talk. He solved the problem of what to do about them by falling asleep. And then he 
could not wake up. The bus driver almost had to throw him from the bus. 

The was the high point of the day. Then it was all downhill. He sat in familiar examination rooms unable to think, 
barely able to breathe. Afterwards he could not remember what he had done. Had he written anything? Who could say? 
For most of his life he had been so healthy and well-balanced that he’d not needed to acquire techniques that might have 
helped him counter the malaise that now afflicted him. He suffered. 

On the following day he left home late for an afternoon examination. As he was leaving the house, a police car arrived. 
Out of it stepped a uniformed man who presented him with a summons to appear in court soon in connection with the 
driving offence. 

This day’s performance was marginally better than the previous one’s, but still far from satisfactory. He arrived home 
exhausted and went to bed immediately—with the result that he woke at midnight and could not go back to sleep. 

And so his worst week wore on, getting still worse until on Friday he rebelled. When Linda tried to wake him he told 



her to go away. 
“But it’s an exam day.” 
“Not for me. I’m not going.” 
He wrapped himself up in the bedclothes and would not respond to any of her threats or pleas. 
Linda withdrew into despair. Lisbet shrieked abuse. Nothing could move Stephen. He was out of it permanently, as 

good as dead, finished. Now that the examination period had passed he was able to sleep—for up to fifteen hours at a 
time. He would emerge from one of these long sleeps haggard and stupefied, take some food, watch some television and 
then sink slowly again into somnolence. But by mid-November the warm weather seemed to rouse him. He came out of 
what Linda called his “state” as quickly as he had slipped into it. But he would not explain his behaviour, nor would he 
try to justify it; and he refused to consider an approach to the university authorities with a plea for special consideration. 

Poor Stephen Berrymont! Wasn’t it obvious he’d been singled out for punishment by God? And why? Because he’d 
been too much the perfect student and too little of anything else. He might not have agreed with this view of his situation 
if anyone else had held it, but it seemed to be a useful working analysis. He had been presented with a series of 
impossibly difficult problems: how to cope with a father gone mad, an income lost, victimisation by the police, the 
possibility of wage slavery—and Paul Marulian. 

The last of these was the worst. He was being haunted by the director of the Marulian Institute and believed that there 
would be no rest for him until he had somehow managed to humiliate the man who had humiliated him. 

  
One day, when it was too warm to do anything else, Stephen sat in his mother’s kitchen and sipped iced tea. She was 
bustling about as usual, but there was something forced in her zeal for housekeeping. She wasn’t getting much done and 
she kept glancing in his direction. He let it go on for a while. Then he decided that he would be the first to act. 

“What is it,” he said. 
Linda, all injured innocence, said, “What’s what?” 
“What is you want to talk about?” 
“You know,” she said. 
“If I knew I wouldn’t ask.” 
They’d been through this ceremony often. He’d heard her tell Lisbet that it was all a matter of waiting until the time 

was ripe. But on this day Stephen felt so little like playing this game that the time over-ripened and nearly turned rotten 
before Linda could bring herself to say, “It’s that Mulrooney.” 

“Marulian.” 
“Yes, him. Couldn’t you have another go at him?” 
“Last time I tried he threatened to sue me, and he still might—not that he’ll get any money out of me.” 
“If he could get money out of your father he could get it out of anyone,” Linda said. 
Then she sighed deeply and said, “I wish I’d followed him when he went on those trips.” 
“Trips?” 
“That’s what he called them. ‘I’m going on a trip,’ he’d say, and I thought he meant a long walk. And he’d be away 

for two or three hours and come back looking happier than I’d seen him in years. That’s when he must have been visiting 
. . . that man. I wonder what he did there.” 

Stephen had some idea of what Vernon had seen (he couldn’t imagine what he might have done) but he wasn’t ready 
to discuss it with his mother. For one thing, he couldn’t find words to describe Helena’s part in the proceedings. 

“And there were all those strange people knocking at the door,” Linda said. “They all asked to speak to ‘Vern’. That 
wasn’t your father’s name. His name was Vernon—Mr Berrymont to them.” 

“Yes, I met some of them,” Stephen said, remembering the skinheads. 
Two days later, when Stephen had almost completely emerged from lethargy, the Berrymont phone rang. Stephen was 

in his room looking mournfully at his books and wondering if he ought to burn them all and throw himself on the pyre. 
Linda came in and said in a soft hissing tone, “It’s for you. It’s him!” 

He was deep in self-absorption and couldn’t grasp her meaning. But when he went to the phone, picked it up and heard 
the voice in his ear he understood why she had said “him” as if Jack the Ripper had been on the line. 

“I feel strongly that we ought to meet,” Paul’s voice said. 
“We have met,” Stephen said, “and it didn’t go well.” 
“Yes, I owe you an apology, which I offer most humbly. But I’m also offering something else.” 
A silence followed that lasted for years. Stephen tried to break it but the words wouldn’t come. Then Paul said, 

“Would you meet me at the institute tomorrow?”, and gave a time. 
Oh, poor me! Stephen lamented inwardly. At times like this—there hadn’t been many of them—he longed for the gift 

of eloquence. Even a talent for vituperation would have served him well; but he was dumb. The strange voice, Martian 
perhaps, certainly not Australian, continued. 

“It would be wonderful if you could come. I’d call on you but I’m shackled by my schedule. Can you manage it?” 
The voice hinted that if Stephen could not manage it the world would rapidly fall into chaos. Save the Universe, 

Stephen! Go and see the man. 
“Ah—how do I get there?” he said. 
Paul Marulian gave out a set of instructions that, had they been closely followed, would have lost Stephen permanently 

in a rubble of decayed factories and warehouses somewhere near the border of Collingwood and Richmond. 



“I can’t visualise it,” Stephen said. 
“Do you remember where the demonstration was?” 
“When Stephen, who was unlikely to forget that night, said that he did, Paul said, “It’s near there”, and gave a street 

name and an address. Stephen took a deep breath. He was now ready to draw out the enigmatic Mr Marulian, even to 
interrogate him. But the voice said, “I’ll see you then,”, and the phone call was over. 

Stephen begged a street directory from Lisbet, who was loath to lend him anything. She had encased the book in a stiff 
binder, which made it difficult to consult. He had constantly to fight the book’s tendency to close itself. Just the kind of 
book Lisbet would own. 

He studied a page of the directory and soon was forced to conclude that this institute stood in a street that didn’t exist. 
It showed as a small, empty patch of white, bounded by streets that definitely did exist but appeared, even in schematic 
form, not to be important. 

The next day he set out by train, changed to a tram and finished the journey on foot. He wandered. He walked down 
Johnson Street, Collingwood, towards the river and turned right. He plunged into a network of little streets that, long 
before his birth, had formed a notorious labyrinth of criminal activity. Now they merely looked drab. 

Most of the narrow houses appeared to have died. They had been built in the days when people did not need garages, 
so the streets were lined with cars, nose to tail. Few of the houses had back yards, presumably because the working-class 
people of yesteryear would not have known what to do with all that space. Odd, he thought. A continent with millions 
upon millions of empty hectares, and people had been jammed in as if it were Liverpool. 

Very few people were to be seen. Perhaps they had all heard he was coming and had fled. Carrying in his head the 
image of the street directory page, he walked down one street, turned into another and went on in this manner until he had 
circumnavigated the area in which he believed the institute existed. An exclusive area indeed! Was Marulian a recluse? 
Or did there lurk within this magic square a haven of luxury and sybaritic splendour? 

On his third, and by now despairing circuit, he heard a motor roaring behind a high wooden fence. As he watched, a 
huge, hinged section of the fence groaned and began to move. Someone was trying to open it, but the lower edge dragged 
on the ground. The top edge swayed with the effort someone was making to move the thing. 

A small door set into the gate now opened. Stumbling through it, brown hair in disarray, came someone he recognised: 
Helena. 

Stephen gave thanks to the civic authorities who had long ago decreed that plane trees should be planted in that street 
so that he would have some place to hide. He watched from behind a trunk as Helena fought with the gate. She lifted it 
over an obstructing pebble and swung it wide open. Behind the gate stretched a broad lane that narrowed into a bottle-
neck. Stephen couldn’t see what lay beyond that. 

Out of the lane, coughing and shuddering, lurched a large black Mercedes. Properly maintained, the car might have 
been worth something. But even to Stephen’s automotively unschooled eye it looked neglected and was now only a 
revered name on wheels. Driving it was Paul Marulian. Helena got in beside him and the car groaned its way down the 
street and was lost to sight. 

Stephen, who wore no watch, guessed he’d missed his appointment. He was disappointed but also relieved, he didn’t 
know why. 

While he was wondering what to do next, his nostrils caught the scent of tobacco smoke.  
There were, he knew, people who enjoyed being tied up, being chained, being whipped, being tightly encased in 

rubber. He could not understand what enjoyment they could possibly derive from these practices; nor could he understand 
smokers, the most extreme masochists of all. He had never wished to be one of them, had never inhaled smoke 
voluntarily. Now he was inhaling it against his will. His nasal passages rebelled and violently drove out their polluted 
contents. The sneeze was so great it almost stunned him. When his senses at last sorted themselves out he became aware 
of a small, dark man standing on a tiny porch. This man’s house was the smallest, the narrowest in the street. His cigarette 
having been blasted from his mouth by Stephen’s sneeze, the man was brushing himself down.  

“I’m sorry,” Stephen said. “It was the smoke.” 
“Ah yes, the smoke—s’orright.” 
Once the little man was free of Stephen’s output he nodded in the direction of the big wooden gate and said, “You 

look for those people? In the big house?” 
Stephen turned to look but could see no house. 
“Big house in there,” the man said. “Police used to come a lot. Not now. New people. Much better, but they got too 

many cars, block up street.” 
“I see,” said Stephen, “Well, if there’s a house in there, I’d better have a look at it. Thanks for telling me.” 
He left the man rolling a new cigarette and walked through the open gate. He was in a lane or driveway bounded by 

high fences of corrugated iron. Behind the left fence stood a row of old oaks, their branches hanging over the lane. Behind 
the right fence rose a redbrick factory wall. The factory looked dead. All the factories he had seen in this area looked 
dead. Perhaps they were now only warehouses, perhaps illusions. He was beginning to lose faith in his immediate 
perceptions.  

As the lane narrowed the surface of ill-assorted pebbles underfoot deepened, making walking difficult. At its far end 
the lane became a sorry-looking yard. Only a few clumps of grass grew out of the poor soil—which was not so much soil 
as compressed builder’s rubble. 

Then he saw it. 



The land was far too small for the house that was planted in it: an Italianate mansion three storeys high, complete with 
huge porte-cochere, grey fluted columns, badly chipped, and at the top a belvedere rather like Aunt Hilda’s. Many of the 
windows were boarded up. The roof, he thought, would be slate-tiled, but he couldn’t be sure from where he stood. 
Guttering and downpipes were of ornamented cast iron. The house looked as if it were suffocating, longing to take the 
deep breath that would make it expand to fill the spaces between itself and the fences. Riveted to the wall near the front 
door—if indeed it was the front of the house he was seeing—was a brass plate which told the world that this was a 
building of historic interest which must never be demolished. To Stephen Berrymont, the house was merely a melancholy 
ruin that should have been put out of its misery years earlier. 

So this was the Marulian Institute. Not a place by which to be impressed, let alone afraid. He walked across the yard 
and peered along a narrow sideway. Not much grass grew in the deep shade, so he bravely set out to explore. He made a 
lot of noise falling over bits of rusty junk that must once have been pitched over the fence from the factory next door. The 
ground-floor window frames needed attention, so did much of the liberally taped glass. He passed a door that looked 
openable, but he kept on until he reached the back of the house. Or was it the front? Two walls faced each other like a pair 
of rival elephants who had come face to face in an alley: the back of the house, a littered space and then the redbrick wall 
of yet another factory. This wall had stood up to the attacks of time better than had the house. Stephen fancied that the 
builders of the factory had thrown their debris at the house while they worked, making its badly pitted wall look as if it 
had suffered bombardment. Down there in the space between the walls the atmosphere was depressing, as if winter had 
not yet gone. Sounds echoed queerly. The grinding of his boot heel in the grit was uproar itself. This was a place fit only 
for suicides. He decided to return to the normality of the street. 

As he picked his way past a cracked window at the side of the house he was startled by a rapping on the glass. His 
heart lurched, and so did his feet. A huge chunk of Edwardian machinery snatched at his leg and he went down on all 
fours. He heard an exclamation behind the window and sounds that he thought might have been made by hurrying feet—
not necessarily human feet. He was now afraid—not of ghosts or ghouls or basilisks, but of being misunderstood. 
Scrambling to his feet, he made his way round to the front of the house, mounted four basalt steps, stepped into a small 
colonnade and was about to operate a verdigrised brass knocker when the door opened by itself. 

But not really by itself, he saw. A blonde woman wearing jeans and a man’s shirt had opened it. He was about to 
explain himself when she said, “Are you Stephen Something-or-other?” 

“Berrymont.” 
“Really? You don’t look like a Berrymont.” 
“What do I look like?” 
“Oh, I don’t know. Something like Raskolnikov, I suppose.” 
“I haven’t used an axe on anyone for years.” 
“Oh, how disappointing. Then perhaps Berrymont’s right for you.” 
They stood looking at each other for a few seconds—which to Stephen felt like ten long minutes—until at last she 

said, “You were supposed to meet Paul here. He’s had to go out, but I can offer you some coffee.” 
Stephen had been carefully taught to decline offers of all kinds. During his childhood he had often looked hungrily at 

boxes of chocolates held out by aunts, uncles, cousins and other child-tempters, and been forced by his training to say, 
“No, thank you.” But now, looking into this woman’s amazing blue eyes, he could not refuse.” 

“You’re reluctant,” she said. “Why? Do I frighten you?” 
And to his astonishment, he heard himself confess the reason for his hesitation. 
“But why would they teach you to do that?” she said. 
“It was my mother’s idea of how children should be reared.” 
“And her mother’s, no doubt. Well, let’s not stand here all day. Come in, but watch your step. Civilisation doesn’t 

begin until you’re one floor up.” 
He followed her into a huge, dark foyer, littered with furniture fit only for burning. Shapeless piles of junk crouched 

everywhere. In the middle of this disorder a great stairway descended from a gallery. She led him up through the gloom. 
At the top there was more light, so that he could see panelled walls that had been covered with cheap cream paint, now 
cracked and peeling. 

“Paul’s had a kitchen installed,” she said, and ushered him into it. the modernity of the small, practical kitchen clashed 
with the decrepitude of the house. In there the ruin that enfolded them could be forgotten. 

As the blonde woman set out large ceramic mugs, Stephen sat cautiously on a chair that seemed to be made of wire 
and plastic. It seemed far too frail to support him. It was far removed from the solid, unimaginative furniture he was used 
to. 

“How do you like your coffee?” she said. 
He was about to say, “With cream”, but he remembered his manners and said, “With milk, please.” 
“I like mine black,” she said. 
Her voice fascinated him. It was clear and clipped, each word falling into place precisely, giving the overall effect of a 

tessellation of syllables. There was not the slightest trace of inhibition in her delivery. She spoke as if she expected to be 
believed. An English voice, he thought with nothing in it of that demure prettiness that sometimes irritated him in 
Australians who tried to talk posh. He had to fight down the urge to match her diction  

“I’m at a disadvantage,” he said. “I don’t know your name.” 
“Oh shit! Didn’t I tell you? It’s my natural arrogance coming out. I always assume everyone knows it. Felicity 



Marulian. Paul’s my husband.” 
“I’m delighted to meet you,” he said, and meant it. 
She glanced at him, looked back at her coffee and said, “You know, I think you are.” 
Now that he had had time look at her he could see that she was probably in her late thirties. When she smiled, tiny 

lines appeared in the corners of her eyes. She didn’t smile often. Her face had a curious immobility that did not seem to be 
the result of a sullen disposition. He told her that he had missed his appointment with Paul because he couldn’t find the 
house. 

“That’s not unusual,” she said. “Nobody can find it. The poor old thing sat here for years before Paul found it. The 
police certainly knew where it was. They were always raiding it, kicking out the unofficial tenants. It’s been a haven for 
drunks, junkies, fugitives—that’s why it’s in such an awful state. One of Paul’s people used to live here in some kind of 
commune. She told him about it. When he saw it he fell in love with it. He found it was owned by a bank, so he leased it 
from them. Then he told the National Trust or someone about the place and it was classified, which means no one can pull 
it down. I don’t think anyone wants to. It’s called Clare House, by the way. And it’s haunted.” 

“I can believe that,” Stephen said. “Who’s haunting it?” 
“Its first owner. He was an Irishman who made a fortune on the goldfields. Later he lost it all in land speculation. The 

story goes that when he found he was penniless, he climbed right up to the top, through the servants’ quarters and through 
a door on to the roof, and he jumped. He landed about where you were when I rapped on the glass. Of course, in those 
days—about 1890, I think—there weren’t so many factories here. Anyway, he originally came from County Clare, so—
Clare House. Couldn’t have been too bright. He built it on the wrong side of the river.” 

“Pardon me for being a bit thick,” Stephen said, “but this place doesn’t look as if it’s been used. If the institute has 
been functioning, where has it been functioning?” 

“Anywhere and everywhere,” she said. “The institute is an idea. It’s never had a permanent home—until now.” 
“And the people I met at that—demonstration . . . They don’t live here?” 
“You can search if you like.” 
“Well, whose flat did I go to?” 
“Oh, the flat. Yes, I heard about your performance there. I think you impressed Paul. People usually don’t stand up to 

him.” 
“He threatened to sue me,” Stephen said. 
“He threatens to sue everyone. I’m sure if I forgot to buy coffee he’d threaten to sue me.” 
He didn’t find out whose flat he’d been taken to. She was good at not telling. He, however, was not. Within twenty 

minutes he had poured out the story of his life, including his recent academic failure.” 
“I like that story,” she said. “It’s interesting.” 
“So’s the story of Jack the Ripper,” he said. “But I wouldn’t care to be him.” 
“And now you’re not keen on being you,” she said. 
“It isn’t much fun right now.” 
“And you blame Paul. You’re probably right. He can be very disruptive. But perhaps you need disrupting.” 
“I can do without it.” 
“In time you may change your mind,” she said, again smiling. A long pause followed, during which Stephen rapidly 

scanned his interior world in search of some place in which life was so orderly that what had happened to him might seem 
right and proper instead of utterly wrong. He failed. Now he wondered what he was doing sitting in the kitchen of this 
gigantic slum and chatting with a woman who disturbed him. Had he been able to watch the scene on film he might have 
seen that she strongly resembled him. Her hair was lighter than his but her eyes so nearly matched the colour of his that 
they could have been brother and sister. 

“I hear you were a bit put out by Helena’s performance,” she said. 
“I was—surprised,” he said. And then, to show how sophisticated and all-accepting he was, he said, “I had no moral 

objections. After all, it’s her body and if she wants to display it, why shouldn’t she? Who is she, by the way?” 
“What a strange question. She’s herself. Her name’s Helena. Her second name looks Spanish—Rodriguez—but it’s 

pronounced Rodreegs. Her father’s a minister. She refers to him as, quote, The Classic Pommy Bastard, unquote. She’s 
drifting.” 

“Drifting?” 
“We have lots of people who are drifting. Soon or later they spot land. She hasn’t yet.” 
“I’m beginning to wonder if that’s what I’m doing,” he said—“Drifting.” 
Instead of taking the bait, she suddenly became brisk. She handed him a card and said, “If you ever have to get in 

touch with us, just ring that number. Someone will answer.” 
Somehow she had signalled the end of the interview. She stood, and he rose out of his chair as if she’d hoisted him by 

the collar. She led him out of the bright new kitchen and down into the Gothic gloom. A minute or so after she had 
opened the front door for him he was back on the street and wondering if he’d actually been in Clare House. He crossed 
the street and again met the little man on the porch. 

“Find it orright?” 
“Yes, thank you.” 
“Funny place.” 
“Yes, but it’ll improve. They’re renovating it.” 



“Must have lots of money.” 
“At least $67,000,” Stephen said, suddenly remembering why he had become interested in the Marulian Institute in the 

first place. 
“No way near enough,” said the little man, shaking his head. “Cost millions to do up. Where they gonna get it?” 
“Widows and orphans, I suppose,” said Stephen. 

  
For some reason he felt that the visit had been more or less successful. He had failed to encounter Paul Marulian, had got 
nothing worthwhile out of Felicity and was no nearer than he had ever been to recovering the Berrymont money. Perhaps 
he had only succeeded in not being devoured by the monsters that must have lived in the shadows of Clare House.  



CHAPTER 9 

It was a summer of doom, the worst season of his life. everything went wrong, the world turned sour. he felt useless, 
unwanted, superfluous. the fellow students with whom he had spent so many golden hours—well, they seemed now to 
have been golden—were nowhere to be found. Perhaps they had all heard about him and no longer wished to know him. 
He became the victim of his own negative imaginings. When he heard a click on the telephone he would think: They’re 
listening to me, waiting for me to make a mistake. If a shop assistant paused and looked at him while taking his money he 
would wonder why. 

The trouble began when he appeared in court to answer charges of having misused the roads. He thought he would be 
treated leniently—a first offence, a good record, a virtuous life—but he found instead that the local court and its 
magistrate failed to see him as special. He was lumped in with bag-snatchers, shoplifters, car thieves, brawlers and 
drunks. But in his case, as the magistrate pointed out, there was a difference. He had enjoyed a privileged life; the others, 
most of them, had not. They had not endangered life and property—well, most of them hadn’t; he had. He could have 
killed dozens. He was little better than a mass murderer. An example should and would be made.  

He was convicted, stripped of his learner’s permit, banned from the roads for two years and heavily fined. 
Outside the court the policeman who had shown Stephen great courtesy on the day of the offence now seemed far less 

sympathetic. 
“I thought I’d get off a bit lighter,” Stephen said, as if to a friend. 
“You did,” said the policeman, “They gave you time to pay.” 

  
Time to pay—that was generous of them, but how to pay was the problem. He had kept secret from Linda and Lisbet the 
actual date of the “trial”. Linda had gone back to paid work after years of housewifing. She worked at a local fast-food 
shop making sandwiches. Stephen wondered how many of them she would have to make to cover the fine. He had a 
vision of a sliced-bread mountain—well, at least a hillock. As for Lisbet, she was simply not approachable. He would 
have to find work and find it quickly. So, with horror in his heart, he made his way to the local branch of the 
Government’s employment service and registered: unemployed. Now it was official. 

The office had recently been done over. Some psychologically minded interior decorator had persuaded the 
Government to install mirrors everywhere. So, when an out-of-work visited the office there was self-confrontation 
everywhere. Pretence was impossible. With images of yourself staring back at you—accusingly?—from every wall you 
could not insulate yourself with dreams. 

With time’s winged chariot bearing down, he followed up leads supplied by the office. He applied for a variety of 
positions: driver, counter salesman, clerk, market research interviewer. He even tried for one as a paid hospital visitor. 
Some of the jobs he went for might have been his if he had moved faster. But he had always been the complete scholar, 
and scholars, like queens and cardinals, did not run. He was always the sixth to arrive when the first five applicants were 
to be interviewed. He remained unemployed, and he could not expect Government money to flow towards him for weeks: 
so worked the system. 

His mood began to slip. Each morning found him less and less willing to get out of bed. He was a leper, untouchable, 
unclean. His sinfulness manifested itself as a peculiar body smell—rottenness coming out. When people did not move 
away from him he thought there must be something wrong with their noses. 

Despite the witness of the bathroom scales to the contrary, he was sure his weight was increasing. Soon he was so 
weighed down by leaden flesh that he stooped as he walked. He ached in odd places. His voice was a hopeless drone. He 
lost interest in everything but sleep, which often eluded him. 

The Berrymont’s family doctor called it depression and prescribed a drug. But Stephen consulted a large volume at the 
local public library, and when he read of the possible side-effects of the drug he refused to take it. 

Gone now was any possibility of impressing a prospective employer. A job interview would, he believed, have killed 
him. Nothing could cheer him up. He took to walking the streets of Lalor and Thomastown—unexciting streets at any 
time, flat, featureless, straight. But too many people in the area knew him, and he no longer wished to know them. He 
went further afield, sometimes walking all the way into the city centre—which, with many stops for traffic lights, took 
more than three hours. There he would peer into shop windows. Later, he took to going into the shops and handling 
merchandise that normally would not have interested him. He visited shops of all kinds—bookshops, clothing shops, 
hardware shops . . . He fingered the goods and talked to the staff. Several times he ordered goods to be put aside for him, 



saying he would be back to pay for them and giving a false name. He never returned to those shops. 
His doctor had warned him not to ascribe his depression to any particular set of occurrences. “It may be just a matter 

of biochemistry. It will pass. These things always do.” 
Stephen did not believe him. What was pushing him down among the dead men, he told himself, was purely a lack of 

money. Yet he was surrounded by money. Every day he saw heaps of the stuff being shovelled into and out of cash 
registers. He saw it being taken to banks. He saw armoured cars delivering payrolls. Money was everywhere, the world 
awash with it. It was always there—for the taking. 

It seemed iniquitous that of all those people controlling the wealth of the nation there was not one who thought 
Stephen Berrymont should have some. They were not only tight-fisted, they were short-sighted. For it was surely obvious 
that their attitudes must lead to the release of criminal behaviour in their victims. 

  
He began to work on himself, building up arguments in support of a new attitude. They were old arguments, but new to 
him. He was to become merely a one-man taxation office, a pension-taker. He would take back some of the money his 
family had paid in taxes, directly and indirectly.  

He arrived at an equation: planning plus daring, minus craven scruples equals wealth. Not great wealth perhaps—for 
that you needed government assistance—but surely at least a competence. 

His nights became unbearable. He couldn’t sit still for thinking and planning and dreaming of the fortune that must 
surely be made. Of course he would begin modestly, as a marathon runner starts training over short distances. And he 
would confine his activities to swindling and plain theft. On no account would he attempt to acquire the goods of others 
by force. He was sure he’d never be able to thump, or even threaten to thump, any citizen in cold blood. The mere idea of 
fist smashing face, of noses and lips being crushed to pulp, sickened him. Smashed teeth, streams of blood, mucus and 
saliva—no, he wanted none of them. He wanted only money. 

  
His first chance came unexpectedly. One day, as he entered a shop in an arcade, he heard the cashier, a middle-aged 
woman, say, “Oh, Mr Dalton, just a minute.” He saw her leave the cash register and hurry to the back of the shop. And 
there, clipped to the cash register, a twenty-dollar note lazily waved at him, mysteriously stirred by a breeze he couldn’t 
feel. The note was calling to him like a lover: Take me! Take me! But surely, he thought as his hand moved out to snatch 
the note, it couldn’t be that easy. He left the shop, walked out into the arcade and then, without hurrying, walked away. 

Ten minutes later he was still walking. He would have liked to stop but his legs were in charge. When he tried to halt 
them he trembled all over. The excitement subsided after half an hour. Enough work for one day. 

That night he sat with knife and fork poised over plate, eating nothing, seeing only boundless possibilities. 
“What’s wrong with it?” Linda said. 
“Nothing. I mean . . . what’s wrong with what?” 
“You’re not eating. I spent hours cooking that.” 
Stephen looked at the roast meat and vegetables on his plate. What had they to do with him? He was elsewhere, 

planning. He picked up some food—it could have been a slice of cardboard for all he knew—and chewed at it half-
heartedly. Obviously there weren’t enough absent-minded cashiers in the world to keep him supplied with twenty-dollar 
notes. It was difficult to steal large amounts of money. But merchandise was left lying about everywhere. Steal it and sell 
it. Yes, but how and where? After thinking about it for a while he came up with what seemed to be the only possibility: 
steal something and sell it in a pub. 

He had often enough seen furtive transactions taking place in bars. And not always furtive. Once he’d seen a man 
wheel a motor mower into a bar and offer it for sale by shouting, “Fifty dollars!” Within five minutes the mower had 
changed hands and was being wheeled out by its new owner. Stephen’s conscience was too tender for that. The thought of 
stealing a mower from someone like Linda pained him. Such people suffered too much when their property was whipped 
away from them. He would steal from businesses—entities, he called them to distinguish them from sentient humanity—
that would never miss what he took. 

He was congratulating himself on having such a finely tuned moral sense when he remembered the middle-aged 
cashier lady. Probably she would be expected to make good the deficiency. Very well, then. She would be one of his 
beneficiaries. As soon as he had pulled off a job he would send two letters—one to her and one to her employer. The note 
to the employer would contain twenty dollars with an instruction to return it to the cashier. The note to the cashier would 
contain an apology. 

Once he settled on this course he felt positively philanthropic. 



CHAPTER 10 

Fascinated as always by the movements of his own mind, Stephen now contemplated his moral position and carefully 
manipulated his view of it. He disapproved of theft, having a puritanical distrust of unearned wealth. Yet he was able to 
steal and to take pleasure in getting away with it, and he could enjoy the fruits of his efforts. So what he was doing could 
not be theft. Misappropriation perhaps. Theft was what felons did, those stealthy, amoral creatures who would trade their 
mothers for cash. They were always caught because they were basically stupid and evil. They lacked imagination. They 
established patterns and found it hard to depart from them. Now if there were no patterns, if one could randomise one’s 
actions, how could one be traced? Nobody had ever thought of that before. He would be a Columbus, a Copernicus, a 
Galileo of crime. 

The randomising system he developed was simplicity itself. He would pick up any book that was to hand—and his 
room was always well-stocked with books—and open it. Then, closing his eyes, he would place a finger on a page. When 
he opened his eyes again he would translate into action the sentence his finger rested on.  

When he tried the system out he forced himself not to look at the title of the book he’d picked up. He opened the book, 
placed his finger on a page and read aloud part of a sentence: . . . “but the watch was wrong!” . . . The word “watch” was 
what he needed. So he was to steal a watch. If he had been in a less desperate condition he might have interpreted the 
words differently, perhaps as an omen: Whatever you do, don’t steal a watch. 

He took Lisbet’s street directory, closed his eyes and slipped his hand into its pages. Then he flipped it open and 
looked. He got the name Prahran. He did it again and got Maribyrnong. So the unplanned plan was to steal a watch in 
populous Prahran and sell it in Maribyrnong. Splendid! The two districts were separated by an enormous chunk of 
metropolis. 

But when he came to do it he found the task wasn’t an easy one. Only the cheapest and nastiest digital watches were 
displayed casually. The more expensive ones were treated as jewellery and shown in windows wired with alarms. And 
Prahran was a long way from home. He had set out early without any clear idea of how to reach his destination, had taken 
trains that treacherously led him astray and then had to wait for a bus to take him back to where he should have been. At 
last he reached busy Chapel Street, a treasure-house of merchandise just waiting to be taken. But he felt like an alien 
invader as he walked along, searching through a multitude of shops for the single careless jeweller who had left within 
reach a tray of priceless watches for the taking.  

  
It was a Thursday afternoon, a busy time. The streets were choked with traffic, human and mechanical. The shops were so 
crammed with people that they used up all the air, leaving hardly enough for him to remain conscious. The crowd lowered 
his mood, made him easy prey for self-doubt. Look at all those people! Perhaps they were all professional thieves who 
knew an amateur was loose in their midst.  

He walked out into the street. Passing a bookshop, he was drawn in by its brightness and its lack of customers. He let 
his eyes rove over the titles of hundreds of books he hadn’t read. 

He was perhaps the only person left in the world who was snobbish about paperbacks. He didn’t much like the idea of 
distinguished authors appearing in cheap editions. Might as well print them on toilet paper! A good author needed good, 
mid-Victorian presentation: three volumes, wide margins, hand-set type, tooled-leather binding—like that one! He 
reached out to take from the shelf on which it proudly rested a red-leather-bound copy of Don Quixote, with illustrations 
by Gustave Doré. Only one volume instead of three, but you couldn’t have everything. He smelt the binding, real leather. 
Carefully, he opened the book, a facsimile of a translation published in the 19th Century. They had not dared to write a 
price on the flyleaf or deface the book with an unremoveable sticker. Instead they had inserted a kind of bookmark. He 
stared at the price and blinked. How could they expect any of the floating population to pay that much for a book? It cost 
almost as much as a pair of pump-up sneakers! 

He forgot about watches, plans, randomisation. Carrying the book as if it were a newborn child, he walked through the 
shop, past the cash desk and out into the street. He had no idea what he was about. He wanted only to hold that book. 

He paused for a moment to open it and look at the illustrations, and only when a very fat policeman passed by him did 
it dawn on him that he had, innocently, stolen something of value. 

Surely someone must have seen him as he drifted through the shop and out into the street. Yes, perhaps, but that 
someone would not have seen a thief, but a lover. 

Now he looked at the book without love. It had almost betrayed him. It had placed him in danger and could no longer 



be trusted or enjoyed. He considered dropping it into the nearest garbage receptacle but the thought of throwing away 
such an elegant and valuable artefact could not be endured. It had to be sold. 

He could not hawk such a book in a pub. Only a reputable dealer would know its worth. He knew of such a dealer, one 
of the few remaining second-hand booksellers. So on the following day he took the book into the city and offered it for 
sale. He told a tall, bald, unhealthy-looking man that he had been given the book but had no use for it and wished to sell 
it. The dealer looked at him through bottle-glass lenses and asked him to wait. Stephen stood in a wilderness of books. 
They were on tables, on shelves, in cabinets. Alone in the shop, he could hear only the sound of traffic and the slow 
ticking of an old pendulum clock. The air in the shop was old-book-scented. It was thicker than normal air and seemed to 
be slightly glaucous. 

He heard from a great distance a voice that almost lost itself in the atmosphere. Idly curious, he searched for the source 
of the sound. He found that it came from a frosted-glass cubicle. Having nothing else to do, he moved quietly to a ragged-
looking heap of books in a bin near the cubicle. The bin rested on a gigantic old book, some kind of directory. He bent 
down to read the lettering on its spine and by some trick of the shop’s acoustics he was able to hear what was being said 
in the cubicle. The dealer was on the phone. 

“I been trying to get through for five minutes,” said the dealer. “Dunno how I’d go if it was a murder—what? No, 
nobody’s dead. Look, it’s about those books I told you about—the Japanese fakes . . . yeah, well, as I said they look good 
but they’re not worth much. I’ve just been offered another one. Every tinpot shop-lifter in town’s been knockin’ ’em off 
and bringin’ ’em to me. Can’t you get those bastards in Prahran to put ’em in glass cases . . . What? Yeah, he’s still here . 
. . ” 

Stephen left the shop as quickly and quietly as he could, minus book and confidence. As soon as he reached the street 
he set out on a march that took him right out of the city centre, across the river and deep into the heart of the Botanic 
Gardens, where he sat with the ducks for a while until they and he were driven off by a pair of irate black swans. 

It wasn’t a good day for apprentice thieves. 
  

Christmas came, a Christmas unlike any other the Berrymonts had endured. Stephen, fearing that he might be called upon 
to explain himself to a host of relatives, said he had work to do and could not go with Linda and Lisbet to grandma’s. 
There were recriminations. Charges of every crime from simple callousness to apostasy were made, but he would not go 
with them. He had a one-day job, he said and needed the money—they needed the money. Linda pointed out to him that 
he should soon receive something from Social Security, but he was adamant. She called him an ungrateful lout and left 
with Lisbet, who had lately ignored his existence. He was alone. 

But not for long. 
At midday the door chimes sounded. He wondered who could possibly be calling on Christmas Day. He almost 

expected to encounter Santa Claus himself, saying, “Sorry I’m a bit late. Here’s your share of the world’s loot”, and 
depositing a stocking stuffed with cash. 

But when he opened the front door he saw someone equally unexpected: his father, Vernon Berrymont. Their gazes 
locked and there was a great struggle within Stephen as he strove not to say, “What are you doing here?” 

It was a brand new Vernon who stood before him waiting to be invited into his own house. 
“Merry Christmas everyone,” Vernon said 
“Well—yes—you’d—er—better come in, and—” 
“Have a cup of tea,” Vernon said brightly. 
“Yes, yes, yes of course,” said Stephen, marvelling at the change in his father and wondering just what had changed. 

Feature for feature the face was the same. So was the stocky body. And yet there were changes in both and in the whole 
entity. The eyes that now looked at him positively blazed. And the body seemed to be carried differently, as if all of its 
muscles had received some kind of charge. A bright, birdlike air of expectancy seemed to surround Vernon, as if he were 
constantly saying to himself: Oh, this is a wonderful new world full of good things to eat and toys to play with. 

In the kitchen Stephen treated his father with exaggerated care, pulling a chair out for him and asking whether he 
wanted Earl Grey tea or orange pekoe. 

“Just tea, Stephen, just tea.” 
“Why don’t you change into something cooler?” Stephen said, for Vernon was wearing the clothes he had worn on the 

day he went away, clothes too heavy for the season. 
“I’ll do it soon, no worry at the moment. I’m comfortable.” 
And he looked it: completely relaxed and in control of himself. For one dizzy moment Stephen wondered if the 

psychiatric hospital in which Vernon had been staying had specialised in brain transplants. 
He had been thinking that conversation would be difficult. He was wrong. Vernon seemed eager to fill in at one go all 

the long silences he had inflicted on people in the past. 
“I suppose you’ve got your latest degree by now,” he said and, without waiting for a response, rushed on: “I thought I 

might get one, enter as a mature-age student. I’ve been reading a lot and, you know, it stayed in my head. It never did 
before. I didn’t know how to read. I’d pick up a book and look at the print and after a page or two it would just turn to 
mush, meaningless. Not now. I read my way through the whole of the library in there.” 

“I thought the drugs they used . . . ” Stephen said. He was wondering how he could tactfully suggest that the drugs that 
must have been used to silence Vernon’s demons had left him able to concentrate on reading. 

Vernon leered horribly, like a schoolboy who knows the location of the hole in the wall of the girls’ dressing room, but 



won’t tell unless you pay him. 
“I got round the drugs after a while,” he said. 
“What would you study?” Stephen said, thinking that here he could deploy a little of his considerable expertise. 
“Money—it’s fascinating. Credit, international trade, merchant banking, the stock exchange, horses . . . ” 
“Horses?” 
“Same as the stock exchange. No different . . . but I’m not going to study in school. I’ve decided to be a millionaire. 

