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A BEARD OF STARS

Being concealed in Mervyn was the best feeling ever and, one way or another, I’ve been looking for something like that feeling ever since. I’ve tried everything, from love to religion and all there is between those two extremes, but nothing has come close to the completeness of that warm evening in 1968.

Through the walls of his body I could hear Brenda asking where I was. I felt Mervyn’s answer before I heard it. The drone rose in his belly as he told her that I was with him.

‘Where?’

‘He’s asleep.’

I closed my eyes tight to seem more asleep if they looked.

‘Isn’t he hot?’

The heat was one of the best things about it; a heat so fully enveloping it made you dizzy and disinclined to move, so incapacitating that you felt you couldn’t move if you wanted to. I didn’t want to. I was suspended in a nest of hair. Encasing me on every side was downy arm hair and scrubby leg hair and matty chest hair and silky belly hair, and I was nestled and naked in this pocket of damp fur. Sweat trickled between my skin and his pelt, both upwards and downwards on the capillary principle, a sensation that was pleasant enough in itself as mild tickling went, but made exquisite when combined with an inertia that gave immunity to tickling. Better still were the seldom times when Mervyn spoke and plangent vibrations in his trunk spread through all the fibres and fluid and enfolded me in droning.

Sound was the only impression that penetrated from the outside world. Light was blocked by Mervyn’s beard and hair, hanging in gnarled bunches and kinked curtains; yard-long hanks that draped over us on every side and gave the squatting Mervyn the appearance of a yurt with a face on top. The warm stench of his armpits built steadily, periodically laced with whiffs of his lesser sweats and excretions, repelling any other smell that came near us.

‘He’ll suffocate.’

‘He’s cool.’

‘Let him out. I want him to see this.’

Mervyn shifted and unlotussed his legs and parted the beard and fired his hair over his shoulders. The perfect universe disintegrated. Flinch-making bright light and wince-inducing clear noise and lung-scorching fresh air came pillaging in. Worse was the cool of Brenda’s hands either side of my ribcage as she hauled me out of Mervyn’s lap. Another child might have wept and howled, but I had long since learned that crying was a waste of effort among people who would only stare in blank wonderment as if my shrieks were a sudden prophecy in ancient Greek.

‘Man.’

Brenda put me on my feet and pointed to a distant stage, holding my face by the chin to stop me gazing backwards into Mervyn’s lap, where the cavity of hair was re-forming and disappearing as he rearranged his limbs and tresses.

‘Man that was like giving birth man.’

‘Man.’

Brenda was whispering in my ear. ‘Look. Keep looking. If you keep looking you’ll see the great wizard appear.’

‘Why?’

‘On the stage. Look. He’s coming.’

Across all the heads: the backs of all the long-haired heads in rows and rows of folding wooden chairs, and the headbands and hats of groups of real hippies like us squatting on the ground, disdainful of the serried masses, and the threading flittering of naked children like me, and the occasional cosmic dancer, moving to music perceptible only to themselves. Away on the stage, a plain ugly stage made suddenly luminous in horizontal light from a lowering sun, two minute figures, as small as the earlobes of the man sitting in front, walked to the centre and sat down cross-legged and waited for their audience to quieten. Brenda told me to listen hard. She said that the sounds they would make would cast a spell that could set the world to rights if everyone listened. She said that the wizard was chanting to bring in the New Age. He would stop the Wars and the money and make the children happy.

‘Is he the one with the tom-toms?’

‘Bongos. No. He’s the beautiful one.’

In the distance he looked a bit like me. He was little and he had black curly hair. The noise that he and his friend made was faster than music, but even the cosmic dancers let the sunbeams fall from their hands and sat down to listen. The beautiful one leaned forward and began to sing. His voice was weird enough to be a wizard’s, and his words made little sense if you didn’t know it was a spell.

Everyone, as far as I could see, was happy. Brenda was transported. Shining crows’ feathers hung over her ears and her hair dangled in shiny black plaits. Her face was as shining and white as her smock. From beneath the circumference of her purple hat she whispered to me from time to time.

‘It’s him. He’s come to save the world, and us from ourselves.


PROPHETS, SEERS AND SAGES

When the cross-legged wizard in children’s shoes had finished singing and left the stage, Mervyn stirred.

‘Let’s go now man. Right now, before the next number starts. This is what we came for. We should keep the vibe.’

Bronwen seconded him. ‘And we wouldn’t be caught in the crush at the end.’

The men turned on her with sneering looks. The women kept their eyes to the ground, ashamed to have had the same thought and relieved not to have been the one crass enough to express it.

Had Bronwen not spoken we might have left on the spur of Mervyn’s suggestion, untainted as that was by practicality. Now there was uncertainty. Some were easing themselves cautiously to their feet as if they might be doing no more than stretching their legs, others were gazing abstractedly at the stage as if they were unaware of the predicament. A man who called himself Emperor and wore white trousers was talking about who the next group would be, but his microphone shrieked back at him and the noise from the speakers was like electronic whale song.

‘Never mind what the chick said. We should be gone man.’ Mervyn made his appeal general, though no one would look at him. All eyes were on Julian now, to see whether he would shift or stay.

