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KAIROS: APOCALYPSE NOW

“I suspect, I mean I have a wild idea, that this might be the way we’re perceiving some very, very large scale event …”

The world is coming to an end. If you drop an ice cube in a cup of hot coffee the coffee will grow cold, whereas we never see ice cubes forming spontaneously while the remaining liquid stays hot. Heat always tends to even out. If the universe had existed for all eternity, with the same stars and galaxies, distributed as we see now, the stars, pouring out their energy, would have filled up the spaces between them with light and the whole sky would be ablaze. The stars haven’t been there forever, and they aren’t going to last forever either. Eventually all the energy in the universe will be used up: all the lights will go out. The stars in the night sky prove that we live in a place that changes. The darkness around them tells us the direction of that change. Though we inhabit a pocket of non-equilibrium, our fate is inescapable. The universe we know was born and it will die. The seventh seal will be broken, and there will be silence in heaven.1

Sadly, there’s no role for living, breathing human actors in the End of the Universe show; whether it’s the Heat Death (hot favourite), the Big Bounce, Big Crunch, or some other variant. Even the handful of apocalypts, mystics and fictional characters2 who’ve seriously claimed to be present have been either long-since post human, or allowed in only as spectators. Whether you’re reporting from the full-colour, all-action spectacular in Revelations; or one of Michael Moorcock’s illusory Dancers at the End of Time; or H.G. Wells’s Time Traveller on that morose and sunless beach with the floppy thing – you can look but you can’t touch, and you absolutely have to be a very long way from the here and now.

But science fiction is all about respecting the unbreakable laws; appreciating their poetry, and then seeing how far they can be bent out of shape …

The Greek term kairos (or keros) is hard to pin down in English. It means now, as in right now. It’s the answer yes to any question of urgency. It’s connected with archery, and weaving. In modern Greek it usually refers to the weather. It can also mean preparation for the Second Coming of Christ (Parousia), an event that heralds the end of this world. In Kairos the novel, this now, this yes, is first described as a ‘reality changing drug’ – prized asset of a sinister and absurd millenarian organisation. As the action develops the ‘drug’ (which you don’t have to ingest, or even touch, it’s far more dangerous than that) is revealed as, or becomes, the outward sign of a phenomenon on a different scale entirely.

The story in which this phenomenon is embedded is about four friends, once a closely-knit and joyous quartet of outsiders. Otto (originally Jane) Murray is a left-wing politician’s daughter, lesbian activist and mother of a son she’s named Candide, who runs a second-hand bookshop, and helps poor neighbours deal with a callous world. Sandy Brize is her underclass girlfriend – clever enough to get into university against the odds, hopelessly unemployed thereafter. James Esumare, as a child, saw his parents killed by insurgents. Luckily, he never wants to go back to Nigeria, because the wealthy Esumare clan doesn’t tolerate homosexuals. He and his boyfriend ‘Luci’ Lytten have done pretty well compared to Otto and Sandy, but the prizes talent might have won for them are as out of reach, because of their openly homosexual relationship, as if they were equally grubby refuseniks.

At the turn of the 21st century, UK Inc. is a brittle, glittering success story, far away from the war that’s engulfing Africa. Variant sexuality does your career no harm as long as you keep it in the closet. The few rich and the many poor simply never meet, and all the civil liberties of the past are intact, until you try to claim them. Otto and James, friends who’ve grown apart, bump into each other at an anti-war demonstration. James is looking for his ne’er do well foster brother, Francis Xavier Howard – bound to be working this crowd, recruiting for BREAKTHRU, the fancy-dress ‘cult’ that preys on the clueless. When he learns he’ll be searched by armed police as he leaves, he’s appalled, because he’s carrying an item that belongs to Xav. He has no idea what it is, but it’s sure to be trouble. Otto is exasperated by James’s panic, but hasn’t forgotten why he’s terrified at the sight of guns. She pockets the stubby black plastic film tub, and then loses sight of him.

