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Game  (Old  English  gamen:  joy,  sport)
1. A  contest,  played  according  to  rules,
and  decided  by  superior  skill,  force  or
luck.   2. An  alternative  or  substitute
reality,  or an aspect of it,  simplified and
structured  for  some  purpose.   3. An
amusement or diversion; amorous play.  4.
A  scheme  or  intrigue;  a  jest,  tricks.
5. A  policy  or  line  of  action;  the  course
best suited to one's interests.
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Once upon a time....

The hills  rolled  down to  meet  the  sea,  not  in  the
sudden  cliffs  one  might  expect  from  such  rugged
country, but in a brief coda of scrub clad hillocks and
wooded  combes  that  finally  surrendered  to  the
dunes.  Only where the land had dared to reach out
with long rocky fingers into the realm of Manannàn,
Lord of the Sea, had the angry waves eaten it into
splendid crags and pinnacles.

Hugged between two such outstretched arms of land
a great sweep of pale rippled sand formed a bay as
yet  unspoilt  by  man.   Wild  it  looked,  but  not
inhospitable; despite its untamed appearance - and
that of the hills behind - closer inspection revealed
many of the artifices of humanity.  Dry-stone walls
dissected  the  rough  terrain  into  manageable
portions,  and  the  presence  of  deep-set  lanes  was
betrayed  by  the  too-purposeful  lines  of  flanking
hedgerows.  In the largest of the combes a discreet
community had grown, just starting to back-fill  up
the steep wooded slopes and spill out along the coast.

Where one of the narrow lanes crested the spine of
the  down an  approaching  traveller  was  granted  a
glimpse  of  that  panorama  of  ragged  green  slopes
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tumbling to the sea-swept beach, while the traveller
could  be  observed from below as  a  tiny  silhouette
against the bright sky.  A rider now ascended to that
spot  and  paused,  but  did  not  dismount;  sunlight
flashed momentarily from the polished crown of his
helmet as he raised his visor to view the scene more
clearly.

This was his first sight of this 'Land in the West' and
its primitive beauty plucked at his soul.  After the
high,  rough  moorland  this  peaceful  arc  of
untarnished sand and scintillating water - enfolded
by  the  slumbering  hills  -  seemed  possessed  of  a
special,  slightly  unworldly  tranquillity,  a  strange
timeless charm that some might call enchantment.
Out on the far western edge of the world, where sea
and  sky  dissolved  into  each  other,  an  indistinct
smudge  floated in  the  bright  haze,  too  solid  for  a
cloud, but seeming also too insubstantial to be a real
island.  Could it be Avalon, the magical isle of the
blessed in the western sea?

Or  was  it  simply  -  as  the  Ordnance  Survey  map
stated  -  Lundy  Island  in  the  Bristol  Channel?
Reclosing the smoked Perspex visor of  his  helmet,
the rider restarted the engine of his motorcycle and
descended the steep banked lane towards the small
Devon resort below.



Level 1

The Untamed Forest

 league beyond the castle walls lies
 the  Savage  Forest,  a  place  of

danger & adventure.  A step beyond the
walls of propriety lies an untamed place of
danger & dark passions.  Only the most
intrepid or foolhardy will venture into either.

A

The  King  desires  to  encompass  these  wild
domains, to bring them under his sovereignty
& make  of  them  beauteous  gardens  for
courtly entertainment.  But into the midst
of  his  feasting  comes  a  strange  emissary,
an object that is not of this world, born by a
fay damsel.  A challenge & a lure to all
true-hearted knights to take up the Quest
& seek the Grail!
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CAMELOT

Gavin Dulake rode beneath the imposing crenellated
and turreted arches that guarded the bridge into the
City,  jockeying for position with the other vehicles
lumbering across the bridge and up the busy street
beyond.  The ancient walls of the great keep of past
kings gave way to the towering bastions of present
day commerce and international trade; the one-way
system beyond Tower Bridge was constipated with
morning  rush-hour  traffic  but  Gavin  was  able  to
manoeuvre  his  powerful  motorcycle  into  a  less
congested  side  street,  skirting  the  'square  mile'  of
London's heart and avoiding the congestion charge.

Superficially,  present  day  London  bore  little
resemblance to the bustling medieval city that had
once been the centre of royal power in the realm of
Albion,  but  it  had  actually  changed  less  than  its
sleek  burghers  imagined.   A  scented  pomander
might no longer be  de rigueur protection from the
foetid  miasma  of  rotting  garbage  and  human
excrement, but a face mask was a wise precaution
against the noxious effects of carbon monoxide and
lead.   Smallpox,  cholera  and  plague  had  ceased
stalking the crowded streets, but in their footsteps
came  respiratory  complaints,  hypertension  and
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coronary thrombosis.  Dressed in modern garments
of glass, concrete and electronic communication, the
same hawkers, peddlers, quacks, moneylenders and
prostitutes still plied their continuing trades.