‘We are reeds blowing in a circular wind.’ Julian drew himself upright, into a more mage-like posture. ‘We should ask the spirits.’ He reached into his mirrorwork satchel and drew out a roll of dirty chamois leather.

‘Can’t we use coins?’ Mervyn was trying to sound reasonable but there was agitation at the edge of his voice. ‘If you use the stalks we’ll be here for an hour. The question is should we leave now? Not should we have left an hour ago.’

Julian, unperturbed, continued to unroll the yarrow stalks, making the chamois into a mat on the ground in front of him. ‘Coins give a symmetrical result.’

‘It’s a symmetrical question.’

‘We all decided that the use of money in the I Ching is disrespectful to the spirits. We voted on it.’

‘It’s more disrespectful to waste their time by asking them if you should do something you’ve already done. You can’t ask if you should stay when you’re staying to ask. We should be out of here man.’

Julian rolled the yarrow stalks between his palms, then placed the bundle on the mat. He removed one stalk, held it up and muttered, then set it down so that it pointed at the bundle. ‘The witness is in place. Are you going to get into the vibe, Mervyn, or are you going to disrupt it? We have a decision to make.’

Mervyn acceded by sitting down again and turning the tor of hair that was his body so that he was facing Julian and the I Ching mat like everyone else. The irregular circle watched as Julian divided and counted the stalks again and again, oblivious to the renewed music from the stage. When they talked about it afterwards, everyone claimed that they had heard no music at all during the divination. Julian said it was because we were under the protection of the spirits.

Meanwhile, I had wriggled from Brenda’s side and sidled over to Mervyn, hoping for re-entrance to the lap of luxury. I perched on the edge of one of his enormous knees and sank slowly backwards, gradually disappearing into the hairfall; into the heat and stench and comfort and fur, knowing that I was safe from disturbance for a while, now this I Ching business had got going.

Julian was a slow worker, and the others sat with the stillness and silence and fixation of cats looking into a pond. The only person to speak was Bronwen, who, halfway through the process and hoping to redeem herself from her earlier indelicacy, recognised the first trigram. Her voice was heard as an earnest whisper, addressed to no one in particular. ‘The open. The stimulating mist.’

A tremor of Mervyn’s approval rolled through me. It was impossible to find the exact position that had been so comfortable before. The elements of the hiding place were as good as they had been the first time, the smell and the feel and the heat of it, but the sense of floating was elusive. I could have asked the spirits to help me into the right position, but I knew that they would be busy answering Julian’s question.

At last, the hexagram was declared and Julian read the text from the oracle. ‘The open gorge. Articulation. The mist swirls below the stream. The nodes of the bamboo. Separate what is separate and make the connections clear. Express things. By measuring the measure the city will be safe.’

‘Is that a yes or a no?’ It was Steve who spoke. The others would have been looking at him with smug amusement. Steve was the most recent arrival and it was his role to ask the more naïve questions.

I was squashed violently as Mervyn’s stomach expanded and contracted with sudden force. ‘Tcha! It said we should separate ourselves man.’

‘Not so fast man. I wasn’t finished.’ You could tell that this was Julian’s favourite part of divination. ‘There was a transforming yin above. Harshness and bitter speech. Do not do what is asked. Provide whatever is necessary.’

‘You’re making it up now.’

‘I wouldn’t meddle with the spirits man.’

‘Anyway, it depends whether we asked if we should go or we should stay.’

‘I asked if we should go.’

‘I didn’t. I asked if we could stay. Jimi Hendrix is on later. What did you ask, Colin?’

‘Stay, I think. I can’t remember.’

‘I was the medium. It’s what I asked that counts.’

Mervyn exploded, all his flesh making a lovely wobble as he ranted. ‘So what’s the point of the rest of us doing it, then? Or maybe the spirits think you should stay here on your own. The rest of us can go.’ There was shushing from some of the people round us, and Mervyn lowered his voice, but the trembling was all the more intense for it. ‘If you’re the medium man you’re the medium. What the questions pass through. Otherwise we’re all just sitting here while you ask whatever you want. Which might explain, for instance, why when we ask what vegetables to plant it always turns out to be things you like, so we get a garden full of sodding cabbages and nothing else. Because you sneak off in your head and ask about cabbages. Is that how it works man?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Then let’s find out what we all asked. How many asked go and how many asked stay and we’ll know what the answer is.’

The ripples of Mervyn’s anger must have sent me to sleep, and it was late and cold when I woke, and I was being carried through the dark, towards the bus. The music had finished and the stage was dark and most of the people had gone home. The field was lit by a scattering of bonfires made of piles of the wooden folding chairs. There was bad feeling among us, and I could tell that we weren’t leaving because of a consensus of interpretation of the oracle. We made our way along a flickering plywood fence, and someone pointed out where it had been pushed over and suggested we take a short cut back to the bus, and then we stumbled in the dark, parallel to hedges and through dubious gates until we reached a road, and stood for a moment in sullen relief before someone opened their mouth to produce the embryo of a discussion about whether to turn right or left.