Do it, not just study it.” 
“How are you going to start?” Stephen said. “I mean, where are you going to get the capital?” 
“Oh, anywhere. I could always steal it.” 
“Steal it! Ah—yes, of course. Isn’t that a bit risky? You could end up in jail.” 
“Think of my previous life,” Vernon said. “Everything done according to the rules. And where did I end up, tell me 

that, hmmm? In the nuthouse. Doesn’t that seem funny? The good and regular life leads to horrible craziness—Largactil, 
constipation, ECT, group fucking therapy, the dole. Did you realise I’m now supported by the Government—what they 
used to call a dole bludger? I looked up that word, bludger . . . I look up everything these days. You know what it means, 
or used to mean? Pimp: one who lives off a whore’s takings. I live off the state. I am a bludger. So the state must be a 
whore. I worked that out for myself.” 

Oh, he’s mad, thought Stephen, and I’m locked up with him. And yet, if Vernon hadn’t been officially declared mad 
then his talk would have been merely extravagant. 

“It seems to have done you some good,” Stephen said. “The treatment, I mean.” 
Vernon frowned, not in displeasure but in concentration. 
“Nah,” he said at last. “The treatment didn’t work. It was what happened earlier, on the train.” 
“What actually did happen?” Stephen said. 
“It was the gods,” Vernon said. 
“The gods?” 
“Somewhere up there, out past Alpha Centauri, I was chosen. Then a god-finger stabbed down from outer space and 

went right through everything, the atmosphere, the stratosphere and all the other spheres—and it pointed at me! Bzinggg! 
I was chosen. It’s the Berrymont character, you know. That’s what leads to us being chosen.” 

“Us? Who’s us?” 
“The Berrymonts. We’ve been chosen by fate. You can see the mark, the signs. Sometimes it comes out as just being 

adventurous, and sometimes we go nuts.” 
“Like Uncle Alby?” 
“Know about him, do you? Yeah, but Alby was just a nut and nothing more. Just as I was just an upholsterer and 

nothing more. Dangerous bastard, Alby—fond of sharp axes and meaningful looks. Nice bloke though, in his quieter 
moods.” 

“What happened to him?” 
“They shot him.” 
“Who did?” 
“The police. He went to his old car one day and found a parking sticker on it; drove to the nearest police station; took 

an axe out of the car and started to demolish the place. When they tried to stop him he started on them. You never heard 
the story of the policeman’s missing foot? No, well the family doesn’t talk about it much. Anyway, they had to shoot 
him.” 

“Sad story,” Stephen said. 
“Nah, not as sad as most stories. The ordinary life—well, it’s not really worth living, is it? Risk—that’s what makes 

for a happy life.” 
“I’ll remember that,” Stephen said. 

  
Linda and Lisbet got home at ten that night. Stephen heard the sound of a car arriving and departing. Some relative 

must have driven them home. Linda wouldn’t hear of taxis. Stephen had been apprehensive, wondering just how he was 
going to explain Vernon’s presence—which hadn’t yet been explained to him. Vernon himself brought the subject up. 

“You must be worried about your mother, what she’ll say when she sees me, right? Well, don’t worry. Never worry 
about anything. Whenever you’re about to worry remember that you’re under sentence of death. Then tell yourself you’ll 
start worrying the day after you die. Then, when you wake up and find yourself dead you’ll get such a shock you’ll forget 
to worry.” 

This was all delivered in such a bright, cheery tone that Stephen did in fact cease to worry—for the moment. He found 
he was able to anticipate the arrival of Linda with interest rather than dread. 

When they did arrive he went to the front door and opened it before Linda had had time to use her key. “We have a 
visitor,” he said in the same bright, bubbly tone that Vernon had adopted. Linda, still angry with Stephen for not having 
joined in the Berrymonts’ Christmas celebrations, tried to wound him by looking stern. Lisbet, bringing up the rear, 
looked even grimmer. Smiling he said, “I’ll make some tea for us all.” 

“Don’t bother,” Lisbet said. 
“I have to—for our visitor.” 
“Who is it?” Linda hissed. 



“Look in the kitchen,” Stephen said. 
She did. There was a short period of silence, and then she called out, “Stephen! Make the tea.” 
Stephen grinned at Lisbet and said, “I do admire self-control. Good breeding. It always comes out.”  



CHAPTER 11 

Stephen and Vernon were talking in the back yard; Lisbet had gone to work; Linda was urgently telephoning. 
“It’s about my husband, Vernon Berrymont. Yes, I know he isn’t there. He’s here. He seems to have escaped. No, I 

know it isn’t a jail, but you can’t let your . . . inmates . . . just walk round the streets. What are we going to do with him? 
What? Free? Him? To do as he likes? But I thought—” 

What she had thought was that they would keep Vernon safely locked up at the Governor’s pleasure. What she found 
was that the Governor now took his pleasures elsewhere. Times had changed. Space and funds were limited. Mental 
health people were no longer to be thought of as jailers. If it was at all possible to release someone then that someone 
would be released. And there were the usual holiday-period difficulties to consider—shortage of staff, uncertainty of 
deliveries—really, he was better off at home. He had his medication, his pension, his health. Why lock him up. But, but, 
but . . . No buts! He was out. In fact, he was one of their more notable successes, quite stable. Possibly even (and now the 
voice on the phone dropped to a whisper as if eavesdroppers were everywhere)—possibly even . . . cured! And if Vernon 
seemed a little strange at first, well that was normal. It would pass. Don’t worry, Mrs Berrymont, your husband is quite all 
right. 

But as days passed she did worry; adjustments had to be made. Once more she had a man in her bed at night, a man 
who haunted the house, a man strangely detached from the concerns that ate away the peace of mind of the rest of the 
family. Money, for example. Vernon seemed not to care that the Berrymonts were slowly going broke. Yet he was always 
reading about money, and only money. He read the financial pages, bought papers and magazines devoted to business and 
finance; and whenever Linda dared to refer to this obsession, he would pat her on the head as if she were a rather stupid 
but well-liked cocker spaniel and tell her not to worry. Everything would be all right. 

All right! All right! That’s what everyone was saying everything would be, and of course it wouldn’t. The neighbours 
must know by now that mad Vernon Berrymont was back. She dreaded walking to the corner shop, knowing that 
everyone there would find her—interesting. Wasn’t there a silence when she actually walked in? Didn’t everybody drop 
what they were doing and pointedly not stare? 

What was more, it wasn’t only Vernon’s “case” that worried her. Stephen was behaving strangely too. He’d been odd 
ever since his disastrous examination collapse. Now he seemed to spend all his time with his crazy father. They spent 
hours in conversations that broke off whenever she appeared; yet they were two people who, despite their close 
relationship, had never before had much in common. 

If she had been able to hear their conversations she would have had more to worry about. Vernon seemed anxious to 
convince Stephen that the scholarly life he had led was somehow false. Stephen, he said, wasn’t by nature a student. 
Students were stooped, myopic people, saintly perhaps in their dedication to disinterested learning and of great value to 
civilisation, but not people to be emulated by “us”. 

“Then whom should we follow?” Stephen said. 
“Follow? Why not lead? Someone has to.” 
Out of the corner of his eye Stephen examined his father. A leader? 
Hospital food had made Vernon plump, and the new look of benevolence he had worn since coming home removed 

him even further not only from what he had been, but from any standard image of enterprise and leadership. 
“What was it like—in there?” Stephen said, trembling at his own audacity. It was not the kind of question the 

Berrymonts asked. Some things, many things—perhaps most things—were better left unspoken, and Vernon’s 
incarceration was certainly one of them. 

“In there,” Vernon said, looking for all the world like a television celebrity answering a question about how the 
Universe ought to be managed, “—in there everything is simple. You are the patient, which means—I looked it up . . . 
plenty of time to read in there—which means that you’re acted upon. The staff are the actors, the doers, and what they do 
is you. You are the done. I liked it. It was what I’d always wanted—to be acted on. It’s not my fault if the treatment went 
wrong. Remember when I gave up smoking? 

“It was just the same. Go to bed one night coughing and wheezing. Wake up next morning with a dirty mouth, reach 
for a fag and—bong!—just like that, and you know you’ll never smoke again. Instant conversion. I thought about it—in 
there they like you to think about yourself, all the time—and I decided I was a conversionist. I convert the way most 
people eat. No need to think. Just convert. They wanted to change my behaviour, so I changed it. Trouble was, they didn’t 
want me to change in that direction. Too late! No going back. Anyway, the Government stepped in.” 



“What, for you? Just to change your treatment?” 
“No, for the economy. The message came through: get rid of all the ones that can stand up and walk. Let ’em go, so 

they did.” 
“What about your medication? Did they give you a schedule?” 
“Last time I saw my pills they were floating down a gutter towards a drain. You’ve probably got some very well-

adjusted fish out in the bay now. Hope the poor bastards aren’t too constipated to swim.” 
But this was bravado. Stephen had seen an assortment of bottles next to Vernon’s bed and was sure they were not for 

hay fever. 
Stephen had lost his melancholy. Within a few days of his father’s re-appearing he went from despair to an enjoyment 

of life he had thought he would never again experience. This must be the madness of the Berrymonts, he thought, and 
found it good. It was better than being sane and sad. Perhaps I’m built for joy, he thought. Why not? Perhaps we were all 
intended to live in a constant ecstasy. But then he thought that if nature had started with that intention then the 
Berrymonts were in the wrong country. For whatever benefits his native land conferred on its citizens, Stephen knew that 
it had never had much time for ecstatic oddballs. So, he reasoned, in the interests of society, I suppressed my natural 
urges, and this led to tension, madness, bizarre behaviour. 

Well, perhaps not in his case, but surely in Vernon’s. Better not to take the risk. He decided that in future he would 
suppress nothing. The resolution excited him so much that he could hardly sleep and went through the following day in a 
heavy-eyed, swollen-footed state of semi-consciousness. 

  
Linda was not officially employed by the people for whom she cut sandwiches. She was paid out of petty cash. No, 
official income, no tax. Stephen and Vernon were both receiving Government money. Lisbet alone was fully and 
legitimately employed. They were able to pool enough money each week to get by, but Stephen was dissatisfied. It 
irritated him to have to pay a heavy fine for what he saw as a minor technical offence. And he blamed Paul Marulian for 
having upset him on the eve of his examinations. If he had passed he might by now have found some kind of 
employment. 

“What kind?” Vernon said when Stephen voiced his discontent. “Upholstering perhaps? Now there’s a good trade for 
an academic.” 

“I’m not sure what kind. But if he hadn’t done what he did—” 
“He didn’t do it,” Vernon said. “You did it.” 
“How could I have done it?” Stephen said. “I was acted on, just like your patients.” 
“Ah, no. That takes more than one night. You must have been setting yourself up for something like that. All that 

studying! For what? So you could say you knew more about Shakespeare than I do? It wasn’t good for you. Just tell me 
this: if you went to bed for a good read right now, would you pick Shakespeare, or one of Granpa’s books?” 

Stephen felt a chill, which turned into a flush of embarrassment. Vernon was smiling.” 
“I’ve always known which books you liked most—and they weren’t by Shakespeare.” 
Stephen thought it would only complicate matters if he explained that, compared to the texts he had had to master, 

Shakespeare was light, modern stuff. He would never have read those texts voluntarily. Why had he read them at all? 
Because he was a good, obedient student and had enjoyed the approval of his teachers? Yes, but there was a stronger 
motive, and it was probably the one Vernon had suggested: I know well what you will never know at all. 

“To get back to Paul Marulian,” Stephen said, “I want to injure him.” 
“How about the money?” Vernon said. “Do you want that too?” 
“It would be nice.” 
“If you hurt him he’ll make sure you never get it.” 
The Linda came out through the back door and whispered. As neither of them could hear her she came closer and 

whispered again. “It’s him, that Mulrooney.” 
“What’s he want?” said Stephen in a normal voice. Linda shushed him and said, “He wants to talk to you.” 
“What about?” 
“He didn’t say.” 
Stephen walked into the house, picked up the phone and snapped at it: “Yes?” 
“Stephen? Stephen Berrymont?” 
“Yes, what do you want?” 
“Well, aren’t we being brisk today. You’re annoyed because I wasn’t able to see you last time you called. I apologise 

for that. I—er—also wondered if you were in need of a job.” 
“Why should I be?” 
“Many students are.” 
“I’m not a student.” 
“If you change your mind,” said the hypnotically pitched voice in his ear, “remember me. Will you do that? I still feel 

I owe you an explanation—about everything.” 
“I promise you,” Stephen said, “that you’ll never be out of my mind.” 
“Hold on to that aggression,” Paul said. “It gives you an interesting character.” 
Stephen longed to make some insulting, utterly vulgar reply, but nothing came to mind. 
When he hung up he discovered Vernon standing nearby. 



“Was that Paul the touch merchant?” Vernon said. 
“Yes, he wants to give me a job.” 
“Take it.” 
“I wouldn’t want him to—” he was about to say: have me in his power, but this wasn’t the moment for melodrama, so 

he allowed his words to peter out. 
“You’ll have to get near to him if you want to get the money back,” Vernon said. 
“I’m surprised at your interest,” Stephen said. “I thought you might have forgotten about the money.” 
“In a way, I have. I just can’t remember how he managed to con it out of me. Things are a bit fuzzy. But forget that. 

The main thing’s to get it back.” 
Of course we’ll get it back, thought Stephen. We’ll assemble an army and attack the Marulian Institute, take no 

prisoners, burn the place . . .  
“It could be difficult,” he said. 
“It’s not as hard as shoving a tubful of margarine up a wildcat’s arse with a hot soldering iron,” Vernon said, “and 

anyone can do that.” 

CHAPTER 12 

Vernon had a pension. Stephen was supported by a more complicated arrangement with the Government, which meant 
that he had to make periodic visits to the local branch of the office that granted him the money. No matter how many 
times he saw the place he could not get used to it. He had to stand in queues with fellow beneficiaries, all of whom were 
obviously criminal. Few of them spoke fluent English—or so it seemed to him—and it was quite clear they’d been born 
brandishing flick knives and bicycle chains, whereas he, Stephen Berrymont, was class itself—a bit shaky at the moment, 
but that was only temporary. 

It didn’t cross his mind that, to the staff, he was probably indistinguishable from the others. He may even have looked 
a little worse than they, for they took the money as their due and tolerated the periodic visits as merely a condition of 
receiving it; while he felt like a criminal and found the office as degrading as any prison could be. 

He tried to maintain a social elevation by talking to the staff—those safely salaried servants of the State—as if he were 
a duke and they his peasants. A waste of time, since the clerks were used to Stephen’s kind. They saw dozens of Stephens 
every day. They listened to lying accounts of job-hunting, how they had tried their best, how the police were against them 
and how God had marked them out for higher things, but the Devil had got there him first . . .  

He continued to receive his allowance. 
It was not enough—and he didn’t mean the amount. It lowered his self-esteem to receive money in that way. He had 

read somewhere that barristers, long ago, if they were of sufficient eminence, did not touch money. When the time came 
for payment the barrister would turn his back, presenting his coat tails to his client. Into the pockets of the coat tails the 
debtor would unobtrusively insert the sum owed, while both debtor and creditor talked of other things. Now that was how 
money should be received. 

But nobody was going to put money into his pocket. 
So, said an imp that had taken up residence near his left ear, pick someone else’s pocket. 
I’ve already tried that. 
So, this time plan it. 
I can’t. I have no ideas. 
You’ll get one, don’t worry. 
The imp was right. One day, after a long conversation with Vernon, he decided to walk off a depression that had 

temporarily settled on him. Vernon, who had extended the sphere of his interests to take in family history—was 
researching the Berrymonts. He intended to prove that they were descended from a long line of Robin Hood-like outlaws. 
Stephen listened with impatience as Vernon went on, and on, and on . . .  

“It was back in the colonial days,” Vernon said, “before Victoria became a sovereign state. The Berrymonts rode 
through the trackless desert . . . I like the sound of that—maybe it should be: the Berrymonts rode through the trackless 
waste. That’s poetry.” 

“Trackless desert in Victoria?” Stephen said. “The only deserts we have here are the ones we made ourselves.” 
“Yes, well the climate was different then. They were led by Osmond Berrymont. Under cover of a respectable legal 

practice, he managed a gang of horse thieves . . . ” 



“Dad,” said Stephen. “Have you had your medicine?” 
“What medicine?” 
“Yes, that’s what I thought. I’ll get it for you.” 
Which he did. But half an hour after taking his variegated collection of pills, Vernon was still narrating the history of 

the dangerous Berrymonts. 
There were good and bad days. The good ones were those on which a complete personality by the name of Vernon 

Berrymont could be encountered. The bad ones were days like this, days of one-way communication between Vernon the 
visionary and any audience he could find. Stephen was pleased to be relieved by Linda, home from an orgy of sandwich-
cutting. He left Vernon to her and then went out to walk off the blue devils. 

Starting from home, he walked the same route Vernon had taken on the day of his adventure, but with less urgency. He 
concentrated on posture, movement and breathing, gently removing from consciousness all disturbing thoughts as they 
arose. It took him two and a half hours to reach Carlton. He turned left as the University loomed and walked along 
Swanston Street, seeing little of the vitality that surrounded him, the unplanned clusters of businesses, the multilingual 
crowds, the uninterrupted procession of vehicles. By the time he was in the centre of the city he was feeling better 
mentally, but his body was in danger of drying out. 

He had never been much of a drinker and so knew little of the city’s pubs. Right now all he could think of was beer. 
He imagined it coursing through him, irrigating interior deserts. So he turned into the first pub that struck his fancy—and 
it was the wrong one, for him. 

A young, willowy barman handed him a pot of beer, which he instantly drank. After his second glass, now a little 
light-headed from a combination of hunger, heat and alcohol, he looked round and saw that others were looking at him. 
He suddenly realised he was in a bar that was certainly not gay in the original sense of the word. There was panelling, 
indirect lighting, a subdued air. If a long table surrounded by chairs had filled its centre it could have been a boardroom. 

But the fragments of conversation that now disturbed the serenity he had lately won were not connected with 
commerce. At one end of a long bar a group of flamboyant males was noisily engaged in a game of words. He looked at 
the men with curiosity, saw the trim bodies, the well-groomed, middle-aged heads, heard the voices rising, falling, 
bursting into trills of laughter. 

Laughter, always laughter. Was there a secret set of symbols that enhanced their language so that the faded elegance of 
their diction was made richly humorous? He listened as if they were speaking French, a language he could read but not 
fully understand when it was spoken quickly. 

Hours after he left the pub the sounds remained with him, sounds made by people with whom he had nothing in 
common. They might as well have been Venusians. He could not imagine himself wishing to be like them. He wondered 
how they felt about life, about loving, about family, about work; and as he lacked experience he came to believe that they 
cared for very little except style. 

Style, yes, that was everything with them: artificiality. Anyone could counterfeit their manner, because it was itself 
counterfeit. Even Stephen Berrymont could act that way if he chose to. But why would he so choose? 

Only for some nefarious purpose. 
At that moment, as that thought established itself in his mind, the idea that the imp had said would strike struck. 

  
For a man who had never given much thought to the art of purchasing he gave a good account of himself. He spent a 
week rather than a day in accumulating equipment, most of it second-hand. Hardest to find was the long, blond wig. He 
visited cast-off clothing shops operated by charity organisations and staffed by mature ladies who gave him odd looks 
when he said, “I want a blond wig, my size.” After the inevitable pause, he would say, “I want it for a play I’m in.” 

After four days of searching, he found a wig. It wasn’t quite blond, more a dirty grey. It looked more like straw than 
hair but it covered his own hair nicely. 

Dark glasses that disguised him but unfortunately distorted his vision, a pink shirt with flounces, tight white trousers—
these were not difficult to find. The clothes were out of fashion, but that did not bother him; he was hardly conscious of it. 
The main problem was how to find time for secret rehearsals. Vernon was home all day, Linda in the late afternoon, the 
whole family at night. He had to seize the times when Vernon was sitting out in the slowly regenerating garden reading 
the Financial Review or painfully working through the exercises in a primer of accounting. 

Then, attired in what he thought of as his queer gear, Stephen would prance in his room before a mirror too small to 
reflect more than a third of him. He was pleased with his wiggle; it looked authentic to him. The mince took more time. 
He tightened his buttocks so much that he was nearly felled by cramp and then tried to walk with his hands raised to chest 
level. The index fingers and thumbs of each hand held imaginary teacups while the rest of the fingers stuck out like claws. 

One item he didn’t bother to buy: white sneakers. He already had a pair. They took some finding, since Vernon, during 
one of the more trying phases of his pre-incarceration activities, had gathered up all the footwear in the house and spent a 
day on scraping, whitening, browning, blackening, polishing and waterproofing them. Stephen’s sneakers had had their 
soles scraped, their insides deodorised and their uppers whitened. He didn’t inspect them closely and failed to notice 
another sign of Vernon’s obsessive industry. 

After what seemed a lifetime of practising and planning, which included nocturnal visits to a river bank and much 
digging and trailblazing in the cold, moist soil, Stephen was ready for action. His scheme was simple: witnesses would 
report that a tall, ridiculously effeminate man had camped his way into a shop, grabbed money from the till and flounced 
out again. Nobody would ever see the thief again, for he would cease to exist when his disguise did. 



  
The scene of the crime had suggested itself so strongly it was almost a command. A financial group had, during the 
previous year, opened a shopping complex in Collingwood, near Hoddle Street, a region once noisome and not yet 
completely salubrious. They had bought up old houses and razed them. A huge slab of concrete had been laid and on it 
had been erected a number of structures meant to suggest an English village. Architect and builders had worked with 
demented enthusiasm. The gable roofs on the large, cottage-like buildings were of concrete cunningly made to look 
thatched. Customers had flocked to the opening but then shown a disturbing tendency to stay away. Stephen thought it 
was very clever of him to have chosen such a place. The shops didn’t appear to be taking much money, but he didn’t need 
much. Two or three thousand would be enough. One thousand would be fun. Perhaps he’d get five hundred. By now the 
money didn’t matter. The game was the thing. 

  
They had called the place Hoddleton Village because the man who had planned the area in the 19th Century had been 
called Hoddle, and because the name seemed to the promoters to be very English Village. At eight o’clock on the Friday 
night that Stephen had chosen for his adventure the place was lightly populated, most shoppers having gone somewhere 
else. Stephen was sitting in Vernon’s car and peering at the large illuminated sign—Hoddleton Village—which failed to 
harmonise with the rest of the place. He had convinced himself that to inflict financial harm on such an entity was a 
public-spirited act. 

In his pocket he carried Vernon’s driving licence, hoping that the family resemblance between himself and the 
photograph of his father that appeared on the plastic card would deceive anyone who gave it a casual glance.  

He had picked a night when he knew Linda and Lisbet would be out and would not see that the car was missing. 
Vernon wouldn’t have noticed if the sky was missing; he was deeply immersed in a volume on the law of contract. 
Stealing Vernon’s licence had been child’s play for a master criminal. Stephen had known in which bedroom drawer to 
look. As for driving, he’d learned a lot during his excursion of a few months earlier. He knew how to keep to the proper 
side of the road, how not to drive so slowly as to attract attention. He would obey every sign, observe speed limits. He 
even memorised the State Government’s road law booklet. 

On three successive evenings, just before closing time, certain shopkeepers had been amused or disgusted by the 
appearance of a mincing man, a creature of truly Titanian regality, which had pranced through certain areas of the 
complex wriggling its hips, flapping its hands and, from time to time, gasping ecstatically. 

They failed to notice that this abominable creature was studying their cash registers. One shopkeeper was particularly 
lax. His place was called the Hoddleton Pub, but wasn’t a pub at all. It was a grog shop. The cash register stood on a 
pedestal in the centre and was presided over by a middle-aged lady of such savage appearance that her bespectacled stare 
must have driven away many a prospective buyer. 

Stephen had noticed that the manager—who seemed to spend most of his time transposing bottles on the shelves—
often called the woman away from the cash register for consultation. Twice he had seen her walk half the length of the 
shop without first closing the register drawer. And twice he had seen her halt in mid-stride, turn and race back to the 
machine to slam the drawer shut. On neither occasion had the manager noticed her negligence. 

On this Friday night she simply had to do it again. And when she did, Stephen Berrymont, appearing for one night 
only as the fairy queen (“Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania”) would strike. So simple, it couldn’t fail. 

But as he got out of the car, which he had cleverly fitted with cardboard number plates painstakingly inscribed with a 
random set of letters and numerals , he was shaking. Only action could quell the riot of anxiety that was now raging in 
him. To use up some adrenalin, he walked once round the perimeter of Hoddleton Village, keeping near the outer edge of 
the car park. That took ten minutes. And then it was time to launch the attack. 

Stomach tight, fists clenched, he was in motion. He had to remember to wiggle a bit, wobble his shoulders, move his 
bum a lot. It wasn’t easy and there were so few cars in the parking area that it was hardly necessary. Perhaps he was 
overdoing it; certainly he was; but when he tried to modify his style he found he was no longer in control. He was locked 
into his behaviour like any robot. 

The various “cottages” making up Hoddleton Village were connected by concrete tunnels lined with shops. Once you 
were inside the place you were no longer encouraged to believe that you were in an oversized village. You were merely in 
a shopping centre. Stephen walked along one of the arcades, bright light reflecting from his glasses. Noise everywhere: 
the hollow, echoing music put out by the management; the ceaseless yammering of promotional tapes and videos; the 
unintelligible gabblings of dozens of radios and televisions demonstrating themselves—and the occasional would-be 
superstar inexpertly using a microphone to deliver a sales message to customers who weren’t there. 

The fairy robot passed through a tunnel too narrow for shops. At the end of it stood the “cottage” containing the liquor 
shop. A digital clock on the wall flicked to 8.15. He burst into the target shop with a sideways, gliding motion. He hoped 
there were cameras that would record, not him, Stephen, but it, his creation. 

Nobody took any notice. The shop’s two customers were slavering over a display of imported spirits, while the 
manager was down in one corner doing something that looked improper. The mad old till lady was not to be seen. So who 
was going to leave the till open for him? The machine stood unattended on its pedestal, looking absurdly smug as if to 
say: Catch me if you can. 

I can, thought Stephen. 
Without intending to memorise the process, merely by being there and staring, he had learned how these devices 

worked. So now, forgetting his mannerisms, he strode up to the pedestal, struck keys and, as the drawer slid out, flicked 



up the clips that held the money down and lifted out two fistfuls of notes. 
The whole process took ten seconds. 
Thrusting the money into his shirt, Stephen, now on automatic pilot, swept from the shop with fast, easy strides. He 

was followed by a scream that signalled rape rather than robbery. The virago had returned in time to witness the last few 
seconds of his performance. He had thought that she would freeze with terror. But no, she charged after him as if that 
money had been her life savings. 

He was terrified. A woman like that could do anything to you. To be caught would be disastrous enough. But to be 
caught by her! He was now running towards a self-opening door which had decided to delay its operation for a second or 
two. As he heard the woman gaining he swerved away from the door. For five precious seconds he dodged and weaved to 
avoid her scrabbling little claws. She was no longer screaming. She was concentrating on breathing. Stephen, who had 
plenty of wind left, raced through the door when it opened, passing someone who was coming in, a man in a blue 
uniform. 

“Thief!” screamed the woman, and then, after taking another breath, “Stop him!.” 
The word “thief” is not really suitable for screaming. It can’t be given the urgency of “fire!” or even “help!” Possibly 

that is why the policeman took so long to respond. During the respite, Stephen took two giant strides out into the car park. 
Then he sprinted to where Vernon’s car waited with its cardboard plates. He had left the car unlocked with the key in the 
ignition. Behind him thumped the boots of a rapidly tiring policeman. Off to his right another one was closing in, a 
younger, faster model. Stephen reached the car, ran round it, wrenched open the door and scrambled in. A hand raked 
down his body, clawing at his shirt and tearing it. Then the hand travelled all the way down until it hooked into the white 
sneaker, which came off. 

He shut the door and locked it. A policeman was tugging at the handle with more than professional urgency. The car 
started. The harsh car park lights shone down from their pylons to show two policemen, one trying to restrain the car 
while the other was trying, it seemed, to restrain the first. As the car moved, so did the two men. They were both shouting, 
which was natural. They appeared to be pleading, which was not. Something was wrong with the clutch, or the way he 
was using it. The car was a five-speed model and Stephen took some time to understand that he was trying to take off in 
top. The second policeman had let go of the first and was racing round to the other side of the car. 

The car ambled forward with a Parkinsonian tremor. Stephen, for some reason, dropped his hand down to his right side 
and felt cloth, a triangular piece of it. The older of the two men had caught a piece of his uniform in the door. Panicking, 
Stephen unlocked and opened the door, which released the cloth, closed it again, locked it and put the car into the correct 
gear—all of which he managed to do in a few thoughtless seconds. Now the car took off, but not before giving a bump as 
the rear wheel ran over a constabular foot. At last, he thought, knowing exactly what the bump had been, I have 
committed a violent crime. 

The car gathered speed, shot through an exit and was soon lost in traffic. 



CHAPTER 14 

He wanted to drive forever, but that would have gone against the plan. 
He approached a school that had a car park. He drove into it, feeling as heavy as a pregnant elephant, but considerably 

weaker. He wanted to lie down somewhere—anywhere—and drift off into a coma. 
After locking the car, he walked to the river, Melbourne’s splendid Yarra, which used to divide the rich from the poor; 

then, much later, it divided the affluent from the less affluent; but now it performs its demarcation functions with a 
definite air of puzzlement. He was in Abbotsford, not far from the hall in which Paul Marulian had held his 
demonstration. He had been in this area several times lately while he was concocting and rehearsing his performance. 

The river gave off its normal chemical stink, partly masked by the smell of fennel. Somewhere down the embankment 
his clothes—his real clothes—were concealed. He left the streets behind and crept past a line of back fences in search of 
his marker, a white post driven into the soft ground. He could feel the bunched money pressing against his navel, and he 
was very much aware of the insults being offered to his unshod left foot by twigs, pebbles, small discarded artefacts and a 
few outraged insects. 

The post showed dimly in the moonlight. He stood next to it, looked down into the forbidding darkness where massed 
vegetation would hide him, and then stepped forward. He blundered about for much longer than he had during his practice 
sessions until at last he found the clearing he’d prepared. Facing him across the river was a blank brick wall which 
appeared to have no function. It was barely visible. And he, who had recently been so splendidly visible, wished that he 
could become like it; stony and unseen in the dark. 

Frantic with the desire to be rid of the self that was not his, he stripped himself as eagerly as a skin-shedding snake. He 
managed to reduce his anxiety simply by putting on his normal clothes—never more normal than they seemed now. 

He had stored them in a plastic bag, which he’d then carefully buried. Interred close by was a bottle of kerosene. 
Making sure that the money, as yet uncounted, was safely lodged in his pockets, he heaped up the elements of his 
disguise: trousers, shirt, wig, sunglasses, and soaked them with the kerosene which, as it gurgled from the bottle, seemed 
to be laughing at some joke too subtle for his crude powers of apprehension; and set a match to the pile. 

The flames roared up, making far too much noise. he turned away and saw across the river the shifting shadow of a 
giant on the brick wall. If he could see it so could others. He must quickly leave this place. 

Then he remembered his shoe. That too must perish. He took it off and threw it on the fire. Then, wishing he'd had the 
foresight to bring along some alternative footwear, he scrambled up the embankment as everything that could identify the 
Hoddleton bandit burned. 

Almost everything. 
He returned to the school car park, removed the cardboard plates from his car and dumped them in the school’s 

incinerator. Then he drove away. 
  

Half an hour later, sitting barefooted in a moderately smelly cubicle in the men’s lavatory of a moderately smelly pub, he 
counted his money and knew he’d picked a bad day. The twenties, tens and fives totalled $400. He stuffed the money 
under his shirt, sneaked out of the lavatory and went to the bar, where he enjoyed for a few minutes the luxury of a double 
gin and tonic. (He had no idea why he had ordered that particular drink. Perhaps it was the favourite tipple of one of his 
fictional heroes.) 

He was half way through the drink when an awful dizziness hit him. “My god!” he said in a whisper. “What have I 
done?” 

He saw himself rising early in the morning to stare at prison bars, felt against his skin the rough cloth of prison 
garments, smelt the slop bucket and dreaded the waking-up of his cellmates, who always began their day by using him for 
their savage pleasure. He was now an outlaw, and this knowledge made the gin taste vile. (To him it always had tasted 
vile, but now its vileness was increased tenfold.) Leaving the drink on the bar, he walked out of the pub and thought of 
suicide. But, lacking the means of doing execution on himself, he drove home. 

It was too early for Linda and Lisbet to be in, but somebody was. The light was on in the front room. He could hear 
voices. He stood with freezing feet in what was left of a flower bed and leaned against the front window. He could hear 
Vernon delivering a lecture on the history of the Church’s attitude to usury. He listened as Vernon explained that the 
present disturbances in the Middle East were directly traceable to Torquemada’s expulsion of the Jews from Spain. This 
had turned out to be a good thing, for it had forced the Spaniards to base their economy on gold from the New World. If 



they had not done this the Americas would have reverted to control by the natives, and we would never have known the 
sheer convenience of fast-food franchising. 

As there was no reply to this, Stephen guessed that Vernon was rehearsing alone, perhaps for his maiden speech as a 
Rotarian some day. 

He used his front door key to let himself in. He was in no mood to listen to a lecture on economic history, especially 
the skewed version that Vernon was offering. He planned to announce that he was unwell and was going straight to bed. 
Two short steps along the hallway, a quick turn through an open door and he was in the little-used front room, the lounge, 
where Vernon had perfected his meditation technique. 

And there, sitting comfortably, were two uniformed policemen. Vernon was standing. One of the policemen was 
holding a white sneaker. 

Naturally, thought Stephen. Naturally. 
  

Constables Heen and Garbutt were men of exemplary politeness. Heen was shorter and smaller than policemen are 
popularly supposed to be. He had an innocent face, bright eyes and a ready smile. His hair was reddish-brown and soft. 
Garbutt was thinner, taller, darker, but still on the light side for a policeman. They had been sitting in the huge armchairs 
that Vernon and Linda had bought when they first moved into the house. The two police had got up when Stephen entered 
the room, but they had risen politely, with no sense of urgency or threat. Constable Garbutt looked almost apologetic as 
he held out the white shoe for all to see. 

“Is this your son?” Garbutt said, using the shoe as a pointer. 
“Yes,” said Vernon, frowning and looking severe. 
“Mr Berrymont,” said Garbutt to Stephen, “I wonder if you’d mind telling me where you were between eight and nine 

tonight?” 
“You don’t have to answer that,” Heen said. 
“Of course not,” Garbutt said. “He doesn’t have to answer anything.” 
“He was knocking off a grog shop in Collingwood,” Vernon said. 
“Mr Berrymont, please!” chorused the constables. 
“Well he was. I’m allowed to say that. I don’t have to follow proper procedure.” 
Then he pointed to a pair of stout boots belonging to Stephen that sat on the carpet.  
“Put those on your muddy feet,” he said. “You're buggering up my carpet.” 
Unmanned by Vernon’s betrayal, Stephen obeyed, conscious of the silence in the room as he clumsily fitted the boots 

to his feet and laced them up. He could not imagine how to defend himself. He’d used up too much nervous energy, so 
that he was now more fatigued than he would have thought possible. When he tried to speak, tears came to his eyes. His 
hands shook. This was neither guilt nor contrition; it was exhaustion. He breathed deeply several times, looked at the 
white shoe and said, “You seem to know everything there is to know.” 

“Well, yes, we think we do,” said Garbutt, “but we wanted to hear it from you.” 
“How did you know about the shoes?” Stephen said. 
“One of our people grabbed it as you ran.” 
“But how did you know whose it was?” 
“Ah,” said Heen, “Well, you see, your name’s in it.” 
“And your address,” Garbutt said. 
Stephen frowned and shook his head. Vernon suddenly came to life and said, “I did that. I took all the shoes in the 

house and wrote in them with a marking pen. You never know when you might have to prove a shoe belongs to you. This 
way, there can’t be any doubt.” 

“Your name’s on the other one, too,” Heen said. 
“What other one?” Stephen said, knowing that he’d destroyed the shoe’s mate and seeing a glimmer of hope. 
“This one,” Vernon said, snatching up a plastic bag that had rested under a chair and extracting from it a charred shoe 

bearing the heat-distorted name of Adidas. He rotated the shoe so that Stephen could see his own name on the inside. He 
had never suspected that Vernon’s obsessive labelling had extended to shoes. 

“Well, thanks for your help,” Stephen said to Vernon. 
“Always happy to see criminals brought to justice,” Vernon said. 
The constables looked as unamused as Queen Victoria might have been if Disraeli had suggested a dirty weekend at 

Balmoral. 
“Please, Mr Berrymont,” Heen said. “There can be no presumption of guilt.” 
“Guilty as Ned Kelly,” Vernon said. “Look at his ears. You can always tell by the ears.” 
And they did glance at Stephen’s unremarkable ears. 
“We haven’t,” said Constable Heen to Stephen, “told you exactly why we’re here. I’d better make that quite clear. 

Tonight there was a theft at the Hoddleton Pub Bottle Shop , that’s in Collingwood. Then, some time later, a fire was 
started on the bank of the Yarra in Abbotsford. It required the attendance of the Fire Brigade, using three appliances. Mr 
Berrymont, we have reason to believe that you can help us with our enquiries.” 

He then formally advised Stephen of his rights. 
Stephen, struck by a sudden thought, said, “What happened to the foot I ran over?” 
“Oh, you missed the foot,” Garbutt said. “You ran over the toe of his boot. He has enormously long boots but short 



feet. He was quite amused by the whole business.” 
Stephen felt there was something decidedly odd about these two. They didn’t talk like policemen; they talked like him, 

and he had often been accused of talking like a book. Having nothing to lose, he said, “You don’t seem to be like 
policemen.” 