Gavin's  destination  was  Sovereign  Court,  an
inappropriately  named  passage  between  rearing
bulwarks  of  uncompromising  Victorian  industrial
architecture.   At  one  time  sufficiently  grim  and
depressing  to  have  served  as  the  setting  for  a
Dickens conscience-pricking novel, Sovereign Court
now  offered  affordable  offices  and  workshops  for
small  businesses.   One corner  was  commanded by
The  Castle, an  ornately  vulgar  public  house,
attached to a more functional building - in matching
'liver  and  bacon'  style  red  and  cream brickwork  –
that  had  once  served  as  its  supply  brewery.
Tethering  his  mechanical  steed  to  a  convenient
metal  protuberance  on  the  wall  of  this  other
building, Gavin strode through the austere entrance
and climbed the narrow spiralling stairs  to a door
which - according to the arty sign - offered access to:

monarch interiors - business & residential 
interior design consultants

Beyond  that  door  the  contrast  with  the  bare
staircase  and  landing  was  marked;  the  reception
area that Gavin entered supported the pretensions of
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the company's nameplate as much as luxurious silk
wall-covering,  chromed  steel  and  particle  board
could  provide.   Framed  artist's  impressions  of
successful  projects  further  proclaimed  the  firm's
commitment  to  contemporary  design  while  at  the
same  time  advertising  the  capabilities  of  those
artists, one of whom was Gavin.

Visitors  to  Monarch  Interiors  were  confronted
(definitely  the  correct  verb)  by  the  firm's
receptionist,  Kay  Porter,  a  formidably  neat  and
precise,  mid-forties  Northerner,  past  whom no-one
dared trespass without an appointment.  'The dragon
guarding  the  gate'  was  Gavin's  disrespectful
description  of  her,  and  she  was  indeed  extremely
effective  at  deterring  the  many  unsolicited  callers
(mostly sales representatives from hopeful suppliers)
who  plagued  that  type  of  business.   She  was,
however,  always  politely  pleasant  to  bona  fide
visitors and had even been known to make coffee for
them when Gail - the firm's typist/clerk/dogsbody -
was absent.

Gavin always received a decidedly cool reception; he
knew that Kay disapproved of his clomping through
'her'  reception  area  -  helmet  under  arm  -  like  a
knight in full battle-dress, though she never actually
complained about it.  And even she would have had
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to  agree  that  he  looked  imposing  in  his  leather
'armour'.   Moderately  tall  and blessed with one of
those  athletically  muscular  physiques  that  women
seem  to  like  to  get  their  hands  on  (much  to  his
unqualified  satisfaction),  Gavin's   ruggedly  boyish
features  beneath  an  unruly  thatch  of  light  brown
hair granted him considerable success in attracting
admiring  female  attention.  Kay  was  a  notable
exception!

He headed for the studio, one of only five rooms -
apart from a tiny kitchenette and toilets - that the
business occupied; despite its rather grand name and
plush reception area, Monarch Interiors was a small
concern.

Gavin was employed as Design Consultant, though
in  practice  that  could  translate  as  company
representative,  designer,  CAD operator  or  clerk  of
works as Art Royle - Managing Director and Senior
Consultant - thought fit.  The four other members of
the  team  were  Stewart  Bishop,  the  Finance  and
Admin. Director, Art's P.A. (and wife) Jenny, Design
Assistant,  Gary  Squire  and  -  last  in  the  pecking
order - Gail Chambers.

Gavin exchanged a lukewarm, “Hi there!” with Gary
as he entered the studio.  The two men rubbed along
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well  enough,  but  Gavin  was  conscious  that  his
assistant resented the privileges - few though these
were - of his senior position.  Fresh from art college,
Gary  was  a  competent  draughtsman with  -  Gavin
judged - considerable flair for design.  He suspected
that  Gary  considered  himself  the  better  designer,
and  wasn't  entirely  sure  that  he  was  wrong!
Unfortunately  for  his  prospects  at  Monarch
Interiors,  Gary  had  retained  his  college  imbued
idealism and was  a  dreamer  rather  than practical
implementer; it seemed unlikely that Art would risk
giving him his head until convinced that he could be
trusted  to  cope  with  the  more  prosaic  technical
requirements of a project.

Gary was somewhat effeminate and Gavin wondered
if he might be gay, which didn't consciously bother
him, though he always felt a little uncomfortable in
Gary's  presence,  inhibiting  natural  comradeship.
The younger man also dressed and acted in a fashion
designed to promote his artiness, an affectation that
was  proving  to  be  as  much  a  handicap  to  his
immediate career as he - evidently - considered it an
advantage.   Art  Royle  might  be  guilty,  to  a  lesser
extent,  of  the same vanity,  but  liked those around
him  to  exhibit  a  smart,  business-like  approach  to
life, which was why Gavin concealed certain aspects
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of his character behind a jacket and tie (the latter
acceptably  flamboyant,  he  wasn't  meant  to  look
dull!).

Gary  had  been  at  work  for  nearly  an  hour  when
Gavin arrived, the older man's freedom to suit  his
working  hours  to  his  personal  convenience
(judiciously balanced against the demands of the job)
being one of those few privileges.  Although he felt
more than a little uncomfortable at being 'in charge'
of  the  younger  man,  Gavin  had  to  manage  the
situation  as  best  he  could,  so  once  he'd  divested
himself  of  his  heavy  clothing  and  fixed  himself  a
coffee (freshly ground from the percolator, a sign as
reliable as the flag over Buckingham Palace that the
boss  was  in  residence),  he  sat  down with Gary  to
review the progress of work in the studio during the
previous  week.   Gavin  had  been  absent  from  the
office supervising the installation of a saleroom for a
small, select furnishing company in Guildford.