Meanwhile Sandy Brize has defected from the demo and is visiting St Paul’s Cathedral (free entry with her Benefit card). In this quiet place, out of the August cold, and the bitter, stinging air of central London, she’s considering her position. She and Otto have been together since University. Once it was all wonderful, but the revolution never happened. Otto’s not a rebel now, she’s a crank, and Sandy’s an underclass girl who married for money, backed the wrong horse and has ended up on the scrapheap where she belongs. Yes, it will happen. She will leave Otto, not now but very soon. As she reaches this bleak conclusion, she sees one of the tall marble angels on a politician’s memorial, the angel of the end of time,3 abandoning her lily trumpet and walking off down the aisle. Was that a BREAKTHRU idiot? They dress up as porno-angels. Or just a hallucination? Sandy’s been having hallucinations. She suspects everyone’s suffering from them, only people don’t like to admit it.

And life goes on, in the shabby haven of Otto’s bookshop. Except that Sandy has moved out, the ‘war in Africa’ seems to be getting closer, and those hallucinations, labelled ‘transient psychosis’, are definitely on the rise. Then Candide’s Jack Russell terrier, Vera, disappears. Otto discovers that her son is being subjected to a sickening kind of blackmail, and finally remembers the little black plastic tub that has been lying in her cranky old wall safe all this time.

What the hell is in that film tub? Otto confronts James and bullies him into desperate action, with nightmare consequences.

Candide seeks out Sandy Brize, enlists her as his hired gun, and they set out to rescue the little dog, if she can be rescued. They may be on the right track; the fate of a little bitch called Truth might be significant at this timeless moment. But Sandy has fallen through the floor of clinical depression into a chaotic world that she seems to be creating, moment by moment, where all the rules are being broken one by one. It’s the only real world now, and the protean substance that might best be called change itself is sitting in Sandy’s pocket. What will she choose to do?

Is Kairos science fiction? Why not? If ‘time’ and ‘space’ are collapsing, and everything is becoming contiguous with everything else, why shouldn’t the end of the universe hit us tomorrow? Why shouldn’t it enter our minds, our senses, every perception, and be directed by our spooky abilities?

But it’s also a morality play, SF as allegory, suggested by the proposal that “It’ll never change unless you change the whole world”.4

In my first ‘end of days’ science fiction, Divine Endurance (1984) – set in South East Asia, because that’s where I’d been living – a new world is born in secret, and emissaries from the past help a moribund, mechanistic civilisation to die. In the second I tackled a Middle East or ‘Western’ version, the one where we’re trapped in a kind of black hole, until someone from the wide-open heavens arrives in our dark world and promises us there’s a way out. But it’s costly. The book is Escape Plans (1986), the décor is based on the original US Space Race, and the futuristic technology is from the birth of the computing/digital world. Kairos, the third and last iteration, spinning out to a cosmic, universal changing of the guard, was also written in the eighties, and has the stamp of that ‘brittle, glittering’ decade (with the terrible hair) running all through it.

A longer essay on Kairos and other apocalyptic ideas, including the Big Bang theory, can be found here: http://www.gwynethjones.uk/Kairos.htm

 

 

 

 

Notes:

1. Entropy and time’s arrow observations from John Gribbin, In Search Of The Big Bang, 1986

2. Including, in one case, a nuclear-powered family home: ‘Nor Custom Stale’ (1959), Joanna Russ.

3. The politician is Viscount Melbourne, Queen Victoria’s first Prime Minister; the memorial honours his younger brother too; also Viscount Melbourne. St Paul’s started charging admission in 1991, citing rocketing upkeep expenses.

4. James Tiptree Jr (Alice Sheldon) “The Women Men Don’t See” 1973, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction vol 45, no. 6
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Viscount Melbourne’s Door

It was as cold as an August day can well be. Faint glimmer of sunlight lay like ice on the puddles outside St Paul’s. The hawkers of snacks and souvenirs were miserable, the huddled-up tourists looked smug: forewarned and well protected against the rigours of this climate. Sandy Brize threaded her way between the groups and past the news vendors’ placards of war news, rubbing her eyes and coughing in the bitter city air. She walked slowly into the great church, showing her Benefit card with a perfunctory gesture at the turnstile, and was swallowed up in a deep, shadowy whispering immensity.

There were marble plaques on the distant walls, there were two thousand five hundred straight-backed chairs set out in the nave. Her card didn’t cover the crypt or the galleries. Camcorders whirred faintly. The voices of tour-guides buzzed like bees. Crowds of brisk footsteps hurried over the pavement: stopped, and the buzzing started again. She was glad to be out of the cold. She had been prowling the streets of London for hours: an unhealthy occupation. Whenever she came up here Sandy wondered how Londoners managed to breathe at all.