He was beginning to recover. Energy was seeping back into his body. 
“What did you expect?” Heen said, “elephants with big boots?” 
“Something like that.” 
“Well,” said Garbutt, “Constable Heen has a degree in sociology. I haven’t got that far yet.” 
“Ah,” said Heen, “but Constable Garbutt was the state junior chess champion. I haven’t got anywhere near that.” 
“Then where are the heavies?” Vernon said. 
“The what?” said Heen. 
“The riot men, sharpshooters, crowd controllers, the ones who collect thugs?” 
“Do you think I couldn’t collect one?” Garbutt said. 
And Heen said, “My colleague’s well-trained in martial arts.” 
“Really?” said Vernon. “That’s wonderful. I’ve been studying all that. Look.” 
And he assumed a posture that would have looked ludicrous even if he hadn’t been comfortably built. The two police 

looked at each other in some embarrassment as Vernon crouched and then leaped and then backed towards Stephen. 
“Hah!” he shouted, whirling and delivering a chop at Stephen’s throat, which somehow turned into an open-handed 

push. Stephen found himself in the narrow hallway. 
“Go!” Vernon hissed, “Run!” 
And he began to belabour Stephen with ineffectual slaps. Stephen reeled backwards, while the two police, hampered 

by the narrowness of the passage, tried to restrain Vernon. 
“The thief must pay for his crime,” shouted Vernon. 
At that moment he managed somehow to convert himself into an approximation of a sphere, which rolled towards the 

two police. 
“Don’t let him get away,” Vernon shouted. “Use your guns!” 
Stephen, backed against the front door, saw that he was supposed to escape, but was too fascinated by Vernon’s 

performance to move. 
Until a loud banging on the door, combined with the sound of chimes, caused him to turn and open it by reflex. 
Linda and Lisbet entered and stopped dead. Vernon and the police were separating themselves. 
“What’s all this?” Linda said. Stephen sidled past the two women. There were now three people between the 

policemen and Stephen. He was able to move through the front door and close it behind him without even hurrying. 
Once he was out in the street he sprinted, passing a police car that was parked a good fifty metres from the Berrymont 

house. He slowed to a jog. He would need his wind when the police ran out of theirs. He plunged into a dark lane which, 
he knew, was smoothly concreted and could safely be walked along in darkness, then he turned into another and walked 
until he came to a sports oval. At this time of night it was devoid of illumination. He ran to the centre of it, sat down on 
the cricket pitch and waited for his breathing to return to normal. 



CHAPTER 15 

“Who?” said a voice on the phone, a voice that promised nothing. The woman who owned the voice obviously distrusted 
all callers, particularly those with names like Stephen Berrymont.  

Stephen had spent the night in aimless wandering—not completely aimless, if to avoid apprehension by the police can 
be said to constitute an aim; directionless wandering perhaps. He must, he thought, have sounded as bad as he looked and 
felt. He was unwashed, unshaven, dishevelled, tormented by thoughts of imprisonment and worse. Worse? Well, the 
stocks, the pillory, the rack, the iron maiden and the treadmill were probably still in use where he was likely to be sent. 

I am a fugitive, he thought. I probably sound like one. Still, it’s nice to have an identity. 
But the trouble with being a fugitive is implicit in the word itself; fugitive: one who flees. The fleeing game is 

dangerous. It is also tedious. Walking along a familiar street, you notice things you had never noticed before. For one 
thing, there’s too much light. Indignation kindles in your breast at the thought of the sheer waste—so great an excess of 
illumination, so much public money wasted! And nowhere to hide. And what about those pilasters and columns that used 
to stick out so far from brick walls that you bumped into them! Now they didn’t stick out far enough. Shallow niches and 
blinding street lights ought to be banned! Stephen found he could stand in certain parts of streets he’d previously thought 
to be dim and to cast, not one but three shadows of varying lengths, all pointing in different directions but telling the 
pursuer just where to look for the shadow caster. 

There he is! There! Ready, aim, fire! He saw himself caught in the lights, dodging nimbly as the bullets flew. And 
then—catastrophe! A blow to the body, then another. No pain yet, but a terrible weakness. The hurrying feet, the alien 
fingers touching him, feeling for a pulse in the throat, a voice saying, “So young, so young . . . and yet so evil!” 

By the time the first trains of the day were running he found, by scrutinising shop-fronts, that he was in Heidelberg. He 
had no idea how he’d got there. He must have traversed at least three municipalities. And now he was hungry, tired, 
dispirited and anxious. Scenarios had been composing themselves in his head all night, and in none of them did he emerge 
victorious. He thought it grossly unfair of the Fates to mark him out for disaster. He wanted to write to the papers about it, 
to be interviewed on television. 

  
Hours later he was standing on the “right” side of the river looking across to the “wrong” side, the side on which he had 
sinned. It was broad daylight and he stood out—or so he believed—from the city’s millions, as if the mark of Cain had 
blazed brightly on his brow. He squatted in shrubbery for a while, but even there he was not safe. Someone, presumably a 
jogger, crashed along a rudimentary track within arm’s length of him, giving him such a fright that he surged to his feet, 
which so frightened the frightener that he, or she, turned and ran directly into the undergrowth. Stephen had not actually 
seen the jogger, but had the jogger seen him? It was time to move. 

He found an old, narrow, wooden footbridge that crossed the river and he walked over it. By now he was so tired and 
hungry that he almost wanted to be caught. At least his captors would feed him. But why not feed himself? He was still 
carrying the previous night’s takings. Somewhere, at this very moment, a hamburger must be sizzling. 

The Berrymonts were devoted to fast food. They regarded it as something like a religious duty to consume at least 
three times a week products that were only distantly related to real food, food that had been grown, fed, nurtured 
harvested or slaughtered before reaching the table. Vernon had gone through his macrobiotic phase, which had inevitably 
had some effect on the family's feeding habits, but since then Vernon had been institutionalised and had learned to eat 
cabbage stewed to the point of transparency, potatoes that mashed under their own weight, carrots soft as mousse, meat 
that had to be heavily spiced to conceal its age—and he had come to like it. When he went away the Berrymonts eagerly 
returned to the cuisine that was closest to their hearts. When he came home he found food of institutional quality, only 
fresher, being served every day. He ate it with delight. 

Stephen, whose metabolism must have been god-given since he retained trimness of body and freshness of 
complexion, would eat anything put in front of him. Perhaps he would have refused seaweed garnished with shredded 
leather, but nobody who knew him well would have bet on it. Now hunger raged within him and he began to quest for 
food. Somewhere nearby was a fast-chicken establishment. He could smell it. Mad with desire, he stumbled along 
shopless street sniffing the air.  

And at last he found it, a square building surrounded by a car park. Its roof was in the shape of a chicken’s head and it 
bore across its front a sign that blazed brightly even in broad daylight: Chook’s Nook. 

It was fortunate for the proprietors that they opened early on Saturdays. Otherwise he would probably have crashed 



right through the plate glass and crammed mouthfuls of spiced and battered bird into his mouth until, satiated and 
somnolent, he would be netted by the staff—perhaps subsequently to appear only in small fried pieces. 

He marched up to a uniformed girl standing behind a counter. Ignoring her bright greeting, he snarled, “Give me . . . ” 
and paused. He could not simply say: Give me food. He had to name the food. He raised his eyes to a set of glass panels 
on which appeared idealised images of the fare offered by Chook’s Nook. 

“Give me a wharfie’s lunch,” he said. 
The girl smiled brainlessly and punched keys. Then she took his money and, a few minutes later, presented him with a 

large cardboard box, which he snatched from her. 
He almost ran from the restaurant—if restaurant it could have been called—and looked frantically for a place in which 

secretly to consume the food. He was in a short stretch of shops, only just big enough to constitute a shopping centre. In 
the midst of these stood a colonnaded building which was labelled post office. Telephone booths lined the colonnade, and 
in one of them he gave himself up to vicious behaviour. He tore open the cardboard container and, scarcely noticing its 
contents, ate his way through to its base.  

His belly full, he was able to think once more. He took out his wallet, which bulged with stolen notes, and extracted 
from it a card upon which was printed: The Marulian Institute. Principal, Paul Marulian, PhD. 

When he dialled the number he was answered by the unaccommodating woman. Her tone made him feel as 
disreputable as he looked. Possibly he was transmitting disreputableness directly into the phone. He failed to impress. 

“If you’ll only tell Paul Marulian that Stephen Berrymont would like to speak to him, I’m sure he’d be at least mildly 
interested,” he said. 

“There’s no need to be aggressive,” she said aggressively. “He’ll be in at ten.” 
“Then I’ll call in personally.” 
“He doesn’t receive people on Saturdays.” 
Did she actually say, “receive?” This was going to be more difficult than he had thought. People who “received” other 

people probably “repaired” to other rooms. 
“If he won’t see me, then you can turn me away,” he said. 
“I’ll look forward to it.” 
To this Stephen composed a wonderful response which, however, he was unable to deliver because of a commotion in 

his stomach. He had eaten too quickly and his reward was a belch that began with a gentle rumble and ended with a roar. 
“Pig,” said the voice in the phone. 

  
The Marulian Institute looked worse on his second visit than it had on his first. In the interval it seemed to have rotted a 
little more. He slipped through a gap between the large gate and the fence and proceeded to the front door, which was 
open. He made a loud noise by slapping the door several times with the palm of his hand. From within a voice said, 
“Come in.” 

He more or less knew his way by now. He carefully mounted the stairs and found his way to the kitchen, which was 
now set up as a makeshift office. Looking like something dredged up, he entered and found Helena, who was sitting 
before a large manual typewriter, which she was attempting to operate with two fingers. 

“Oh, it’s you!” she snapped. 
“Oh you remember me, good. Are you going to turn me out?” 
“Looks like someone’s done it already. What happened? Spend the night in the gutter?” 
“On the street, but not in the gutter.” 
“Well, sit down. Paul’s on his way.” 
He sat, and looked at her. He was trying to imagine what she would look like without the strange assortment of clothes 

she wore, which was odd since he already knew. She concentrated on her typing. He concentrated on her: cap of brownish 
hair, rather pinched face, very large eyes, greenish, he thought. Her voice had sounded vaguely English, but he thought 
that could have been a family mannerism. Her clothes looked as if she’d found them somewhere. They were a mixture of 
male and female garments, not artfully arranged for effect but thrown on any old how. Brisk, even snappish, her manner 
was not that of an obedient servant, yet he had seen her obey a most irregular command.  

She typed doggedly. Once she answered the phone and gave the caller the same treatment she had given Stephen. 
Then back to her hunting and pecking.  

The imp spoke in his ear, saying: Irritate her, annoy her, disturb her. She can’t possibly hurt you. He spoke. 
“What do you do here?” he said. 
“What?” she said. Into that monosyllable she managed to compress the information that 1) she was too busy to talk; 2) 

he was not worth talking to; 3) the question was inept, insensitive, incoherent and indecent, and; 4) she was deaf to all 
questions not on file in the foul rag and bone shop of the heart. 

Stephen persisted: “I said, what do you do here? It’s obvious you aren’t a typist. You’re the world’s worst receptionist. 
The place hasn’t been cleaned . . . so, what do you do?” 

“Oh, so that’s it,” she said. “Like all the others you think Paul and I—oh, that’s disgusting. It’s Victorian masculine 
jingoism. I don’t match the model in your head of what a good secretary should be. Ergo, I’m the boss’s bimbo. Do you 
have any more filthy, vulgar prejudices?” 

Normally this might have silenced Stephen, but now there was no normality. He was a criminal. He gave her a silly 
grin and said, “So, you’re a secretary?” 



“I most certainly am not.” 
“You almost said you were.” 
“Well, I’m not.” 
“I know what you do,” he said. “On windy nights you lie down on the carpet and roll against the door to stop the 

draught. That’s all right, every man to his trade.” 
He would never know what reply she might have made, for at that moment a horn blast sounded. And although it came 

from the street the acoustics of the area made it sound as if it were very close. Helena sprang up and said, “He’s here. You 
wait. I’ll have to go and help him with the gate.” Her manner had altered in an instant from frosty antagonism to eager 
servility. Stephen was left to compose a “presentation” to his prospective employer. 

Who, a few minutes later, came tramping into the kitchen like a Napoleon entering a newly captured city, ready to 
accept its official surrender. 

  
He was gross, he was delicate. He knew a little of everything, he was expert in nothing. His aggressiveness was naked. 
The rawness of his masculinity was almost embarrassing. It put people like Stephen at a disadvantage. The only way 
Stephen knew of getting on with strangers was by imitating them. But how could he imitate Paul Marulian? The 
performance would have been a ghastly failure. The critics would have murdered him. 

The impression he had earlier received of a man who looked like a gorilla with tiny hands was deepened. Paul had the 
neck and shoulders of a wrestler. Even though his suit concealed them, you were conscious of muscles moving, bunching, 
slackening, not knowing what to do with themselves, naughty children looking for mischief to make. We are Paul 
Marulian, they seemed to say, whether he likes it or not. Large flat pectorals, knotted abdominals, biceps, triceps, deltoids 
and the great trapezius—all were at war. He rippled his muscles at times when others might have scratched their ears or 
bitten their nails. But there was hardly any fat. Did he spend hours each day working out in a gym? Did he starve himself? 
Stephen thought not. To do those things required a kind of technological self-consciousness, a willingness to see oneself 
as a machine and an equal degree of willingness to act as mechanic to that machine. No, it must have been an act of God 
that gave Paul that body and guaranteed that it would not require careful maintenance. An act of an ironic god? Or of a 
junior godlet who hated to work on his day off. 

“So,” Paul said as Stephen stood with hand outstretched for a shake, “you’ve decided to take the job.” 
“Yes,” said Stephen, looking at his own hand as if it were a rat that had popped up at a banquet and hastily retracting 

it, “but surely we need to talk a little first.” 
“A little! Oh, much more than a little. Oh, very much more. We need to achieve converse. If we are to have a 

relationship we must know, each of us, the nature, the very essence of the other. Otherwise there is no encounter, just a 
casual assignation of phantoms—by the way, why do you come to me looking like something out of a swamp?” 

“That’s part of my problem,” Stephen said. Then, glancing at Helena, he dropped his voice to a whisper and said, “I’m 
on the run.” 

“On the run! On the run! My God! How televisual can language become? Do you mean you’re in trouble with the 
police? If you are, then I trust you committed some interesting crime.” 

As Helena had now heard all, and in any case seemed not to be interested, Stephen said in his normal voice, “I stole 
some money.” 

Paul gave a disgusted snort. 
“Oh, is that all. I thought it might be something imaginative. Theft! Pooh! That’s plebeian . . .” 
“It’s not like conning $67,000 from middle-aged incompetents,” Stephen snapped, as his job prospects seemed to fade. 
“Some time we’re going to talk about that,” Paul said. “Meanwhile—well, I see it isn’t employment you’re after. You 

want somewhere to hide. See, Helena, as I said, he needs us—as so many others do.” 
“Others?” said Stephen. 
“You’ll meet them, in time.” 
Stephen was in danger of showing his agitation. He’d felt the same way at the flat when Helena had stripped herself. 

He wanted nothing more than to smash the broad face that challenged him. He tried to conceal his turbulent emotions and 
only succeeded in making them more intense. Soon he would be shaking and stammering, sweating, gibbering. 

Paul thrust his face forward, looking both ridiculous and menacing. 
“Go on,” he said, “hit me. Kill me.” 
Stephen stood staring into eyes that stared back. He was very close to taking action. And only the most primitive kind 

of action seemed possible—smash, destroy, obliterate . . . 
Then Paul turned away and casually said, “I use very severe tests. I have to. It’s necessary for me to find out how far I 

can go. Coffee. That’s what we need now.” 
Helena jolted into action. Within minutes Paul and Stephen were sitting at the kitchen table over mugs of excessively 

strong black coffee. The typewriter and papers had been pushed to one end. Stephen was now much more relaxed, 
although there was some residual wariness. 

“How do you like your new home?” Paul said. 
“You mean I can stay here?” Stephen said, immediately seeing advantages. The police would never think of looking 

for him here. 
“Of course. That’s the job.” 
“What is?” 



“This house. This ruin. This abomination. It’s your job to make it inhabitable.” 
“How can I do that? I’m not a tradesman.” 
“Oh, tradesmen! They’ll be here in their thousands. You can ignore them. Your job will be to create order.” 
“But I still can’t see what I’ll be doing.” 
“Yours will be the noble task of reducing entropy.” 
“Entropy. Oh, yes, entropy. Very good friend of mine. We went to school together.” 
“Don’t attempt comedy with me, Stephen. I’m much better at it than you. Yes, you will be our anti-entropist, our 

creator of form, our shaper, the scourge of chaos. Beauty ultimately emerges from the sculpture of events—even inert 
objects are events merely by virtue of their existence. So you will be our Michelangelo.” 

The much-rattled Stephen said, “But what do you want me to do?” 
“Oh, fuck me!” Paul said. Can’t you see what a shithouse this place is?’ 
“Yes, you’re right. It’s a shithouse. So what do you want?” 
“I want order, beauty, harmony, wholeness and radiance. That’s the job. Take it or leave it. If you take it, you get bed, 

board and pocket money.” 
“For how long?” Stephen said, visualising the entire police force of the state on the streets, looking for him with dogs. 
Paul spread his arms, his small fingers wiggling. 
“I am not the Public Service. I cannot guarantee perpetual employment, holidays, sick leave, indexed pensions . . . how 

the fuck would I know how long? Do you want the job or not?” 
Stephen tried to think but couldn’t. After a period of simulated thought, during which his mind supplied him with 

priceless but irrelevant matter (snatches of song, fragments of lectures, the memory of Vernon chanting . . .), he said, “I’ll 
take it.” 

“Good,” Paul said, and then blared in an open-throated baritone, “Heleeeenaaaa!” 
When Helena came breathlessly into the kitchen, Paul said, “Helena, meet our new gentleman of all work.” 
She said something that Stephen failed to catch. He was preoccupied, trying to understand why and how he, the ideal 

student, had become so obviously in Paul’s opinion, the ideal person to employ as a cleaner. 



CHAPTER 16 

His parents had come from England; he never knew them. Stanley and Gladys Molony of Nottingham, having lost faith in 
all things British, eagerly accepted the Australian Government’s offer of well-paid jobs, cheap loans and perpetual 
sunshine. That government had for long been dominated by a man who saw himself as British to the bootstraps. This 
strengthened the Molonys’ determination to escape from the old Britannia to the new one in the south. 

Stanley was a carpenter. Australia, he had heard, needed carpenters. It needed him, and needed him so badly that it 
seemed the great south land would collapse if he did not quickly rush to its aid. 

Other Molonys had preceded him, among them Stanley’s great-uncle Henry, father of George. They had, it seemed, 
merged into the population, so the latest intake of Molonys assumed that it would find immediate acceptance. 

When their ship docked at Port Melbourne one of their first impressions was of a group that stood out from the crowd, 
a trio of drunks who were chanting something that at sounded to the serious-minded Stanley like a metrical psalm. The 
Molonys listened closely until they could make out the words, which were: Welcome, you Pommy bastards. Leave yer 
women here, then piss orf back to where yer came from. This was the main theme. There were variations. 

“Oh well,” said Stanley, rather stiffly, as the trio was politely escorted from the pier by smiling policemen, “at least we 
have family to meet us.” 

But all they had was George Molony, a small man whose close-cropped hair was turning grey. With him was his wife 
Madge, larger than George, and friendlier, but rather too exuberant for the new arrivals’ liking.  

  
Soon misunderstandings came to light. The authorities thought the Molonys were already provided for, so no 
accommodation had been arranged. George had thought they were headed for a migrant hostel. The newcomers believed 
that all the Molonys who had earlier landed in Australia lived in Melbourne. Actually none of them now did. The result 
was that George and Madge had to put up with Stanley and Gladys putting up with them—and Gladys was obviously 
pregnant. 

Six months later there were five people in the house, and one of them was a mewling infant. Stanley had not 
prospered. He had arrived in time to take the full impact of a credit squeeze. Everyone agreed the country was going to 
hell that year. Any job that Stanley could have got would have been beneath his dignity. He had not come half-way round 
the globe to be a labourer. And there was the problem of his character. He was stiff, having been brought up in a family 
that may once have been Irish but was now rigid with Calvinism. He disapproved of nearly everything and everyone he 
saw. He remained unemployed. 

The situation in George’s house, a narrow, iron-roofed weatherboard structure tucked away in a cul-de-sac within 
nosing distance of a huge concrete drain was bad from the start. It got worse. Voluminous Madge, formerly overflowing 
with good cheer and amiability, began to talk through clenched teeth. But she was devoted to Gladys’s new baby, which 
was more than could be said for Gladys. The extreme fastidiousness and reserve which had originally attracted Stanley to 
this austere woman, had been offended by the disorderliness of pregnancy, childbirth and nursing. The sheer wetness of it 
all! The childless Madge was not at all put off by baby care. She revelled in it. But devotion to the child could not cancel 
her antipathy to its parents. 

George, tight-lipped, thought himself much put-upon. He wrote to other members of the scattered Molony tribe, asking 
for help, which all of them had perfectly good reasons for withholding. Madge’s family also stood clear. George didn’t 
get on with them. They were still asking themselves what went wrong. Why did their dear Madge have to marry that 
scrawny little man? They had predicted difficulties and were delighted when difficulties arose—difficulties that were 
none of their concern. 

Wherever George moved in the house he would bump into somebody. He dreamed of freedom, which to him meant 
solitary confinement. Perfect peace—no people—especially no babies. 

  
The child, Brian, a sexless grub, not even remotely human, puzzled George. He could not believe he had ever been one of 
those. He trembled at his narrow escape from paternity. Perhaps in the early days of marriage, before his attack of 
mumps, he and Madge might possibly have produced . . . His mind shied at the thought. 

The baby grew larger—and louder. Stanley grew morose, Gladys homesick. Madge had taken to sarcasm. 
One Sunday, George’s desire for solitude drove him to offer his car—a beautifully maintained 1936 Vauxhall four—to 

Madge. He suggested she drive the visitors—as he still thought of them—to the Zoo, the hills, the beach . . . anywhere. 



Surprised—for she knew how small was George’s regard for her driving, and how much he prized the car—Madge did as 
George suggested. 

Half an hour later a truck ran into the car on the Geelong Road, killing Stanley, Gladys and Madge but sparing the 
baby. 

George trembled as he identified the dead. Then he took the baby home to sit watching it as if it were a ticking bomb. 
A week later George became, if not rich, then solvent. For Madge had bought him a lottery ticket, due to be drawn on 

his birthday. He won first prize, and suffered. Guilt was in his blood. He had been born guilty and his severe upbringing 
had enhanced this emotion to the point where almost anything that happened to him was a punishment. Now, blaming 
himself for three deaths, he found himself rewarded. Somebody up there didn’t like him and insisted on playing tricks on 
him. What could he do but bow his head and welcome the pain? 

He gave up his job as a senior clerk, and was again rewarded with accumulated pay and a pension-fund payout. He 
invested wisely and again profited, but he was no miser. The money was not his to spend. 

As for the wretched infant, well there was a problem. George refused all offers of help from Madge’s family—to their 
great relief. He became the child’s guardian. He would show the dead that the survivor was safe in his hands. He applied 
himself to child-rearing with the same diligence that he had once displayed when working for a living. The child became 
a fetish, something to worry about, to watch over, to be guarded; not something to be treated lightly, to be played with or 
to cherish: a thing to be feared and therefore to be disciplined. 

Procedures for feeding, training and maintaining children were to be found in books. George read the books and 
applied their methods. He interviewed doctors, nurses and, later, school-teachers. He did not try to converse with the 
child, but often gave voice to long monologues that no child could be expected to understand. 

Fortunately the books George read recommended kindergarten before school, otherwise the child might not have 
learned to talk at all. Once Brian learned that other children existed, he progressed quickly. His physical development 
helped. At the age of three he looked much older and was the kindergarten bully. He was noisy and could not keep still. 

School was not Brian’s natural element. George sent him to a state primary school at first, where he was found to be 
“difficult”. Later a private school would declare him “impossible”. 

At eleven Brian had problems neither he nor George could understand. He changed physically, seeming to become 
shorter as he broadened. Hair began to grow in odd places. His sleep was disrupted by wet dreams. Puberty? At eleven? 
George wasn’t prepared for it.  

  
A mysterious sickness struck at Brian’s liver, and, much-weakened, he was kept away from school for a long time. He did 
little now but sit by the radio all day. He’d have watched television if it hadn’t been for George’s belief that television 
was a night medium which would only be watched in the daytime by dangerously unstable perverts. 

The fever did not follow its normal course. The child seemed never likely to get back to school. George worried that 
he might forget to read. 

So George Molony took up pedagogy. 
The house contained a book case of solid rosewood, glass fronted, which held dozens of volumes bound in red 

morocco. The books had been bought as a complete set by George’s father who, knowing nothing of book collecting, had 
thought them a good investment. But, alas!, too many of that particular set had been printed. They were now to be found 
in every second-hand shop, at church bazaars, at charity sales and in every public library. They were well-made but 
undistinguished. George knew he could have got two hundred dollars for the lot, but no more. That would have been 
throwing them away, and George threw out nothing that was not beyond repair. 

After spying on a glassy-eyed Brian, George one day went to the glass case, inserted a key and listened with 
satisfaction as the lubricated lock clicked. Never had this case been opened for anything but a careful dusting of its 
contents. George’s father was thirty years dead and he had maintained them in the same way. Not one of the books had 
been read. 

George scanned the spines, reading the gilt lettering: Eothen, Westward Ho!, The Master of Ballantrae, Villette, 
Pendennis . . .  

That these books might have something in common with the array of paperbacks at the local newsagency never 
occurred to George. Those were fodder for idlers. These were talismans—although what possible benefit one could derive 
from reading them he couldn’t imagine. 

He opened a volume of Browning’s poems and read: 
  

While he could stammer 
He settled Hoti’s business—let it be! - 
 Properly based Oun— 
Gave us the doctrine of the enclitic De, 
 Dead from the waist down. 
 
He read the lines slowly once, then read them again. He closed his eyes, still seeing the words. He opened them and 

read the lines once more. This, he thought, this must be what was meant by culture, the ability to read such lines as if they 
meant something. He was close to desperation as he read and re-read the words. 

He had intended to start Brian on a course of reading. But this! It was impenetrable. No child could be expected to 



comprehend it. 
And yet . . . 
Wouldn’t the strain of trying be good for the character? Wouldn’t it strengthen mental sinew? George felt deep within 

himself a tiny thrill as he thought how good for the child a little suffering might be. Something distantly related to a smile 
warped his lips. 

  
Brian’s lessons began with the Browning volume. George forced him to read five pages of text aloud. When he came to a 
word he didn’t understand he would try to look it up in a pocket dictionary. Brian often frowned; a dangerous frown, 
thought George. The eleven-year-old, black-haired, pale-skinned, dark-eyed, looked alien—and probably was. Perhaps a 
changeling, perhaps something Gypsies had left behind. 

They were shipwrecked on Sordello . . . 
 

. . . had no mind to leave  
Saint Peter s proxy leisure to retrieve  
Losses to Otho and to Barbaross,  
Or make the Alps less easy to recross ;  
And thus confirming Pope Honorius' fear,  
Was excommunicate that very year.  
The triple-bearded Teuton come to life !  
Groaned the Great League; and, arming for the strife.  
Wide Lombardy, on tiptoe to begin,  
Took up, as it was Guelf or Ghibellin,  
 
Not only was Brian unable to fathom the meaning; he couldn’t even speak the verse. The complexities of a diction that 

had to sound like human speech and yet rhyme produced first a fit of stammering and later a tantrum so frightening in its 
intensity that George thought the boy was having a fit. 

They dumped Browning and tried Alice in Wonderland, which pleased Brian but sorely puzzled George, who had his 
first nightmare in several decades. He couldn’t remember next day what it had been about, but the Cheshire Cat was in 
there somewhere. 

The torture went on every day for a month. After that the strain became too great for George. He left Brian to his own, 
silent reading, checking now and then to make sure that the boy wasn’t losing literacy. 

Brian avoided Browning, Meredith, George Eliot and Sterne. He swallowed large chunks of Dickens and R. M. 
Ballantyne. He didn’t find much to his taste in Jane Austen. 

Now George, who had forced him to read, was faced with a new problem: he couldn’t stop him. George foresaw visits 
to eye specialists. He feared the wrath of the dead parents—wherever they might be—when they found out that George 
had sent their only son blind with too much peering at print. 

But it was beyond his powers to stop Brian now. He tried withdrawing all books and locking up the radio. The boy 
grew apathetic and listless. George brought back the radio but it only half cured the condition. Finally he surrendered 
unconditionally and let Brian read all day and half the night—with the radio on. 

This extended period of reading and listening provided all the usable education Brian Molony was to get. When health 
returned, as it did with a completeness that surprised both George and Brian, the boy returned to school and George spent 
hours each day listening to the silence in the house. 

But school never again meant much to Brian. He would sit watching a teacher’s mouth in motion, hearing the words 
but understanding nothing. He would fall asleep, or at least into a trance that could be broken only by setting him free 
from school. 

He had changed somehow, in ways he could not understand, but instead of resisting this process he collaborated with 
it. By the time he turned twelve he had decided to fashion himself into something closer to the heart’s desire than young 
Brian Molony could hope to be. 

And when the time came the first thing to go would be that ridiculous name. Brian Molony would die, to be replaced 
by a new being: Paul Marulian. 



CHAPTER 17 

In a race against the processes of decay, someone had been working on Clare House. A bedroom had been created which, 
although neither elaborate nor even permanent, was far from monastic. It held a three-quarter bed, a huge wardrobe, a 
dressing table with hinged mirror and a bedside table with a reading light. The floor was covered by a soft brown carpet. 
The window was hidden by heavy red curtains. It needed to be hidden. The view from it would have been of desolate 
factory yards choked with weeds that were doing their best to digest clumps of old machinery. 

A tiny room had been set aside as a sitting room. It may once have been a broom cupboard. Now it held two old 
armchairs, a table on which squatted a small black-and-white television set and a carpet square that got nowhere near the 
walls. 

Stephen had already seen the kitchen-office. He was pleased to discover a bathroom that was sparkling and pine-lined, 
but not with a pine that had ever grown in soil, and taps that functioned perfectly at a touch.  

But there were no other comforts. He soon realised that he had been trapped into carrying out the biggest, nastiest, 
most exhausting set of tasks he had ever been set. He had never had to perform manual work. He knew there was such a 
thing but gave no thought to the people who did it. For all he knew it could have been done by elves.  

He had no idea how to spend energy wisely. Sometimes he would run out of it by noon. He tended to wake early, and 
then he would work through the morning, take an hour off for lunch and labour on through the afternoon and into the 
night. In most parts of the house it was hard to tell night from day. The sun couldn’t push its light all the way down 
between the walls of the house and the adjoining buildings. So, despite the season, the house never warmed up. 

He had surrendered his stolen money to Helena who used it to buy him small comforts. He got her to buy him a clock 
radio, not only to wake him in the mornings but to tell him when it was night. He would be up to his neck in debris when 
the alarm sounded, penetrating the walls or creeping up old stairs to infiltrate the junk. Then he would fight his way out of 
whatever room he was in and track the alarm to its source. The silencing of the whining beast was always an urgent duty. 
He had to quieten it to prevent its breaking loose and destroying the house. Then he could go to the bathroom and 
immerse himself in the long, claw-footed bath until the aches eased. After the bath he would go to the shower recess 
where he’d stay until the water ran cold. 

The junk in the house seemed to grow by subtraction. He would work all morning in some dank room lit by a bulb on 
a long power cord that was plugged into a far-away socket. The house had recently been partially rewired but light fittings 
were few. He would extract broken chairs, piles of horsehair, acres of mildewed antimacassars, knotted quilts, jars of 
hardened food, brittle flower arrangements under cracked glass bowls, stuffed birds, old household machinery—all this 
and more he lugged out on to the landings. Then would come the ghastly business of getting it all downstairs and out into 
a skip in the driveway, which would soon fill up. Then the rubbish removalist would have to be called. 

Stephen dreaded the visits of this man, a jovial fellow fond of a chat. He didn’t want to talk to anyone in the outside 
world in case they had relatives who were policemen. After the rubbish man’s visit, he’d return to the room where he’d 
been working to find that the mass of junk seemed to have grown while he was away. 

Most of the rooms had been used by transients who must have been in rebellion against severe toilet training. In such 
places he moved with the caution of a soldier going through a minefield. Unable because of the stench to remain in them 
for long, he concentrated on opening their stuck windows. He managed to break a few panes. 

After the day’s work and the rewarding bath and shower he would go to the kitchen where, with paperback cookbook 
in one hand and some cooking utensil in the other, he’d try to create something edible. He would have preferred a 
hamburger, fish and chips, a bucket of fried chicken but he was afraid to go out into streets that were probably swarming 
with police. At first he discarded his failures. Later it became a matter of honour to eat whatever he cooked, no matter 
how tough or soggy. 

While he was clearing out a room full of what appeared to be well-chewed paper he found food of another kind. It was 
a stained and dogeared paperback: Red Harvest by Dashiell Hammett, which he read out of curiosity. It was unlike any 
other book he’d read. This reader of long-dead authors was largely ignorant of modern literature, of the modern world for 
that matter. Apart from the stainless-hero books that had belonged to his grandfather he had hardly read anything that 
wasn’t assigned. Now he found himself lost in a tale of such amorality and savagery that he felt as if he’d been violated 
The book projected a world he’d seen depicted on television, a world he could read about in the papers, a world from 
which he’d been so insulated that he could hardly believe it existed. 

He read the book twice, looking the second time for literary devices intended to seduce his reason. But he soon lost all 



critical detachment and was again shaken. This was something new, his first real experience of the power of art. 
He burrowed into piles of paper, evicting rats and cockroaches, and managed to put together a library of books that his 

grandfather would not have liked: classics of crime, potboilers, tales of corruption and violence. If anyone had suggested 
to him that the old authors he had so carefully studied had dealt with the same material he would have denied it. They 
were different. Time had taken the edge off their murders, betrayals, rapes and riots. They were seen in the dim light of 
museums. They were pickled in old language. 

He neglected television, finding his own imagination, as directed by the authors of his tattered library, richer, riper, 
more flamboyantly melodramatic than anything the small screen could offer. 

But there were negative effects. He began to be afraid of the house. Days and nights passed without his seeing anyone 
except Helena, who called in each day for an hour or two to do some office work. His conviction grew that he was never 
alone in the house. Other people, or other beings, lived there and groaned in their misery, clanking the chains that bound 
them to the walls of their dungeons. There were parts of the house, especially on the third floor, where stout locked doors 
and remarkably thick walls could have sheltered malignant hordes. He asked Helena about them. 

“Christ!” she said, “Don’t go up there. Some of those walls need propping up. And whatever you do, don’t go up 
inside the roof. Bits of it could fall on you.” 

He accepted this advice without telling her of his fears. Perhaps his imagination had become too active. The house was 
old and was bound to move in its sleep. Even the Berrymont house, modern, small and sensibly built though it was, had 
sometimes creaked in the night. This monstrous heap would do the same on a grander scale. It would lurch drunkenly 
about, dropping things and falling over. It would generate not only knocks, but rhythmical knocks. Yes, that was the 
rational way of looking at the matter—no ghosts, only settling timber and masonry. But it was still only too easy to 
imagine something not quite dead trying to force its way out of some worm-eaten cupboard. What had been mere squeaks 
in the Berrymont house were here magnified into agonised wails. To be reading one of the mass of newspapers and 
magazines delivered regularly (only God knew why) to the institute, and to hear behind the rustle of pages a far-off 
dragging sound was to feel that your end was near. Something slimy and heavy of foot would come bursting at any 
moment through your bedroom door. 

He tried playing the radio loud, but then he was afraid of not hearing whatever was to be heard. After a week of terror 
he took to rising early, working hard, going to bed at ten and trying to sleep deeply all through the night. 

But his nerves were strung tight. One night, to slacken them, he went out for a walk. It was late, the streets were 
empty. The hordes of otherwise unemployed policemen that must have been seeking him had taken the night off. It was 
pleasure itself to stroll in the warm night air. He stayed out much longer than he had intended. When he returned and 
entered the lane leading to the house his heart seemed to explode. A shadowy, mumbling corpse was shambling towards 
him. Immediately he regressed thirty thousand years and found himself returning late from the hunt, benighted and afraid 
of the undead thing that was heaving itself out of the swamp with his scent in its cavernous nostrils. 

Then a most unspectral voice said, “Hey, mate, how d’yer get out of this fuckin’ street? I been goin’ round and round 
and it’s got me rooted.” 

  
One day, as he was pushing a long-handled scraper over the floor of a small room that might have been the scene of a tar-
and-feathering session, he heard footsteps on the main staircase and crept out to intercept the intruder. Carrying the 
bladed scraper like a weapon, he advanced to the head of the stairs ready to sell his life dearly. 

He saw a cap of brown hair in time to lower the weapon. 
“Oh, it’s you,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting you so early.” 
Helena gasped and nearly dropped the bundle of papers she was carrying. 
“Shit!” she said. “Don’t creep up on me like that.” 
It wasn’t until he went into the bathroom to tidy himself up that he saw what she had seen—a face savagely altered 

from the merely human by patches of dirt and veils of cobwebs. When he was presentable he went into the kitchen and 
saw that she’d made tea. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was frightened too.” 
She smiled, startling him. He hadn’t seen her smile before. 
“It’s a frightening place,” she said. “I don’t know how you can stand being alone in it.” 
“I can’t,” he said. “I go mad from time to time. What are the papers?” 
“Questionnaires. To do with one of Paul’s things.” 
“Here? But I haven’t got the place ready yet.” 
“It’s a long way off,” she said. 
“So I’ve got some time. I’ll need it.” 
“You’ll get help. Felicity’s coming. The subcontractors will be in any day now, plastering and all that.” 
“One thing that’s got me a little puzzled,” Stephen said. “Where’s the institute functioning at the moment?” 
“Everywhere,” she said. “Anywhere. Sometimes at Paul’s place.” 
“That flat in Parkville?” 
“No, that’s not it. He borrowed that for the night. Paul and Felicity live in Eltham . . . didn’t you know?” 
“I don’t know anything,” Stephen said. “I do know he’s a PhD.” 
“Ah, yes,” she said. She fished in her handbag and brought out a card. On it was printed: Marulian Institute. Then 

Paul’s name appeared with its PhD, and below it Helena Rodrigues, PHd.” 