They'd  just  started  their  review  when  the  studio
door opened and Jenny Royle marched in with the
backlog  of  Gavin's  mail.   She  invariably  marched,
and accomplished everything else she undertook in a
similar purposeful manner (including sexual games,
as Gavin had discovered!).  His stomach performed a
good simulation of a somersault, its regular exercise
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whenever Jenny appeared; she was endowed with a
physical  form  that  excited  dark  longings  in  him,
considerably - if unnecessarily - enhanced by a style
of chic that reflected both her husband's position and
taste.

Tall  for  a  woman -  almost  as  tall  as  Gavin  -  her
prominent breasts thrust before her like the prow of
an ice-breaker,  while  the arrogant tilt  of  her head
announced that she wasn't in the least ashamed of
her shape nor of its effect upon men.  Her costume -
a  kind  of  courtesan  variant  of  feminist  power
dressing - might have been assembled specifically to
encourage male fantasies (as it may well have been,
to suit those of her husband!).  A modestly formal
black tailored skirt was compromised by a slit at the
back  that  allowed  glimpses  of  inner  thigh  as  she
walked, and was completely corrupted by her blouse,
conventionally styled but in a wanton shade of red
that  would  have  overwhelmed  anyone  lacking  her
dark complexion and ebony hair.  Her black patent
shoes were accessories to the crime, with heels that
severely  tested  the  guarantee  of  the  composition
floor tiles, and as she moved she jangled with a one-
man-band of gold jewellery.

“Hi Gavin, how was Guildford?” she enquired with
affected  casualness.   Her  accent  aspired  to  be



THE UNTAMED FOREST PAGE 14

Southern  Home  Counties  but  had  failed  to  get
beyond the M25.  “Did you get your end up?”

Jenny  frequently  misquoted  popular  expressions,
amusing  Gavin  but  irritating  his  assistant
immensely.   With  a  jaundiced  sneer  that  revealed
more than just his irritation at Jenny's Malapropism,
Gary returned to his own drawing board to immerse
himself in his work.  His strong dislike of Jenny -
whom he considered a woman of extremely doubtful
virtue  -  was  well  known to  Gavin,  who  suspected
that she was too aggressively female and voluptuous
for Gary's  taste.   The younger man often admired
skinny,  rather  androgynous  girls,  fuelling  Gavin's
suspicions about his assistant's sexual orientation.

As  he  took  the  proffered  bundle  of  letters  from
Jenny, Gavin heeded the warning that her signal red
finger-nails  seemed  to  flash  at  him.   “I  kept  the
studio's end up, if that's what you mean.  It all went
according to plan.”

He wisely 'forgot' to add that his personal plan had
included  taking  the  secretary  from  Astolat
Furnishings  to  dinner  one  evening,  with  a
supplementary  desert  -  very  much  to  his  taste  -
served in her tiny but surprisingly comfortable bed-
sit.
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“I know that little tart at Astolat has hot knickers
for you!” she accused him, as if that was his fault;
her  intuition  was  finely  calibrated  to  detect  the
faintest threat of a rival.

“I  just  did  the  job  I  went  there  to  do,”  he  lied
brusquely, irritated by her uncanny ability to hit the
target with her jealous sniping, especially as it made
him feel guilty when he considered he'd no cause to
feel that way.  What right had she to judge him for
the very same crime she was committing?

“Art's  got  another  job  for  you,”  she  pouted,  “one
which you might  just  be  interested in.   Have  you
heard of Pendragon Software?”

Gavin  had;  it  was  a  company  that  produced  a
number of the computer games he owned.   Like all
those  who  worked  with  him,  Jenny  knew  of  his
interest  in  role-playing  and  adventure  computer
games,  but  was unaware of  the true extent of  his
passion,  which  some  might  have  considered
obsessive.  He spent a large proportion of his spare
time  playing  such  games  and  -  something  he
generally  kept  as  hidden as  certain  aspects  of  his
sexuality - designing one of his own.

"Do Pendragon want us to do a project for them?" he
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asked,  his  annoyance  ousted  by  barely  conceal
enthusiasm.

"The  guy  who  owns  it  has  bought  a  big  place  in
Surrey  and  wants  it  completely  re-done,"  Jenny
enlarged.  "Could be worth quite a bit!"

It came as no surprise to Gavin that she assessed the
new  project  in  revenue  terms.  Jenny  had  no
pretensions to her husband's professed dedication to
imaginative  design,  and Gavin  was  convinced that
Art  often  sacrificed  it  to  the  gods  of  his  wife's
Philistine religion!

“Art's  holding  a  project  meeting  at  eleven,”  Jenny
concluded,  turning  dismissively.   Gavin  gaze  was
hijacked  by  her  buttocks  undulating  towards  the
door.

Once she'd gone, Gavin dragooned his attention back
to work matters, but was in no mood to continue his
debriefing  with  Gary.   Jenny's  announcement  had
planted  in  his  mind  a  seed  that  he  hoped  would
flourish.  Pendragon Software marketed some of the
most  original  and  challenging  fantasy  games
available, and it seemed that for once he might be
able - in this prospective project - to combine two of
his three major interests in life.
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The  first  of  these  was  his  work.   Gavin  enjoyed
designing  and  knew  that  he  was  good  at  it,
possessing a particular talent for translating creative
inspiration into  practical  and cost  effective  reality.
What held him back – if he wanted to make a name
for himself - was lack of single-minded commitment
to  either  the  worldly  principle  of  material  success
(which  Art  amply  demonstrated)  or  the  more
elevated  ideals  of  artistic  integrity  (whatever  they
might be) as espoused by Gary.