Prowling and thinking: thinking mainly about her lover.

They had been together for more than ten years, lovers since Sandy was twenty-three years old, and the matrix of friendship out of which their love had sprung went back further than that. Sandy had not thought of herself as a child, when she left Brum to seek her fortune in the dazzling promise of a place at university. Looking back, she saw that her time with Otto covered the whole of her adult life. Take that relationship away, and there was nothing left of the person she was now.

It might have been all right if things had turned out differently. Unfortunately the revolution, Otto’s beloved revolution, which had been struggling bravely against the odds when they were all young, had faded ignominiously away. This was the age of sanitised newscasts; of a tough-minded acceptance of poverty and squalor as part of life’s rich tapestry; of pragmatic revival of the gender roles. Otto Murray was not a rebel nowadays. She was a crank, no more regarded than any old bloke in sandwich-boards who wanders up and down Oxford St, ranting about The Antichrist. Sandy hadn’t had a chance to die on the barricades: she could have managed that. She could not manage, could not sustain any longer, the long-drawn war of attrition. She had traded her determination to escape for a set of luxury ideals, and spent the last ten years unemployed, and hopelessly in debt. She was on the scrapheap, stuck here for life: and tired, tired, tired, of trying to share the poses of a disaffected aristocrat.

I married her for her money, thought Sandy. A brutal way to put it: but once you’ve said it obviously true, and then everything else collapses.

A rocking balance had finally settled. One possible interpretation of events became fact. The others vanished.

Staccato footsteps drifted around her. She stared up at the coruscating lame ceiling of the choir: strawberry and cobalt and emerald, like a rich woman’s evening dress. She was preoccupied, but oblivious of her surroundings; instead she felt an ironic sympathy with St Paul’s. Here it stood, still complete but empty as a vast fluted shell. No trace of the former occupant, only hissing echoes and a damp, faintly briny smell. She looked at the small board giving details of services that only sightseers would attend, and thought that this place was like herself. It had tried and failed to do something impossible. Now it was just waiting for an overdue announcement.

One of the memorials on the north wall took the form of an ornate doorway. Larger than life, its dark panels and lintel inlaid with polished metal, it had a substantial, early Victorian presence. It looked like the kind of door that might open to your touch one day, though for a thousand years on either side it remained a facade with blank stone behind. Sandy studied the three-metre tall white angels flanking it. The left-hand angel was on guard, leaning on a great naked sword. The other angel slept, half-shut eyelids drooping over blank, alabaster eyes. The wakeful angel was male, the sleeping one clearly female. Isn’t that the truth, thought Sandy. This is a man’s world: always was, and will be until the end of time. It’s so stupid, so tedious; trying to pretend that anyone can change that.

She was wondering is this the way something ends?

Pain, sorrow, the appalling business of disentanglement. The loss not only of a partner but of a complete mind and soul … A shiver ran though her. After months, maybe years of simmering unease, she knew that she was really contemplating this death. She stared at Viscount Melbourne’s memorial while around her failing love affair the failing world gathered: started and spoiled, tried and failed, until Sandy could scarcely tell the two apart.

Nothing dramatic had happened. Things could go on getting a little bit worse, day by day, for a long time yet, but the balance had fallen. What use was there in acting out the rest of the charade? It would be no bad thing if that right-hand angel, leaning on her lily trumpet through all the ten thousand million years, were to wake this very afternoon: and lift the brazen stem and blow.

Either there was a service going on, far in the eastern recesses, or else the choir was practising for a show. Tour groups sat down to listen to the music. Sandy joined them, at the end of a row so she could watch her angels. A party of young Italians beside her started to make too much noise. A man in a long black skirt came to quiet them – SSSh! Somebody nudged Sandy in the ribs, she turned to see a rosy, tanned face grinning at her: one rebellious youth expecting sympathy from another. Sandy glared. Don’t count on me, she muttered. I’m just a poor native. Then she was annoyed at having seemed to support the churchman. She returned to her angels just in time to see a tall, shining, winged figure walking away down the aisle, towards St Paul’s Churchyard and Ludgate Hill. Involuntarily, she glanced to see if both white statues were still in place: looked back in time to catch a last glimpse as the figure disappeared behind a large group of dark clothed Japanese. She sat a while longer. The hallucination did not surprise her. She was used to symptoms of this kind; sometimes she thought everybody was suffering them, only people didn’t care to admit it. There were plenty of possible causes – clinical depression, air pollution, contaminated food. It was nothing to worry about. She noticed as she passed them on the way out that the Japanese were all wearing full-face smog masks, with goggles. Cheek, thought Sandy. You’re better off here than you’d be at home. You could die from walking down the street barefaced in Osaka, according to the news on the TV. She wondered, amused, if they were protected from seeing angels.