“What, you too?” Stephen said. 
“You see the difference?” she said. “Capital d, small d. He is a psychohermeneutical director. I’m a 

psychohermeneutical disciple.” 
Her face had taken on a look of reverence that Stephen found distasteful. 
“Paul Marulian is one of the great men of our time,” she said. 
Stephen didn’t know how to respond to that, so he changed the subject. 
“I see very little of him,” he said. “In fact, nothing. What does he do all day?” 
“He’s very busy. We all are.” 
Well, I am, thought Stephen. Helena, who had at last become flesh and blood, reverted to her dragon role. She put 

down her cup and said, “As soon as I’ve washed these, I’ll have to go.” 
“Oh, don’t bother,” he said. “I’m the clean-up man.” 
But she insisted. Together they washed up and dried the cups and saucers and rinsed out the teapot. She did her part of 

the work more thoroughly than he would have done alone. He escorted her downstairs and held open the front door for 
her, at which she frowned. She seemed to take it as an insult. 

On the following day, when he heard footsteps on the stairs, he roughly brushed his hair with his fingers and rubbed 
his hands together to remove excess dirt. 

But it wasn’t Helena. It was Felicity. He had been looking for a cap of no-coloured hair and saw instead a mass of 
blonde. He had made lots of noise to give warning of his approach. 

“Hello, Stephen,” she said, her voice clear and strong and echoing in the empty spaces of the house. “I’ve come to 
help.” 

She was wearing jeans and a roll-neck pullover, for the weather had temporarily cooled. She carried a large travelling 
bag. 

“I’ll get changed into my working gear,” she said, and strode off towards the bathroom, leaving him to do battle with 
his own mind—which was seething. For this was woman. He had never known any women. Mother, sister, aunts, female 
cousins—none of these were women. The girls with whom he had rolled and played after belatedly losing his virginity 
were only girls, pleasurable playmates. He thought of the group of earnest young men he had called his friends. Had they 
known true women? He doubted it. There was a quality that defined mothers, aunts, girl-friends, elderly spinsters, female 
teachers, librarians and nurses. He couldn’t have named it but they seemed, all of them, to be aunts who were nothing but 
aunts. They exuded auntiness. You could not bear to visualise them naked, could not imagine them moaning with passion. 
And, of course, they were harmless. But true woman was ardent and dangerous. She could envelop you. He thought that 
true woman’s (or any woman’s) thought processes were other than human. They could not be followed by men at all, 
were perhaps in advance of those used by men. Used was the word. Men used thought. Women made no distinction 
between thinking and being. 

He was quite proud of this insight. He thought he might use it in an essay some day. But when would he again write an 
essay? The whole world of academic toil had turned into a dream recalled dimly at noon. Thinking simultaneously of 
woman and the community of scholars, he slowly sank into a warm bath of mild melancholy. 

She returned. Her working clothes looked so ill-used that they might have been found in one of the cupboards he had 
not yet cleaned out. 

“Well now, let’s see,” she said briskly, and swung into action. 
She told him that, for the next few days, they were going to work on the ballroom, which would later be visited by 

plasterers, carpenters and electricians. It would be the first section of Clare House to be finished. He nodded and waited in 
some dread for her instructions—for it was clear that he was now under orders. His relief was considerable; no more 
decisions. His fears were roused; could he keep up with her? 

He could, just. Felicity was a demonic worker. She hurled herself at the disordered contents of the house—rolled-up 
carpets full of dust, rickety remnants of furniture, a shattered chandelier, hundreds of chunks of plaster divorced from the 
ceiling. These she worried into plastic bags which he hauled away. To keep up with her was hard, to beat her impossible. 
Together they worked through the rest of that day like maniacs, sweating and grunting as they hauled and scraped and 
wrenched and lifted. By six he was exhausted. She was dirty but her blue eyes sparkled with mischief as she kept him at 
it. When his alarm went off she said, “What’s that, for Christ’s sake?” 

“It’s my stop-work alarm,” he said. 
She laughed at that and told him to go and switch it off, which somewhat disgruntled he did. They worked on until 

eight and would have worked longer had he not rebelled. She gave in without a fight and it seemed to him that she had 
been waiting for him to assert himself. 

“Well then,” she said. “We’ll have a shower and then eat.” 
“Good,” he said. “Who’s going first?” 
“You horrible little snob,” she said. “Go and start the shower.” 
Feeling unchivalrous at being the first to use the shower, not at all understanding what was afoot, Stephen dragged 

himself to the bathroom. He cast his clothes aside, worked the taps and was about to step into the recess when a voice at 
his side said, “Oh, how I need this.” 

His mind strangely blank, he kept himself turned from her. She came in close behind him and said, “I’ll scrub your 
back.” 

She rubbed him vigorously with sponge and soap from shoulders to buttocks. 



“Now you do mine,” she said. 
He waited for her to turn and then slowly, obediently, turned himself. Her shoulders were firm and muscular. He was 

staring at her hair, now so wet that it looked like a cat-o’-nine-tails, when she startled him by turning suddenly and facing 
him. She was all that he had feared. She looked at his face and laughed, surprising him with her sudden girlishness. She 
ran a hand down his body, making him shudder. She looked down and said, “Oh, my poor boy. Well, that’s no problem, is 
it?” 

It wasn’t. 



CHAPTER 18 

They ate a meal together, and it seemed to him that he had never eaten before. He had merely ingested. Now he was eager 
to taste, to touch, to smell, to chew and swallow. And it wasn’t only the act of feeding that was so fulfilling. It was 
everything. He wanted only to stretch out and luxuriate in his own existence. This is all, he thought, there’s nothing more, 
and it’s enough. The new blissful life would endure forever. 

They had dried themselves, each towelling the other, and had gone to his bedroom, Felicity leading, and there she had 
drawn out like a splinter the shyness that had for so long made him awkward and unhappy. 

He hardly knew how to respond. He knew the story was trite in its essence: older woman teaches young man a thing or 
two. But this had happened not to some fictional character but to him and him alone. He felt like taking the spirit that 
inspires all authors by the throat and saying: It isn’t like that; it’s like this. 

How she felt, how she could possibly feel, he could not say. When they left the bed after having thoroughly explored 
each other he was ravenous. He wanted to see the two of them rush naked into the kitchen, there to fall on such food as 
might be found and then to return to mutual investigation. 

No, there is time to do things, slowly, in a savouring manner, not gobbling like starving animals, but sampling like 
gods. (She didn’t actually use these words; she didn’t use any, but he understood.) 

When they were dressed she unpacked food that she, or someone, had already prepared. It was in foil dishes that only 
needed heating. From a portable cooler she took a bottle of white wine and two glasses. 

He was unable to recall later what they spoke about, what songs they sang, jokes they told or the gossip they 
exchanged. They talked and laughed and watched some television. As the evening passed he worried that she would 
suddenly leave him and never return. He wanted to ask her to stay, but that was far too simple. He was still a Berrymont, 
and the Berrymont way was to approach personal matters obliquely. Perhaps there were candid, extraverted lovers 
somewhere within the Berrymont clan, but they took good care to remain hidden. 

Much later that night he came out of a deep sleep to awareness of a caress. “Again,” whispered a voice, and he 
thought: I can’t. But he could, and did. And still later, as he lay awake, feeling the long pressure of her body against his, 
leg, hip and shoulder, he toyed with regret, mourning the lost years when he could have been doing what he was doing 
now instead of wasting his hours in fruitless studies.  

He tried to remember the others, Felicity’s forerunners, but her presence had erased their faces. And they had not been 
like her, so eager to have, so ready to give. 

He slid again into sleep, but when he reached that haunted woodland where thoughts put on flesh and move at their 
own will he saw and heard Paul Marulian. That was enough to send him rushing back into wakefulness. How would he be 
able to face Felicity’s redoubtable husband? Surely he would stammer and flush and so reveal his transgression. Oh, that 
heavy, muscular body, that strange, compelling voice. He could hear the shout of rage, the howling violence of a 
ferocious cuckold. Felicity would suffer too. Oh, life would be unbearably complex after this night of delicious simplicity. 

Long after sunrise they woke together. His fears of a few hours earlier now seemed to be only childish night terrors. 
“More,” she said, and he amazed himself. 
They slept again and when he woke she was gone. Having looked forward to another shower for two he was 

disappointed. He was also, he discovered with some perplexity, relieved. He was sluggish that morning. When the 
telephone rang at ten he took some time to understand that the bell was tolling for him. He had received so few calls 
during his time at Clare House that he sometimes wondered if the phone worked only at its own sweet will.  

Felicity’s voice was business-like. 
“Where were you? On the roof? I hope you weren’t still in bed.” 
“No, my hands were too dirty to pick up the phone. I had to wash them.” 
“Afraid of soiling a phone! Your upbringing must have been strict.” 
This was not the conversation he would have looked forward to. He wanted every word she spoke to convey the news 

that something momentous had occurred and that the world would from now on be different because of it. 
“Just letting you know I’ll be coming in this afternoon,” she said. 
“I’ll look forward to it.” 
“You wouldn’t if you could see what I’ve got lined up. Well, off you go, back to your scrubbing.” 
He returned to work chastened. The memory of last night’s adventures was losing solidity, becoming like the memory 

of a dream. He had begun the day feeling like a privileged being and was now returning to the status of servant. 



She came as she had the day before. He heard her footsteps on the stairs but this time did not go to meet her. She 
found him struggling to remove old carpet tacks in a small room he had only just discovered. 

“What are you doing here?” she said. 
“Pretty much what I seem to be doing.” 
“No, no, no,” she said. “it’s the main room we have to concentrate on.” 
Full of resentment, he rose to his feet, strode past her and headed for the ballroom. She followed him and said, “We’ll 

have to get rid of that piano. It’s beyond repair. I’ll call for reinforcements if you like.” 
“I can handle it,” he said shortly. 
But he couldn’t. It was a very old grand piano that made no sound at all when the keys were struck. The wood was 

worm-eaten and the remaining strings were rusty and slack. When he lifted the lid small creatures scuttled away. It had 
served as a receptacle for rubbish and its interior stank. 

“We’ll have to dismantle it,” he said after all attempts to move the monster had failed. But Felicity said, “Dismantle 
isn’t the word.” She went away and shortly returned with an axe.  

“Off you go,” she said, handing the axe to him; and with many a sweaty swing he hacked the piano to pieces. 
Although he knew that instrument was beyond saving, he felt like a vandal. When it had been reduced to manageable 
chunks the two of them struggled downstairs with the remains, hauling them piece by piece along the lane and into the 
street. Stephen’s eye was caught by the sight of a small, dark man who stood at the front of his house smoking. Stephen 
looked at the piano leg in his hand, thinking: if the police ever ask him, he’ll say that he saw me stealing a piano. Oh, 
well. He dropped the leg on the piano pile and again looked at the man, who waved. He waved back. Old friends. 

After lunch, which Felicity prepared from scraps found in the fridge, he expected to go back to work. They washed the 
dishes and he was about to leave the kitchen when she said, still with the briskness she had used on the phone, “Have you 
locked the front door?” 

He said he hadn’t and she said, “Better lock it. I can’t stay tonight.” 
He made sure both front and back doors were locked and bolted. Then he climbed the stairs again. He heard the 

shower start and, thinking it was expected of him, walked into the bathroom. He undressed and joined Felicity under the 
shower. 

“Presumptuous pig,” she said 
There was nothing coquettish in her tone. She had meant what she said.  
When she was ready she led him into the bedroom. They dropped their clothes on the floor and crawled between the 

sheets. 
“Hurry up,” she said. “We don’t want to get cold.” 
He hurried and they did not get cold. 

  
In the kitchen hung a calendar supplied by a local supermarket. As each month was peeled off the calendar showed a 
different Alpine scene. And on this calendar were pen strokes which marked off the days Stephen had spent in Clare 
House. The routine of his old life having been abandoned, he was afraid he might lose track of time and consequently lose 
his mind. So he knew to the hour and minute for how long he’d been imprisoned. From this practice of tracking time it 
was only a short step to another practice, a solitary vice in which he had never before thought of indulging: keeping a 
diary. 

At first he hardly knew how to go about it. Today: chased rat. Skinned knee on broken table. Ate food. Went to bed 11 
pm. 

But three factors helped to change his style—Felicity’s visits, a telephone call to Vernon and the intrusion of the 
outside world. 

He was cleaning the telephone, which was often soiled because he answered it just after being involved with 
someone’s leavings. He liked to let the grime accumulate and then remove it in one go. As he stripped the hardened goo 
from the instrument he looked at the dial and thought: The world waits on the other side. And he obeyed a sudden impulse 
to dial the Berrymont number. He wanted to hear some member of his family speak—any member, even Lisbet. Of 
course he would not answer. He’d replace the handset as soon as he heard the voice. 

The ring tone sounded ten times. He was about to hang up when a breathless voice shouted in his ear, “Stephen? That 
you?”, and before he could stop himself he answered, “Yes, how are you, Dad?” 

“Buggered. Just ran in from the street. Couldn’t get through the front door, ran round the back, dropped the key. Had 
to climb through the kitchen window . . .” 

“Just for a phone call?” 
“Not any old phone call. I knew who it was. Who else would it be this time of day?” 
“I thought you’d like to know I’m all right,” Stephen said. 
“ ’Course you are. You’re in that institute, aren’t you?” 
“Do you hear things or just guess?” 
“I nut things out,” Vernon said. “I’ve been in your room." 
“Oh yes, why?” 
“Looking up a word in your dictionary.” 
Stephen suffered a brief pang of loss as he thought of his old, battered Webster’s, a book that he regarded with 

reverence and affection. 



“What’s the word?” Stephen said, confident that he could supply a definition. 
“Hermeneutics,” Vernon said. “You know what? All it means is Bible interpretation. So what's this 

psychohermeneutics? A nut-case’s view of religion? Oh, and I put a new word in it.” 
“In the dictionary?” 
“Well, not a completely new word. I wrote it in the margin.” 
“In my dictionary?” Stephen said in a tone he might have used if Vernon had confessed to a sacrilege. 
“I wanted a word to hold us all, the Berrymonts,” Vernon said. “I couldn’t say a covey of Berrymonts, or a brood of 

Berrymonts, or a flock or a herd, but I worked on it, and now I’ve got it, the collective noun to end all collective nouns: a 
shrewdness of Berrymonts.” 

“A what?” 
“That’s what we are, like a troop of gifted children—a shrewdness of Berrymonts. Do you like it?” 
“Where did you find it?” 
“In a list of collective nouns. It’s applied to apes – a shrewdness of apes.” 
There was a silence after these words that Stephen needed to fill. 
“How’s Mum and Lis?” he said. 
“They’re all right. Your Mum’s worried about you. She’s not like me. She hasn’t got the faith. I’m thinking of sending 

them away. Your mother always wanted to see the Taj Mahal.” 
Send them away—with what? Monopoly money? But now Vernon wanted to get off the line. 
“Time to go,” he said. “They might be tapping this.” 
“Who might?” 
“The security people. They’re watching me, and they don’t much like what they see. Keep in touch.” 
The line cut off and Stephen stood listening until he was sure that Vernon had hung up. 
There were questions he would have liked to ask. How did the police behave after losing their prey? How did Linda 

react? Was the house being watched? Had the crime been reported, even if only in the local paper? Had any of his old 
friends tried to get in touch? What, if they knew about him, did the rest of the family think?—dozens of questions, few of 
which Vernon would have bothered to answer. Stephen thought such questions would have little meaning for a man who 
no longer lived in the world but swung round it in such a huge orbit that the world was now nothing but a distant and not-
very-interesting point. 

Vernon’s interest in financial matters did not seem to be materialistic. It was a mind game that he’d taken up to 
mitigate the dreariness of common life. Perhaps he wasn’t just brainsick. Perhaps he was some kind of genius. Perhaps. 

Felicity’s visits were now regular and the course of them predictable. She would arrive in the morning or the 
afternoon. They would work together, then sleep together. To Stephen there wasn’t much difference between the two 
activities. He was past the stage of needing relief. No longer the constantly tumescent youth, he was beginning to think 
that a monastic life did have a certain appeal. A monk might have to toil all day with his brothers, but the moment his 
head hit the pillow that was it. The day was over. Stephen’s real work began when he and Felicity walked naked into the 
well-lit bedroom. And that was another cause for complaint. Did the lights need to be so bright? He would have been 
happier with the dim lighting that the room had when he first moved into it. Yes, she said, they did. For her seeing was 
half the fun. She enjoyed watching him trying to contort himself into all those positions he had read about in sex manuals. 
He had never really believed that people would, or could, willingly assume such cramp-inducing attitudes. 

He might have been happier if she had shown some interest in him. But after the first night, when he had briefly 
fancied that they were true lovers out of the same mould as Paolo and Francesca, Romeo and Juliet—even Cathy and 
Heathcliff, she had withdrawn from him. From time to time he tried to encounter her on some deeper level than the 
merely physical, but this only made her bad-tempered. “Your job,” she said after one of these attempts, “is to minister to 
my needs. Fuck me till my bones rattle. Do you understand?” 

Perhaps if he’d been older and more seasoned he’d have walked out at that moment. But he believed that she would 
eventually come to treasure him, that the goddess of the first night would return. In any case, he was unable to walk out to 
anything but the loving arms of the police. 

Helena and Felicity, his two contacts with the outside world, could not satisfy his desire for company. He needed 
others, and quite suddenly others came. 



CHAPTER 19 

Tradesmen invaded the house: electricians, carpenters, plumbers, plasterers, carpet-layers, wallpaperers. Stephen was to 
continue his work in those parts of the building still uncleaned, and to “keep an eye on things”—as Paul put it in a 
telephone call. Felicity still attended, ostensibly to oversee the work. But during each visit a time would come when 
Stephen’s arm would be lightly touched and he would cease whatever he was doing and accompany her to his bedroom. 
Later he would return to his work and she would leave. 

He came to enjoy the company of the various contractors. These were the people he had known in his early days, long 
before his academic pursuits had drawn him into a world of words. All of them were skilled tradesmen, as his father had 
been. Watching them at work, he was learning the meaning of the word “skilled”. They lived in a world of things that you 
could see, touch, hear and smell. He had lived in language, a swarm of words that seemed to fly about like frenzied bats, 
resisting all attempts to catch and hold them; not words like plaster, trowel and crab. 

  
From Stephen Berrymont’s diary: 

I don’t want to do this. It’s too much like talking to yourself—first sign of madness, my father used to say, and he 
ought to know. He’d say it automatically, the way people utter proverbs. But perhaps he was right. I remember the 
case of some twit who set himself adrift in the middle of an ocean and spent all day and night yammering into a tape 
recorder. As I remember, he threw himself overboard and drowned when his batteries went flat. No one to talk to. But 
before he did that he’d drifted off into Fantasy Land. Didn’t know dreams from driftwood. Well, I’m protected from 
that. The plasterers will keep me sane. And there are my other contacts. Even Helena responds, although you couldn’t 
take many of her responses before wanting to hit her with a brick. 
Tuesday. First visit from Paul since that Saturday morning when he offered me the position of “gentleman of all 
work”. He came into the chaos of renovation as God might have dropped into the Garden of Eden. I expected him to 
wave his hand and all the work would be done and all the workers turned to dust, which would then be sucked away 
and blown into outer space. Tinted sunsets for years afterwards. He addressed me as if I were a large crowd. I 
remember his words pretty well. It’s hard to forget that amazing voice. 
“Stephen,” he said, “I want to say how grateful I am for your work at the institute. It’s the work of a friend. I hope you 
don’t think of yourself as an employee.” 
Not yours, I thought. Felicity’s perhaps. Anyway, who ever heard of an employer with horns sprouting from his head? 
“And now I’m ready to make my move,” he said. “This institute will lose its virginity. I’m going to bring one of my 
groups in for a trial run. We’ll use the ballroom. I’ll need a string of lights along the lane, get the electricians to fix 
that. And get some gravel spread. Felicity will look after the catering. You will help, won’t you?” 
What could I say but yes? I had nowhere to go. I asked what he wanted me to do. 
“You’ll be my aide,” he said. “All the participants in the ritual will be wearing masks that disguise their faces and 
voices. Now at a certain point in the proceedings, you will withdraw and act as observer. It will be your job to notice 
who uses each mask—to match mask to person—for subsequent identification.” 
“You mean they won’t really be disguised and anonymous, they’ll just think they are,” I said. 
“Precisely.” 
“Will you be telling them later that you knew who they were?” 
This question perturbed him. He frowned and moved his hands strangely, as if he were pulling off invisible gloves. He 
drew an enormous amount of air into his lungs and blasted his huge voice at me as if he were a howitzer and I the 
enemy. 
“Don’t vent your paranoia on me!” he said. I see right through you. You want to attack me in your own defence. But I 
am not a threat! There is no need for fear. The fear you feel is fear of yourself.” 
“All I asked was—” 
“You asked me to justify my method. Next you’ll be applying for a grant so that you can make experimental attacks on 
it. Then you’ll earn a higher degree by denouncing me. Oh, you paranoids are so transparent.” 
He left abruptly, storming out as one insulted beyond all bounds of tolerance. For the rest of the day the various 
tradesmen looked up as I passed them. Before I had been almost invisible to them. Now, as a result of overhearing 
Paul’s verbal cannonade, they found me interesting, and perhaps a little strange. 
Wednesday. Felicity puzzles me. There isn’t anything in her manner to suggest that we have been anything but casual 



acquaintances. No looks, no secret smiles. For all she shows we might never have shared anything but conversation. I 
worry about her. To me she looks more dangerous than Paul. Perhaps she won’t come again . . . bugger this, I’m 
tired. 
Thursday. She came. No time to write more. 
Friday. She stayed overnight, demanded my services in the afternoon, at night, early in the morning. It’s been a hard 
day. Dragging myself about. I wonder if it’s possible to have so much of it that you see double, because that’s what 
I’m doing. I’m going to bed at eight. I’m rooted, in every way. 
Saturday. Four hours after I went to bed last night I woke up and found her next to me. And was I delighted? I was 
not. Nor was I surprised. I accept now that she is always going to turn up when I least expect it. I didn’t do well. I 
could have used a few plasterers and electricians as understudies. She got the sulks and spent the rest of the night on 
the far side of the bed. I thought she was asleep and I got ready to drop off, but just as I was sliding down into the dark 
I felt my eyes flick open. Someone had said something. I thought I must have been dreaming. Down I slid again, and 
again the voice. This time I heard what was said. And I remember it. What I have written about Paul and the words he 
used is a reconstruction from memory. But I remember exactly what Felicity said in the dark. “You pick it up off the 
street and take it home. You clean its fur and kill its fleas. You give it a saucer of milk and the best minced steak. And 
what does it do? It ignores you, won’t even rub itself against your leg. You might as well have it taken to the vet and 
put down.” 
I asked her what the matter was and she wouldn’t answer. I tried to touch her and she slapped my hand away. I 
wanted her to go away and let me sleep. But as long as she was lying beside me in a hostile frame of mind I wasn’t 
going to sleep. It was too dangerous. 
Then she started. 
“You needn’t bother about me,” she said. “I know you’re saving yourself for the slut . . . no, don’t tell me you haven’t 
been seeing her, don’t add lying to your other disgusting qualities . . . Oh, I can imagine the two of you. Does she like 
the tricks I taught you? God! When I think of how ignorant you were—still are. You really couldn’t think of anything 
except put it in, wiggle it about. I hope she’s benefiting from your new knowledge.” 
She shut up then, but I knew she wasn’t sleeping. I could feel her eyes in the dark, open, staring. What—and who—the 
hell was she talking about? I fell asleep thinking of her bottom, her breasts, her firm round belly. And when the alarm 
woke me up she wasn’t there. In fact, there were no traces of her. Perhaps I had dreamed it all. 
Sunday. Alone all day, I was in danger of going round the twist. Went out as soon as I dared, thinking it was 
ridiculous to hide. Since I’ve been in here there have been massacres, hijackings, major frauds, arson, rape—the 
stockmarket has gone into free fall, people are bombing the crap out of each other . . . And here am I, little sneaky 
thiefy, imagining that the police of half a dozen countries are hunting for me. And yet didn’t someone once tell me 
about some motorist with dozens of parking fines unpaid who was hunted all over Australia, then New Zealand, and 
finally nailed in London? If they’ll do that for parking offences, what will they do for loftier crimes like mine?  
No, it’s madness. I’m too ordinary to be recognised. 
What do they think of me in this place? My crime is never mentioned. I haven’t discussed it with Felicity. Helena says 
nothing about it. I would have thought it worth discussing. 
Later . . .  
Panic! They are after me. 
Let me set it down calmly. Sunday, early evening, I locked up and went walking. I walked further than my normal 
scurry round the block. I felt brave and needed the exercise. I went over the river by what I think was the Swan Street 
bridge. Then I turned right and at last wound up in South Yarra, looking at the remaining Victorian mansions and 
dreaming of living in one of them—not as glorified bottle-washer but as sole owner. I thought just for the hell of it I’d 
look for Aunt Hilda’s house. Found it, more or less—well, saw the tower sticking up, the belvedere as she likes to call 
it. But I couldn’t get close to it. The streets kept pushing me in the wrong direction. I kept it in view until it faded in the 
dusk. Then I walked in what I thought was the tower’s direction—until a police car turned into the street. It gave a 
short burst of siren, its blue light flashed and it came for me. 
I understood at that moment what my philosophy tutor had meant when he was talking about the Cartesian separation 
of mind and body. Two separate entities; no necessary connection between one and the other. For my mind said: 
Stand where you are. Let them take you. Get it over with. You are guilty and must die. And my legs said to my mind: 
Fuck you, Charlie, we’re getting out of here. And they moved faster than I could have moved them on purpose. They 
took me through lanes, tiny bits of parkland, back yards—in one of which a barbecue was progressing nicely until my 
shining foot passed through the guests star-scattered on the grass—and at last down to the river bank and on to a 
path, where I walked until breath returned and darkness was total. Then I crept through furtive streets until I reached 
“home”. 

  
On Monday morning Stephen was incompetently assisting a tile-layer who was replacing tesserae on the front porch when 
he heard the crunch of shoes on new-laid gravel. Female shoes, too light for a policeman. But still he turned quickly, with 
guilt. It was Helena, and yet it wasn’t. She was not wearing unco-ordinated assortment of clothing she normally wore. 
Well groomed in blue, with her hair blown dry after professional treatment, she was barely recognisable. He scrambled to 
his feet, brushed himself down and said, “You’re looking wonderful.” 

He meant it, but regretted having said it. Wouldn’t she resent a compliment? For once she didn’t. She looked at the 



Italian tiler and smiled, making his day. Then she looked about her and said, “Things are coming on nicely.” 
Her voice had changed too. Gone was the snap. And there was no trace of the depressive drone that she had often 

fallen into.  
He wondered how far he dared go. To test her, and himself, he took her arm and guided her down the side of the 

house. The path was now free of junk and neatly gravelled. Then he escorted her through the back door. 
“I’ve come about the books,” she said. 
“The books?” 
“Yes, the place is so empty without books. Paul wants a display of them. Of course I told him there were shops round 

town that would supply you with books by the metre. You just ring up and say you have a three-metre space to fill, and 
they send you enough books to fill it. But he didn’t want that. He wanted books of a particular kind, disturbing books that 
would work on minds. That’s what our business is, after all, mind work.” 

“Would you like some coffee?” Stephen said. 
“I thought you’d never ask. I have a gift for you, from Paul.” 
They were in the kitchen when she showed him what the gift was—a coffee pot, complete with filters and a good 

supply of ground coffee. She brought out from her bag a small bottle of cream. 
“We can have a banquet,” he said. 
It was hardly that, cheese and biscuits mainly, but he was so pleased at the change in Helena that he loved every 

nibble. He hadn’t realised what a strain it had been to deal with a woman who treated you as if you were likely to pick her 
pocket. They spoke of many things. They even discussed the weather. She asked about his parents and he responded with 
some caution. Did she know about the money? He had no idea. He asked about her parents, from whom she was 
estranged. She spoke of them without rancour. 

“I always wonder about people’s parents,” he said—rather disingenuously, since normally he didn’t think of parents at 
all. “Paul’s, for instance. Can you imagine them?” 

She frowned, thought for a moment and then shook her head. 
“No,” she said. “I can’t. It’s hard to believe he had any. I think he originally came from Armenia—wherever that is. 

He was a displaced person. But whether he came here with his parents or not I don’t know. He doesn’t talk about it.” 
“And Felicity’s?” 
“Oh, I know about them. Very English, just like her. They visited her last year. They’re back in England now. I think 

they have money. She certainly does. She signs the cheques.” 
When she spoke about Paul her voice throbbed with evangelical fervour. But she spoke of Felicity nervously, breaking 

the flow of her talk with little coughs and the quickly stifled beginnings of laughter. 
“I must see to my business,” she said, getting up from the table. He got up too and together they walked into the huge 

main room that had once been a ballroom. 
“Paul calls this the theatre,” she said, spinning on her heel and taking in the room as if she were a stranger to it. The 

tradesmen were working wonders. The room no longer seemed haunted. The ceiling had been lowered and fitted with 
acoustic tiles to reduce echo. A large dais filled the centre of the room. An industrial-quality carpet had been fitted and all 
Victorian cornices, gilt cherubs and scrollwork, being beyond restoration, had been artfully hidden. What remained was a 
lecture hall capable of seating about 150 people comfortably, and more at a crush. 

“The bookcases are to go there and there,” Helena said, pointing to the spaces at each side and between the two 
windows. 

“Do you want some help to select the books?” Stephen said. 
Helena smiled. 
“What kind of books would you put in?” she said. 
“Oh, I don’t know. Politics, sociology, psychology, economics, biography . . . ” 
“Yes,” she said, “but what about the porn?” 
“The porn,” he said in the flattest of tones. 
“You’re making Paul look very narrow. Pornography is as legitimate as poetry or psychology. And many of Paul’s 

clients are businessmen. They love pornography, and they never get enough of it. Their wives won’t allow it into the 
house.” 

“All right,” Stephen said. “Put in a porn section.” 
“Ah, you haven’t understood. All the books will be porn, every one of them. Of course some of them will have what 

they call literary merit, but they won’t get much attention. It’s the one with the pictures that’ll be read most.” 
“Pictures. Yes, of course, pictures.” 
“Do you have any suggestions?” 
“Do I? No.” 
“I thought you would. It’s really an area for men. Women don’t seem to turn on to pictures. Paul calls porn F and S.” 
“Meaning?” 
“Fuck and suck. He says most men are babies. They never stop being polymorphously perverse. What do you think?” 
Stephen shook his head. He was thinking of giving up thinking. 
“Well,” she said. “I can see what kind of shelves we’re going to need. Now it’s only a matter of ordering them, and the 

books. Should be all set up within a week.” 
Shortly after, she farewelled him and left. This time he did not escort her. He did, however, go to a window from 



which he could see her as she left the premises. Her arrogant stride soon carried her out of sight. He pressed his forehead 
against the glass. 

“F and S,” for Christ’s sake,” he said. 
  

The diary. He needed to write, to sort out his thoughts. There were questions. What had happened to make Helena change 
her style? Where were the people he had seen at the “demonstration”? How had Vernon and Paul met? (The question of 
why and how Vernon had come to part with the money was not to be answered on the rational level. He had gone off his 
head for a while; he had given it.) And why were they so keen to use Stephen Berrymont? Since seeing the tradesmen at 
work Stephen had begun to doubt his own usefulness. So why keep him on? There were questions by the dozen. Before 
he could even begin to answer them he needed to know what they were, to list them in order of importance.  

He walked into his bedroom, crossed quickly to the bedside table, which contained only one drawer. In the drawer he 
had stored the diary. But when he opened the drawer the diary was not there. Another question: where is the diary? There 
was no possibility of its being anywhere but in that drawer.  

Furious, he strode from the room and stormed through the house in search of a possible thief. The workmen looked at 
him with mild curiosity. He could not believe that any of them would have taken it. 

He was so agitated that he left the house and walked round the block three times. The activity helped to absorb some 
of his nervous energy. 

Helena? Had she taken it? Impossible. He’d been with her throughout her visit. Perhaps it was under his bed. He 
returned to his room and fell to the floor, peering into the dark space under it. Nothing. And it wasn’t lost in the 
bedclothes. Idly he opened the drawer of the bedside table. 

The book was back in place. 



CHAPTER 20 

But why should anyone want to read my ravings? he wondered. And, as someone obviously did, then who was he? Or 
she? 

Deep in meditation, he was descending the stairs when he heard the front door slam. Felicity had arrived in a towering 
rage. She came running up the stairs towards him in what looked like a murderous charge. Until that moment he thought 
he had seen a woman out of control. He had seen his mother cheated by a shopkeeper, his sister put out by the 
misbehaviour of an escort. He knew what anger did to a woman’s face. But he had never seen anything like Felicity 
Marulian. She was wearing a grey track suit designed more for appearance than for athletics. Her hair, untrammelled, 
streamed and flowed freely. As she reached the landing on which he stood, he framed the words: is anything wrong? But 
he did not say them. As soon as she was within range she shot out her right fist in an expert punch that caught him flush 
on the jaw and snapped his teeth together, giving his lower lip a nip that brought a taste of blood. 

He stumbled and sat down heavily on a step. She kicked him in the stomach which, unfortunately, was tense with 
apprehension. He grabbed the ankle of the offending foot and held it tight. Felicity grabbed his hair in one hand and 
slapped his face with the other. 

Terrified, not only of her but of the few remaining tradesmen, who must have heard the racket and would soon come 
to witness his humiliation, he crawled over her and used his weight to pin her arms. Her knee sought his groin, but he was 
expecting her to strike there and was able to block the attack with his hip. There would be a bruise but no real damage 
was done. 

He held her until she weakened. Then he stepped back, ready to run if her energy returned. But suddenly her face 
crinkled and she began to sob in a heartbroken way that would have softened a harder man than Stephen Berrymont. 

“Felicity,” he said softly, “What’s wrong?” 
“You—you fucking . . . traitor!” she said between sobs. 
The term, so out of fashion among lovers, seemed almost an endearment, it was so quaint. He was curious to know just 

what he had done. He didn’t think she was being hysterical. She was just mistaken, thinking him guilty of someone else’s 
transgression. 

He had to listen carefully to the hints that came between sobs. What she appeared to be saying was that Helena, having 
seduced Paul, had now turned her attention to Stephen. She said she had the evidence. She asked why Helena had so 
suddenly blossomed. Each time he tried to get close to her to tell her she was mistaken her eyes widened and flashed a 
warning. His aching jaw warned him to stay away. He heeded the warning and was therefore unable to conduct a 
conversation with her. The gap between them was wide and widening. 

But when she calmed down she did so completely. A visit to the bathroom and she looked as if nothing out of the way 
had happened. She went to work on one of the few rooms not yet touched. She did not invite his help. When she had had 
enough for the day she left, shutting the door behind her with a certain emphasis, but not exactly slamming it. 

Stephen, who had spent the day in Limbo, unable to concentrate on any task and equally unable to relax, used up much 
of the night by eating toasted cheese sandwiches, drinking coffee from his new pot and watching people kill each other on 
television. Then he read one of the tattered books he had found in the house, a tale of blood, guile and spite in which 
many spies behaved nastily. 

At eleven that night he took from the refrigerator a flagon of white wine and consumed a fair amount of it while sitting 
before the television and watching two old Shirley Temple films. He went to sleep in his chair, singing The Good Ship 
Lollipop. Hours later, he awoke with a thumping head and a dry mouth. 

It was one way to murder a difficult night. 
  

A few days later the disciples began to arrive. Stephen was at first glad to think he would have company—and perhaps to 
have so much of it that Felicity would not care to share it. But as he got to know a few of Paul’s followers he doubted if 
life with them would be tolerable. There were ten of them. (Presumably he and Helena would make the twelve 
indispensable to any Messiah.) 

He had expected better than he got. He had looked forward to conversation with people of some standing, some 
general level of culture and attainment not too far above his own. He had dreamed of rippling discourse and sparkling 
dialogue. What he wound up with was the most hopeless collection of nonentities he had ever encountered. 

Paul had made one of his flying visits. Stephen had been going over the “theatre”, placing seats round the dais, dusting 



the new, fully laden bookshelves, from whose contents he tried to avert his gaze, and positioning furniture so as to 
conceal the unfinished parts of the room. Paul’s bellow took him by surprise. It came from the adjoining room but 
sounded as if it were trying to summon an army camped outside a distant city. 

“Yes?” Stephen said, hating the diffidence he heard in his own voice. He’d have to work on this urge to spring to 
attention whenever Paul bellowed. 

Paul came into the room carrying a briefcase. 
“Ahhhh!” he said, advancing in triumph, filling the ballroom, Genghis Khan looking Samarkand over and thinking 

what a party he’d have once the city fell. “It’s perfect. It’s a credit to you.” 
Which came as a surprise to Stephen, since he’d had so little to do with the alterations. The room seemed suddenly to 

have shrunk. Paul capered about, mounted the dais, waved his long arms and shouted, “The time has come!” 
Then he came down to floor level and said, “The apparatus is in the car. Would you bring it in while I inspect the 

place.” 
Which seemed odd, since he’d inspected it so often, but then everything about Paul was odd. He was almost at the 

door when Paul said, “Oh, and make sure all the plastic crockery is thrown out. I insist on glass and ceramics. But please 
take a little more care. I don’t want lawsuits involving pedestrians.” 