This lack of ambition could perhaps be blamed - if
blame was appropriate -  upon his parents,  both of
whom  had  been  unfashionably  content  with  their
unassuming life-style.  His father, a Civil Servant in
a  suburban  local  office,  had  harboured  one  great
passion - a mania for model railways - while his easy-
going mother had loved romantic (especially historic)
films and novels.  Wanting, like most small boys, to
be  an  engine  driver  (even  though  reared  in  an
environment with electric trains), Gavin had longed
to  be  allowed  to  enter  his  father's  miniature
mechanical domain, but those toy-sized locomotives
and the Lilliputian landscape through which they'd
run  hadn't  been  playthings,  constituting  rather  a
microcosm in which the minutiae of a past age and
the academic delights of train time-tabling were the
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natural  laws.   By  the  time  Gavin  had  been  old
enough to understand the principles  of  small-scale
modelling he'd discovered his own escapist route, the
second of his major interests in life.

He'd  always  loved  the  adventure  stories  and  fairy
tales  he'd  shared  with  his  mother,  and  instead  of
'casting away such childish things' when he came of
age,  he  transferred  his  fascination  to  an  adult
counterpart:  fantasy  computer  games.   The
Tolkienesque  world  of  dwarves,  elves  and  sorcery
had gained another honorary citizen!

His  third  major  interest  (in  many  ways  the  most
absorbing!) he generally kept hidden while at work,
though it threatened - in a minor fashion – his other
two interests during that morning's project meeting
in Art's office.

The  largest  of  the  firm's  five  rooms,  Art's  office
doubled  as  a  meeting  room,  furnished  to  impress
rather than for efficiency, with much of the available
space  taken  up  by  a  large,  circular,  glass  topped
meeting table.  Although ostensibly a manifestation
of contemporary elegance, Gavin wondered whether
there hadn't been a touch of Machiavellian guile in
Art's choice of a transparent table.  Jenny invariably
acted as secretary for important meetings while the
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majority  of  clients  and  contractor  representatives
were male, and could glimpse through the glittering
reflections  of  the  clustered  spotlights  suspended
above  the  table,  distracting  flashes  of  stockinged
knee and thigh.

Gavin, Art and Jenny occupied only a small segment
of this round table.  Art and his wife always sat side
by side, like a medieval king and queen hosting an
audience,  and  Gavin  had  carefully  placed  himself
beside his boss on the other side, where his view of
Jenny's  seditiously  contrived  exhibition  was
obscured;  he'd  several  reasons  that  morning  for
keeping his attention focused upon the business in
hand.

Art  was  a  formidably  large  presence  (on  his
expansive  square  frame  his  floral  patterned  shirt
looked almost like wallpaper!) with a gingery beard
and  hair,  and  coldly  shrewd  blue-grey  eyes,  their
intensity accentuated by gold-framed spectacles and
a  slightly  myopic  stare.   He  might  almost  have
passed for a relative of Henry the Eighth, so it was
probably  just  as  well  for  his  wife  that  he  was
unaware of her infidelity!

Assuming, of course, that he was unaware.  Gavin
was  inclined  to  believe  that  -  despite  Jenny's
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insistence  to  the  contrary  -  Art  knew,  or  at  least
suspected,  what was going on but simply turned a
blind eye, though this may well have been little more
than  wishful  thinking  on  Gavin's  part,  a  mental
device  to  assuage  his  discomfort  at  cuckolding  his
employer.

“How  did  the  Astolat  saleroom  look  when  it  was
finished?”   For  such  a  big  man,  Art  had  a
surprisingly quiet voice, except when angry or telling
jokes (often embarrassingly lewd ones).  “They were
suitably impressed, I trust?”

“It went down very well,  and I  took a  few photos
when it was all finished.”

Art  nodded  approval.   “They'll  be  useful  for  the
portfolio;  we  could  do  with  a  few  more  business
projects.   They  may  not  offer  so  much  scope  for
artistic flair - I know that's important to you, Gavin -
but there's a lot of money to be made in the business
sector.  If we can get the right contacts.  That's why
I'm particularly excited about this latest nibble.”

He slid an A4 sheet of typed details across the glass
to his designer.  “The client is Mark Cornwall, who
owns  Pendragon  Software,  which  has  an
exceptionally high profile in the software market for
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its size.”

He grinned archly at  Gavin.   “But you know that
already!

'It's another residential project, but if Cornwall likes
what we do, we may well get some offices to do on
the back of it.  And - more importantly - if word gets
around that Pendragon use us, we could find other
business doors opening to us.  It's vital that we get
this one right!”

Gavin's  enthusiasm  for  the  project  began  to
evaporate.  If past experience were any guide, there
would  be  scant  chance  for  him  to  exercise  his
imagination  on  it.   It  wasn't  that  Art  failed  to
recognise his talent - he was occasionally given carte
blanch on some of the smaller projects (such as the
Astolat  saleroom) -  but  when it  came to the more
significant  jobs  Art  seemed  to  regard  him  as
something of a risk.  Maybe he interpreted Gavin's
occasional spirited defence of a  design principle as
rebellion  (Gavin  eschewed  Gary's  idealism  on
practical rather than ideological grounds).  Whatever
Art's motives, Gavin predicted that he'd be trusted
with few of the important design decisions on this
new project, though he'd doubtless be given plenty of
the  detailed  work  to  do;  too  much,  probably,  but



THE UNTAMED FOREST PAGE 22

working all the time within Art's master scheme.