Outside, London seemed to be carrying on as usual. If anything exciting had happened it hadn’t spread to the City yet. On a bench in the Churchyard gardens, under a bower of gritty laurels, she put on her sunglasses and then took them off again – a gesture meaning, I don’t care what happens to me. She was better dressed for the weather than some, because Sandy’s wardrobe did not allow for half-tones. The coat was the coat, a thick, square black garment in a style from about fifteen years ago. She drew her knees up and wrapped its folds around her, humming faintly under her breath.

Dovo sono i bei momenti Di dolcezza e di piacer …

Sandy was very white skinned, with small, delicate features and a cap of fine dark hair that lifted and fluttered in the wind. Her old coat and her bare head made her look young, a pretty girl indulging the perennial youthful fashion for nostalgia, but there were reproachful lines round the orbits of her blue eyes and her mouth was set forever now in an etched frame of fatigue, and hope too long deferred. Sandy’s looks were turning sour along with everything else, so that even mirrors told her it was too late.

Where have they gone, those lovely moments of sweetness and pleasure?

They are worse than far away, they are undone, they never were. It could be true, she thought, frightening herself. I’ll go home tonight, oh yes, and I won’t start packing my bags. But it must be just a day like any other, when the end begins.

The city of London went bustling on, apparently still full of life. Sandy watched the passers-by, listlessly, half dozing in a chilly dream. Killing time.


2

Sodom and Gomorrah I: Fireworks for a Prince

Sandy Brize emerged from the tower block of the hospital into cold darkness, huddling her big black coat around her. The door of the Stag opened as she walked up, and she clambered in. She clenched her teeth to stop them from chattering: she felt dizzy and lost. It was only a few minutes ago but she could not remember leaving Otto. She was sure now she ought to have stayed, or else somehow brought her lover away. Did I kiss her? Did I dare, in that public place? I don’t think I did. The two young men in the front seats turned their heads eagerly, bright Luci and dark James.

‘What’s it like in there?’

‘Did she get my hamper?’

‘I didn’t see any cockroaches. Yes, it arrived. She promises not to eat any hospital food.’

‘Damn right,’ said Luci. ‘If you’d seen those kitchens …’ He had worked as a porter, last summer.

‘We could go back in, and try to get to see her?’

Luci and James lived in London these days. Sandy had summoned them hours ago: Flag at Beckfoot, start for the Pole sort of number, as James described this arrangement. They’d been waiting at Sandy and Otto’s house for news. Sandy had taken over all the telephoning, it seemed the least she could do: but she was afraid she’d let herself be intimidated by the Ideological State Apparatus again. Otto wouldn’t have left the boys in the car park. She’d have insisted on having them up to the ward, never mind what the hospital thought. Her suggestion caused a silence, in which all three of them thought of meeting Otto for the first time in this new mode; and though Sandy had been with her in the midst of it all, still, it would be different going back, now, to the accomplished fact.

‘No,’ said James softly, at last. ‘We’ll come back tomorrow. I mean later.’ He stared broodily into his own dark eyes in the driving mirror. ‘Did you phone Colin?’

‘Yes. She didn’t want to speak to him, her only sign of weakness. Otherwise she’s ready to take on the world.’

Colin was the child’s father, the obliging donor. He had left Brighton shortly after finals and lived on an organic smallholding in Devon.

‘Um, Sandy, considering – is the display still in order?’

‘Of course it is. What do you take her for?’

‘It does sound like your piston rings,’ remarked Sandy as the Stag roared showily up the hill. ‘I told you not to buy this thing.’