Stephen considered this for a moment and said, “I’m—I don’t know what you mean.” 
Paul fished inside his briefcase and said, “As I was coming in, this plate flew towards me and would have taken my 

head off if I hadn’t dodged. I couldn’t see where it came from, but it must have come from here.” 
Stephen looked at the “plate” that Paul now waved about. 
“It’s not a plate,” he said. 
“No? What else could it be?” 
“It’s called a Frisbee,” Stephen said. 
“What’s it for then?” 
“Here, I’ll show you.” 
Stephen took the Frisbee by its flange and launched it gently. Paul watched its flight and its landing. When it hit the 

carpet, being unable to slide on the fabric, it tumbled inelegantly. 
“Show me—what?” Paul said. 
“That’s it. That’s what a Frisbee does.” 
“I wasn’t aware that it did anything.” 
“It’s a toy. some kid must have launched it in the street, it came over the fence and you thought it came from here.” 
“A toy,” Paul said tentatively, as if testing a new word. “Yes, I suppose it must be.” Then, in a voice of infinite 

sadness, he said, “I could never understand toys.” 
His mood had slipped alarmingly into the blue. Stephen could think of nothing to say, so he went out to the car. He 

found it difficult to manoeuvre the heavy wooden box out of the car, along the driveway and up the stairs. Paul offered no 
help. Stephen had come to understand that Paul never stooped to manual labour. He was far from being lazy but he 
obviously considered it lowering to bend one’s back in toil. Lowering for him, that was. It was quite in order for others to 
do it. 

“Good,” said Paul when the box at last stood at the foot of the dais with a panting a sweaty Stephen standing next to it. 
“Let’s see what we’ve got.” 

He sprung the catch and lifted the lid of the box. Inside rested a number of heads. Paul had mentioned masks, but these 
were more than masks. They had been designed to fit right over the head and sit on the shoulders of the wearer. They took 
up most of the space. Below them were folded white cloaks. These were shapeless with very wide sleeves. They came in 
various sizes. 

“This program will go down in history,” Paul said. “it will be a milestone.” 
“I didn’t think milestones went anywhere,” Stephen said, “Just sort of sat there and counted the passing cars.” 
Paul took a deep breath, as if he and not Stephen had just finished the lifting and hauling. 
“Stephen, you are being destructive,” he said. 
“Just a joke.” 
“I do not approve of humour. Jokes are the sniveller’s counterfeit, he trades them in return for protection against the 

harsh incursions of reality. Are you with me? Then we shall have no jokes. We shall not scapegoat each other per medium 
of laughter. You may weep, you may howl, you may roll on the floor, abuse me, break open the graves of my ancestors, 
erase my name from the annals of men—but you must not make jokes.” 

After a pause, he said, “Do I make myself clear?” 
“Because thou art virtuous—,” began Stephen. 
“Shall there be no more cakes and ale?” concluded Paul. “Don’t play quotations with me, I’ll murder you.” 
“Oh?” said Stephen, “Are you sure of that? Try this one.” 
He quickly searched his memory and found a poem known only to students who had been dragooned into reading it. 

He prayed that his memory would hold and his tongue not falter. 
 
“While Norman Tancred in Salerno reigned, 
The title of a gracious prince he gained; 
Till, turned a tyrant in his later days, 



He lost the lustre of his former—” 
 
“Praise,” said Paul. “It’s Dryden after Bocaccio. Try this: 
 
Ihr beiden, die ihr mir so oft, 
In Not und Trübsal, beigestanden—” 
 
“Goethe’s ‘Faust’,” snapped Stephen, and, since he knew hardly any German, held his breath, wondering if his guess 

had been correct. 
“Translation?” Paul said. 
Stephen felt nothing but a complete blankness. Paul relaxed and smiled. Then a snigger escaped him, then a chuckle, 

and finally a full-throated roar of laughter which made his eyes water. Stephen watched the display with alarm. It was so 
far from anything he had experienced at home. People simply did not laugh like that, even at a good joke. The laugh died 
away, to be replaced by a look of profound seriousness. 

“Tell me,” said Paul. “How would you have won if you hadn’t tripped over a lump of German?” 
Stephen smiled as a bit of verse remembered from childhood sprung into his memory. 
“A bunch of the boys were whooping it up at the Malemute Cafe . . . ” 
“Yes,” said Paul. “That would have done it. Your own?” 
“No,” Stephen said. “By the way, I don’t know any Goethe.” 
“Neither do I,” Paul said, “except that bit.” 
“You couldn’t have won my father over by quoting verse,” Stephen said. “He doesn’t know any.” 
“I have been waiting, patiently I think, for you to bring that matter up. It wasn’t natural for you not to be curious about 

it. So I shall tell you. Your father came to one of my lectures. It was called Delusions of Meanness: the Insanity of the 
Quotidian. I wanted to show that people who considered themselves unimportant and lowly were as crazy as those who 
thought they were Napoleon. 

“Well, he came to the lecture, stayed for coffee. A quiet man who didn’t join in conversations but listened to every 
word that was said. God! How he listened! It was almost unnerving to be half way through an explanation of something 
and to see him standing there, listening, intent on taking in every word. 

“The next day he called on me at home. And for days after that he kept turning up. Wherever I was, he was. And then 
suddenly he walked up to me and thrust this cheque into my hand. I asked him what he wanted me to do with it. And he 
said—I remember his exact words—he said, ‘Carry on the work.’ 

“I put the money in a special account until I’d taken legal advice. My lawyer suggested that it be invested in such a 
way that I could not be accused of benefiting personally from it. This was done—and then your father simply vanished. 
The next thing I heard about him was your—accusation. Which, I must say, wounded me.” 

“My mother wanted me to get the money back,” Stephen said. 
“I’d be glad to return it if I could,” Paul said. “But in a sense it’s no longer mine any more than it’s his.” 
Stephen, who was no more familiar with finance than he was with particle physics, sadly accepted this explanation. He 

was pondering a few questions to fill in the gaps in his fiscal education when the subject changed, seemingly of its own 
will. 

“To business, to business,” Paul said, smiling in a way that made his face look like a gashed melon. “Fourteen persons 
will be present—you, me and twelve others. You will be attired as they, but you will not speak. You will observe. Later, 
you will make notes.” 

“Notes? What kind of notes?” 
“I’ll let you know. You can move back from the others into the dark, over there by the bookcases, then up to the 

viewing room. Or perhaps you won’t appear down here at all. I’m not sure.” 
“Viewing room?” Stephen said, feeling stupid. 
“What do you think all those technicians were doing? Wiring up toasters? I have a room full of equipment—screens, 

speakers, videos. We record everything. With me, recording is a passion.” 
“Then on the night, there won’t really be any need for me to be down here,” Stephen said. “I’ll just go up to the room 

and watch—when you show me where it is.” 
“Splendid idea. Really, you’re far ahead of me. I can’t imagine why you persist in underrating yourself—oh, but it’s 

going to be complicated. No matter, I work beautifully under pressure.” 
Stephen did not work well under pressure and was now feeling some, the weight of sheer incomprehension. Something 

was required of him, but he wasn’t sure what it was. 
“I haven’t any clear idea—,” he began, but Paul said, “Human knowledge does not advance by means of clear ideas. 

First comes action. Clear ideas about that action follow. They do not initiate it.” 
There was possibly a flaw in this argument, but Stephen’s wits seemed to have been systematically addled so that he 

couldn’t discover it.  
He stared at the masks. There were about twenty of them. They were made of some queer material that was like 

papier-mache at the front and thin rubber at the back. Blemishes gave evidence of rough use—scuffed noses, lobeless 
ears, shorn-off lips. They were in need of repainting. 

“Where did you get them?” Stephen said, fishing one out of the box and seeing to his amazement the ruined visage of 



a famous elder statesman from the recent past who, by the evidence of this mask, must have washed his face each day in 
acid. Soon the mask would cease to even human. 

“Him?” he said. “It is him, isn’t it?” 
“Oh, yes, they’re all well-known people—or people who were once well-known,” Paul said. “There was a fellow used 

to do impressions of politicians, celebrities. When he retired I saw a use for his props.” 
Stephen looked at Paul’s face, searching for a betrayal of uneasiness; for it seemed to him likely that the impressionist 

might have been Paul Marulian under some other name. But Paul looked at that moment perfectly innocent. 
“Your—subjects—are going to wear these masks?” Stephen said. 
“They are.” 
“And what are they going to do then?” 
“Who knows? Reveal themselves, I hope.” 
“What sort of people are they?” 
“Well, now,” said Paul, “how would you characterise them? Institutional types, from big organisations who believe in 

motivational training. I’ve persuaded them that my training will produce results, improve the performance of their people 
by renovating their personalities—psychohermeneutically.” 

“May I ask a question I’ve asked before?” Stephen said. 
“I shall be desolated if you don’t.” 
“What is psychohermeneutics—ultimately?” 
“The science of psychic interpretation. The mind works in codes and ciphers. We are the cryptanalysts who help 

people to discover the meanings underlying the symbols they so recklessly generate.” 
“That sounds a bit like psychoanalysis.” 
“Pah!” shouted Paul, as if he were spitting out a mouthful of poisoned potato, “Psychoanalysis is bullshit. Viennese 

junk food. I offer people nourishment.” 
For the sake of saying something, anything, Stephen said, “Where is the viewing room?” 
“Ah, you’ll see. I just hope the disciples won’t keep blundering into it.” 
“The . . . disciples?” 
“You must know about my disciples. They’ll be arriving any day now.” 
“You mean, they’re going to live here?” 
“They’ll be in residence, yes . . . oh, don’t worry. You won’t have to look after them. I’ll have someone in to cook and 

wash for them.” 
“But where will you put them?” 
“In the servants’ quarters. Where else?” 
The servants’ quarters! Stephen had a vision of pure-hearted Dickensian girls, consumptive to the gills, dying of a 

combination of nobility and neglect in damp beds. 
“Come, I’ll show you,” Paul said. 
Taking Stephen by the arm he steered him to the main stairs. They walked up—and up. 
“You’ll love it up here. It’s a voyeur’s paradise,” Paul said. 
“Thank you.” 
“Don’t bother to be offended. We’re all voyeurs at heart. Hasn’t it ever struck you that most people don’t want to hear 

other people talk? When you talk your listener fidgets. But this doesn’t apply to seeing. All of all are Peeping Toms.” 
They were on the floor that Stephen had thought was the top floor. It was all bedrooms and one new bathroom. He had 

scrubbed away a lot of grime up here. The largest of the rooms (the master bedroom?) was huge and hexagonal. Its plaster 
decorations had long ago lost their definition. The floor was of thick and unyielding oregon planks. He had often 
wondered about this room’s construction. A hexagon within a square frame left triangular spaces at each corner. Were 
these empty? 

At least one of them was not. Paul stuck a key into what looked like a knot in the panelling. A door that once must 
have moved silently dragged its edges against the frame. When closed it had looked like a panel. Open, it revealed a flight 
of stairs so steep that it looked more like a ladder. 

“For the master of the house,” Paul said. “A short cut to the servants’ quarters in the roof. Whenever the mood was on 
him he could roll out of bed, open this door and go up to a maid’s room. Ingenious.” 

“I haven’t been up there,” Stephen said. “I didn’t know there were rooms.” 
He had seen at the end of a narrow corridor a ladder which, he supposed, gave access to an attic, but he had been too 

busy to investigate. 
Paul climbed until he was out of sight. Stephen followed. Somewhere up there hung Paul’s gigantic buttocks. Stephen 

wondered just how it would feel if Paul missed his footing and came crashing down on him. This fear of being engulfed 
temporarily halted his ascent. All was darkness. There had been some light from above before Paul blocked it. Now there 
was none. Stephen took step after step, his hand spasmodically grasping a wobbly wooden rail. And suddenly there was 
light and no Paul. Stephen climbed and found Paul standing on a tiny landing and fiddling with a door. It opened and Paul 
stepped through, followed a few seconds later by Stephen. The servants’ corridor was much longer than he had imagined 
it would be. At its far end stood a telephone booth—or that’s what it looked like. It turned out to be a cubicle with 
handrails that enclosed the servants’ “stairs”. 

“You haven’t been up here before?” Paul said. 



“No, but I’ve heard sounds. I thought the roof was haunted.” 
“Just workmen,” Paul said. “The original inhabitants of this house used to pack the lower echelons of the staff in here 

like sardines.”  
Stephen glanced up at the skylights that provided the only illumination in the corridor. They were blackened and 

cobwebbed on the inside. On the outside they must have been clean, for he could see rain running off them. 
“Stephen!” called Paul 
The obedient Stephen, terrified of being murdered up here and left for the rats to eat, followed the voice and stepped 

into the viewing room. He had expected a bright, streamlined, solid-state, miniaturised mass of modernity. What he saw 
was a heap of electronic junk—panels, cords, screens—to his eye rather loosely associated. There were five television 
screens—monitors, he guessed, but monitors adapted from old television sets, each in its original cabinet and each 
different from the others. Most of the equipment stood on old wooden tables. Some of it was on the floor. A few spindly 
chairs that stood about were perhaps part of the original furnishings. 

“See where they slept,” Paul said, gesturing towards what looked like bookshelves. “One on top of the other. Those 
are bunks. When I think of the master of Clare House fumbling his way among these bunks in the dark—well, my 
imagination falters, which it doesn’t often do. Do you suppose he selected them, his temporary companions, like 
supermarket items, and then took them elsewhere to consume?” 

“How do you work all this?” Stephen said. 
“Ah, well, you see, you don’t have to work all of it. Only this one screen. It switches on here and you control 

brightness here. There’s no control for focus—yet. Whatever you do don’t touch anything else. They haven’t quite 
finished wiring the place. Eventually I’ll have five cameras positioned in the theatre. So far, there’s only this one.” 

He pressed a switch and there appeared on a screen—not the one he had pointed out to Stephen—a view of part of the 
theatre. The bookshelves were clearly visible. Paul looked at the two screens, one alive, the other blank, and shook his 
head. 

“I thought I had the hang of this. Perhaps I need more instruction,” he said. And then, brusquely: “Let’s get out of here 
before we blow the place up.” 

“You’ll have to switch off,” Stephen said. 
“No, no, don’t touch anything. Helena can switch off.” 
“But she’s not here.” 
“Nevertheless, don’t touch anything.” 
He hustled Stephen from the room and then stood with his back to the wall of the corridor. 
“God, how I loathe machinery,” he said. And then, in a light, conversational tone, “They’ll be staying up here, you 

know.” 
“Who will?” 
“My people. This is where they’ll live. Oh, you can keep your room, don’t worry. You won’t have to live up here.” 
“I couldn’t live up here.” 
“Well, I said you wouldn’t need to. Anyway, you’re staff. They’re disciples. There’s a difference—why are you 

looking like that?” 
“I—I wasn’t aware.” 
“Yes, you were. You were assuming an expression. It wasn’t spontaneous. You were putting on a face rather than 

saying what you don’t dare to say. Say it!” 
Stephen realised that he’d been holding his breath. He let it out and said, “This whole business of masks, disciples—it 

all looks to me . . . a bit childish.” 
Paul rotated his great head until his eyes were firmly locked on Stephen. He regarded him in his unblinking way for 

several seconds and then permitted a smile to split his face. It was as if a clouded moon had suddenly shone full. The 
smile was one of pure joy as Paul said, “But it gives me pleasure. Something most people never experience. I enjoy 
myself, especially when the world goes my way.” 

“I suppose even Stalin felt that way,” Stephen said. 
Paul slowly shook his head. 
“No. The dictator waits all day long for the assassin. Even when he’s asleep he dreams of knives and treachery.” 
Suddenly he leaned forward as if to spring, causing Stephen to move back. 
“Stephen, do you want to understand me—do you sincerely want to know what makes me tick?” 
Stephen regarded this question as unanswerable, which did not appear to worry Paul. 
“Six,” Paul said. “That’s it.” 
“Six.” 
“That’s the age when children go off, especially boys. Until then they’re half cherub and half pig. Then they go to 

school and they gradually rot. Happiness fades away, year by year. They become adult and spend their lives in mourning 
for the morning—you’ll let the wordplay pass, won’t you? So what is the secret of happiness? Never let yourself get any 
older than six. It’s a mistake.” 

“And you?” Stephen said. “How old are you?” 
“Once I made the mistake of ageing. I passed all the way through puberty and I was on the verge of adulthood. Then I 

realised my mistake and retraced my steps. Since then I haven’t looked forward.” 
Since there was nothing Stephen could think of in response to this, he said, “When are the—er—your people coming.” 



“Tomorrow.” 
They went to the steep staircase and descended to the real world, or the closest approximation to it that Clare House 

could achieve. 



CHAPTER 21 

First there was Carla, the militant librarian. Draped from shoulder to foot in layers of garments that looked collectively 
like a bargain table laden with unsaleable scarves, she stalked rather than walked. From time to time sneakered feet would 
protrude from under her fabrics. She had painted the sneakers with images meant to shock the burghers of Melbourne. 
Stephen would have liked to examine these creations, but as she always took care to conceal her feet this was not possible 
without the use of force. Her hair had been black. It was now streaked with grey, very long, and had suffered no 
interference from hairdressers. She brushed and combed it constantly, leaving evidence of her labours on chairs, tables, 
floors, even lavatory seats. She had what Stephen thought of as an earnest voice. He shuddered at the thought of anyone’s 
being subjected to it for long periods without some means of escape. It droned flatly, not from any physiological lack or 
derangement but because she seemed to believe that to display any degree of elegance, even to be completely 
comprehensible at first hearing, was to be guilty of bourgeois affectation. And while it droned her voice also was able to 
sound a note of little-girlish complaint. Of this he was certain she was unaware. 

Carla had laboured in public libraries for years, gaining her librarian’s qualifications gradually, subject by subject, 
until a large regional library service had absent-mindedly appointed her to the position of senior children’s book adviser. 

Questions had later been asked, both in the state and federal parliaments. Was it true, the questioners wished to know, 
that a certain regional librarian had been inciting children to rebel against their parents and teachers by providing them 
with books that must conduce to the subversion of the state and the undermining of moral standards? 

A bored reporter’s eyes opened wide when this question dispelled his torpor. He investigated and struck journalistic 
gold. All he had to do was visit the main branch of the library and ask to see the latest in non-fiction for nine-to-twelve-
year olds; and there were the titles: ‘Love and the World Loves with You’; ‘Persons and Persons Together’; ‘The Young 
Marxist’s Guide to Ecstasy’; ‘Love, Death and Adolescence—the Joys of Puberty’—and, of course, the book that got 
wrongly classified through a misunderstanding of its title, an anthology of Scottish verse called ‘Comin’ through the 
Rye’. 

It was discovered that Carla was one subject short of the score or so required for full librarianship. This lack was 
published in the article the journalist wrote, and so she was dismissed. For a time she haunted certain pubs in Carlton, 
near the University, drinking with the Trotskyists one night, the Maoists the next—until fashions changed and both 
groups began to look old-fashioned. She ate, slept and dreamed revolution but could find no organisation that measured 
up to her standards. 

Then she made her own little revolution, which involved theft, a betrayal of trust. A little after this, she met Paul 
Marulian, and it was love at first sight.  

  
There was weepy Wanda, who obviously valued highly the life she longed to sacrifice. Even in the hottest weather she 
wore long sleeves, which were only permitted to ride up a little whenever an argument was running against her. Then the 
scars on her wrists would become visible, stigmata of the tragic heroine. She doted on Paul and would squelch even the 
mildest and most faintly implied criticism of him by saying, in a voice whose doom-laden timbre might have been copied 
from old acoustic recordings of Sara Bernhardt, “I will not hear a word against him. My life is his. He saved it and 
returned it to me. I cannot sit and hear him slandered. I will not.” 

But she lacked conviction because when defending Paul she would always use those words and no others. Soon her 
audience would repeat them, much as 19th Century audiences would accompany the heroine of ‘East Lynne’ when she 
howled, “Dead! Dead! And never called me mother!” 

  
The group’s pet drunk was Billy Sanderson, a man of such amiability that at first Stephen thought he was some kind of 
saint. Hour after hour he smiled and looked benevolent, his face growing rounder and rounder and his eyes narrowing 
until he looked Chinese, not the Chinese of Beijing but the caricatured Chinese depicted in the political cartoons of 
sinophobic newspapers. He had come late to alcohol, having missed the apprenticeship opportunities offered by sports, 
pubs, parties and rock concerts. A serious young man, then a serious not-so-young man, and later a dead solemn middle-
aged man, he had lived with his mother, a great ironer of shirts and presser of trousers, until her sudden death. At her 
funeral, or the wake that followed it, he had allowed himself a glass of beer. It was disgusting, diluted mud. But was it the 
potent poison that had killed his father and turned his mother into a ferocious teetotaller? Surely not. He drank another 
glass. Oh, this was an innocuous brew. It was scarcely more than tea. By the time he reached his fifth glass his solemnity 



had lifted. Many things had lifted. He had not known that he walked through life weighed down by an invisible leaden 
cloak. But now, with the cloak off . . .  

They carried him home. He woke with a mild hangover which, since he had never drunk alcohol, he attributed to 
overeating. The heavy cloak was on him and, try as he might, he could not throw it off. Not that day, not the next—not 
until he had another drink, and then another . . . Very soon the first few drinks of the day, the starters, became a series 
only broken by a late-night collapse. How wonderful! To discover just before age finally struck you down, that there was 
an alternative to painful sobriety. You no longer needed to worry about anything. Food? Well, of course food was 
necessary, but it no longer needed to taste like food. It could be bought hot, sauced, conveniently wrapped. It could be a 
meat pie, a small pizza, a mess of meat and vegetable matter wrapped in pastry, deep-fried and called a spring roll. And as 
soon as it cooled it could be wolfed down with a minimum of chewing. 

His eating, sleeping and drinking being in a chaotic state, he ought to have been sick. But his roseate face, beaming 
like a Hollywood Charlie Chan, his light, rapid walk and his ever-renewed energy were the envy of every health crank he 
met. 

At the best of times he was strikingly inarticulate. Drunk, he was incomprehensible. He emitted vocables of a kind, but 
were they really words? And did those words, if words they were, form sentences? Nobody was quite sure. But one thing 
was certain: he was devoted to Paul Marulian.  

He was an easy touch. When bitten for coin he would eye the biter with such compassion and guilt that many times he 
gave more than he was asked for. To be in want of money seemed to him a cruel condition, and he hated cruelty. 

“Zuppor-dugger-the-biggen, might a fuggen morra buddle,” he might have said to anyone who asked him why he 
found it necessary to be so generous. It was the clearest explanation of anything to do with Billy Sanderson that they were 
likely to get. 

  
Ferrucio, the professional failure, was the only disciple who seemed to have money. He had been born Ferrucio Ladonna, 
which surname, he insisted, was the source of his troubles. If you separated it out into La Donna it became The Lady, not 
a useful label for a lusty lad. So, from the time he first became conscious of the difference between himself and everyone 
else—at about eighteen months—he began to go downhill. His doting parents had been unable to produce anything but 
daughters, four of them, until his advent. When at last they had a son he was provided with everything he demanded. But 
as time passed what he demanded was so obviously unsuited to his needs that his parents shook their heads sadly as they 
complied with his wishes. 

He wanted a rabbit so that his viciously carnivorous bull terrier would not be lonely; a football, although his eyes were 
so weak that he had to wear glasses at all times; a fibreglass surfboard, although he couldn’t swim; a violin, although he 
was tone deaf; skating lessons, although he was one of nature’s wobblers; membership of the Boy Scouts, although he 
hated to be regimented, and typing lessons, although he was dyslexic. 

Later, he attempted subjects for which he had no aptitude, such as mathematics, and combined them with incompatible 
subjects, such as law. He tried to seduce the wrong girls, picked the wrong fights, applied for the wrong jobs and often 
lost his way in familiar streets. Nothing could stop him from choosing the worse of two courses, the worst of a dozen. 

By the time he was twenty-seven he was an orphan with four unmarried sisters to support. His parents had died in a 
motor accident that happened when they were making a headlong dash for a country airfield, hoping to be in time to 
dissuade him from making his first parachute jump. They need not have worried. His harness caught on a projection 
within the plane, preventing him from leaving it. 

When he met Paul Marulian, Ferruccio, now known as Frank Ladd, was looking for a hideout. His sisters were 
naggers. The men who would in time become their husbands were worried that their brother-in-law-to-be would lose all 
his money before they could get their hands on it. He needed time to think, so he made his choice as he had always done, 
unwisely, and got his way as he had always got it. 

  
The other six (the twins Linda and Laura, the unemployed reporter Harry Bauer, the eternal student Sid, the anorexic 
Dorothy and the unqualified metaphysician Edmund—whose chief aim in life was to convince the world that the Jews 
had secretly been behind everything that had ever happened, from the Mongol invasions to the Holocaust) were less likely 
than the first four to take any notice of Stephen. Although Paul had explained to them that Stephen was the institute’s co-
ordinator they instinctively knew otherwise. They could sniff out authority and he seemed to be free of that particular 
smell. The only way he could get them to do anything was to fix them with his innocent blue eyes and plead with them. 
But he thought this was no way for an adult to behave. 

From time to time Paul would arrive unannounced and convene the meeting of a “group”. This involved placing chairs 
in a circle and then sitting on them. One of the seated was supposed to lead the group in an orgy of self-revelation and 
confession. In practice, it was always Paul who led, and he confessed nothing. This was because he had, he told them, 
nothing to hide. Stephen dreaded these sessions and spent much of his spare time inventing stories that he could tell to the 
group, stories that seemed to reveal secrets but did not show him in too bad a light. Soon, however, it became clear that he 
did not need to display such perverse creativity. Most of the others were only too happy to oblige. When in the group they 
went to such extremes of self-disclosure that Stephen at times felt that he had been imprisoned in a colony of 
psychological nudists. 

Paul seldom spoke privately with any of them except Stephen. He would draw Stephen aside after a group session and 
discuss minutely the responses of the members. “Did you notice how very golden were today’s silences? I am a 



connoisseur of silence. Are you familiar with the music of Webern? He is the great sculptor of silence. Has it ever 
occurred to you that music is nothing but silence defined? The sound is there merely as an outline so that you can see the 
very form, the lineaments of nothingness. So it is with our people when they become speechless. I particularly liked 
Louisa’s lack of verbal communication. Did you notice?” 

Stephen saw only a dim young woman who was remarkable only for her close resemblance to the other dim woman 
sitting next to her. Paul wanted to separate them so that they would be opposite each other in the group, but it seemed that 
their twinning had become by habit virtually Siamese. Other twins that Stephen had known, including two of his cousins, 
had been so different from each other that it had been hard to believe that they were really twins. Not these two. He soon 
realised that Paul could not tell them apart. When he said Louisa he could be referring to Laura. As for the silences, to 
Stephen they seemed to indicate mere shyness. 

Edmund, a bespectacled thirty-year-old, who believed that hygiene was a middle-class affectation, tended to stand out 
in the group sessions. This was because people on either side of him would gradually move their chairs away from him. 
The theatre lacked not only air-conditioning but even adequate ventilation, so that to be close to Edmund was to know 
man in the state of nature. 

But Paul liked him. “What I like about him is the rapidity of his mind. He can rationalise faster than anyone I’ve ever 
known. His theory of social interaction, a relationship of ghosts, is wonderful. Each is eternally alone and creates the 
other. There is no evidence that anyone exists, not even oneself. He thinks that’s original. It’s a wonderful way of being 
selfish. You do what you like and justify it by metaphysics. Oh, those thin books on thick philosophers have a lot to 
answer for. They’re firewater to the feral reader.” 

“If he’s so self-oriented, why’s he here?” Stephen said. 
“Because I and I alone am the only one in the Universe who can stand him.” 
Oddest of all was the unemployed journalist, Harry Bauer. Stephen recognised him as the man who had scribbled 

notes during the after-demonstration party at the flat. A decrepit fifty-year-old, this veteran of a hundred minor 
journalistic posts was the only member of the institute, apart from Stephen, who would not venture into the street in 
daylight. There were people out there, he hinted darkly, whose secrets he held in his head, people who knew how to get in 
touch with professional assassins. He had been trying to avoid for years evil members of the community whose badness 
was hidden by an appearance of probity. His receding grey hair, his watery grey eyes, the exaggerated droop of his 
shoulders, the swaybacked posture, the way he walked gingerly on the outer edges of his feet—these were evidences, not 
of poor diet, alcoholism and irregular habits, but of his struggle against Titans. 

His voice interested Stephen. It was a melancholy drone. The lips barely moved. The outthrust lower jaw further 
reduced the variety of tone. His vowels were all squeezed into flat diphthongs and he often affected the thieves’ jargon of 
a past age, which Stephen understood poorly. Paul couldn’t follow it at all. 

Paul asked Harry Bauer if he would like to write a piece on the institute and its aims. Harry frowned, shook his head 
and said, “Ah, china, I might as well stretch meself out in the frog an’ toad and let the bread an’ jam run over me. Me life 
wouldn’t be worth a knob a llama dung. I can’t even go on the sausage roll in case someone finds out I’m livin’ in your 
mickey mouse. No, pal, I’ll cop it sweet.” 

“Stephen,” hissed Paul as Harry lumbered away, “A translation, please!” 
“Sounds like he doesn’t want certain people to know where he is.” 
The expression on Paul’s face was such a caricature of bafflement that Stephen wanted to laugh, and tried very hard 

not to. 
“Stephen? Are you laughing at me?” 
“No,” Stephen said. “I was just . . . suppressing a sneeze.” 
Paul moved with the animal quickness that was so surprising in a man of his size and shape. He faced Stephen and 

said, “Stephen, promise me that you will never do that. A sneeze is meant to come out. It’s an ejaculation. This nasal 
version of coitus reservatus is bad for you. It stinks of anality. If you must sneeze, sneeze. But never, of course, in my 
face—why are you looking like that?” 

“I’ve just thought of something. The phrase ‘cop it sweet’. I think it means to remain silent under questioning.” 
“So?” 
“So he didn’t use it properly.” 
“So?” 
“So he learned to talk that way, as I might learn to speak Swahili. It’s foreign to him. I wouldn’t be surprised to find 

that he was . . . ordinary.” 
“Ah, you have it! You have it!” Paul cried, his mighty lungs forcing out the voice at tremendous volume. 
“Shush!” said Stephen involuntarily. “They’ll overhear you . . . he’ll overhear you.” 
“But you saw it, didn’t you, the fear of being ordinary? That’s what psychohermeneutics is all about.” 
Stephen thought it was about whatever Paul wanted it to be about, but he did not say so.  

  
Two disciples who could not by any means be induced to participate in the fevered life of the institute were Dorothy and 
Sid: Dorothy Utterson and Sidney Frewley. She, a twenty-three-year-old with body and limbs so thin they looked easily 
breakable, believed herself to be grossly overweight. She could with difficulty be persuaded to eat, but she usually left the 
table half way through a meal, to return some time later pale and weary. This irritated Paul. 

“She uses my lavatory as a Roman vomitorium,” he said. “But what can I do? She has paid.” 



“Paid?” Stephen said. 
“Of course. You don’t think I can keep all these people for nothing, do you?” 
“Er—how much?” 
“For three months’ residence, five thousand dollars.” 
Stephen lacked the poker player’s face. His eyes said what his tongue would not. 
“Oh, so you think that’s too much,” Paul thundered. “You think I’m swindling them. Oh, I’m not, I’m not. They are all 

damaged. They will leave here healed, able to face anything.” 
“Even Sid?” 
“Even Sid.” 
But it would have needed more faith than Stephen had to believe that. Sid Frewley was a student, had been a student, 

would always be a student. He had left school half way through his secondary education. His failure to impress employers 
was, he thought, attributable to his lack of education. So, at the age of nineteen he returned to part-time study. Now, at the 
age of thirty, he was still at school, having passed not more than one subject in the twenty or so courses for which he had 
enrolled. He had attended lectures and tutorials in history, sociology, law, mathematics, business studies, psychology, fine 
arts, physics, librarianship, archaeology and music, and was now pondering the possibility of becoming a chiropractor. To 
finance these studies he worked at the base of the hospitality industry. He scrubbed kitchen floors and hosed out garbage 
bins. He wasn’t quite up to dishwashing. 

Sid and Dorothy spent most of their waking hours together in whispered conversations that terminated whenever they 
seemed likely to be overheard. Each was conscious only of the other; neither seemed to notice anyone else.  

“Yet in time I shall extract them from their autistic misery,” Paul said. 
He did not say how. 
All of the information Stephen amassed on the inmates—as he mentally referred to them—came from Paul, Felicity 

and Helena. Occasionally hints would be given by the inmates themselves but there was no way he could check their 
stories. From time to time he suspected that the truth was being withheld from him, and he would lie awake wondering 
how to add to his store of knowledge. But the institute was self-contained. There was nothing outside of it that he could 
refer to. In time he gave up trying and accepted the official line. After all, they would not learn from him the reason for 
his living there. Why should he expect to learn anything from them? 

They took their meals in a large, bare dining room. Paul had installed three tables and a number of mismatched chairs. 
Twice a day the inmates assembled in the dining room for meals provided mysteriously by people who came, served, 
cleaned up and vanished. He suspected the Paul had somehow managed to induce the local Meals-on-Wheels service to 
feed them, but when he mentioned this to Helena she said the food Paul provided wasn’t quite up to Meals-on-Wheels 
standard. Breakfast, for those who took it, was a do-it-yourself operation. You could have eggs, fried, poached or boiled, 
toast, corn flakes, tea, coffee, orange juice. The five or six people who regularly ate breakfast soon made informal 
arrangements. One might like to listen to the radio, another preferring silence. One might wish to read the papers, another 
objecting to the rustling. Somehow these differences were sorted out. Stephen liked to take three slices of buttered toast 
back to his quarters with a cup of coffee. Later he would return the dishes. The only work required of the inmates was the 
cleaning-up of the breakfast things, which duty was seized on by the twins, who would not allow anyone else to do it. 
Nobody objected. 

Much of the feeding of the inmates was done at their own expense in restaurants and fast-food outlets. 
  

Helena and Felicity were regular visitors to the institute. But they now seemed to be detached from its activities. The 
group sessions that were conducted several times a day did not include them. Someone must have attended to 
administrative details, the handling of money, the paying of bills and rates, the organisation of cleaning (laundry was sent 
out) and the correspondence. Stephen assumed that Felicity and Helena handled all of that. Neither of them spoke about 
it, but then they hardly spoke to him at all now. When he spoke to them they answered politely and pleasantly, as if he 
were a stranger. On one occasion he came across the two of them giggling in a room. He would have ignored them 
completely if one of them, he thought it was Helena, hadn't mentioned his name. He halted outside the room and heard 
Felicity say, “Sometimes I like doing it with men. They're so funny with their big egos—but doing it with boys! It’s a 
scream. Tell you what, I'll set you up with Stephen and join in. We can video the whole thing. A triple act!” 

Helena responded with a giggle that Stephen would not have thought her capable of. Then he slowly turned and 
silently walked away. 

  
Time passed and Stephen did what all prisoners do. He became institutionalised. Life outside, theoretically more desirable 
than life within, now seemed threatening, too threatening to contemplate. When he ventured out people seemed to be 
moving too quickly and there were too many of them. As for traffic, it was terrifying in its speed and volume and noise. If 
Paul had wished to coerce Stephen into remaining in the institute he would not have needed to do more than take him out 
of it for a day. 

And like other prisoners he formed alliances. His friends were Carla, Billy, Ferrucio and Wanda. The others were not 
quite foes but he would not have trusted them. The four “friends” spoke often together, talked of their past lives, gossiped 
about the others, stuck knives into Paul when Wanda was not present and developed pastimes. They taught Stephen such 
things as how to place a bet on a horse, how to play poker, how to stay on unemployment benefits indefinitely and how to 
eat on a pittance without dying of scurvy. 



His room was used by the group as their headquarters. They met there often and when they did the other group—for 
the remainder had now cohered into a separate and opposing entity—either tried to eavesdrop or retired upstairs to its own 
headquarters, where Stephen had not been since the day he and Paul had climbed the secret stairway. 

One day Stephen said to Carla, “You and I were deep into education, weren’t we?” 
“I don’t know about education, dear”,—she called everyone dear—“but I was certainly in the information business.” 
“You produced and I consumed,” he said. 
“What I produced was unfit for human consumption,” she said. “That is, if you make the generous assumption that 

Melburnians are human.” 
“Well, it’s a strange thing,” he said, “but I seem to have picked up more in here than I did out there.” 
“That’s strange, all right,” she said. “Billy, wouldn’t you say that was strange?” 
“Maw, my buggy ludder boo, hey, hey . . . ” 
Billy took from a craftily designed portable cooler a bottle of beer, twisted off the top and filled the glass that always 

sat beside him wherever he sat. 
He drained the glass in one swallow, then repeated the process twice, after which he felt able to speak clearly. 
“Dunno ‘bout you,” he said. “But this is the best job I ever had.” 
And with that he presented each of them with a ten-dollar note. 



CHAPTER 22 

Helena and Felicity spent most of their time in conversation, which they interrupted only when someone was obviously 
listening. And someone, namely Harry Bauer, nearly always was. A child required to act the part of a spy in a primary 
school play would behave like Harry. The child would creep on tiptoe, show a sudden interest in an ashtray which 
happened to be near the object of his investigation, incline his head when walking past someone so as to overhear what 
was being said, rush to read any piece of dropped paper, whisper to a temporary confederate with hand held to mouth and 
generally ham it up to heaven. Stephen would say, “Quick, talk about the weather. Here comes the ear.” And several 
people otherwise sane would chatter about clouds they had known, isobars they had got drunk with, hailstorms that had 
betrayed them. Helena and Felicity, ignoring the very existence of most of the inmates, and certainly showing no signs of 
wishing to emulate them, would merely stop talking and fix “the ear” with stares that would have liquefied the spine of a 
more sensitive man. 

  
And to whom was Harry reporting? Not Paul, surely, for Paul plainly detested the man. In fact he was coming to detest 
more and more of his flock. Stephen remained undetested, which, since he often participated in the hate-Paul sessions (the 
main diversion of the inmates) made him feel guilty 

Stephen concluded that Harry was reporting to nobody. A settled habit of eavesdropping in search of a scoop drove 
him to investigate everything. Nobody was above suspicion. Everybody had a story. Most people had stories that they did 
not wish to publish but that cried out for publication. You never knew when the big story would break. So he lurked and 
he listened and he took notes. 