“We're  wining  and  dining  Cornwall  at  The  White
Hart  this  evening,”  Art  continued.   “Just  a
preliminary  chat;  maybe  toss  around  a  few  ideas.
Can you make it?”

Gavin decided that  he should;  even if  not  granted
much input into the initial design concepts, knowing
what was said during these early discussions with a
client  could  prevent  a  great  deal  of  later
misinterpretation  and  wasted  effort.   And  work
considerations  apart,  he  was  keen  to  meet  the
driving force behind Pendragon Software.

The  White  Hart  was  a  rather  pretentious
pub/restaurant in the Kent village where the Royles
lived  and  Gavin  was  invited  to  their  home
beforehand  to  change,  a  magnanimous  largesse
bestowed upon him whenever he was included in one
of their evening functions.

The Royles owned a converted barn on the outskirts
of the village, the conversion having been made to
Art's own specification, reflecting both his mastery
of  interior  design  and  his  financial  status.   He'd
turned  the  functional  farm  building  into  the
designer version of a stately home, with a spacious
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open  plan  lounge  and  dining  area  resembling  a
medieval hall, but with one wall almost entirely of
glass,  allowing  panoramic  views  of  the  expansive
patio and garden.  A NASA inspired kitchen complex
completed  the  ground  floor  (apart  from  a  small
vestibule), while upstairs one found - along with the
expected 'character' bedrooms and luxury bathroom -
a 'hay loft'  studio with glass roof for natural light,
though  most  of  the  'drawing'  was  now done  on  a
computer screen.  It was an impressive and original
modern property - while still retaining its fair quota
of period character – typical of those featured in the
pages of House & Gardens.  Art had ensured that it
had been!

By  the  time  Gavin  parked  his  motorcycle  in  the
Royles'  car  park  sized  drive  that  evening  he  was
more  than  usually  appreciative  of  their  offer  to
freshen up and change; the weather had turned very
humid - as often happens when overcast in August -
and he'd been obliged to make an extra journey back
to his South London bachelor flat for suitable attire
for the evening.

Jenny opened their front door to him wearing a long,
dusky  pink  silk  housecoat  that  evoked  visions  of
Hollywood  screen  vamps.   Encouraged  by  this
impression he risked a brief embrace, heedless of the
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fact that her husband had just called a greeting to
him  through  the  half  open  lounge  door.
Apprehensively resisting his advances, Jenny swiftly
escorted him upstairs to one of the guest bedrooms
where  she  voiced  -  in  no  uncertain  terms  -  her
displeasure at his foolhardy gesture.

“Just what d'you think you're about, Gavin Dulake,
trying  it  on  like  that  in  front  of  my  bleeding
husband?”

“Surely he wouldn't get upset about a quick kiss!”
Gavin defended himself, somewhat surprised by her
reaction.   Having  witnessed  on  more  than  one
occasion  Art's  apparent  indifference  to  his  wife's
flirting with male clients or revealing rather more
than most husbands would be happy to see on public
display,  Gavin  assumed  that  he  tolerated  -  if  not
condoned - Jenny's indiscretions.

“Maybe  not,  but  I'd  rather  not  put  it  to  the  test,
thank you!”  A volatile creature, she calmed down as
swiftly as she'd flared up.  “I don't want to make him
suspicious if I don't have to.  I like you a lot, Gavin -
and I don't feel guilty about what we've done - but
I'm a married woman and want to stay that way!”

Gavin was rather taken aback; he hadn't considered
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that Jenny's  unfaithfulness might pose a threat to
her  marriage.   Apart  from  his  conviction  that
adultery was virtually a fashionable diversion among
modern,  middle-class  married  couples,  it  simply
hadn't occurred to him that Art's cavalier attitude to
his  wife's  immodesty  might  indicate  neither
indifference  nor  moral  leniency,  but  simply
commercial  opportunism.   Nor  had  he  considered
that  while  his  employer  might  apparently  offer
Jenny's personal services to potential customers he
might  object  strongly  to  a  subordinate  helping
himself!

“I'm  sorry,  Jen,  I  really  didn't  think  Art  would
mind.”

“I'll forgive you, just this once!” she pardoned him.
Sidling up to him, she was now quite unconcerned
when he used their protracted kiss as an opportunity
to  explore  inside  her  housecoat,  under  which  she
wore  only  brief  knickers.   The  tactility  of  her
resilient  flesh  -  in  particular  the  fullness  of  her
glorious breasts with their eager nipples - inflamed
his lust like petrol poured on a fire.

Jenny  prised  herself  away  from  him  before  the
conflagration blazed out of control.  “You'll overheat
in that heavy gear!  Aren't you hot already?”
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“You could say that!” he confirmed with feeling.  “I
can't wait to get into the shower.”

“They  don't  half  suit  you,  though,”  she
complimented him, fingering his leather clad torso in
a fashion unlikely to  cool  his  ardour.   “Would you
fancy me in black leather?”

Her question was disingenuous;  she,  of  all  people,
understood the murkier side of his sexuality, perhaps
even better than he did! 

“I  can  only  take  so  much,  you  know,  Jen!”  he
reprimanded  her;  the  thought  of  her  voluptuous
body in tight, glossy leather - or any other similar
material  -  considerably  increased  the  growing
pressure in his trousers.