It was November. The waste ground above the racecourse had been suppurant with bonfires since well before the fifth, and was still covered in smouldering mattresses and old tyres. The suburban riding horses in the field across the road snorted and thumped noisily to their gate when they heard a car draw up. Luci turned to them as if drawn by a magnet. Poor bloody gees, he muttered. Out in all weathers, half-crazy with pollution poisoning. There oughter be a law …

Black broke to red underfoot, as if they were walking on crusted lava. They took the graffiti-splattered tunnel, and settled with their backs against the mesh fence: a white moon above, the constellations of Brighton spread below, and the sea a darkness beyond.

When Sandy Brize first arrived at Sussex University she had blushed whenever she heard the word lesbian; or even thought of it (which was frequently) – while Jane (Otto) Murray was the epitome of Campus Cool. Sandy had watched them from afar: Otto and her great friend James Esumare, and James’s great friend who came down for weekends – with the shining platinum crop and the amazing eye makeup. Mysterious lines of connection had brought her to the edge of Otto’s sphere. She went on watching, pressing closer or being drawn in, it was hard to say which, until at last she was over the boundary, and they were rushing and falling together, the four of them merging into one lovely, unlikely whole.

Sandy was still a little frightened of James, not just because of his Public school accent but because he was black. Whenever she spoke to him she could feel her parents and her brothers trying to climb out of her mouth. (They smell funny, they take our jobs, they breed like rats: when are you going back to Africa, nignog?) He was Nigerian, his parents were dead: he lived in Hampshire with his guardians in a house that was practically a stately home. He refused to have anything to do with Black Consciousness, the same way as he crossly resisted Otto’s attempts to bully him into Gay Activism. But even so safe and so aloof, he made her nervous …

She was wary of Luci for different reasons. He had lost the accent, or cunningly never acquired one. He was defiantly weird in every way that James was defiantly normal; sharp in every way that James was gentle. Luci laid traps. When they first met he used to call her Alexandra (her name was Sandra). What’s Luci short for? she countered: Lucifer, her told her. Sandy, as innocent of Judaeo-Christian mythology as if she had been an Ancient Egyptian, called him ‘Lucifer’ for weeks, before she found out what everyone thought was so funny.

They were not often alone together, these three. Otto was the missing connection: lost leader. They glanced at each other shyly in the moonlight. So strange, thought Sandy. Not my class and not my world but I belong here with these people, as I belong nowhere else.

‘Yours truly will be i/c fireworks!’ cried Luci suddenly, and leapt away with a tall package and a clinking binbag of empty bottles.

‘What does eyecee mean?’ asked Sandy.

‘In charge of. It’s a Structuralist term, I believe.’

‘I thought it was more Middle Class Homosexual slang. I’m trying to improve my vocabulary.’

James snorted. ‘Still having trouble with those chips on your shoulder, Brize?’

‘Not a lot, Sir. They’re very tasty really.’

Luci flapped about in his black PVC vampire cloak and the genuine Courrèges boots, planting firedrakes. He was a research assistant now, and James was in a serial advertisement on the telly: something he was not proud of, but the money would set him up while he was getting into real acting. The boys were so sensible about their careers: it made Sandy laugh. She couldn’t stand the idea of a straight job herself. She wanted simply to live this good life she had discovered: books, music, drugs, sex, nice food – in whatever order, and if possible all at once. She giggled, and at once, from nowhere, her eyes flooded with tears. Otter! Otter! How can I go home without you?

James was watching her, very kindly. ‘I expect that was quite an experience.’

‘It was, James.’ Her voice wobbled dangerously.

He wrapped his arms round his long legs: a meditative black spider.

‘Are you still signing, Sand?’

He was changing the subject to spare her feelings: terrified of emotional outbursts himself, he assumed everybody felt the same way. She fished in her pocket, and scrubbed her eyes with a dirty tissue. James had never been happy about Otto’s decision. He hated changes.

‘’Course.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t.’

‘Got no choice James. You can’t do much with a third class degree in Business Studies, if I even wanted to. And if I don’t pay off something on my cards every month, I’ll be in dead trouble anyway.’

‘How much do you owe? I mean, altogether.’

‘None er your business, James.’

‘Sorry.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘Sandy, why did she do it to us? I mean really?’

Oh, it’s never going to be the same … Sandy took a can of strong lager from one of the carrier bags and cracked it.