The six who were in opposition to Stephen’s group intensified their opposition. They were taking fewer and fewer 
meals in the dining room, preferring either to eat out or to buy large quantities of junk food which they ate in their 
rooms—rooms which the cleaners were now reluctant to enter. 

  
It was a Tuesday morning, weather cool and cloudy, institutional discipline deteriorating. Stephen was looking at his few 
clothes and wondering how to approach Helena with the suggestion that he be given money to extend his wardrobe. Billy 
Sanderson was sitting in a corner of the theatre and smiling at the absurdity of life. Sounds came from above faintly. The 
atmosphere was comparatively serene. 

Serenity ended with the sound of a car on gravel, and then the sound of the same car stripping a few palings from a 
fence. This was followed by hoarse bellowing which, when it got nearer, was recognisable as Paul calling out Stephen’s 
name over and over. 

Paul came through the front door, paused to kick the wall and then loped towards Stephen with disconcerting speed 
and murderous intent. 

“You,” he said, “you’ve got to stop him.” 
Stephen backed away and then stopped. No, he thought, no further. Surprised by his own temerity, he quickly searched 

his mind to see if he could find what had produced this sudden flush of courage. He felt no urge to turn and run. He was 
calm and growing calmer. Strange. 

“What is the matter?” he said in tones so mild and controlled that they served only to intensify Paul’s rage. 
“What is the matter?” mocked Paul. “What, is the matter, what is the matter, whatisthematter? Ah!” 
He picked up a small chair and bashed it repeatedly against the wall. The chair remained intact. He picked up another 

and repeated the process with the same result. The third chair obliged him by disintegrating. His voice, coming up 
through the short, thick neck blared with such power that Stephen’s ears complained. But he held his ground and actually 
was calmer as Paul’s voice rose higher. 

“Your father! That snivelling upholsterer, your father, that creeping, slobbering . . . would-be acolyte! He was mine! I 
made him! He came sniffing after me, wagging his tail, begging to be noticed. And I took him in, showed him a few 
tricks. I taught him how not to sit up and beg. I taught him how to bite. And now . . . ” 

“Let me guess,” Stephen said. “He wants his money back.” 
“Wants it back! He’s taken it back.” 
“How?” 
“How, how, how! I don’t know. He seems very suddenly to have got himself a good lawyer. I don’t know what 

happened to that cretin Dew. I had him set up nicely. And furthermore, he’s found a bit of the money missing—naturally, 



since I used it for its proper purpose, which was to set up this institute—and now I have to scratch up the missing bit and 
return that too. You have got to stop him. I’m warning you, get to him or words will be whispered in certain quarters that 
won’t do you any good at all.” 

“Paul,” said Stephen softly. 
“What!” 
“If you’re going to talk to me, talk, don’t rant. I don’t listen to ranters.” 
The silence into which these words tumbled was far more highly charged than the diatribe that had preceded it. Paul 

stood stock still, a fine tremor agitating his whole body, and his face turned a strange shade of grey. Then the tremor 
ceased and the face became white. Paul, now out of control, turned his head slowly from side to side, searching perhaps 
for a weapon. 

All of the people in Clare House, including a few contract cleaners, were listening. In small rooms, in a passage that 
ran out under the stairs to the original kitchen, on the stairs and in rooms near the stop of the stairs, in the Theatre and up 
in the servants’ quarters, people lurked and listened. As Stephen was setting himself to resist or avoid the attack he was 
sure must take place Felicity came down the stairs as quickly and lightly as a woman half her age. She swept Stephen 
aside as if he were a child. She stood before Paul, looked directly into his eyes, stood back and let fly with a slap to his 
cheek that must have been heard by the most remote eavesdropper. Then she turned and went up the stairs to rejoin 
Helena, who had been trembling with fear. She took Helena’s arm and guided her as the two of them walked to the room 
they used as an office. 

Stephen turned back to Paul, curious to see what effect Felicity had produced. Paul’s face, dripping with sweat, had 
regained its normal colour. He was breathing deeply and rapidly. Becoming aware of Stephen’s stare, he said, “Why are 
you staring at me?” 

“Oh, no particular reason.” 
“That’s wonderful. Just wonderful. I knock my brains out to serve people and they reward me by staring at me for no 

particular reason. Sometimes I wonder why I bother. Excuse me.” 
And as Stephen stood aside Paul brushed past him and proceeded to climb the stairs, scattering all observers. Then he 

stopped and came down, again passing Stephen and saying, “I need to go out.” 
“It’s raining out there,” Stephen said. 
“I don’t care if the clouds are disgorging shit. I want to go out and I will go out.” 

  
The pickpocket stood in the rain, unfashionable overcoat temporarily watermarked, the front of his hatbrim a spillway. 
The rain had fallen since sunrise. It was a true Melbourne summer rain, thought to be closely related to the London 
variety—certainly not a tropical downpour, nor a blizzard, merely an over-zealous drizzle. In the rest of the continent they 
do not have Melbourne rains. Indeed there is evidence that such weather once existed in the other states but was banished 
to Melbourne about the time of Federation on the pretext that Melburnians actually liked the stuff, adored the dirty-
looking undersides of scudding clouds, laughed when they slipped in the mud and even designed most of their great 
outdoor festivals to coincide with downpours. Paul Marulian was not one of these rain-lovers. He didn’t like weather at 
all. His view was that if the weather was at all noticeable, then something was wrong.  

But the man being shadowed by the pickpocket seemed to love the stuff. He was big, very tall, overweight, massive of 
hip and thigh. He was wearing a tee shirt without any kind of jacket—in the rain! The tee shirt’s message, curving across 
the man’s hemispherical front, said: My rottweiler chases balls—yours! And there was an image of a great Nazi hound 
chewing a pedestrian. 

The pickpocket had followed his man from a pastrycook’s establishment. He would have taken the man’s wallet in the 
shop if he had not been jostled by a squadron of toddlers. Now both the pickpocket and his victim were standing in the 
rain on a traffic island waiting for the light to change. The great wet man turned suddenly, and with surprising speed, 
launched himself at the pickpocket. A huge hand grasped the front of the pickpocket’s coat and lifted him until he was on 
tiptoe. 

“Whaddaya want?” 
The pickpocket couldn’t say, “Your wallet”, so he improvised—badly. 
“Nothing. Nothing. I—I don’t know what you mean.” 
“Saw yer lookin’ at me in the cake shop. You’ve been on me arse ever since. Whaddaya want?” 
“Er—nothing.” 
“Piss orf, then.” 
And the man gave him a shake and dropped him. Then the lights having changed, the ex-target walked away with what 

from the rear seemed to be a self-satisfied strut. 
Wet, dejected, the pickpocket felt old and unwanted. He retreated to a shopping arcade, which kept the rain off him but 

did nothing to mitigate the wind. He had never thought much of the hotel room he inhabited, but now it seemed like 
Paradise—lost, if only temporarily. And just when all that was left to him was old age and dissolution a man of huge 
breadth and short stature came bustling out of a stationery shop with a handful of pens. The man stuffed his wallet 
carelessly into a hip pocket—so carelessly that it stuck up in full view, the bottom edge of the man’s suit jacket draped 
over it. The pickpocket, not normally an avaricious man, but having been sorely tried, struck. The thickset man walked 
away. So did the pickpocket, in a different direction. 

It had been so easy to take that wallet, and so humiliating to have been detected earlier, that the pickpocket, for the 



first time in a long career, over-matched himself. The next pocket that he attempted to pick belonged to an athletic man 
whose reflexes were like those of a king cobra. When the pickpocket’s fingers touched, the owner of the pocket struck. 
His hand closed on the pickpocket’s hand and held it cunningly. Any attempt the pickpocket made to move resulted in 
serious pain. Only by submitting could he save himself. 

“Looks like I’ve got you, mate. Must be one of your off days. I’m Detective Sergeant Megglesthorpe. Who the fuck 
are you?” 

When the pickpocket said, “My name is Manfred Clootie” the detective punched him, not so much for thievery as for 
having a ridiculous name. 



CHAPTER 23 

The lord of Chaos sat fuming in a new, five-footed office chair fitted with gas lift and adjustable seat and back. For five 
minutes he fiddled with the controls, growing ever more impatient as the chair fought with his non-standard form. His 
naked aggression failed to impress the chair, which behaved as if its occupant were a lithe young woman. It refused to 
believe that the concavity just above the sitter’s lumbar region existed. No chair in the world could comfortably 
accommodate Paul Marulian.  

It was not his best day. He had just discovered that some person or persons unknown had relieved him of his wallet. 
He only hoped that whoever had done it had acted out of purely mercenary motives, would take the money and burn the 
rest of the wallet—or its contents at least—in the nearest incinerator. 

He was supposed to be interviewing a job applicant, some dogsbody who would in future do what Stephen Berrymont 
had been doing. (He had big plans for Stephen.) 

It was not a happy interview for either man. The interviewee reeked of desperation. The interviewer, an opponent of 
weather, had not only lost his wallet but had got thoroughly wet.. 

“So,” he said when the interviewee had settled into the canvas chair that was the only other seating in the office, 
“You’ve decided to take the job. Well, we must talk. We must more than talk. We need to encounter each other. If we are 
to enter into a relationship we must know each other, each must become aware of the nature and essence of the other. You 
know that’s my field, don’t you, essences?” 

It was a slight variation of the usual introductory speech. But the director was, after all, rattled. 
The interviewee was, of course, panic-stricken when he heard these words. He had probably convinced himself that he 

would get the job and be able to pay next week’s rent. Now he must have been uncertain. 
But Paul wasn’t concerned with responses. He roared on. 
“Essence and epiphenomena, that’s what we are. Some of us are so buried in spurious characters that the essence 

drowns. What I say is: ‘Where epiphenomena rule, there let essence prevail’.” 
“What’s the job?” said the interviewee. 
“Never!” Paul roared, his pale face reddening unevenly like a dinner plate on which someone has spilt tomato sauce. 

“Never attempt to distract me. I am not to be diverted . . . what’s that?” 
“What’s what?” 
“That sound. Don’t you hear it?” 
The interviewee listened. 
“High pitched,” Paul says, “Probably out of your range. I hear higher and lower frequencies than most people.” 
He poked his head forward and sniffed. 
“It’s water,” he said, “leaking somewhere, making the pipes sing . . . Helena!” 
The voice blared out deafeningly. The interviewee was stunned, deafened . . . This was a one-man rock concert. 
A woman in her mid-twenties comes into the small, putrid room that Paul is using for an office. 
“What is it?” she says in a bored voice. 
“We are being flooded,” Paul said. “I want a plumber—two plumbers—to investigate immediately.” 
“Flooded?” she said. 
“Water is escaping somewhere, believe me, it’s true. Now, go and get plumbers.”  
She hesitated and then said, “Do plumbers know each other—I mean, like insurance companies? I mean—if I ring up a 

plumber, will he have a list of . . . of people who . . . ” 
Paul looked at her and shook his great head. 
“What are you talking about, little one?” he said. 
“We haven’t paid the last plumber yet,” she said. 
Paul flicked his hand over his shoulder and snapped his fingers. 
“We are engaged on something that transcends the needs of plumbers,” he says. “We are concerned with the fact that 

we need a plumber. It’s none of our business to consider his needs.” 
Helena shrugged and left the room. Having nothing to lose (He could always go back to bottle washing) the 

interviewee said, “I don’t think—I don’t think I could work here.” 
Paul thrusts his face forward, looking both ridiculous and menacing. 
“Go on,” he said. “Do it. Hit me. Kill me.” 



The interviewee, mouth agape, looked into Paul’s staring eyes. After ten seconds Paul said, in a casual manner, 
“That’s very good. You passed. Very few do. Now we need coffee . . . Helena!” 

Helena entered, her manner radiating impatience. 
“Yes?” she said. “If it’s the plumbers . . . ?” 
“Plumbers? Plumbers! What is the woman talking about? We need coffee. To the best of my knowledge one does not 

go to the plumber for coffee.” 
And then, slowly, with quiet menace, he said, “We’re not out of coffee, are we?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
“Then bring us some, my love.” 
She left the the room. Paul swivelled his chair to stare at the window as if he were looking out of it, which was 

impossible since the panes had been painted over white. 
“I need many people,” Paul says—“Look at this place, this ruin, this abomination. It needs someone to restore it to 

sanity.” 
“But I’m not a tradesman.” 
“Oh, tradesmen! They’ll be here in their thousands. You can ignore them. Your task will be to reduce entropy.” 
“Entropy?” 
“Yes, you will be our anti-entropist, our shaper, scourge of chaos. And as beauty ultimately rests on the sculpture of 

events—the apparently inert object being an event merely by virtue of its existence—you will be our Michelangelo. 
“Is it—is it a cleaner you’re after?” said the interviewee. 
Paul picked up a handful of assorted ballpoint pens and pencils. He threw them up to the ceiling and they rained down. 
“You will start immediately,” he said. 
And then he blared in his open-throated Wagnerian heldentenor voice, “Heleeeenaaaa!”  
When Helena came at last into Paul’s temporary office, bearing mugs of coffee, Paul said, “Helena, meet our new anti-

entropist.” 
“Is he taking over Stephen’s job?” 
“We are promoting Stephen. No, we are elevating him.” 
He lookse carefully at the applicant and said, “You too can achieve elevation.” 
But the applicant was on his feet and muttering wild words about having to consider the matter, having to confer with 

wife, children, uncles, anyone. Within seconds he had fled, leaving a fuming Paul to snarl at Helena, “Don’t let Stephen 
turn in his slop bucket yet. Pity, I thought that man had what it takes. Must be of bad stock.” 

Helena left the room, leaving Paul free to think again of the stolen wallet. He snarled, “I’ll kill him, I’ll kill the 
bastard. I’ll find him, I’ll sniff him out and I’ll kill him.” 

He picked up a vase of flowers that Helena had placed on his desk. He threw it at the nearest wall and watched with 
satisfaction as glass smashed, water splashed, sprinkled and flowed and flowers arranged themselves haphazardly on the 
floor. Then he took up an inscribed fountain pen that some admirer had given him. 

“It’s the violation I can’t forgive,” he said. “I must not be violated!” And he broke the pen in half, badly inking his 
hands in the process, and flung its remains across the room. 

  
Stephen tried to telephone his father, but was informed by a machine that the number had been disconnected. He tried to 
reach Lisbet at her office but learned that she had suddenly left her job, giving no reason and no forwarding address. 

He tried to get in touch with Dew and Blade to discover what had happened to Vernon's money and found that the 
lawyer had ceased to practise. The girl who had been put in the office to answer the phone said that she thought the firm 
was being investigated “by the Government or someone”. 

  
Carla was reading her way through the porn library. Each night she would take a book to bed with her and, as the people 
upstairs slept in bunks, had to ignore the lack of privacy. Not that she cared. Through half the night she would moan and 
writhe in what her fellow inmates could only suppose was ecstasy. But the library was diminishing at such a rate that 
Carla could not be held solely responsible. Each day the gaps in it grew larger. Stephen was asked by Paul to account for 
this but was unable to. He enlisted the aid of Harry Bauer. 

“Would you like to do something for me, Harry?” he said. 
Harry was wary but asked what the job entailed. 
“Someone’s going through the library and removing books. I need to know who and why.” 
Although he was on the team opposed to Stephen’s, Harry could not resist a spying assignment. Two days later he 

drew Stephen aside and said, “You wouldn’t believe this, china, but it’s the thick an’ thins. They’re pinchin’ the butcher’s 
’ooks and chuckin’ ’em in the East Lynne. You want me to find out why?” 

The watery eyes were doglike in their eagerness to please. Stephen said that he would certainly like to know why the 
twins were stealing books and throwing them into the garbage bin. Later he was again drawn aside. 

“I got to talkin’ to ’em, mate, and it’s unreal. They tell me they’re agents of ’im upstairs.” 
“Who? Paul?” 
“No, no, the big fella, up in the sky. They’re angels, mate. They’re makin’ the world pure and takin’ temptation away 

from us miserable sinners.” 
“Shit!” Stephen said. “How am I going to tell Paul that?” 



“I’ll tell him,” Harry said, delighted to be of service. 
Stephen heard no more of the matter, but at the next group session the twins were absent. They did not return. 

  
“Things are getting out of hand,” Paul said. 

“What are you going to do about it?” said Stephen. 
“Do you imagine I’ve been idle? I am going to advance the date of our first program. It’s going to be next week. 

Tuesday.” 
“Does that give us time?” 
“We aren’t in any position to dawdle. The disciples are restless, your father has acted like a brigand and you aren’t 

making anything like a full contribution.” 
Stephen was composing an answer to this when Helena came up to them and said, “Telephone for you, Stephen. I 

think it’s your father.” 
“Ah, he’s come round,” Paul said. “Go to it.” 
Stephen followed her into the office. For a moment they stood looking at each other. Then, seeing that he was 

reluctant to speak in her presence, she flounced out, like the Helena of old. As Stephen picked up the receiver he felt an 
excitement he couldn’t explain. 

“Dad?” he said. 
“Ah, Stephen,” said a voice that was definitely his father’s but had changed somehow. It was the voice of a man on top 

of things, a commander. 
“Did you,” said the voice, “go walking near your aunt’s place recently?” 
Stephen said that he did. 
“Well, she saw you through her telescope and dobbed you in to the police.” 
“But it was night,” Stephen said. 
“Doesn’t matter. That telescope of hers can see through brick walls. Very high-tech.” 
“I must remember to keep out of her way,” Stephen said, downcast since he had begun to think of leaving the institute. 

“I’ll stay indoors for a while.” 
“That’s what I wanted to tell you,” Vernon said. “It’s safe to go over that way now. She won’t bother you.” 
“Dad, there’s something I wanted to ask. About the money . . . ” 
“Oh that, forget it. It’s nothing. Be seeing you.” 
And with that he hung up. 
“Well?” said Paul when Stephen returned. 
“Nothing.” 
“Nothing will come of nothing,” Paul said, and strode away. 
“You’re not the only mad king to have said that,” Stephen muttered. 

  
Things were getting out of hand, Paul had said. That seemed an understatement. Billy Sanderson was now drunk all his 
waking hours, and probably, thought Stephen, in his sleep too. He went about offering people money and gibbering 
unintelligibly. Wanda had passed from adulation of Paul to sworn enmity and could not agree with any statement made 
about him unless it was derogatory. Sid the student was taking lessons from Edmund the metaphysician, who was now 
convinced that Paul’s enterprise was part of the international Jewish conspiracy. Dorothy was present at these lessons, 
which were given a gloss of scholarship by being described as post-structuralist ethical theory. 

The group sessions had to be abandoned after Harry Bauer denounced everyone during one of them. He referred to his 
notes from time to time, and when these were seized and torn up by Carla he threatened violence. Carla asked him to step 
outside where they’d settle the matter like men. After looking carefully at her and presumably calculating her ability with 
her fists he forgave her. 

Carla was getting to be a problem all round. Paul drew Stephen aside and said, “Watch out for Carla. She’s in heat.” 
“I’m not surprised, given the books she reads.” 
“You are the only one in any danger,” Paul said. 
Stephen thought about this and shuddered. He took to sneaking round corners when Carla was near; but she got him. 
Made careless by exhaustion, he went to bed one night without locking his door (something he had not done since the 

night he awoke to find the twins performing a rite of exorcism over him).  
From dreams of grappling with brontosauri he woke to discover himself pinned to the bed by a richly aromatic female 

body. This was a very different encounter from those he had had with Felicity. She had been knowing and wild. This one 
was merely wild. He cursed himself for having been foolish enough to sleep naked when there were maenads in the 
house, for this one had his member firmly her grasp, and like a fool the damned thing was responding. To escape was to 
risk its being torn off, a risk he was reluctant to take. 

“Carla,” he panted. “Get off me.” 
For answer he got a moan and was smothered by her hair as she pushed her face against his. He would have protested 

more but she deftly took his nose between her teeth and gripped it just tightly enough to terrify him. 
He often wondered what would have happened to him if the lights had not come on. There were two of them in the 

ceiling. They were operated by an architrave switch. Someone had opened the door, worked the switch and then closed it 
again. As soon as the lights came on Carla leaped from the bed with the agility of a much younger woman. Stephen 



cowered on the bed. He got just one look at the naked Carla and, finding the sight too sad to bear, turned away. He faced 
the wall until she had gathered her clothes and climbed into them, sniffling and sighing as she did so. 

When he heard the door close, Stephen got up and dressed. He would sleep in the diseased-looking armchair in the 
next room. Before settling into it he checked the door to see that it was locked. He opened it and found Harry Bauer 
standing outside. 

“I got you out of that one, mate, but don’t worry. You don’t owe me a thing.” 
And before Stephen could find words to express his outrage, the veteran reporter was gone. 
Stephen sat and vibrated for some time. Then he thought of his diary and wondered if to write of his experience with 

Carla might drain of some emotional energy. He went to the drawer and opened it. The diary was not there. 



CHAPTER 24 

Stephen had only one glimpse of the Marulians at home. A few days before the first program for businessmen was due to 
run Paul drove him out to Eltham in the old black Mercedes. Since the very wallpaper at Clare House seemed to listen to 
every word spoken there, the only way he could speak in private to Stephen was to extract him from the environment. 
Stephen was at first glad to be free. He was not happy with his inmate status and pined for a less constrained existence. 
But he was more of a prisoner than he thought. 

The traffic seemed hyperactive. It had been so long since he had travelled in a car that Stephen felt dizzy just looking 
through the window. Everything moved so fast! And Paul’s driving, combined with the poorly maintained car’s 
reluctance to obey even lawful commands, was hardly soothing. Paul seemed to think that the car should drive itself, that 
he, Paul Marulian, should not be expected to fiddle with trivia such as levers and pedals and wheels. At intervals a look of 
sheer astonishment would cross his face as he interrupted his monologue to correct the car’s course or speed. And the 
horn blasts of other drivers astonished him even more. 

“What was that about?” he’d say as they veered in front of a vehicle or strayed across a white line into the opposing 
traffic stream. Stephen shook his head. He did not wish to say anything that might irritate Paul. It might make his driving 
worse. 

They had come out of a dead industrial district. They drove about the streets at random, at one point passing the 
Hoddleton Village shopping centre. They were briefly surrounded by the stately residences of East Melbourne, then, a 
little later, they crossed the river into millionaire territory. They turned into Toorak Road and lumbered carelessly through 
heavy traffic. Stephen, who had never been able to find his way about Melbourne, took some time to realise that Paul was 
lost, that he would always be lost, that he was far too proud to ask the way or even consult a street directory. 

Eventually they found the multi-laned freeway that Paul had been looking for and they drove at low but varying 
speeds along the lane that most people would have considered the fast one. 

Then they were off the freeway and cruising through streets of highly priced houses in Heidelberg. Soon the native 
trees and shrubs were outnumbering the deciduous imports. They were on another broad road that was almost a freeway 
when Paul swerved to the right and drove through a gap in the trees and on to a mediaeval cart track. Along this they 
bumped and slithered. Stephen saw that, despite the ruggedness of the road, every available lot was occupied, that this 
was in fact a built-up area, that the houses hiding in the olive greenery were all of modern design and all looked 
expensive. It seemed that the inhabitants of this region liked their roads to be rough. 

Paul braked and turned simultaneously and the big black car skidded into a parking space in the trees. Stephen saw a 
letter box with a sign above it: Marulian. Nothing else. 

The parking space was more than a clearing in the scrub. It was a large, round platform at the top of a hill, hard-packed 
earth covered with gravel and rimmed at the back with concrete. The house was nowhere to be seen. But when they 
walked off the parking space and along a gravelled path a roof came into view. It was on the same level as their feet. The 
path dipped as they walked along it. They walked down a flight of steps made from old railway sleepers. And the house 
rose to meet them. 

It was huge. It ran down the hillside on four levels. As they approached the hardwood front door, which had been 
cleverly roughened by some industrial process, Paul took from a pocket what looked like an electronic calculator and 
tapped its keys. The front door opened and a gong sounded deep within the house. 

“Come in, come in,” Paul said, ushering Stephen. As they entered Felicity appeared, looking startled. But if she was 
surprised, Stephen was thunderstruck. There was nothing behind her. When he edged closer, he saw that he was on the 
edge of a staircase which followed the gradient of the hill on which the house was built. It was like being in the back row 
of the upper circle of an old-fashioned theatre. There were two or three landings and far below was the stage, the floor of 
a large room. 

Felicity nodded at Stephen as if he were somebody known but not really worth knowing, the plumber perhaps. She 
said, “Hello, darling,” to Paul, who briefly kissed her cheek as they entered. Her blue eyes, which Stephen realised for the 
first time were just like his, flashed mischievously as she said to him, “You’re suffering from air sickness. People do the 
first time they come here. You’ll get used to it. Watch your step. You’re a little too big for me to catch if you fall.” 

Perfect strangers. 
She reached out and took his elbow in a manner that was courteous but not intimate. She wore jeans and a man’s white 

shirt. Her long blonde hair was held back by a blue ribbon. He searched for a word to describe her in her present role and 



could think of only one: wholesome. 
“We’ll have a bite to eat later,” she said. “I think Paul wants to talk to you first.” 
Paul said, “Yes, we must talk.” 
They walked off to one side of the long staircase with its several landings and entered the filthiest, most disorganised 

room Stephen had ever seen. It had started life as some kind of office. There was a desk, a typewriter, a filing cabinet, a 
swivel chair. The rest was chaos: discarded clothing, overflowing ashtrays, screwed-up paper, sheets covered with 
handwriting, hundreds of pens and pencils; books lying everywhere, some open, some with creased pages; stains on the 
carpet, burns in the fabric of an old brown couch. Stephen, invited to sit, was reluctant. What unfriendly substance might 
he sit in? 

“Sit, sit,” said Paul, thrusting towards Stephen an old office chair whose vinyl seat was split. Stephen sat, carefully. 
“I feel more myself here than anywhere else,” Paul said. “This room and I are en rapport.” 
He sat facing Stephen and began to talk as he had not talked before. Stephen listened as Paul outlined the future of the 

institute. He said that the experiment with the disciples had failed and that they must leave when their time was up. 
Stephen, however, had performed splendidly and could stay for as long as he wished. Was he being paid regularly? How 
much? So little? Then the stipend must be increased. Had he heard from his father recently? No more phone calls? Pity. 

Most people did not stare the way Paul stared. Normal people’s eyes made contact, held for a few seconds, then 
slipped away. Paul’s eyes, blazing white around the green irises, seemed to emit light. After looking for god-knew-how 
long into those eyes Stephen’s whole visual world had altered. Seeing, normally an active business, was now passive; the 
world invaded his eyes. Paul was that world. Stephen could remember similar experiences from his early school days: the 
teacher droning hypnotically, the child staring at the talking face until nothing existed but that face. And after, walking 
home, the child would look at a rock, a tree, a pigeon, and each would be oddly obtrusive and without name or meaning. 
But now there was a difference. After staring for too long at the teacher’s face he had not seen that face everywhere. After 
staring for too long at Paul’s face he saw little else. It peeped out at him from the lavatory bowl, from bookcases, from 
dark corners, and when he closed his eyes that night to sleep, there was Paul, intense, aflame, instructing, influencing, 
bewitching him. 

As if in response to a signal (and perhaps, thought Stephen, remembering the device that Paul had used to open the 
door, there actually had been a signal of some kind) Paul rose, or rather lurched, to his feet. As usual, Stephen expected 
the broad body to rise to its full height of two metres, and as usual the short legs refused to co-operate. Paul walked away 
from his desk, dragging a cuff casually across a folder of papers which emptied itself on to the floor. 

“Let us eat,” he said, and led Stephen from the room. 
“I was about to come and get you,” Felicity said when she saw them. 
Stephen had expected something more exotic than the food she served, which was a heap of tiny meat pies and 

sausage rolls with tomato sauce. The pastries, warm enough in some parts, cold in others, had not spent enough time 
being microwaved. Paul ate greedily, with much noise. Stephen, normally a great consumer of such food, ate two tiny 
pies and declared himself satisfied. 

Felicity, sweet earth mother, watched proudly over the pair of them. Stephen kept stealing secret glances at her, 
remembering how eagerly she had allowed, even insisted, on his taking liberties with her body that seemed to defy 
nature’s limitations. Had fate intended him for a contortionist? 

He was now struck by her sheer ordinariness. Physically, she was striking enough but her behaviour was now that of 
any proud housewife. He would not have been astonished had two or three little Pauls and Felicities come running into 
the room, demanding and receiving hugs and kisses. 

A possible explanation presented itself. They were doing it on purpose, seeing how far they needed to go before he 
was quite disoriented; confusing his perceptions, trying to disturb the balance of his mind. And as soon as he had been 
reduced to gibbering dependency they would offer him redemption. He could not guess how they would go about it but he 
assumed they were professionals in this area and would have available to them a whole armoury of techniques. What 
could he do to defend himself? He could pretend, as they were pretending. He could let them think he was cracking under 
the strain. Yes, but how did a young man of limited experience go about the business of deception? He dimly remembered 
from his required reading a phrase from the lips of King James I—“The kingly art of dissimulation”. Well, that was all 
very well for kings. They were trained from birth. But a lad from suburban Lalor couldn’t be expected to master the art 
overnight. He thought of his acting performance when he playing at being gay. Beginners luck? 

As they were driving back in the twilight (and again getting lost) Stephen maintained a long conversation with Paul 
while trying to sift these thoughts. If all of them, Paul, Felicity, Helena—and perhaps a few of the inmates—were playing 
an elaborate game of deception, were they doing it for fun or was there a dollar in it? He concluded that the only possible 
answer was: a little of each. 

  
Haunted by Paul’s face, he slept badly that night. So much to be done in such a short time. Why pick on him, Stephen 
Berrymont? Why not find some clever, competent person who always knew what time it was and what had to be done 
next, who never forgot an appointment or a bill; someone who knew the difference between a brick and a stone? He was 
by training and temperament a scholar, one who studied the doings of others. Now he was being asked to be a doer 
himself. Oh Sleep, come and annihilate me! Rub me out, kill me, wipe clean my mucky brain—well, at least until 
morning. Then let me rise up above it all like a hang glider, floating effortlessly, yet in control . . .  

  



Paul’s eyes in Paul’s face, Paul’s lips moving as he says, “Don’t forget to order the lights for the lane, remember to get 
the gravel raked . . . of course I don’t expect you to do any of this, but if you can’t get it done . . . ” 

Do it yourself 
Stephen dragged himself through the next day, and the day after, supervising, organising, sweeping, hauling, giving 

orders. The inmates were persuaded to clean up the place and deodorise their quarters. They were not a useful workforce. 
Some rebelled openly, some seemed compliant but actually did nothing. Billy Sanderson was keen but could not 
remember an instruction for more than a few minutes. 

“It will be at night, remember,” Paul said, “and we’ll only be using the theatre, so just camouflage anything that’s—
unfinished.” 

“Where is everybody going to be on the night,” Stephen said—“All our people, I mean.” 
“Confined to quarters,” Paul snapped. 
“Can you guarantee that? After all, they’re not prisoners.” 
“Aren’t they? Then they’re luckier than the rest of us. Don’t worry about them. They’ll stay where I tell them to stay.” 
And at that moment, listening to the sound of Paul’s voice, Stephen resolved to escape from the institute; for it was 

now clear that he and the others were prisoners and Paul the prison master. Perhaps in the outside world he would remain 
free; if not, then a real prison would claim him. That would at least be legitimate. His present enslavement was not. 

 
  

On the night when the Marulian Institute was to justify its existence (and, it was hoped, win subsidies from business) Paul 
took Stephen for a second time to the viewing room. It was in no better condition than before, a mass of electronic junk. 

“I still only have one camera down there,” Paul said. “I’ll have to keep the action within range of it.” 
“Yes, but I still don’t know what to do,” Stephen said, and was revolted by the whine that had crept into his voice. 
“You only have to keep track of the interactions and make notes,” Paul said. “Use my charts and my notations. I’ll 

teach you. The masks are all distinct. You’ll recognise everyone easily. Just give them names, and later you can tell me 
which names you’ve given to which masks. I’ll know who’s wearing what.” 

“But secrecy, isn’t that the whole point? They’ll do and say what they like because they think they can’t be 
recognised.” 

“Not by their features,” Paul said. “But these features are themselves disguises. The real person, the hidden soul, will 
reveal itself, believe me. When they disguise their true selves the real self will emerge, like a butterfly from a chrysalis. 
And I will know it when I see it. Now, that’s clear enough, isn’t it?” 

  
Paul insisted that they go out for a meal, and for once Stephen was not worried about being identified. If the police, with 
their well-known ability to remember every face displayed on every wanted poster, should happen to visit the very 
restaurant in which two men out of millions were to eat that night, then that was fate, and so unavoidable. Stephen was 
getting to be on very good terms with the Fates. (Privately, he referred to Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos as “The 
Joygirls”.) He was more at ease with destiny than with the idea of keeping notes on a scene which was sure to be too 
complex for his slow, steady mind to follow. 

Felicity had called on him, bearing clothes, new trousers, a brown jacket of some velvety material, new boots. These 
were not gifts, she said. They were payment for services rendered. The institute had a slight but temporary cash-flow 
problem which prevented her paying him immediately in money.  

The old Mercedes with the creaking suspension and the dusty interior took Paul and Stephen to a glossy, garish place 
where the hamburgers tasted like soft, chewable, spiced plastic. Paul gobbled as if he hadn’t eaten in years. Stephen ate 
slowly. When they returned Stephen was suffering from heartburn. 

“Have you got the lights fixed?” Paul asked for the fifth time. 
Stephen said, “Yes, I’ll put them on now.” 
In a small, dark room off the foyer an electrician had gone berserk. Paul had ordered lights, fairy lights for the lane, 

floodlights for the building, spotlights for the theatre, lights and more lights; and, as there had not been time to build these 
in, Clare House was now a mess of cords. Wires and flexes everywhere had turned the old mad Irishman’s mansion into a 
crazy herpetorium. Cords were hidden behind sideboards and under rugs, and those that could not be hidden drew curses 
constantly from the unwary who tripped over them. In this small room all the wires came together. A piece of wall had 
been gouged out to expose the main wires. These had been roughly joined to powerboards that fed a host of plugs. The 
electrician had shown Stephen how to operate the switches, but when he tried it on his own anomalies revealed 
themselves. Lights that should have stayed on went out, and others that should have remained out glowed strongly. He 
threw switch after switch, running outside and inside, up and down stairs and in and out of rooms to check the effects of 
his manipulations. After fifteen minutes of this he heard Paul bellowing for him. He raced upstairs to find the great man 
standing in the half-lit theatre. 

“What are you doing to me?” Paul said. 
“Trying to work the lights.” 
“Put ’em all on, every one of them.” 
That did seem to be the only way out. Stephen returned to the power room and threw all the switches. There was a 

hum and a strange smell but the result was at least definite. Clare House blazed in the night. 



CHAPTER 25 

A sense of loss had begun to insinuate itself into Stephen Berrymont’s mind. And not only his mind; it soaked right 
through his body. As he stood in the street the cold night air bit into him and he realised with a shock that it was autumn. 
For the first time in his life he had lost, and lost permanently, a whole season. 

He looked back on his life and felt strongly that he had mislaid it, or it had been stolen. He had thought his situation 
was bad, but not quite disastrous. Yet what could be worse than to lose your life without having gone through the 
formality of dying?  

He was in the street as a guide to visitors. His job was to make sure that they found their way into Clare House. Paul 
had told him to make sure the new sign was lit. It was. Marulian Institute, it said. Perhaps Paul had uncharacteristically 
taken someone’s advice, for the sign said nothing about psychohermeneutics, nor did it attribute to the director a PhD 
(Psychohermeneutical Director). It was the only feature of the institute that seemed to be in conventional good taste. 

And while he stood in the street a wind came along it and blew what was left of summer away, taking his past with it. 
He wondered if Vernon had felt such a deprivation when he ceased to be an upholsterer. Had he felt further privations 
when his wits left him, when he was confined, when he came back into the world to discover his poverty? No, Stephen 
thought, it was different for Vernon. He had cleared out his rubbish, as Stephen had cleared out the rubbish of Clare 
House. To make room for what? 

He was shivering when the first car arrived. It crept tentatively along the street until Stephen stepped out from the 
kerb. A window slid down and a nervous voice said, “Er—I’m looking for Clare House.” 

“The Marulian Institute, you’ve found it,” Stephen said. 
The neatly moustached driver who, following frantic hustling by Paul over the past few months, had probably been 

forced by his employers to attend this “course”, sighed, presumably with relief. Clearly this was not his part of town. He 
had been afraid of getting lost in it and being eaten by the natives. Stephen told him to park anywhere along the street and 
walk along the lane, following the lights. For the next half hour nervous men kept arriving and Stephen told them the 
same thing. In all a dozen victims found their way into the house. 

Stephen recalled his first encounter with the Marulian Institute—the demonstration. He had not seen again any of the 
people he met that night, and now he knew why. It was Paul’s normal practice to impose heavily on the people he 
encountered, to make demands, to test their willingness to serve. Most people subjected to such pressures soon found 
other ways of spending their spare moments. So would he, in time. 

He did not follow the men (the victims, as he thought of them). Instead he took the same route he and Paul had taken 
on the day of their first visit to the viewing room. Paul had insisted on his using that route on this night—into the 
“master” bedroom, through the “secret” door, up the vertiginous steps, out into the servants’ quarters and into the viewing 
room. He wrinkled his nose. They were living primitively up here. 

He entered the viewing room and found it unchanged from his previous visits. On a table rested a folder of charts, 
Paul’s complex creation, which were to be used for noting and analysing what went on. Paul had coached him in their use 
but he was still uneasy. 

He switched on the permitted monitor—the others had their switches heavily taped—and the theatre appeared. Paul 
was seated on the dais and talking to the men below him, who sat in a semicircle of chairs. 