She laughed wickedly and stepped back to crack a
make-believe whip at him.  “Down boy!  You've had
your ration for to-night.  I'm not letting you at me
once I'm dressed and got my make-up on!”

His disappointment must have registered on his face
more than he intended, for she abruptly softened her
tone a little.   “Don't  look so hound dog,  you'll  get
what you want when the time's right.  I should keep
next Friday free if I was you.  But now I think you'd
better get in that shower, and make it a cold one!”
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She  left  and  Gavin  stripped  off  his  heavy  leather
clothing.  Although mildly resentful of the way she
toyed with his libido,  if  he was brutally honest he
quite  enjoyed  it.   He  was  far  from  convinced,
however, that her promise of future treats could be
trusted,  even  though  she'd  named  a  specific  day;
Jenny - as he'd discovered - was an inveterate 'prick
teaser'!

While he showered and dressed Gavin reflected upon
his past encounters with Mrs Royle, though not in
any deep analytical fashion; he preferred not to delve
too  seriously  into  the  aspect  of  his  sexuality  that
Jenny  had  tapped  into.   His  review  was  more  a
salacious mental slide show of their erotic affair (if
their brief sexual skirmishes warranted that term).

The first had been a little over six months ago and
had dramatically  changed their  relationship.   He'd
lusted after Jenny since their first  meeting,  but it
had been the secret, almost detached yearning that
he might feel for a film star or pin-up girl;  not so
much unrequited desire as unrequitable.

Not  just  because  she  was  married  –  Gavin  had
enjoyed  a  previous  brief  liaison  with  a  married
woman – but mainly due to her husband's significant
role  in  his  life  (even if  Art  didn't  seem concerned
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about his  wife's  flaunting herself  in front  of  other
men!).   It  had  all  changed  due  to  a  momentary
indiscretion on Gavin's part.

Art annually commandeered The White Hart for a
lavish Christmas party for the firm's most important
clients,  partly  as  a  'thank  you'  for  their  past
patronage, partly as an inducement for further work.
Gavin  was  always  included  to  play  his  part  in
promoting the company's design expertise, but last
Christmas he'd overestimated his capacity for strong
red wine  (he  was by habit  a  beer  drinker,  usually
taking wine only with a meal).

Art  -  amused  rather  than  annoyed  -  had  offered
Gavin the use of one of his spare bedrooms for the
night  and  Jenny  had  accompanied  him  up  to  the
room to ensure that he had sufficient bedding.  His
judgement  impaired  and  his  lust  inflamed  by  his
advanced  state  of  intoxication,  Gavin  had
ungallantly  grabbed  his  hostess  and  attempted  an
intimate,  lecherous  kiss  while  his  hand  groped
beneath her skirt.

Although  initially  startled,  she'd  never-the-less
responded  briefly  to  his  clumsy  embrace  before
pushing him away.  “Leave it out, Gavin!  You're too
pissed to manage anything in any case.”
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“I'm sorry,” he'd muttered contritely, realising – even
through  the  fog  of  intoxication  –  that  he'd
overstepped the boundary between them.

That should have been the end of the matter,  but
Jenny's  eyes  had  suddenly  acquired  a  salaciously
mischievous  glint  and  she'd  made  an  indecent
proposal  which  had  irreparably  breached  that
impermeable barrier of unavailability.

“If you want to know what's up my skirt I'll  show
you, but you can only look.  No touching!”

Had  he  been  been  sober  Gavin  might  have  been
more  alert  to  the  implications  of  her  gesture  and
resisted  it,  but  he'd  been  overwhelmed  by
excitement; she'd inadvertently sprung the catch on
the secret door to that aspect of his sexuality that he
normally kept well hidden.

“Okay then, gorgeous, show me!”

“Sit on the bed, and don't move,” she'd insisted.  “If
you move, I stop!”

His memory of the event had the insubstantial yet
obsessive quality of an erotic dream.  Concentrating
exclusively  upon  the  narrow  zone  of  her  body
between her knees and waist – his hands clenching
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the bedclothes - he'd groaned his frustration as she'd
gathered her skirt up onto her hips to reveal that her
stockings  were  held  up  by  a  six-strap  serviceable
corselette  rather  than  the  flimsy  ribbon  affairs
usually worn by the women he dated (those few that
wore stockings for him).

He  couldn't  now  be  sure  of  just  how  long  she'd
taunted him - though it had probably been for little
more than a minute -  before  she'd terminated her
exhibition with an almost nervous little laugh.

“You're  very  good!”  she'd  conceded,  clearly  not
implying  any  definition  of  'good'  that  a  Puritan
would recognise.  Gavin had assumed that she was
genuinely  surprised  by  his  restraint  and  that  she
hadn't realised how much her injunction had added
to his  arousal,  but  if  she hadn't  then been aware,
she'd certainly learned very quickly!

Over the next couple of months she'd allowed him
one or two further voyeuristic treats - with the same
'no  touch'  conditions  –  in  the  studio  at  Monarch
Interiors when Art had been absent and the other
staff gone home.  Gavin frequently had to work late,
as  did  Jenny  on  occasion,  though  he'd  begun  to
suspect  that  she  was  engineering  more  occasions
than business demanded.  As the chief beneficiary,
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however,  he'd  no  incentive  to  challenge  her  about
that.