‘Don’t get morbid James. I hate it when you get morbid. Have a drink.’

He didn’t like the taste of any kind of beer. He opened a bottle of Burgundy instead.

‘How’s Xav getting on with his wonder job?’

‘Still at it. They’ve got him devising new marketing concepts now.’

Francis Xavier was James’s foster brother, son of his English guardians, and a no-good, no-account workshy wastrel just like Sandy. His latest venture was unusually innocent: it involved selling some shady kind of vitamin supplements. Down in Hampshire, Sandy had ridden a horse, eaten roast pheasant; been taken along a mediaeval haunted secret passage and attended a Christian Midnight Mass (RC rite). She was fascinated by this cornucopia. You never knew what might fall from it next. Maybe even a job, with lots of money and very little to do.

‘Is there anything for me in it? Could he hire me to lick envelopes or something?’

‘Don’t waste your time. The whole thing’s barely legal, and probably about to go bust.’

‘I s’ppose you’re right. A firm that would take on your brother must be well iffy.’

‘Well indeed. Definitely unsafe. But I wish you’d either stop working or stop claiming Benefit. You’re bound to get caught.’

Luci returned, and squatted to burrow into more plastic carriers for the rest of the feast: a good pork pie with decent mustard, tomatoes; choclatinas, a buttered lardy cake. He glanced up quizzically, feeling the prickly field of James’s gloom.

‘What’s eating my James? Spot of the mono no awares?’

James laughed. ‘Leave me alone both of you. It’s not going to be the same.’ He accepted a choclatina. ‘But whatever Ottoline-The-All-Right does, is all right with me.’

‘That’s the attitude my son. Have faith in yer political officer.’

They sat munching and drinking and smoking in the cold and dark, Luci occasionally running out to light another firework. He put on a good show. Somewhere near here was the Neolithic camp, home of the oldest inhabitants of Brighton. The four of them had come to search for it, one memorable acid-tinged night: failed to find any Stone Age relics but discovered instead a fellow-feeling that had made this spot sacred. They were the Nouveau Primitives, or Nouprims, as the Movement would come to be known – a school of revolutionary thought embracing Radical Socialist Feminism, the desire to live on cake and chocolate ice cream; the desire to ride in the Grand National wearing silver lame with a little mermaid train; and the knowing by heart of every Gilbert and Sullivan chorus.

It was a tough life, struggling towards civilisation while the other proto-apes, in their tree houses, threw rotten fruit and organised Moral Majority legislation.

‘The Nouprims will need to invent some colourful rituals, to welcome the tribe’s first offspring,’ decided Luci. ‘This is a start, but there’ll have to be more. Could you fancy eating the navel cord, Sand? With chocolate fudge sauce of course.’

‘I thought one of the male sponsors did that. Especially if he was an elective blonde.’

The orange lights of the city twinkled, the nearest of them blurred in places by persistent smoky flames.

‘The Cities of the Plain,’ murmured James. ‘Sodom and Gomorrah. Did you know, cities were originally places of refuge for criminals? Normal people were nomadic. If you’d broken the Social Contract, say by murdering someone, you could escape society’s vengeance only by staying put, in quarantine as it were. So when it says in the bible the whole population of Sodom was evil, it uses unorthodox sexuality to emphasise this point: but that’s not what made them irredeemable.’

‘I get it.’ Luci chuckled. ‘Fire and brimstone is for those who live within the walls.’

‘That’s the idea.’

‘And though not exempt from punishment for sins they should happen to commit, sexual inverts are in no special danger of having lava poured over them. Crucial bit of analysis James. We like it.’

Silence fell at last. The sitting fireworks were finished, the feast consumed. Cloaked in shadow, the Nouprims gazed towards France, each lost in hazy private musing.

If I could ever find a woman attractive, thought Luci, it would be Otter. A busty, rangy Amazon Empress sort of creature. He glanced at Sandy’s chilly little profile, dimly outlined in moonlight as she tipped her can. Our queen chose well, he decided. A reliable type. Sandy had once come across him in a secluded part of Sussex campus, where by chance he happened to be in a fairly compromising position with Bobby the American exchange. She never turned a hair, good scout. Were there really human beings, people he knew, who would come upon a scene like that and cry oh tee-hee James has to know about this! Maybe not, but she was still a good scout.