Paul’s voice came through clearly. He was all smiles and openness. He was above his audience, he said, merely so that 
they could see him. Elevation did not imply superiority. He made a joke about psychiatrists and their couches, saying that 
in psychohermeneutics—“I’ll say it again: psycho-hermen-you-ticks, got it?”—the director was in the position of the 
patient and they were the doctors. The organisations that had sent his audience to him “for development” then came in for 
some praise. He said that, while these companies were quite capable of training people to do various jobs and fill various 
positions, he trained nobody. He merely allowed people to be themselves, or to become themselves. 

“Tonight,” he said, “you are going to go through what could be the most embarrassing experience imaginable, and you 
will enjoy it! That I promise you. I am going to ask you to do what children love to do: dress up and play games. But I am 
not going to embarrass you.  

“In that room”—he pointed to a door—“is a box, and in that box are masks and cloaks. I am going to ask each of you 
to go into the room, select a mask—they’re all different—and a cloak—they’re all the same—and to put on the mask and 
cloak of your choice; then to knock once on the door of this room as a signal to us here. After you’ve knocked, go through 
the other door in the room and close it behind you. You will find yourself in darkness. When the last man knocks, or 



shortly after, I’ll come in and collect you. Then we’ll return here. This means that you will all be disguised, no man 
knowing his neighbour’s true identity. The masks, you’ll find, disguise the voice very well. Then, when you are all 
incognito, we shall sit and talk. That’s really all there is to it.” 

Stephen waited for the protests. The men in the theatre were senior salesmen, accountants, engineers, computer 
experts—men used to taking themselves seriously, even solemnly. Surely they must refuse this invitation. 

They did not. They obeyed. They were used to obeying. They had been sent to this strange man for training. They took 
the training. 

The robing took more than half an hour. As each man disappeared, Paul talked with those remaining. His voice was 
low and soothing. At times it purred. At times he would allow his sibilants to become so pronounced that he seemed to be 
steadily hissing at his diminishing audience. Whenever a knock sounded on the door, Paul would point to a victim and 
say, “Would you care to join your friends?” 

In spite of his growing disapproval of Paul, which did not amount to contempt, Stephen had to fight against a willing 
submission to the sound of his voice. Vocally, the man was a genius. Perhaps, thought Stephen, this is all he has: the 
voice of a ’cello in the hands of a virtuoso. 

Stephen tried to see the faces of the men sitting round the dais and cursed the fixedness of the camera. More cameras 
would be needed if this kind of thing was going to become a regular occurrence. Faces occasionally turned towards the 
hidden camera lens, but not often enough. Stephen was sure the men were slowly being frightened out of their wits by this 
process of elimination. 

When the last man left, Paul stared after him for a few seconds and then turned his broad face up to the camera. 
“Can you imagine what it’s like to be in there now, Stephen?” he said. He was speaking in little more than a whisper 

but his voice came through clearly. “They’re in the dark, literally and figuratively, afraid to talk, afraid of what’s to 
come—and not one of them will dare to say, ‘I’ve had enough of this. I’m going home’.” 

Paul looked happier than Stephen had ever seen him look. He stood and strutted about on the dais, and even did a little 
dance on his short legs. 

“There’s the knock,” he said, bringing his dance to a sudden stop. And he sang very softly, “My little piggies are 
coming back, now I’ll stretch them on the rack.” And then, briskly he said, “Stand by with the charts.” 

He disappeared from the screen but soon returned, leading a queer collection of grotesquely robed and masked men 
whose steps were so slow and reluctant that they might have been condemned felons on their way to the scaffold. 

Stephen had had a session with Paul in which the masks were named: twelve masks, twelve names. The masks were 
all recognisable by anybody who had followed the news fifteen years earlier: politicians, trade union leaders, an actor, a 
crusader for women’s rights, television and sports personalities, men and women famous or notorious in their day—but 
not in Stephen’s. He hardly recognised any of them. 

So the names were made up: Smith, Brown, Jones, Redhead, Blondie, Whiskers, Baldy . . .  
The charts were mainly circles and columns. Stephen’s job was to write the names of the actors in the circles and later 

to note which circles interacted and to note the character of the interaction: friendly, hostile, neutral . . .  
It occurred to him that all this would have been made much easier if Paul had thought to record it on videotape and 

then just looked at the result. But perhaps he was merely making a gesture—including Stephen in the festivities so as to 
make him feel needed. 

The preliminaries did not promise a successful night. Paul was circulating among the participants and engaging them 
in feverish conversation. He himself appeared to be confused, perhaps even menaced, by the oversized heads that bobbed 
at a higher level than his own whenever he descended from the dais or invited others to join him on it. Stephen was far 
from the action, but even he felt a little stab of anxiety when the screen filled with bobbing heads whose faces were 
fixed—faces he would not have liked to meet in dreams. The faces were as indifferent as those of Easter Island statues. 
They did not care what happened to you. If you had been nailed to the floor and set on fire it would mean nothing to them. 
They said by their very stillness: we are too old and wise to care. 

Paul had never worked with the masks before. He had imagined what it would be like and imagined it wrong. Stephen 
could see that he was not enjoying himself. And as for the body-language that was to have made known to him the name 
of each man in each mask, that too had been a dream. There was not a move they made that could be interpreted as 
anything but awkwardness. 

As time passed Paul seemed to reach into himself and find some kind of auxiliary power supply. He grew in stature 
and confidence. Three or four deep breaths and he was far removed from the uncertainty and clumsiness that surrounded 
him. At one point, when he was down on the floor with the others, he turned suddenly and ran up the steps of the dais. 
Then he raised his arms and his voice blared irresistibly at his victims. 

“Gentlemen! Let us have some action. You sir, and you”—he pointed to the ravaged, middle-aged head of a man, and 
at the remains of a redhead—“would you please come up here?” 

The two chosen ones walked up the curved steps. Stephen picked up a pen and started to note the names—and could 
not. He had for the moment—surely it was just for the moment—forgotten their invented names. They would come back. 
Meanwhile he would call them A and B. But, he thought as he made notations, would he remember which letter belonged 
to which mask? Oh, he was not the man for this job. Quiet, contemplative Stephen Berrymont was no bookmaker’s clerk, 
nor could he have worked as the clerks in stock exchanges used to do, chalking up prices, erasing them and chalking 
again. In desperation, he counted the participants. Thirteen. Now it seemed he couldn’t even get that right. Again he 
counted and again got the same number. So it has come to this, he thought. I can no longer tell the difference between one 



number and another. He knew that there were twelve robed men. But when he counted there were thirteen. And then it 
struck him that if he had lost the ability to count he would not have kept on getting the same number. Why not eleven? 
Why always thirteen? The sheer frustration of it galled him so badly he felt like biting somebody. 

Do something, he thought. Do anything. Call Paul’s attention to the discrepancy. He looked at the other switches that 
were taped. Perhaps there was another camera that would give another view. He stripped the tape from one of the 
switches he’d been told not to touch and flicked it on. 

A screen glowed and on it he saw a room, an ordinary bedroom, rather Spartan, with bed and bedside table. It was 
some time before he understood that he was looking into his own bedroom, and even longer before he understood the 
significance of his ability to do so. 

  
So often she had said, “Leave the lights on.” At first his sentimental notions of what the situation demanded had urged 
rebellion, but he soon came to like the idea. Her moans and sighs had excited him. Even more stirring was the 
transformation of her face at the climax. That he could not follow her into those regions where the separate self dissolved 
into an ocean of pure being did not much distress him. It was enough to feel extreme physical pleasure and to know he 
could send her into Nirvana. But now it seemed he couldn’t, not alone. She needed the eye of another. And while he had 
been performing publicly, so had she. His flesh crawled at the thought of it. He looked back at the other screen and saw 
that Paul had now induced two men to stand on the dais in front of their fellows and hurl obscene abuse at each other, at 
their jobs and at the companies that employed them. Paul stood watching over them like a referee. Every now and then he 
nodded and smiled. Had he done the same while watching his wife at play with a young man? 

Stephen briefly entertained the idea of descending to the theatre and attacking Paul. First he would denounce him in 
front of his “students”, then he would thrash him. But how? Apart from the inevitable scuffles of childhood, he was quite 
ignorant of the violent arts. And of course Paul would have him charged with assault and deny all knowledge of Stephen’s 
criminal past. He’d be led away in chains. The intention to wound weakened and died. He could never bring it off 
successfully. Besides, he was afraid of all those masks. 

His eyes wandered back to the screen that showed his bed. He knew he would not be able to sleep in it again. He 
wondered where he could spend the night, this endless night. He no longer had friends. His family seemed to have fled. 
The idea of going to a cheap motel—even if such a thing existed—repelled him. But he was not short of money. Living at 
Clare House had cost him next to nothing. The money doled out to him by Helena now sat in a small metal cashbox in the 
drawer of the bedside table he could see on the screen. He regretted his inability to make a complete gesture of 
dismissal—to walk out of the house taking nothing. He would need the money and must take it. 

The other screens, he wondered, what would they show? Stripping the tape from the switches, he prepared himself for 
the worst. Would these screens show a bathroom? A close-up of the lavatory bowl? He paused to turn down the volume 
of the theatre monitor. He was no longer interested in what was happening down there. 

The third screen showed nothing. Perhaps its camera was peering into a darkened room. He flicked the last switch and, 
just before the screen lit up, he heard a woman’s voice say, “Yes, what is it?” 

The screen showed a room, a table. He could not recognise anything in it. Slightly out of focus in the background a 
rack of bunks filled the wall. He knew they had once been beds. Now they looked like shelves used to store laundry. A 
woman walked into focus, then another, a duplicate of the first: the missing twins. Stephen’s heart leapt. His mind rapidly 
generated a scenario. These two had been punished for their delinquencies by imprisonment. So Paul was guilty of—
what? Kidnapping? Unauthorised imprisonment? He didn’t know what the proper legal terms were, but he was sure the 
twins had had little say in their incarceration; and that must be a crime. So he now had something against Paul. A trade 
was possible—my silence for yours. Ah, yes, but could he remain silent and leave the twins to their fate, whatever that 
might be. Wouldn’t he be haunted at night by visions of them fretting in their cell? His mind played extravagant games 
with the possibilities: ceremonial trial of the twins, guilty verdict, sentence and execution. Paul the judge decreeing pack-
rape, followed by hanging, drawing and quartering—and a cannibal feast on the remains . . .  

“Well,” said one of the twins, “What do you want? “Is it Paul?” 
“It isn’t Paul,” said the other. “It’s him.” 
“Oh, him—well, what does he want?” 
“We knew he’d find out, didn’t we?” said number two. 
“We told Paul, didn’t we?” 
“But we’re not tell him anything anymore, are we?” 
Stephen’s dream of mastering Paul faded. These were not prisoners. Louise and Laura, twins of god-knew-how-many 

years, looked precisely as they had before their disappearance. Louise (or Laura, for they were the kind of twins who 
aided nature; they worked at looking alike) was an eternally thirty-fiveish spinster who must have escaped by time-
machine from some rural English manse in 1900. Everything about her was seventy years out of date. Even her voice was 
not that of a modern woman. Some subtlety of diction or tone put it firmly where it belonged, in the past. Her mirror 
image Laura (or Louise) wore the same kind, cut and colour of straight dress, long-sleeved, with many fringes, dark-
green, severe. Stephen had seen their hair styles in reproductions of pictures from old magazines. He thought the proper 
term for that kind of wave was a Marcel. But how had they contrived to maintain their hairstyles in this place? He decided 
not to ask. It could remain a female mystery. 

“Can you see me?” he asked. 
“Can we?” 



“Of course we can’t. We heard a buzzer . . . “ 
“A beeper.” 
“And there was a red light. But we knew his breathing wasn’t Paul’s, didn’t we?” 
“I thought,” Stephen said, “that you’d been expelled from this—place.” 
“Expelled!” they said in unison. 
“We were chosen,” one said smugly. 
“By . . . him!” said the other. She gave the word “him” an emphasis that was far from reverent. 
Stephen said, “Look, why don’t you join me in here. There’s plenty of room.” 
“Shall we?” said one. 
“He hasn’t forbidden it,” said the other. 
“Oh, you mean He-who-must-be-obeyed,” Stephen said. 
“What an excellent description,” said one, who was plainly neither a watcher of television nor a reader of H. Rider 

Haggard (one of Grandfather’s authors). 
“I’ll be expecting you,” Stephen said, and flicked off the switch controlling the twins’ screen. 
Less than a minute later a discreet tap sounded at the door of the viewing room. Stephen sprang to open it and saw the 

twins. In the flesh they looked smaller, older and more frail than he remembered. 
“I am Louise,” said one, “and I go to the left.” 
Laura said nothing, but she moved far away from Louise. 
“It’s always been like this,” said Louise with a touch of bitterness. “We always had to do silly things so that people 

could tell us apart.” 
“Why don’t you wear different clothes,” Stephen said, change your hair, your make-up. Then you’d look like two 

different people.” 
The twins regarded him as if he had suggested they dance naked in the street. 
“We can’t do that,” Louise said. 
“An insult to our mother’s memory,” said Laura. 
“And Mrs Bean,” Louise said. 
“Who is Mrs Bean?” Stephen said. 
“Mrs Bean was the one who offered the archbishop a cigar,” said Louise as if that explained everything. “She was in 

charge of us, more than a servant. She made us what we are. Now you aren’t seriously suggesting we undo her work, are 
you? That’s why we turned against Paul. He wanted to be Mrs Bean.” 

“And in any case, who are you to tell other people how to behave?” Laura said. “At least we’re not exhibitionists.” 
“I’m sure you’re not,” Stephen said. “But then neither am I.” 
“Oh, yes you are,” Louise said. “We know. We’ve seen you on television with that other exhibitionist, Felicity.” 
“Mrs Bean said we should steer clear of theatrical folk,” Laura said. 
“Rogues and vagabonds, she called them.” 
“A very low breed.” 
“And that goes for television people too,” Laura said, “especially when they’re—how did Paul put it?” 
“Screwing their brains out,” said Louise. 
“That Felicity, “ Laura said, “has some very strange ways of amusing herself. But it doesn’t matter now. She’s gone.” 
“Gone?” Stephen said. “Gone where?” 
“Gone with Helena. I’d like to see Paul’s face when he goes home. There’s nothing left in the house.” 
“How do you know all this?” Stephen said, with a touch of bluster. 
“Oh, we’re the official Marulian Institute keepers of the archives. We know everything.” 
“I saw the Marulians at home quite recently,” Paul said. They seemed quite settled.” 
Louise shook her head. 
“No,” she said, “it’s over. The next episode doesn’t have Paul in it, or Felicity, or Helena.” 
“Good riddance, I say,” Laura said. “What do you say, Louise?” 
“Whatever you do, dear.” 



CHAPTER 26 

The screen on which Paul and the victims had been performing was now forgotten. Facing the twins, Stephen was 
unnerved by the way their eyes roved over him. They were probably remembering the way he looked naked. If only they 
had been openly sensual he might not have minded, but they looked so prim and sexless that he was stirred into a frenzy 
of embarrassment. He turned from them and fidgeted with the equipment, turning off the screens, cutting the sound, 
tidying sheets of paper. Then one of the twins said, “Would you like to see our room?” 

“Oh, I would, yes,” he said. 
One opened the door while the other stood aside. A few seconds passed as Stephen tried to play the gentleman, 

inviting them with a gesture to precede him. But they were now in charge and it became his duty to precede them. He 
walked out into the passageway, followed by them. 

A door stood open. Without being asked he went through it. They followed. The room was so small that he had to 
move carefully. Two beds stood at right angles along two walls. A sink, a small gas cooker, a tiny refrigerator, a 
cupboard, a wardrobe, collapsible chairs and a folding table—these items filled much of the space. A door led to what he 
supposed must have been a bathroom. There was no window. An exhaust fan whirred softly in the ceiling. 

“We can’t stay here,” one of the twins said. 
“Why not?” said Stephen. 
“It wouldn’t be right, not with what we know.” 
“About you,” one said. 
While Stephen was trying to think of an answer to this, the twins abruptly left the room. Badly rattled, he tried to pace 

to and fro in the usual manner of the troubled, but he kept running into furniture. At last he opened a collapsible wooden 
chair and sat in it, and simmered. 

But not for long. 
A ruined effigy came through the door; a heap of old clothes covering some kind of robot. It wore a hat of woven 

straw which might have been suitable headwear for a summer’s day if it had not had so many holes in it. Stephen sprang 
up and peered into the face of the creature. 

“Carla!” he said, and then, “Carla?” 
The robot nodded. 
“Why are you wearing that hat?” 
“I have the head for it,” she said, her voice a monotone; “And even with your diseased imagination I don’t think you 

could think of any other use for a hat.” 
“I haven’t seen you lately.” 
“You haven’t seen anyone. That’s part of your trouble. You don’t see anyone.” 
“I’ve been busy.” 
“Yes, I know. I’ve seen you on television.” 
“Oh, Christ! Not you too.” 
“We’ve all seen it. It was part of the training. Ultimate interaction, Paul called it.” 
Stephen closed his eyes. A weight was pressing down on his head. Carla lifted her arms, holding them out, displaying 

her palms. She raised her eyes and said to the boards lining the roof, “Mulier est hominis confusio—that’s what Paul 
taught us.” 

And what a quick look at Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale had taught Paul, Stephen thought. 
“What did he say it meant?” 
“Woman is man’s downfall.” 
“That’s strange.” 
“But is it true?” 
“I mean, it’s strange that he got it right.” 
“Why shouldn’t he?” 
“Paul uses words for their sound. People like him don’t do well at translation.” 
“You liked her, you didn’t like me.” 
“Oh no, I like you more, believe me.” 
“You showed you liked her, you showed you didn’t like me.” 



“No, it wasn’t like that,” he said. 
“I told them you weren’t stupid enough for what they wanted,” she said, still in her monotone. “They wouldn’t listen. 

Crazy people don’t. I said you were inexperienced, naive, but you weren’t an idiot. Sooner or later you’d wake up . . . and 
you didn’t.” 

“Then tell me now.” 
“No, we’ll all tell you. We had a meeting tonight. We decided we’d all rather go to jail than go on the way things are.” 
“A meeting?” 
“Follow me,” she said. 
She turned and left the room. Stephen would have liked to stay where he was. In stillness lay security. But the sadness 

that surrounded Carla like a personal mist drew him after her. He didn’t wish to add to her misery by crossing her. 
He had thought he knew his way around Clare House. But Carla now led him to a door that opened on to a shaft. 
“Look down,” she said, and stood back holding the door open. 
“And this is where I die, he told himself, knowing that she was going to push him into a cesspit in whose depths he 

would lie for a million years until he turned to coal or was pumped out as a useful gas. He leaned forward, looked down 
and saw a light far below. There was a tiny face looking up. 

“Oozat, wadda want, bugga ya,” said the face, its voice rushing up the shaft as if there were no distance between them. 
“Billy?” said Stephen. 
“Oh, s’you. Come down. Watcha step.” 
Step? What step? And then Stephen saw at his feet the stout iron ladder that led into the depths. He looked round at 

Carla, who nodded. 
He squatted and eased himself over the rim, his feet easily finding the rungs below, and began his descent. Carla did 

not follow but shut the door as soon as his head was below floor level. Now all was dark around him, but looking down 
he saw light. Warmth rose about him and there was sound, many-voiced sound that seemed reassuringly normal. 

He descended into the light of a huge room where a group of people was waiting for him. 
“Welcome to the cellar,” said Edmund the metaphysician. 
The cellar seemed to be the size of a football field. It was inadequately lit by globes encased in wire-mesh holders that 

looked to Stephen as if they had been stolen from public lavatories. Great stone pillars supported the building above. The 
floor was of unvarnished oregon planks, so thick and unyielding that they might as well have been concrete. The 
illumination failed to reach three of the walls. It was concentrated near the shaft down which Stephen, followed by Carla, 
had climbed. What, if anything, lay concealed in the far darkness might at any other time have exercised Stephen’s 
imagination. But now he had eyes only for the disciples who were gathered round a large table made up of several smaller 
ones. They appeared to be feasting. And he now understood where the smell he had noticed earlier had come from; for 
they had done their cooking down in the cellar on a portable butane stove, and the fumes had crept up the laddered shaft. 

Shyness of the pathological kind that reduces strong men and women to quivering idiots had not been part of 
Stephen’s make-up. He had always been able to override his natural diffidence But now, standing uncertainly among the 
institute’s inmates, he did feel decidedly awkward. He was not quite sure what to do with his hands. He thought it might 
be nice if someone kindly lopped them off for him. And he hardly knew where to look, for wherever his gaze fell there 
was sullen hostility. Some sat at the composite table, some stood; all stared at the enemy. 

So, he thought—and the thought surprised him—what would Vernon do in a spot like this? And he reasoned that 
Vernon, having no fixed self to call his own, would do what he damned well pleased. So would Stephen. 

“Anyone for canasta?” he said. 
The twins (how had they managed the climb down the shaft?) took this as a serious question and slowly shook their 

heads. Billy Sanderson smiled. But Billy always smiled. 
“Does Paul know this gathering is taking place?” Stephen said. 
A voice came from a chair placed a little way from the table. 
“Stupid bastard doesn’t even know there’s a cellar, mate.” 
Stephen looked at him and said, “I thought you might be the thirteenth man.” 
“So I’m s’posed to be, mate. That’s what Paul Shithead thinks too. How’d you guess?” 
“Worked it out while I was climbing down the shaft,” Stephen said. “It had to be you, I thought. Who else?” 
“Yeah,” said Harry Bauer, suddenly looking at the floor and dropping his voice, “Who else?” 
“Then if it isn’t you, who is it?” 
“Could be Felicity or Helena.” 
This provoked laughter from all, even Wanda. 
“All right,” Stephen said. “Enough of the mystery. Someone please tell me what’s going on. Or doesn’t anyone 

know?” 
“There’s only one who doesn’t know, mate,” Harry said. “Has been all along.” 
“I’ve been the mug, have I?” Stephen said. 
“The bunny,” Harry said, “The mark.” 
“But why?” 
“Why not?” said Edmund the metaphysician. “It was sure to turn out that way. If you’d studied anything useful I could 

make you understand on semiotic principles why it had to be you. You are a tabula rasa. We, for all our idiocies, 
idiosyncrasies and crimes are finished—I don’t mean we’re ended. I mean we’re fully fashioned. We’re complete. But 



you, like your father, are plastic—by which I don’t mean that you’re synthetic but that you’re malleable, ductile and 
flexible. You are not solid. You seem solid, but so does calm water, and that takes up any shape you pour it into. So do 
you.” 

Sid Frewley, with whom Stephen had had very little contact, now spoke up. 
“You’re a fuckin’ snob, too. That helps. Snobs are easy to manipulate. All they want is for someone to tell ’em how 

special they are. Throw ’em a bone. Drop a foreign phrase they think they understand—and nobody else does—and 
they’re happy. They’ll sit up and beg. You! You’re the failed son of a failed upholsterer! How many invitations to the 
Governor’s garden party are you going to get?” 

Carla joined in. 
“I think he’s gay,” she said, which caused Stephen to flush angrily. “You see how when he was with Felicity she had 

to do all the work? He didn’t do anything. She fucked her brains out all by herself, using him. He wasn’t a man, he was a 
vibrator.” 

“Ah, come on, Carla,” said the bony Dorothy. “That’s an exaggeration. He’s not up to much, but he isn’t queer just 
’cause he didn’t fancy you. He didn’t fancy me, either . . . ” 

“Well, who would?” Carla said. 
“I would,” said Sid 
“Laaaadeeez, gennellmun, please!” said Harry. “Let’s not beat the shit out of each other. We’ll beat it out of him.” 
“You realise,” Stephen said in a voice he couldn’t recognise as his own, “that I haven’t the vaguest idea what’s going 

on?” 
“Quite right, quite right,” said Harry. The man’s gotta have an explanation. Let’s get some order into the 

proceedings—chairman, rules and procedure, a proper meeting. Who’s chairman?” 
“Ah, fuck, anyone got a tinny?” Billy said. 
“Right, Billy’s just nominated himself. I second. Who’s for? Against? Carried. Billy, sit at the head of the table, and 

for fuck’s sake shut up.” 
The group settled itself down like a board meeting, Billy the chairman at one end, Stephen, the non-voting guest at the 

other. 
“I reckon we got fifteen minutes before the arse falls out of the circus upstairs,” Harry said. So let’s go.” 
“Let’s go—where?” Stephen said. 
“Shut up and listen, mate. Learn the facts of life. We’re going to tell you the complete history of Paul Shitface and his 

pig’s paradise, otherwise known as the Marulian fuckin’ Institute.” 



CHAPTER 27 

Stephen was tempted to say something dramatic, such as: I will not be tried by this kangaroo court—but it soon became 
clear that nobody was being tried. There was no accusation, no judge. And if there was a jury, then he was part of it. This 
was an information-sorting session, presided over by a ruined reporter, who, Stephen thought, ought really to have worn a 
1930s hat with a card in the band reading PRESS. 

“We get a minute or two each,” Harry said. “If you can’t say your piece in that time, you’re out—all right?” 
Much nodding of heads and murmurings of assent. 
“Steve,” said Harry to Stephen, who loathed that diminutive but did not protest, “You don’t need to speak. We know 

all about you. But who knows about me? I’ll start. 
  

Harry Bauer, 53, journalist, unemployed. Likes to think of himself as a freelance. Has worked as a builder’s labourer, taxi 
driver, market stallholder, standover man, repossession agent and guard in a private sanatorium. Twenty years ago started 
to haunt newspaper offices and with his hangdog looks was tolerated, even found by some endearing. His late-maturing 
talent was to listen, to remember what was said and to report it accurately—not to the public but to the superiors of those 
whose words he overheard. 

His crime? Asked by his eminent employer, who controlled a newspaper, five radio stations and a television channel, 
to follow and spy on the leader of a troublesome trade union, he allowed zeal to conquer prudence and broke into the 
man’s house, intending to bug it. Discovered and recognised by the owner, he assaulted the man and fled. 

  
“So here I am, wanderin’ about, wonderin’ where to go. I couldn’t even call on my first wife. She used to help me out, but 
she wouldn’t come at helping anyone the wallopers were after—and her husband! Shit! He’d’ve called the Fire Brigade. 
Well, there’s these places I like to go, places most of you wouldn’t know. They open late at night and they give you a feed 
and a drink and put on a bit of a floor show, and in the back rooms you can play games of chance, if you get me meanin’. 
And I reckon while I’m on the run there’s one that’s safe. It’s called the Constitutional Club and it’s in Carlton, and don’t 
ask me why it’s called that because constitutional it isn’t. Anyway, I’m in one of the rooms watching the games and I hear 
a noise outside. The coppers! They’ve come for me. So I open the door a bit and there’s this bloke built like a fridge 
sitting at a table with a big scribbling pad in front of him. And Con the Thumb (he’s called that because—ah well, that 
doesn’t matter) but he standin’ there abusin’ the shit out of this feller, says he shouldn’t be havin’ trouble with the police 
because he’s paid his dues . . . he thinks this is a plainclothes demon takin’ notes. And for some reason I think: that’s no 
walloper. And forgetting I’m supposed to be hiding, I go up behind Con, which isn’t a very smart thing to do, and I say, 
“Listen, Con, I don’t think that bloke’s what you think.” And Con says, “Well, what the fuck is he?” And the broad feller 
says to me, “You’re very perceptive. I am a micro-sociologist. I wanted to observe the behaviour of people in public, 
especially in regard to the seating patterns of restaurant patrons. Here, look . . . ” And he shows me these diagrams, 
squares for tables, circles for women, triangles for men, all joined together by lines and arrows, and he explains how it all 
works—though I have to tell you I’m still fucked if I know how it does. But I’m interested. I think: here’s a story—
forgetting that the blue-boys are after my hide and my employers don’t want to know me. Con drifts away and I’m left 
with this feller Paul. And I don’t know how he does it but, bugger me!—in ten minutes he’s got my story, and he says, 
“You’re not to blame. You were victimised. Come with me” So I go, and he hides me, and feeds me, and gives me little 
jobs to do, and in no time I’m his personal servant. How was I to know he was a psycho? He looked good, sounded good, 
had a good story. Turns out he’s mad on conducting an experiment—one big experiment. He wants to create the new 
man, big improvement on the existing model. Fortunately for me, I’m not the right type: too old, too settled. He reckons 
he’s got a beauty, an ex-upholsterer who’s gone funny. Malleable, he says. Trouble is that the upholsterer’s madder than 
Paul is—keeps turnin’ into other people. So Paul rests content with snippin’ his superannuation. Then, later, he hooks into 
the son of the upholsterer . . . I think my time’s up. 

  
Wanda Kostmann, 34, teacher, unemployed and banned from teaching in the state of Victoria. Veteran psychiatric patient, 
has received counselling, psychotherapy, drug treatment, ECT, and was once threatened with lobotomy. Incurably sad and 
suicidal for years, has recently, in her own words, “surfaced”, and is now merely unhappy. Attributes her “recovery” to 
the premature onset of menopause. A virgin, now and forever. 

  



Her crime. She stole a baby and cared for it for two weeks. Only through bureaucratic bungling did she avoid being 
committed immediately to an institution the moment the child was recovered. Being one of Paul’s earliest disciples, she 
ran to him for comfort and was taken in. 

  
It was Felicity who found me. Literally, she found me. I was out of things. I had been very bad, very bad indeed, too 
wicked to live. So, one frosty night, I drank an entire bottle of sherry—filthy stuff!—and I lay down in the cold grass to 
die, like those derelict old men you hear about. I wanted to be found frozen in the morning. It was in the Flagstaff 
Gardens. There was a big police station right across the road. I thought: they’ll find me; they’ll know what to do. But it 
was quite late in the year, after winter really, even though it was frosty, and there were possums in the gardens! I didn’t 
know what they were, but a little while after I lay down I opened my eyes and I thought—I don’t see very well—I thought 
I could see a ring of little old men squatting and staring at me with bright little eyes. I screamed, just once, and I fainted. 
And when I woke up there was this woman lifting me, and all I could think was that she must be as strong as a horse to 
lift me so easily. She put me in her car, turned the heater on and drove me to her house. There isn’t anything more to it. I 
told them —when I sobered up—who I was and what I was and how I didn’t deserve to live, and they took me in. And I 
stayed taken in until Mr Berrymont saved me . . .  

  
Stephen’s head jerked up at this. How could he possibly have saved anybody? He couldn’t even save himself. Or did she 
mean Vernon? 

  
The twins, Louise and Laura were the princesses of this little group of criminals; for they had outdone the others. Their 
parents had been cruelly repressive. They were distressed by an unwanted pregnancy, and doubly distressed by the arrival 
of two extra mouths when they could scarcely fill their own. And later, when fortune smiled on the father and the money 
rolled in the resentment remained. The two girls were punished for existing. Whatever they did it was wrong. If they cried 
they were strapped to their beds until they were decently silent again. If they lost control of their bodies they were made 
to pay dearly. And when they began to speak their grammatical errors were harshly corrected. This process went on for 
more than thirty years. Then one day they acted together, as they had always been trained to do. “As far as I’m 
concerned,” the father had said, “There’s only one of you because that’s all there should have been—and even that was 
one too many.” The mother concurred. (They had been kept so far from this mother that they replaced her in their minds 
with a fantasy woman called Mrs Bean. Mother was to be revered, Mrs Bean to be hated. And the hatred built up to a 
homicidal level.) 

The plan germinated at the same moment in two minds. The parents had separate rooms. One day the twins rose early, 
entered first the room of the father, and then, a little later, that of the mother. Both parents were habitual users of hypnotic 
drugs. Both slept deeply. Both were smothered in their beds with a pillow the twins had laboured to embroider. 

  
But we didn’t know what to do with the bodies (said Laura, or Louise, in the light, bright tones of a lady from a bygone 
age who was considering aloud how to do the flowers. 

We knew we couldn’t just leave them lying there, and we knew the police would never understand; so we had to haul 
them into the back yard and bury them there—and it took ages! 

Then there was the money—father’s money. How were we to get it? We had a few notes in our purses, but we really 
couldn’t understand how one got control of a dead parent’s assets. 

And then we met Paul. We thought we were going to a play, but what we saw was so incomprehensible that we were 
terribly puzzled. So afterwards, when we realised that the man responsible for the whole performance was standing right 
there in front of us, we just asked him about it, and he was so nice. 

We don’t know how it happened, but he got us to tell him about ourselves—and we told him everything. And he got in 
touch with a man named Dew and suddenly everything was all right. Except that Paul now seemed to own our house. It’s 
all very mystifying, really. 

We used to think we’d like to do church work, redeeming sinners, helping people to resist temptation. That’s all gone 
now—ever since Paul made us watch those television things where this young man and Felicity played the beast with two 
backs . . .  

Stephen interrupted. 
“Where did you get that term?” he said. 
“From Paul. When we asked what you were doing, that’s what he called it.” 

  
“That should be enough, ladies,” said Harry. “How ‘bout you, Carla?” 

Carla came out of the darkness. She had not followed Stephen down the ladder, which suggested that there were other 
means of access to the cellar. 

“You all know about me,” Carla, surnamed Fettling, said as she sat at the table. “It’s only Stephen who doesn’t know 
how I came to be here . . . I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Don’t worry,” Harry said. “There aren’t any saints here. We’re all a bit mucky. You’re not so bad.” 
“I stole,” Carla said, and when this produced no reaction she said, “I stole from a library!” And when this too seemed 

not to produce mass revulsion she said, “I stole from a library in which I was the librarian!” 
“Seems reasonable,” Edmund said. “I can’t think of any other reason for being a librarian. It’s like being a fireman. 



Who wants to do that unless he’s a pyromaniac? Who wants to be a librarian unless there are books to pinch?” 
“It was a position of trust,” she said. 
This elicited no howls of execration. She continued. 
“It wasn’t one book. It was an entire set of Grove’s ‘Encyclopaedia of Music’—worth a fortune. I had the whole set 

withdrawn for repair, even though it was new, and just before they dismissed me from the library I took it home book by 
book until at last I could sit in my flat and just look at it. But as the nights went by I found it was looking back at me, 
accusing me, as it should have done. But I wasn’t strong enough to bear the guilt. So I . . . I had this slow-combustion 
stove that heated the flat and the water and did the cooking—and I fed each volume into it, one a night, and it slowly 
burned them away. Oh, I profited. From Groves I had three hot baths, at least a dozen showers, all my meals for a week 
and a lovely glow of warmth—but it did me no good. I felt dirty, evil, stained. 

I’d been interested in Paul’s ideas for some time and I used to love the discussions. And late one night I told him, and 
he said, “You say you’re already on the outer at the library for other reasons. Well, get out while you can, and come in 
with me.” And I did. 

  
Harry looked down the table and saw Billy Sanderson’s head drooping. 

“Billy’s asleep,” he said. “Couldn’t tell you much if he was awake. Paul’s been supplyin’ him with Valium. He takes 
the pills and drinks his beer. It’ll kill him if he keeps it up. Guilt’s his trouble. Got pissed one night and drove his car 
through a safety zone full of people. A lot of insurance companies would like to see him in jail. Nobody knows how he 
ran into Paul, but Paul grabbed him—a prize!” 

  
And so it went on, story, after story, case after case, involving theft, embezzlement, assault, negligence, arson . . .  

The only completely innocent member of the group seemed to be Ferrucio (or Frank) who was there simply because 
when he was anywhere else there were disasters. 

Harry Bauer controlled the speakers, urging them on, prompting them when they fell silent, cutting them off when 
they became garrulous. Stephen spoke mainly to ask questions. Later, recalling this time of questioning, he could recall 
only the material of the questions and answers. Tones, nuances, subtleties—even the identities of the speakers—were all 
lost . . .  

  
This is how the questions sounded to Stephen in later times when he called attempted to call up memories of this evening 
. . .  

What happened to my diary? Who took it? 
That book was withdrawn from its hiding place by order of the master, who photocopied its contents before sending it 

back. It was intended that the book’s dis-and-re-appearance should become known to the author. The master was quite put 
out when the book failed to engage its author’s attention for more than a few days. 

 
What about the story of the contributions—each of you putting in five thousand dollars or so? 

Pure bullshit. Most of us couldn’t raise a thousand cents. 
 

What do Felicity and Helena get out of all this? 
Each other. They are lovers. Helena was never Paul’s servant. Felicity was never really his wife. It might have been a 

perfect ménage-a-trois; but the two women began to take each other seriously and to regard Paul as a joke. 
 

Is Paul a joke? 
Yes, he operated in the wrong time, in the wrong country. Only political power could have saved him, and no one 

would grant him that. 
 

Where did Paul come from? Who is he? 
Paul Marulian was born during the teen years of Brian Molony. Later he became Angus McLean, a hard-working 

salesman with a passion for seminars. He was good at his craft. He was even better at addressing groups of businessmen 
who knew their business perfectly well. By adroitly managing the members of these groups he could get them to imagine 
they’d learned something precious, and if they couldn’t say exactly what it was, then that only proved he had charisma. 
(He was one of the first people in this country to use that lovely little word in public. During his constant reading he had 
discovered it in a book on pastoral theology.) 

His seemed to be a comfortable life. People who knew him thought it fitted him perfectly, the way his tailored clothing 
did. (It needed to, for he was built, as he himself often admitted, like an ourang-outan, only bigger.) 

“It takes a lot of tailoring skill to disguise me as human,” he would say, and laugh. But he said it so often that his more 
perceptive friends came to understand that he was dissatisfied with his appearance. 

And not only his appearance. 
He was fed up with life itself, his life, an endless round of selling. He wanted more, more money, more power. So he 

remade himself. He completed his haphazard education by studying whenever he could—but he kept from his colleagues 
the fact that he was, in fact, studying. Their comments would not have been welcome. He dropped the name Angus 
McLean and reverted to Paul Marulian. It was more “resonant”. 



Then he disappeared. 
Fifteen years later nobody remembered much about Angus McLean (nobody at all remembered Brian Molony). Some 

people were beginning to feel the presence of Paul Marulian. For a short time he enjoyed some success recording radio 
commercials, his mellow, accentless voice perfectly suited to the radio style then in fashion, but he always refused to 
allow his name to be used in publicity. And then there were defamation actions. He had to lie low for a while. 