What he did feel increasingly driven to challenge her
about were her plans – if any – for developing their
pseudo-affair.  They'd clearly moved beyond the 'just
good  friends'  category  into  something  far  more
intimate,  especially  as  her  exhibitions  had  grown
progressively  more  adventurous  in  regard  to  what
she revealed.  But – and it was a huge 'but' for Gavin
– she'd given no intimation that she wanted to take
it  any  further.   She  appeared  to  view  her
performances  as  a  rather  naughty  game  with  no
serious  consequences,  though for  Gavin  the  strain
upon  his  emotional  equilibrium  was  becoming
difficult to manage.  Driven by increasing frustration
he had, during their latest erotic encounter, dared to
emulate the young Oliver Twist.

“Is ogling your stockings all I'm going to get?”

Her  response  had  surprised  him  (she  often  did!),
receiving his complaint with neither resentment nor
compassion.   She'd  regarded  him  with  that  same
calculating salaciousness  that had underscored her
first display.

“I'm not sure I can trust you.  There's no-one else
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here.  If you get too excited you might rape me!”

Her  assumed  concern  had,  however,  been  nothing
more than a tantalizing device.  “I might let you see
a bit more if you couldn't grab hold of me.  Say, if
your hands were tied behind your back?”

Once again she'd opened the door to Gavin's darker
passions, a little wider than before.  Overcome by an
unfamiliar  fluttery  excitement  -  not  altogether
dissimilar  to  mild  fear  -  he'd  acquiesced,  even
assisting her in securing his arms behind the back of
his draughtsman's chair with masking tape.  Jenny
had then stood in front of him - very close - and had
slowly unbuttoned her blouse to free her substantial
breasts from their confining lace cups.  Gavin's gaze
had been monopolised by her thimble sized nipples
as she'd tweaked them into shameless dark firmness
with scarlet fingernails.

Then - unexpectedly, and perhaps overcome by her
own  lasciviousness  -  she'd  hitched  her  skirt  even
higher and straddled his lap.  “Suck my tits!”

He'd  not  needed  the  encouragement  of  her  hands
pulling his head down against her pillowy flesh and
had eagerly  filled  his  mouth  with  each  prominent
teat in turn, while she wriggled provocatively on the
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hard boss in his trousers.  Had his hands not been
restrained  he  might  well  have  attempted  an
aggressive seduction not too far removed from rape,
though he realised in retrospect that the frustration
of having been denied that freedom had contributed
considerably to his arousal.  When Jenny had drawn
back to unzip his fly and tease out the engine of his
craving he'd nearly blown a fuse.

“God,  Jenny!”   He'd  always  responded strongly  to
having his penis handled (not all his partners would
oblige)  and  his  helplessness  on  that  occasion  had
maximised his excitement.  He'd desperately hoped
that she'd masturbate him to orgasm.

Jenny,  however,  had  wanted  the  'full  Monty'!
Whether that  had been her intention all  along,  or
whether she'd acted upon impulse, motivated by her
own aroused condition, Gavin hadn't discovered, but
-  pulling  aside  the  crotch  of  her  knickers  -  she'd
impaled  herself  on  his  engorged  erection,  driving
him quickly to climax.   She'd almost matched him
both in speed and vocal expression.

Once  her  shrill  vibrato  gasps  had  subsided  she'd
uncoupled  herself  and  straightened  her  clothes,
quickly  slipping  back  into  secretary  role  and
releasing Gavin's arms with offhand efficiency.  He
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preferred to wallow for a while in the aftermath of
sexual satisfaction and had found her instant return
to practical normality - as if they'd been indulging in
nothing more personal than a business discussion -
decidedly unsettling.

Her swift recovery had suggested to Gavin - probably
accurately  -  that  Jenny  considered  that  fleeting
union  as  no  more  significant  than  a  brief  snack
snatched  between  meals,  an  impression  reinforced
by the fact that since then they'd exchanged nothing
more  meaningful  than  an  occasional  suggestive
remark, until tonight's curtailed grope.

His  unsatisfactory  dalliance  with  Jenny  broke  the
rules  of  a  personal  'code  of  chivalry'  that  Gavin
subscribed  to  in  his  relations  with  women.   Built
upon the  twin  principles  of  (relative)  honesty  and
respect for his partners, he avoided 'two timing' his
girlfriends and would rarely allow himself more than
one  exploratory  date  with  a  new  conquest  before
terminating  any  existing  relationship.   Neither
would he pressure a  potential  bed companion into
consenting  to  anything  she  wasn't  happy  to
undertake  (though  if  he  failed  to  get  into  her
knickers within a month he generally gave her up as
a lost cause).
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What  he  shared  with  Jenny  didn't  fit  the  usual
pattern at all, though that shouldn't have surprised
him;  the  laws  that  constrained  most  people's
behaviour appeared not apply to her!

That was  also a philosophy to which her husband
adhered, it seemed.  When Gavin went back down to
the lounge his employer was already waiting, filling
the time with a large whisky and soda; laws about
drink driving evidently didn't apply to him!  Gavin
occasionally  toyed  with  the  notion  that  Art  –  like
some Mafia Godfather – had bought the local police.

“Drink,  Gavin?   While  we  wait  for  the  Queen  of
Sheba.”

“I'd better not.  I've got to drive home.”

Art  shrugged  off  any  perceived  rebuke.   “You can
always stop here the night.   You haven't  anything
urgent at work tomorrow.”