James knew, anyway: in general if not in particular. He did not stray himself. Didn’t have to. James wasn’t afraid of being swallowed by the karass; of losing his separate self. It would never occur to him. Too much ego, these actor-johnnies.

If I ever had some money, thought Sandy, I wouldn’t buy a Triumph, much less a Stag. Bloody joke car. I’d buy a Cortina, an S or a V reg. It would have to be white. Bright white. I’d get it fixed up all in period, with visor-green OTTO and SANDY stickers on the windscreen, and I’d wash it every Sunday.

One Ford Cortina

There’s only one Ford Cortina

Oh! Ford Cortina!

She’d never stand for it. Poor Otter, I’m going to have to re-educate that woman.

James heard a car passing; imaginary footsteps, and hoped he’d remembered to lock the Stag. Otto’s child seemed unreal to him. It wasn’t possible. Everything must go on the same. Friends, fireworks, midnight picnics: all very good things. But such dangers stalk, outside the circle of the fire. Why invite trouble?

‘I think it’s time,’ announced Luci. He stood up. ‘How many hours old is it now Sand?’

She peered at her watch. Four fifty-two. ‘Erm. Three hours and fifty minutes.’

Which moment counts as birth? And who had noted it? Not Sandy, but a time had been entered on the baby’s little ID wrist-tag.

She wiped her eyes again.

‘Good enough. I shall pray to Otto now.’

He spread his bat cloak over the pinprick lights and dark sea and sky.

‘Hail, Holy Queen, Mother of Mercy.

Hail our life, our sweetness and our hope

To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve,

Mourning and weeping in this vale of tears

Oh Clement, Oh loving, Oh sweet Virgin …’

‘—She was a virgin, wasn’t she Sand? She had not known man, I hope?’

Sandy raised her eyebrows.

‘Of course she had, functionally. She had known Colin. Does it matter?’

‘Take no notice of him Sandy. He’s over excited.’

‘I should say I am. It’s not every night I get the chance to preside over an event of cosmic proportions like this. I will now light the blue touch-papers and retire.’

Luci ran, laughing and stumbling, from his sizzling bottles. The rockets lifted screaming into the dark. Stars burst all over the sky, and Sandy remembered Otter, pregnant and miserable: I don’t care. I want fireworks. She’s going to be the best baby in the world.

The stars winked out.

Otto Murray lay and watched the moonlit sky, over her wide view of the sea.

One day when I was ten years old, she thought, it was Polling Day. I sat on a hard chair in the passage outside the classroom where people were casting their votes, and I asked for their cards as they came out, so we could see whether all our people had voted, and if not go and haul them in. I wonder if I was ten. Maybe I was thirteen, or it was both. Anyway, all of us election-workers went to a hall somewhere, and had corned beef hash and red cabbage for lunch. It was only for us election-workers. I used to love that. I loved being one of the people allowed through the door marked Private. I loved being busy, and purposeful and, most important, in on things. Knowing what was going on. She closed her eyes. Somewhere outside this building, her friends were celebrating an event in the course of a friendship. For Otto it was an event that changed the course of a life, and examination seemed forced on her, as if she was drowning.

When Jane Murray arrived at university somebody misheard the family nickname, relic of the days when they used to play The Wind In The Willows. She liked the sound of the mistake so then she was Otto to everyone. Real friends still called her Otter. In those days she believed it was okay, even politically sound, to be non-monogamous in the most predatory way you knew how, so she cut quite a swathe through the local scene. But her most constant connection was with James Esumare, and his boyfriend Luci (Gordon) Lytten; who was supposed to be at Cambridge, but was always down in Brighton. Their friendship was based on childhood memories, family habits; a shared mythology. And then there was Sandy Brize, with her pale skin that looked so fragile you wanted to cover it up; and those cool, candid blue eyes. Otto had spent a long time wondering if Sand really was a dyke, as well as working class; or was that too good to be true? Time went by; other adventures. You made a friend of Sandy, though she soon taught you, you’d better not try and matronise: cette animal est si mechante, quand’on l’attaque elle se defende. Then it was finals year and you suddenly wondered – have I left that one too late? Tears trickled under Otto’s eyelids: after childbirth, the easy tears. People warned you about that.