Bronwen made a spluttering noise. ‘Ask the bloody I Ching, why don’t you?’ Then she set off noisily in what proved to be the right direction.


MY PEOPLE WERE FAIR

The bus, when we eventually found it, carried us nearly home, and broke down on the wrong side of the village, and we left it there to be dealt with the next day and walked the last mile across the fields on familiar territory now and sure of our way in the thinning darkness. Mervyn led, balancing me on one shoulder. We made our way in single file through the long spinney and paused on the edge of it, inhaling cold air and the smell of foxes, and looking downhill towards a rambling, grass-roofed house in an otherwise houseless dell. There was a candle lit in every window. This was the hOme.

‘hOmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
mmmmmmmmme.’

The chant rose simultaneously and spontaneously from all of us, fading separately as the breath of each gave out, until there was only Mervyn’s profound bass continuing to roll down the hill. A door in the house opened and a figure flitted out, black in the yellow light. Torches were lit along the path to the end of the garden and the barking of dogs intruded from the next dell. We hurried down the hill, the shock of each footfall bouncing me higher on Mervyn’s shoulder, until I was spending more time in the air than on the flesh, and thought I was flying home through the darkness.

Debora’s face was split in two with her grin of welcome. She stood in the circular door with a candle held in front of her and the light pouring out of the house behind her. The sky beyond the roof was paling and the air was thick with birdsong. I couldn’t help shouting.

‘Guess who we saw?’

‘The wizard?’

‘How did you know?’

‘Did he sing?’

‘Debora? Why did he call you a zebra?’

By now I was folded in her arms and whispering in her ear and she was nuzzling at me. ‘Zebra yourself.’

‘What’s for tea?’

‘Has the child not had anything to eat?’

The question was directed at Brenda, who, tired though she was, still took the trouble to assume an air of casual indifference. ‘I told him he could have something when he got home.’

‘Did you now?’

They stared at each other for a moment, and then Brenda pushed past us, her head thrown back to show her state of superior unworldliness. ‘We have been having a mystical experience. If you had taken the trouble to be there you wouldn’t have been thinking of your stomach either.’

Now that we were on the threshold, with an aroma of brown rice seeping out from the kitchen, the ache of hunger that had occupied my stomach for most of the day gave way to acute pain. The others must have been undergoing a similar process because, suddenly unmysticled, they all vanished in the direction of the food, leaving Debora on the path, holding me to her hip, and muttering.

‘Mystic pisstic.’

She managed, by using her elbows, to secure a plate of food for me. I ate most of it, then fell asleep with the spoon clenched in my teeth. I was woken by Debora trying to ease the spoon out of my mouth.

‘Time the lamb was in bed.’

‘Time we all were man.’

‘Whose turn is it to keep watch tonight?’

‘Brenda.’

Brenda yawned. The candles were fading as daylight began to permeate the room. ‘Can’t we skip a night? There’s not much night left. I’ll never keep awake. Missing one night won’t kill us.’

Julian took a moment to assemble his face into a patriarchal expression. Then he turned it on Brenda and dropped the lower half into a viscid smile. ‘We can’t risk it. There hasn’t been anything for a while now. For weeks man. The bus needs mending. If we don’t get something soon we’ll be eating into the stake money.’

‘We could ask the I Ching if there’s going to be anything tonight.’ Brenda sounded desperate.

There was a harmonic groan from Bronwen and Mervyn, which Julian cut through. ‘That is setting prophecy against prophecy. It could be dangerous. And you know the I Ching won’t let itself be used for getting money.’

Brenda opened her mouth to argue, but Mervyn quashed her with a threatening rumble. ‘There’s no way man the rest of us are staying up all night with the I Ching just to ask if you can go to sleep.’

Debora stood up, me in her arms, my eyelids smarting from the fight to keep them open. ‘I’m putting the boy to bed now.’

Brenda snorted. ‘Lucky him.’

‘Some mothers might want to kiss their son goodnight.’

‘What’s this? Pick-on-Brenda night? Why is it always me that has to do everything?’

Brenda flounced off. The men drifted towards their beds and the women began to clear the table. A ball of tortoiseshell fur sped howling through the kitchen, ricocheting off Bronwen’s ankles so that she overbalanced and dropped the plates she was carrying in a clatter of wood on stone. She watched one rough-hewn disc roll in the wake of the now vanished cat.

‘Time that bloody thing was put out of our misery.’

‘Don’t say that in front of the child. It’s not the cat’s fault she’s the way she is.’

‘Well, don’t look at me. I didn’t do it.’

‘You didn’t stop them doing it either.’

Debora and Bronwen glared at each other. It was rare that one of them was provoked to address the other and, once it had occurred, each seemed unsure what to do next. The stand-off was cut short by a whimper from me, prompting Debora to resume the way to my bed.

We passed Julian’s room. His door was open and we could see him sitting up in bed in his robe of prophecy, waiting for Brenda to come and start her vigil. He was smiling beatifically at the clunks of plates from the kitchen. It was a pleasure to him to know that others were going about their tasks. Julian was the founder of the hOme and, though we were technically leaderless, our leader. We depended on him, for guidance through the I Ching, and for money through his gift of prophecy.
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