He had at some time met Felicity Lang, an Englishwoman who, for reasons unclear, had decided to live in Australia, 
perhaps because she had run through all those in Britain who could tolerate her peculiarities. 

 
What are these peculiarities? 

She is a sadistic voyeur, who would have been perfectly happy as a torturemistress in a Nazi death camp. She is, 
however, highly intelligent and knows quite well that there are no openings in that line of work. So she subjects people to 
mental torture. As far as this group is concerned she is now history. She has seen that Paul has failed and has left him—a 
fact not immediately known to him. 

 
Is Paul interested in sex; is he active? 

He is interested in sex. He is not active. 
 

Then what drives him? 
A wish to be God—or at the very least one of the gods. Angus McLean often tasted and smelt the god-power when he 

lectured groups of tame businessmen. He sensed in them a desire to be good and obedient servants; a veritable lust for 
domination by a revered master. And he might have achieved his aim—if it were not for the Berrymonts. 

 
What’s special about the Berrymonts? 

An odd form of craziness: open in the father, concealed in the son, ramifying through the family. The Berrymonts have 
never done anything right for very long. They’re automatically disruptive. The father dimly sensed this, for he knew the 
history of his family—a madness, or perhaps a shrewdness, of Berrymonts. He forced himself for decades to be the good 
little citizen, and he cracked. The son did the same, a good student, and we all know what happened to him. Paul should 
have stuck to businessmen. 

  
Looking back on this meeting, Stephen would be amazed by its seeming to have lasted hours. Actually it was over in 
thirty minutes. Then Harry Bauer said, “We’ll have to call it a day, people. Things must be coming to a head upstairs.” 

He must be feeling the strain, Stephen thought. He’s forgetting to talk in his thieves’ jargon. 
“Who’s that spare man upstairs?” Stephen said. 
“It’s supposed to be me,” Harry said. “Paul couldn’t really handle all those faces by himself. He needed a plant, 

someone who’d ask all the right questions at the right time. Now he’s got someone up there who’ll ask the wrong 
questions. Things should be getting nice and warm by now.” 

Then they filed out of the cellar. They did not use the shaft with the iron rungs. Over in the darkness a perfectly 
normal door opened on to a staircase. They all walked up this, all except Billy, who hadn’t quite recovered from his stint 
as chairman of the meeting. 



CHAPTER 28 

Paul stood on the dais surrounded by thirteen men, all but one of whom had discarded cloaks and masks. The twelve good 
men and true who were there in response to the urging of their employers seemed to have lost all will to obey. They were 
making the sounds disgruntled football fans make. The noise level was very high. Most of the men were dishevelled. Two 
had bloody noses. Paul, his face pale and sweating, roared at them unheeded. The thirteenth man roared back at him. 
None of the combatants noticed what was happening in the shadows. Paul had insisted on a lighting scheme that 
brilliantly illuminated the centre of the theatre and left the walls in darkness, a darkness now peopled by those who had 
recently been assembled in the cellar. 

“Bauer!” yelled Paul. “Bauer, you damned cretin!  What are you doing to me?” 
“Nothing, mate, just watching,” said Harry from the shadows. Paul fastened his attention on the thirteenth man and 

said above the mutterings of the “students”, “Who are you?” 
“None of your business,” said a voice distorted by the mask of a long-dead politician. “Aren’t we supposed to be 

anonymous?” 
“You are not one of the group! You’re a ring-in. Grab him. Get the mask off him!” 
But nobody moved. 
“I’ll do it myself,” said Paul in a flat voice that seemed to disconcert even him by its lack of emphasis. And he 

attempted to descend from the dais and pass through the student mass. Obstructed immediately by a beefy man with a red 
face and extravagant moustache, Paul clenched his fists and drew them in close to his chest, as if he wished to shield them 
from the violence to come. Then, trusting to bulk and muscle to carry him through, he charged—or tried to. But the red-
faced man would not be charged through. As soon as Paul’s shoulder met his chest it was turned sideways by a blow and 
then, somehow, the whole, great Marulian body was lifted, turned and dumped. The director of the Marulian Institute lay 
winded on his back. The red-faced man squatted next to him and said, “You’d better stay where you are. As it is you’re 
going to be sued. Don’t make things worse for yourself.” 

And with that he turned and left the theatre. The others, except for the thirteenth man, followed him into the room 
where the robing had taken place, shutting the door behind them. 

Paul, now breathing freely, still lay on his back. He was staring at the lowered ceiling. 
“He flipped me,” he said, “as if I were an undersized fish being thrown back. He just  flipped me. It’s impossible.” 
“No,” said the thirteenth man. “It’s easy. I know. I saw him do it” 
“Who are you?” Paul said. 
“I’m a man inclined to melodrama,” said the robed figure, which means I’d like to whip the mask off and say, 

‘Behold!’—or something like that. But I’ll just tell you—Vernon Berrymont. Remember?” 
“Dad!” Stephen said, but Vernon ignored him. 
“This certainly is melodrama,” Paul said. 
“Of course. We’re melodramatic people, you and I. What would you expect?” 
“May I rise?” 
“Nobody’s stopping you.” 
Paul, his dignity now beyond saving, rolled over, flopped like a beached whale and slowly crawled and stretched and 

jerked his body inelegantly up into a standing position. Vernon had by that time removed his disguise. But they were 
prevented from further conversation by the sudden great commotion made by the “students” as they emerged from the 
robing room. With many a curse and threat they left the theatre. As they descended the staircase they could be heard 
welding themselves into a condemnatory group, with many expressions of support for one another and ill-will towards 
Paul. 

The inmates now moved out of the shadows and surrounded the two men. Stephen was amazed at the change in 
Vernon’s grooming—the hair carefully shaped, so that not even the mask had been able to spoil it; tailored suit; Italian 
shoes. 

Mutterings now broke out among the inmates, some of whom seemed to wish Paul dead. Stephen’s nose twitched as 
for the third time that night he noticed a peculiar smell, charred plastic being stewed in motor oil, perhaps. He had been 
wrong in thinking that the smell came from cooking in the cellar. No food had ever smelt like this. 

“Listen,” someone said. “It’s raining.” 
And so it seemed to be—a tropical downpour on an iron roof, so loud and sudden that it took everyone’s attention. 



“It couldn’t be rain,” said Stephen, who had often been alone in the building during heavy showers and knew they 
couldn’t be heard below the top floor. Again he sniffed the air and knew that the smell had changed character. It was no 
longer mysterious. 

“It’s fire,” he said. 
And as he spoke, the first black arm of smoke reached into the room. 

  
They stopped running, most of them, when they reached the street. Then they turned as one and looked back towards 
Clare House. No flames were to be seen at that moment. In fact, Clare House was darker than it had been, for the power 
had failed. The members of the group were excited yet still. Nobody seemed to know what to do. Then Stephen saw his 
old friend, the little dark man, who must not have been aware of any danger, for he stood where he always seemed to be 
standing, smoking and watching. Stephen raced towards him and said, “Call the Fire Brigade, quick!” 

The little man took the news calmly. Carefully extinguishing his cigarette with his heel, he turned and strolled through 
his front door. Stephen wanted to shake him, to scream, “Hurry!”, to brush past him and take charge of the telephoning 
himself.  

And then he thought: Why? It’s not my institute that’s burning. Tranquillity gradually replaced panic. But the opposite 
process was working its way through the crowd in the street, now considerably augmented by sightseers and concerned 
householders. And as they milled and gabbled the first tongue of real flame appeared. It flicked out once and was gone. 
For a moment it seemed that the fire had died, but it was merely gathering itself for a surge, and when the surge came the 
crowd let out a collective “ah!” as if it had been watching fireworks. A huge hand of flame reached up towards the moon 
and was amputated, to live for a second as an airborne, many-fingered beast of the air. Within the house a roaring sound 
could be heard, and those who dared to venture far enough along the lane could see flames playing in the windows. 

Little of this could be seen without difficulty from the street; yet there were many who later considered themselves to 
be reliable witnesses. They talked about it long after the event, describing what they could not have seen. Clare House, 
surrounded by factory walls, destroyed itself at last in private, shielded by those walls which it must once have resented. 

Stephen was one who did see much of the fire’s progress. He had clambered on to the roof of a car—one of the few 
suitably parked for viewing after the flight of the students. But he did not see it for long. The car’s owner appeared from 
somewhere and took violent exception to the way Stephen had his boots firmly planted on the polished roof of a new 
BMW. 

Stephen felt hands gripping his ankles. Looking down, he saw that someone was trying very hard to topple him from 
his perch and down on to the road. 

“Get off!” yelled a familiar voice in an unfamiliar accent of command. Stephen looked closer. 
“Dad, it’s me, Stephen.” 
“Oh, is it? Well, that’s no excuse. Get off my car.” 
Stephen jumped down and was bundled into the car by Vernon who, with much use of the horn, executed a slow but 

authoritative U-turn and drove away. They paused only long enough to pull over as a string of fire appliances passed them 
with wailing sirens. Then they drove to South Yarra 

  
There was much to take in—too much. And Vernon’s peculiar mode of imparting information hardly helped. He had 
lately begun to see himself as a power in the Australian film industry and was trying to perceive and interpret everything 
cinematically. (He was also thinking of going into brewing but, fortunately for Stephen, did not choose to play the part of 
a fermenting vat.) 

They were seated in a little English parlour, father and son, drinking tea from large but elegant bone-china cups. The 
tea had been poured from a silver teapot which Stephen recognised from his few visits to Aunt Hilda. Before settling 
down to tea they had taken the lift to Hilda’s tower so that they could take turns in watching through her telescope the 
finale of the Clare House extravaganza. The glare had been visible to the naked eye, but the telescope showed one detail 
of interest to Stephen—an old black Mercedes which was being driven erratically along one of the broader of the streets 
near the institute that was no more. 

“He got away,” Stephen said. “I knew he would.” 
“By the sound of it you hoped he would. Who?” 
“Oh, just one of the people I knew. I hope they all got away.” 
“By my count they did,” Vernon said. 
“What do you think started the fire?” 
“Almost certainly an electrical fault. The place had been wired by cut-price maniacs. You were all lucky it didn’t go 

up while you were asleep.” 
They returned to the parlour. Stephen had wondered what magic Vernon had used on Aunt Hilda to induce her to 

allow them into her house. Now he wondered where she was. 
“At home,” Vernon said. 
“Here?” 
“No, this is now my home. She lives with Mrs Baines at our old place in Lalor. She shouldn’t have listened when they 

told her to invest in coffee futures. Lucky I was around to pull her out. Tight, old Hilda is, wouldn’t give away a cent. But 
she hasn’t got a head for finance.” 

“Dad, how did you manage to pull her out?” 



“Well, I was rich, wasn’t I? Richer than she’d ever been.” 
“But how?” 
“I mortgaged the house.” 
“And?” 
“I donated the proceeds to Saint Quadrella.” 
“You gambled with it? All of it?” 
Never gambled before in my life. Picked four horses in four races and dumped the lot.” 
“But if you’d lost . . . !” 
“Wouldn’t have worried me. I was in one of my moods.” 
“You must have been mad.” 
“I was. Still am. I’ve got a certificate to prove it.” 
“How much did you win?” 
“I can’t tell you. It would only make you dizzy. Don’t worry, I could lose it all by tomorrow.” 
“I’m getting confused,” Stephen said. Tell me what happened after I got away from the police.” 
“It’d take too long,” Vernon said. “Let’s just say I got the money. You really want to know the details?” 
“It might be better if I didn’t,” Stephen said, not quite believing the betting story but unable to imagine how else 

Vernon’s wealth could have been so quickly acquired. 
“I had things to do,” Vernon said. “For one thing I had to fix up about the jam.” 
“The jam?” 
“You remember how we used to like Boganberry Jam? Then some bastard took over the company and replaced the 

real jam with chemicals. Well it was in all the papers that the factory was going broke—so I took it over. Now it’s back to 
what it was, only it’s called Vernonberry jam.” 

“Dad, please . . . ” 
“Then there was the bastard Dew. I had to get him back for what he did to me.” 
Vernon emitted a murderous chuckle. Then his voice changed to a deeper note as he began to narrate the story of his 

success—not to Stephen but to someone invisible to Stephen but apparent to Vernon. 
  

Oh, money, money, money! Back in the old upholstering days I only thought of money as food. You got it, you consumed 
it, you kept a little bit for later. Oh, how wrong I was! Money is a shield and a weapon! You can use it to provide for your 
family, or send them all away! 

Linda likes being rich too. She’s another one who didn’t know how much fun money was. Once she knew—or thought 
she knew that Stephen was OK she was happy enough. And Lisbet’s happy. (Right now they’re in India looking at the Taj 
Mahal. If they like it enough I might buy it for them.) 

Oh, I got a lot done in a few months. Tried to keep my name out of the news. Papers sometimes referred to a mystery 
man, no names. But no matter what I did there’ was something missing. What did I want? I sat down. See, there I am, 
sitting down, thinking. Who do I envy? Not the rich, I’m one of them. Not the entrepreneurs, I’m one of them too. So who? 

The spiritual leaders, that’s who. Gandhi, Krishnamurti, Stalin—If they could do it, so can I . . . but where to start, 
that’s the problem. 

Of course, a takeover. I can take over the Marulian Institute! 
Takes me no more than a month to creep in there and oil the staff—would you call them that, staff? One condition I 

impose on everyone: Stephen mustn’t know, just as Paul mustn’t. Because Stephen has become Paul’s obsession. He 
doesn’t want to convert the world any more, just Stephen Berrymont. He wants to make him into the world’s first 
successfully constructed man. Why Stephen? Because he’s teachable. He can learn anything in a tenth of the time it takes 
anyone else.  

I used Harry Bauer, the snoop. Anything I wanted to know, Harry’d find out. He corrupted everyone in sight—it’s a 
talent of his. Soon they’re all on my side—and they don’t even know who I am! (They do now; I’m their boss.)  

Tonight I knew what would happen. The situation was unstable. I tell you those young execs are children. What’s a 
large organisation? An extension of school. They’re schoolkids, and they tend to get unruly. So I push here and I push 
there and I whisper and I suggest and I mutter false information in Paul’s ear, and—what do you know? They turn on 
each other. Paul’s got them doing everything from reversing roles to imitating cabbages. They’re supposed to be 
releasing hidden aggression under controlled conditions. Well, let me tell you, they release it all right. But it’s not long 
before it dawns on them: they shouldn’t be belting each other. Big Brother’s the target. But I don’t want him killed, just 
discredited. 

Enter Harry Bauer with troop of no-hopers—present company excepted of course . . . 
Then there’s the fire. I didn’t expect that. 

  
“But I thought,” Stephen began as Vernon descended once more into ordinary consciousness, and then stopped, aghast at 
the thought. 

“You thought I might have started it. No, I wanted the building. But it doesn’t matter now. This one will do.” 
“Do? For what?” 
“For the Berrymont Institute, the natural successor to the collapsed Marulian Institute, with me as director and you as 

senior executive. That way you get your PHD without having to study.” 



  
The room that had been prepared for Stephen was one he might have chosen for himself: high ceiling, delicately papered 
walls, a bed of oak with a high headboard, a mahogany desk, solid shelves of oiled teak which carried all his familiar 
books and left space for many more, a floor of polished hardwood covered by a carpet square, high moulded skirting 
boards and a door painted a glossy cream which swung easily on its hinges and shut with a click rather than a hollow 
bang. There was a bay window with a seat. Near it stood a highly finished wooden construction that held a large 
television set, a video recorder, a tape deck, a turntable, a compact disk player, a radio and a set of huge speakers. 

It was all close to perfection—too close. He felt a niggle of disquiet. It very much seemed that he was being bought. 
What services might be required from him in return? 

The room, although on the second floor, was not quite soundproof. A faint hum could be heard in it. He told himself 
that it must be the air-conditioning—for on this cold night the room was pleasantly warm. He listened and the sound 
changed, became less uniform, more of a rumble. He was suddenly jolted by the amplified sound of Vernon’s voice. 

“Now listen, all of you, please, listen. What we need here is order. You can all be accommodated. No worries at all 
about that. But we do need to sort things out a bit first. Please come into the house in single file. The two constables will 
escort you. Don’t worry, you’ll all get beds for tonight—and every night, if you want. All right now, single file. That’s 
it.” 

Stephen went to the window and looked down to the lawns below. Garden lights had been turned on and he saw 
people milling about, but not enough people to warrant the level of amplification Vernon had used. About a dozen, 
perhaps. And then he saw a face he recognised: Carla! 

A few minutes later a knock sounded at his door. He opened it to see Vernon standing there in a suit. He had changed 
his clothes. The idea of the Vernon Berrymont of old changing from one suit to the other during the course of one night—
indeed having two suits—was one that took some adjusting to. 

“What are you staring at, Stephen?” 
“I was just admiring your—grooming.” 
“A leader can’t be seen to be sloppy,” Vernon said. “Now there’s a favour I’d like to ask. Would you mind if someone 

shared your room tonight? I’ll have a mattress brought up.” 
“It’s an emergency, isn’t it?” Stephen said. “I could hardly say no—even if I had the right to.” 
“This is your home. You don’t have to share it with anyone. You’ll share power here with me, but you don’t have to 

share your room.” 
Stephen said, “Who’ll be coming in here?” 
“Well, that’s up to you. Whose company can you stand?” 
“It might sound a strange choice,” Stephen said, “but of all of them I liked Billy Sanderson the most. Can he walk? 

Usually he can’t.” 
Vernon, the leader of men, began to behave strangely. His eyes darted from side to side and he chewed his lips. His 

hands sought and found each other and locked fingers. 
“Is Billy down there?” Stephen said. 
“How did you know he was down there?” Vernon snapped. “And if you did know why didn’t you do something about 

it? You’re as much to blame as—as anyone. When I said there were a dozen by my count, I forgot there should have been 
thirteen, one of them Paul Marulian. I knew Billy was into the beer. I didn’t know he was on Valium too. Now you tell 
me you knew he was down there.” 

“What?” Stephen said. “I mean downstairs, here, now.” 
“Oh,” said Vernon brightly. “Oh, of course. Well, no, he’s not here at the moment. He found other accommodation. 

Silly of me to get confused. Anyone else?” 
Stephen’s eyes met his father’s and locked. He was ready after a few seconds to look away, but it now seemed that the 

fanatical eye of his father would be able to maintain an all-night stare if necessary. Vernon's uneasiness of a few moments 
earlier had been replaced and, thought Stephen, replaced permanently by a machine-like rigidity of manner and purpose. 

“Billy didn’t get out of the cellar,” Stephen said. 
“No, he didn’t.” 
“Was the fire somehow—organised—by you?” 
“Nobody can prove that.” 
“So now you want me to join you in—in some kind of crazy enterprise, knowing that it’s based on arson and murder . . 

. ” 
“Not murder. Not murder at all, an accident,” Vernon said. “Besides, he wasn’t much use to anyone . . . too far gone.” 
“Like me,” Stephen said. “Too far gone. I’m not much use to you either. You should have got me out of that place 

earlier.” 
“I couldn’t.” 
“You could. It just suited you to keep me locked away. I suppose Mum and Lisbet are actually in India. You didn’t 

find them unnecessary too, did you?” 
“What are you saying?” Vernon said, genuinely shocked. And then, “Actually, last time I heard from them they were 

in Bangkok, or was it Bali? Anyway, they’re perfectly all right.” 
“I’m going,” Stephen said. “Don’t know where. Don’t care.” 
“The only place you’ll go if you leave here is jail,” Vernon said in his presidential voice. 



“How would you guarantee that?” 
“Constables Heen and Garbutt. Remember them?” 
Stephen did. 
“They’re now employees of mine,” Vernon said. 
“So you’ve corrupted the police too,” Stephen said. 
“Corrupt the Victorian police! What an impossible idea. If it was corruption, highly placed people would get to know 

about it and be taking a cut. No, I just see to it that those two members of the force are well-looked-after. They do me a 
few little favours, that’s all. Now if you leave here you won’t get far. Oh, by the way, Paul Marulian is now ‘required’.” 

“What’s the charge?” 
“Dozens,” Vernon said. “Someone picked his pocket a while ago, and when the police caught the pickpocket they 

found Paul’s wallet. They looked in it and found—things he wouldn’t have wanted them to find. So you can’t go to him—
not that he has anything left. Between me and Felicity—he’s been plucked.” 

Stephen pushed Vernon roughly back into the hall. Then he turned and, swinging his heel, kicked the door shut. 
Faintly through the thick wood he heard Vernon say, “I didn’t know he was down there.” 

  
Much later that night, Stephen crept through the mansion that had belonged to Aunt Hilda. He approached the back 
entrance with great care and, marvelling at the precise construction that made it possible to do such a thing noiselessly, he 
manipulated the lock and swung the door slowly until it stood open. 

“Ah, young Mr Berrymont,” said Constable Garbutt, “Wasn’t there something we needed to talk about? Robbery, 
arson, that sort of thing? You might like to talk it over with Constable Heen. He’s at the front door. No? Well good 
night.” 

Stephen closed the door and returned to his room. He intended to sit at his desk and simply think. But as he turned 
towards the desk his heart lurched and a tiny yelp escaped him. Sitting in Stephen’s chair as if it belonged to him was a 
ragged, dirty giant who would have shrunk somewhat if he had stood up. 

“How did you get here, Paul?” Stephen said. 
“How did I ever get anywhere?” said Paul. “Sheer audacity.” 



CHAPTER 29 

“You don’t think he’s going to be able to hold on to it, do you, this money?” Paul said. 
“No,” said Stephen. “I don’t.” 
“It’ll all go into someone’s cancer cure or a scheme for generating electricity from horseshit . . . and where will that 

leave you?” 
“In that very horseshit, but why should that concern you?” 
They were now sitting in comfortable armchairs, Stephen bolt upright, Paul dishevelled but at ease. Paul’s eyes were 

bright and wide open. Somehow he was able to be relaxed and alert at the same time. He seemed to be vibrating at a very 
high frequency. Stephen could even believe that he emitted a hum. 

“Did you hide under the bed?” Stephen asked. 
“Ah, that generous bed. Hide? No, I don’t like the sound of that word. Certainly I concealed myself there.” 
“I saw you getting away in the Mercedes,” Stephen said. “I was up in the tower looking through the telescope. Did you 

know that Billy Sanderson didn’t get out?” 
“No, I didn’t. Poor silly Billy. That’s going to make things very difficult, perhaps impossible.” 
“But you don’t really care, do you? It wouldn’t matter to you if we’d all been trapped down there.” 
Paul considered this carefully. 
“It depends on what you mean by ‘care’. I’m not sadistic—well, not in that particular way. I don’t revel in other 

people’s pain. I would be happy to hear that Billy had got out. But now that I hear he didn’t—well, I won’t go into a 
decline. Will you?” 

“This is going to have legal repercussions,” Stephen said, “and my father’s money won’t be able to stop them. Oh, by 
the way, what are you doing here?” 

“I have no idea,” Paul said. “What are you doing here?” 
Stephen thought for a long minute, during which he forgot about Paul. What, after all, was he doing there? Under 

Vernon’s guardianship he would still be a prisoner in a madhouse. Nothing much had changed. He had no prospects, no 
money of his own. 

He had a sudden urge to talk to his mother. She would almost certainly have had some sensible suggestion to make. 
But she was on the other side of the world. 

Paul said, “We are both now—what’s the plural of persona non grata?—no, don’t tell me. Whatever it is, in this town, 
this whole country perhaps, we’re it—or them. Perhaps that’s why I’m here—to make you an offer.” 

With that, he took from a pocket in his soiled jacket a white plastic phial, unscrewed the cap and deposited on his palm 
a white capsule, which he then licked up and swallowed. 

“What’s that?” Stephen said. 
“Just something to keep me awake. I can’t afford to sleep tonight.” 
“How many have you had?” 
“Don’t nag. I’ve had enough to keep me awake.” 
“Well I don’t know what to do,” Stephen said. 
“Do? There’s only one thing to do. Steal some money and get us out of here. Then we’ll get out of the country, go to 

some place where they’ve never heard of us and start off again. I like the idea of some tropical place, don’t you? 
“No. What do you mean, steal some money?” Stephen said. 
“Ah yes, the money. Your father, despite his pretensions to the contrary, is an economic primitive. I know the type. 

I’m one myself. God! To think I used to lecture businessmen on how to run their businesses. I don’t know what the 
country’s coming to.” 

“Ah, yes,” said Stephen, “Angus Mclean.” 
Paul looked surprised but not startled. 
“You know about that, do you? Amazing. Well, poor Mr McLean’s dead and buried, and now I’m going to have to 

throw Paul Marulian into the crypt with him. No matter, I have some spare identities I can use, papers, credit cards and 
all. But to get back to stealing. Somewhere in this house there’s money, not very well-concealed, and we’re going to find 
it.” 

“Didn’t Felicity leave you any?” 
“You’ve had the mail on everything, haven’t you? I knew she was going, and who she was going with. No, she didn’t 



leave me anything.”—he laughed—“What a bitch! You can’t help admiring her. Of course you did more than admire her. 
You should know.” 

“And didn’t you, her husband?” 
Paul shook his head. 
“I wasn’t, actually. That was a convenient fiction. I enjoyed watching though . . . ” 
“Let’s not discuss it.” 
“Stephen! Let’s not pretend you’re a flawless citizen. You’re an outlaw, like me. You’d better start thinking like one. 

Now, where would the money be?” 
Stephen closed his eyes and thought for a moment. Then he opened them and said, “We have to look for recent 

furniture repairs. He was an upholsterer.” 
“Excellent. Now all we have to do is turn the house upside down while it’s full of people. That shouldn’t be too hard.” 
Paul’s eyes were now very wide open. The pills were working. 
“We’ll wait until everything’s quiet, and then I’ll go a-hunting,” Paul said. 
“You will? How would you know where to look? You don’t know your way around here. I do.” 
“No, this place is as strange to you as it is to me. All that new furniture.” 
“I suppose it is,” Stephen said. But supposing you find the money, if there is any. How do you expect to get out? The 

place is guarded.” 
“Oh, no it isn’t,” Paul said. “Is your door locked from the outside?” 
“No.” 
“Then why isn’t it? I’ll tell you why. Because it doesn’t need to be. That’s why. Your father knows you. If he was 

keeping me a prisoner he’d have locks and armed guards and attack dogs. But you? No, they’re unnecessary. You are 
your own turnkey. You’ve been told you’re a prisoner, so you’ll behave like one. You’ll pace your cell wondering how 
long you’ll have to serve. And the wonderful thing is that there is no cell. You’re the ideal prisoner. That’s why there 
won’t be any guards. Father knows, and I know, that you’ll stay put. Think of me as your deliverer. I’ll get you out. I’ll 
get both of us out—with the money.” 

  
Stephen slept, and then was roused by Paul. The house was now quiet. Paul said, “I’m going now. I’ll probably be a 
while. You can stay here and worry yourself stupid, but whatever you do, don’t panic.” 

Stephen watched as the bulky form of Paul Marulian, or whoever he now was, crept across the room in a parody of 
stealth. Paul’s hair was all over the place. His jacket was torn and a smudge of dirt or ash decorated his forehead. He 
looked truly fearsome. 

The door clicked open and Paul slipped through it as easily as if he’d been a slender youth. 
Stephen sat for a while in extreme discomfort. Then he realised that he was holding his breath for up to a minute at a 

time. He was listening. He would like to have gone down to the kitchen to make himself a sandwich. He hadn’t eaten in 
hours. Now he was not only hungry but needed someone to talk to. Thoughts and fears were boiling within him. His heart 
was thumping so loudly that he could hear it. He seemed unable to breathe properly. He thought it would be a great relief 
simply to explode like a grenade. 

Oh, it was going to fail, this latest mad scheme of Paul’s. They were both going to end their days in prison. He almost 
wept as he thought of his old life of studious toil. He had been happy then, he told himself. But had he? Or had his 
happiness been merely a negative thing, an absence of pain? 

Don’t panic, Paul had said. But he felt panic rising within him. He looked at the door and had to fight with himself to 
overcome the urge to charge through it and go running through the great house shouting his head off. And what would he 
shout? Murder! Fire! Stop, thief! Anything. The running and shouting was all. 

He sat down in the chair Paul had vacated and tried to calm himself. Remembering Vernon’s meditations, he 
attempted to relax his muscles. He counted his breaths and tried to drive all distractions from his mind. 

Shit! Where is that madman? 
And just as he was on the point of giving way to his fears and running mad, the door clicked open and a wide-eyed 

Paul slipped through it, grinning hugely. 
In his hands he held a great bundle of notes. 
“Found it,” he said. “I had to cut up a lot of upholstery to do it. No matter, your daddy can fix it. After all, that’s his 

trade. Come on, let’s go.” 
Stephen rose from the chair. Paul was stuffing money into his pockets and saying, “We’ll go out by the back way. The 

car’s a few blocks away . . . what’s the matter?” 
Stephen, looking round the room, said, “I would have enjoyed having this room. It’s been made for me.” 
“Ah,” said Paul, “Yes, it has. Keep the prisoner happy. That’s always a good policy.” 
“Not one you followed.” 
“Perhaps I don’t have the instincts of a natural jailer. Come on, let’s run. Life is about to become infinitely precarious, 

but it’s more interesting that way.” 
Where the displaced persons from Clare House were located was to remain a mystery (as were so many things 

associated with the Marulian Institute). The two fugitives neither heard nor saw them on their tiptoe journey through the 
house. Paul moved confidently. Stephen tried to skim lightly over the expensive carpentry, terrified of a possible squeak 
in the floorboards. 



The back door was not locked, nor was it guarded. But once through it they had some difficulty in finding their way 
off the premises. All the exterior lights had been turned off. 

“You see how confident he was,” Paul whispered. “He didn’t even floodlight the garden.” 
Stephen was amazed at the ease with which Paul was able to scale two walls they had to get over. He said, “You’ve 

done this kind of thing before.” 
“And I’ll do it again. I think we’re clear.” 
They were on the front lawn of the mansion. To leave they had only to walk through the open gate. When they reached 

the street Stephen stopped and began to turn. Paul took him by the shoulders and wrenched him round to face away from 
the house. 

“Don’t look back,” he said. “It’s over. Next stop Hong Kong.” 
“Hong Kong?” Stephen said. 
“Or Karachi, perhaps Mongolia. Somewhere, but not here. As I said, it’s over.” 
But it wasn’t, quite, for ahead of them in the light thrown by a street lamp, a queer looking man was peering at house 

numbers as he staggered along the street. 
“Just a drunk,” Paul said. “Walk straight past him.” 
But when they tried to they were in another patch of brightly lit street and the drunk saw them. He was wearing clothes 

that looked both scorched and sodden. His face was disguised by soot. 
As they passed him. the strange man said, “Hey, fuggin’ paulasteve. Whazza name Billy upsillagob.” 
“Number seventeen, Billy,” Stephen said, a great load of guilt slipping from his shoulders. “I see you got away.” 
“Ah, buggers watered me, bloody suggers.” 
“All right,” Stephen said as Billy wandered towards his new home, “Let’s get on with it.” 
A few minutes later they were in Paul’s Mercedes and lumbering towards a future that Stephen could visualise only as 

a black fog. He dropped off to sleep as Paul was naming some possible venues for new enterprises. 
“Bangladesh sounds like fun. Never been there. Of course there’s always New Zealand, but I think they’d be waiting 

for us at the airport. Now that they've read my notes. The day I had my wallet stolen, that was the beginning of the end.” 
“What was in it that was so incriminating?” Stephen said. 
Paul exhaled a big breath and said, “Notes. I kept notes on lots of things, on everything, and I slipped them into a 

pocket of the wallet. It was a very big wallet. I couldn’t believe that anyone would ever get close enough to my person to 
get that wallet away from me. Ah me! Such super confidence—it’s my besetting sin.” 

“Where are we going?” Stephen said, “Right now, I mean.” 
“Venezuela perhaps, or Chile . . . . We’ve got to go somewhere. We can’t stay here.” 

  
Excerpt from Elfin Entepreneur, by Leonie Gilchester, The Victorian Voice, 

April 10 . . .  
 

 . . . He doesn’t match the image many of us have formed of the modern Entepreneur. Vernon Berrymont gives the 
impression of having constructed himself out of several incompatible elements—an old-fashioned schoolteacher, a 
suburban accountant, a wild poet and a calculating wizard. 

Disarmingly down-to-earth, he asks me if I would like tea or coffee—and then goes off to prepare a tray 
himself, leaving me to sit on a sofa that has obviously seen better days.  

He returns, bearing a tray with tea things, and as if he had read my mind says, “Ratty old sofa, isn’t it? I’d throw 
it out, but then I never throw anything out. Besides, it has a sentimental value. I upholstered it myself, in another 
life.” 

I ask him how he would describe himself these days. Is he a film producer, a manufacturer, a property 
developer, a chain-store proprietor . . . ? 

“All of those,” he says, “and none of them. People shouldn’t be identified with their trades. I was an upholsterer, 
I used to say. But in an important sense, I wasn’t. It’s just that I did upholstery.” 

I ask him about his family. He looks puzzled for a second, as if I had asked a difficult riddle. 
Then he beams and says, “Oh, yes! My family.” 
He scratches his chin and says, “Oh, they’re about . . . here and there . . . here and there . . . ” 
Probing further gets me nowhere. This most private of public men simply will not allow his family to become 

public property. 
Then, suddenly, he says, “This—er—‘Victorian Voice’ . . . is it for sale?” 
“Not so far as I know,” I tell him. 
“That’s one thing I haven’t got, a newspaper. Love to have one.” 
He must be joking, I think as he suddenly gathers up a phone and begins muttering excitedly into it. I can’t hear 

what he’s saying, but I have the definite impression that he’s trying to buy not only the ‘Voice’ but me. 
Then he puts the phone down and says, “They’re travelling.” 
“Who are?” 
“The family. They’re en route.” 
“To where?” 
“Like the rest of us, they’re headed for the future . . .” 



 
. . . and I came to see why Vernon Berrymont, the man from nowhere, is said to be unbeatable as a negotiator. 

After a few minutes’ conversation with him, you’re no longer sure of what you’re saying. 
The question I was left with was: Is he sure of what he’s saying? 



CHAPTER 30 

Five robed figures were dancing and chanting in the square, bells and tiny gongs accompanying their voices. Their 
movements and the din of their song had perhaps overcome the usual tendency of the regular beggars and street vendors 
to monopolise, as far as possible the space available for trading, begging and speechmaking. The words of the chant were 
unintelligible to ears attuned to English—all diphthongs, stretched to breaking point. 

In this hot and remorseless city singing and dancing at midday were not activities likely to be recommended by 
conscientious doctors. Yet there they were, grey-robed and shaven-headed, singing and capering (the word is not 
inaccurate). 

Two women stood in a patch of palmy shade and watched. The older, who looked as if she once might have been stout 
and now was not, peered out through sunglasses from under a large-brimmed hat. The younger, plainly her daughter, was 
restless in the heat and seemed to be pining for her air-conditioned hotel room. 

“Look, aren’t they wonderful,” said the older woman. “You wouldn’t see anything like that back home.” 
“Oh, I don’t know, what about the Hare Krishnas?” 
“But these are different. They haven’t got any hair at all, and they don’t wear those yellow robes.” 
“Saffron.” 
“Whatever. You know, I almost feel like joining in.” 
“Don’t you dare! I’ll pretend I don’t know you,” said the young woman. 
“Oh I won’t, I couldn’t. But wouldn’t it be nice to be so carefree?” 
“Dad’s money keeps us pretty free of care.” 
“For as long as he has it, dear. Did you hear he’s making a film?” 
“I don’t want to know,” said the daughter. 
“Look! They’re coming closer.” 
And they were. Moving through the crowd towards the two women as if called to them. The dancing stopped and the 

robed figures fell to begging and trading as eagerly as any of the other vendors in the square. One large member of the 
troupe approached the two women, bowed, and said in English with a strange and unplaceable lilt, “May you be blessed 
in all your hours, madam and madam.” 

He then held out a round, flat object with a design on it and said, “If it would please you to purchase a mandala, then 
you would help our work to go on.” 

“What is your work?” snapped the younger woman. 
“Simply enlightenment.” 
“And that thing you’re selling? It’s just plastic.” 
“Obsidian, Madam, a natural glass, fashioned with love into its present form.” 
“Oh please,” the mother said, “Let’s take one.” And to the man in the robe: “Don’t mind her. She doesn’t like the 

heat.” 
And within seconds she had parted with money and was holding the mandala in her hands. 
“I thought monks were supposed to live in seclusion from the world,” the daughter said. 
“We are not monks, yet we are in retreat, Madam. Our physical bodies are in the world and of it, but the essence, the 

true self, is elsewhere—in seclusion, as it were. But then so are all true selves. May you be blessed with awareness and 
serenity.” 

“Why is that—that member of your group—why is he staring at us?” 
The man turned his large body and looked at one of his people, robed and shaven-headed like himself, but wearing 

sunglasses. Yes, he was certainly staring. But as he became aware of the three faces staring back at him, he turned and 
walked into the crowd. 

“Perhaps he has seen you before, in his former life. We are not native to this place.” 
He bowed again and backed into the crowd. 
“Well, he's certainly not native,” the young woman said. “I could smell the sunblock cream on his head.” 
Her mother was fingering the mandala. 
“Obsidian,” she said. 
“Plastic,” said her daughter. 
On the other side of the square the bulky man was hissing softly at the one who had stared. “Stephen, don’t stare at our 



benefactors. It makes them nervous. They don’t like it.” 
At that moment a commotion broke out as a group of robed men, presumably of some other mendicant persuasion, 

began to move purposefully towards the ones who had got there first. The bulky man saw them. He drew from within his 
robe a whistle and blew it. Immediately the members of the first group ceased all transacting and moved as one, away 
from the second group and out of the square. 

The sunglassed man said as he hurried along beside the bulky one, “Didn’t you pay our protection money?” 
“Somebody else must have paid more. Don’t worry. They only want the square to themselves. They won’t follow us. 

Just keep running.” 
“Yes,” said the other, sweating and puffing, “Just keep running.” 
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