She was a bandit leader, striding around campus in her carefully arranged tatters, hair a flying thicket of rusty old dreadlocks. Dealing incisively with the pretensions of the Male Left (she’d had a head start there, her father was a Labour MP): respected by her Women’s Group, most unforgiving of political entities. She greatly admired the purity of her own views. She’d always wanted to have children, or at least a child, and it seemed like the right time. It was a necessary gesture of hope and faith.

Oh, woeful vanity.

The baby belonging to the young girl with the tattoos on her arms had stopped grizzling at last, and the ward grew very quiet. Otto climbed groggily out of bed. She wanted a cup of tea, which Luci’s hamper could not provide. She knew where there was a coffee machine. She did not know the form: can they be left? Rather than summon a nurse and admit ignorance she pushed the plastic crib on wheels ahead of her, along a dusky and echoing hallway. The nurses’ station was deserted, anyway.

Returning to the self-criticism.

In her first postgraduate year, Otto had acquired a kit, an obliging donor, and the support of the clandestine Radical Birth Network. She made several attempts to inseminate herself, to no avail. She and Sandy were lovers. Otto didn’t know then that her bandit days were over, but she suspected something of the sort. She was concerned lest another important part of her life-plan should be put aside for the sake of romance. Tired of fiddling about with plastic syringes, got drunk one night and did it with Colin. The whole experience an embarrassing joke. The next morning she was convinced she’d caught AIDS, and certain it was a terrible idea to have a baby. That’s okay, can’t possibly be pregnant. But she was. And too proud even to think of an abortion.

She leaned on the coffee machine sipping hogwash, staring down at the crib. She’d covered the infant with her anarchist scarf, the one with the skull and crossbones all over it; knitted for her by a former lover. One more credential, one more lapel button. A boy. She’d got what she deserved. Poor little bugger. Mustn’t take it out on him.

Hope, faith, and charity too.

But I’m in love with someone else, baby …

She ought to be longing to get home, away from the despised interventionist male medicine, but she could feel herself wanting to cling; to hide in here as long as possible. Was she already becoming institutionalised? Otto shivered. For the first time in her life she’d had a taste of those social evils she was determined to destroy. She’d been a pregnant woman in a public hospital, and glimpsed the life of the unrespected. Hospitals, horrible places, the poor have always feared them. In this fag-end of the twentieth century, UK Ltd was doing rather well. Just be careful not to be poor, like the man said. If you have to be poor, take care not to get sick. Above all, don’t get old. We come full circle. What do we fear most? The straw death, the long-drawn misery of humiliation: to die like a woman. Ubasuteyama, the Mountain Of Throwing Grannies away, it isn’t such a bad idea. Take me out there and leave me, son. Please don’t put me in a geriatric ward.

The registrar who had seen the baby born came by.

‘You ought to be in bed, Mrs Murray.’

The tone of voice roused instant hostility. But the man’s eyes were rimmed in purple, his hands were shaking as he tried to force money into the slot.

‘So ought you. And it doesn’t take fifty pence pieces.’

‘Oh Christ!’

‘How long have you been on shift?’

‘About a week.’

‘D’you want to talk about it? I’ve got nothing better to do.’

A short while later the registrar slept, head on his arms on a battered table covered with leaflets about fundraising. The baby in the crib slept, under his raggedy blue hospital-issue blanket and the anarchist scarf. Otto watched over them both.

She laid her face down by her plastic beaker, and the Jolly Roger grinned at her through Perspex. I must not lose heart, she thought. This is a minor setback. La lutte continue. Nouprims forever! I will regroup. I will gather my people around me, and … fell asleep.

‘Well, what are we waiting for?’

‘I don’t know. The dawn, maybe.’

‘It’s November James. Much as I love colourful ritual I do not intend to sit here for four hours, getting piles.’

Sandy was the last to leave the picnic spot. She stooped to pick up a fragment of flint pebble; possibly part of a Neolithic tool. A memory stone to be kept until she forgot why. Stood again, and briefly a puzzled frown crossed her face. That scrap of life in the hospital. She did not know how to feel about it; what it would be like to live with a child. And then, the exacting claims of Otto’s revolution, the yawning gaps between her lover’s culture and her own … But the shiver of premonition passed. Safe, loved, hopeful, happy, she followed her friends.
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