Gavin  was  tempted  –  there  might  be  another
opportunity to enjoy Jenny's voluptuous body, if only
visually – but was now wary about pushing his luck
with  his  boss.   Jenny  had  alerted  him  to  the
realisation  that  as  a  man  with  a  position  and
reputation to  maintain,  Art  might be a  dangerous
rival.
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The focus of Gavin's  difficulties came into view at
that  moment,  descending  the  open  plan  staircase,
and the highlights dancing on her dark glossy nylons
did nothing to quell his inner tension.  She looked
stunning in a  tight  sheath of cerise  satin that  did
wonders  for  her  dark  beauty.   Vaguely  oriental  in
style, with a skirt split high enough to show that she
was  wearing  stockings,  it  managed  to  make  her
appear both regal and wanton at the same time!  Her
raven hair  had  been coiled  up  onto  her  head  and
festooned  -  with  calculated  carelessness  -  with  a
string of pearls.

Gavin  was  bowled  over,  but  Art  was  visibly  less
impressed, subjecting his wife to critical scrutiny as
if he were a film director assessing the fitness of his
leading actress for a crucial scene (which maybe was
the case!).  It both amused and annoyed Gavin that
Art  appraised Jenny's  appearance with exactly  the
same detached disdain that he employed in his work.

“You can't wear those black shoes with that outfit.”
he declared in a tone that allowed for no dissent.

“I  haven't  got  anything  more  suitable,”  Jenny
complained.  “I haven't had any time to look for a
pair to match this dress.”
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“Why don't you wear your red patent ones with the
ankle straps?”

“They'd  clash  horribly!”  Jenny  exclaimed,  aghast.
“Like comparing apples and cheese!”

Art  humoured  her  condescendingly.   “You're  quite
right, darling, they will clash, but not horribly.  The
dissonance between the two closely related but not
quite  matching  hues  will  create  a  natural  tension
that will heighten the effect of your outfit.  And the
open  toes  will  show  off  the  fashioning  of  your
stockings,  which  will  add  interest.   Those  black
things just kill it!”

Gavin was mildly shocked at the manner in which
Art bulldozed aside his wife's – not unreasonable –
objection,  though  he  didn't  expect  her  to  argue.
Jenny  rarely  disputed  her  husband's
pronouncements,  whether  out  of  deference  to  his
superior  taste  or  simply  because  he  financed  her
considerable wardrobe, Gavin wasn't sure.  To-night,
however  -  perhaps  considering  that  the  bounds  of
reasonable dress sense had been overstepped - she
put up a token resistance.

“I was going to take my little black patent bag.  I
don't have one to match this dress, or those fuck-me
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shoes.”

“Take  your  pearl  bag,”  Art  replied  without  any
hesitation.  “It will create a tie-in with your hair.”

Conceding defeat, Jenny twirled about and flounced
back up the stairs; Gavin's gaze was hi-jacked by the
display of stockinged leg her dress facilitated.

“The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain!” she
chanted as she went.

“What's  that  supposed  to  mean?”  Art  called  after
her.

“It's going to rain.  Said so on the weather forecast,”
she  threw  back  over  her  shoulder,  though  Gavin
guessed - as he suspected Art did too - that her quote
hadn't been intended as weather information but as
an uncomplimentary comment upon her husband's
'Henry Higgins' attitude.

When she returned, wearing the approved footwear,
they all went out to Art's up-market off-road vehicle
(reflecting  both  his  'country  gentleman'  and  'hard
hat  entrepreneur'  aspirations).   An  ominous,
sonorous  grumbling  reverberated  around  the
horizon and drew Gavin's attention to an advancing
testudo of black cloud.
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“Told you it was going to rain!” Jenny crowed when
she too saw the lowering bastion of cloud, although
the  predicted precipitation  hadn't  yet  begun.   She
hoisted  herself  up  into  the  high  vehicle,  and
watching  her  -  with  anything  but  her  husband's
detached disdain - Gavin had to admit that Art had
been right about the impact of those dangerously red
shoes  (they  certainly  warranted  Jenny's  nickname
for  them).   To  his  aesthetic  sense,  however,  they
suggested that Jenny was either colour blind or just
didn't care!

Climbing into the rear seat of the Royle's  four-by-
four, Gavin glanced once more at the dark harbinger
of impending storm, touched by a sudden chill finger
of apprehension that it presaged more than just rain.
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A FAY DAMSEL

The White  Hart was a  large mock-Tudor building,
established  as  a  coaching  inn,  though  not  for
passengers of the horse-drawn stagecoaches pictured
in framed prints on the bar walls, rather for those of
nineteen-thirties motor coaches on their way to the
coast!   It  now  survived  as  a  gourmet  restaurant
serving  a  mobile  clientèle  drawn  largely  from the
affluent suburbs of South East London.  Boasting an
'international'  menu,  its  standard  was  high  and
booking  beforehand  always  advisable,  though as  a
pub  it  was  disappointing  and  didn't  serve  any  of
Gavin's preferred brands of ale.

The  Royles  arrived  there  early  to  ensure  that
preparations for their guest were in order.  Acting as
if  he  owned  the  restaurant,  Art  insisted  upon
inspecting  the  table  and  made  one  or  two  minor
adjustments simply to remind the staff that he was a
valued  customer  and  expected  first  class  service.
He'd arranged for a hire car to collect Cornwall from
his  London  hotel  and  return  him  there  after  the
meal,  a  sensible  precaution  that  evening  as  rain
seemed almost certain at some stage.  Certainly Art
couldn't  be  accused  of  skimping on the  bait  when
angling for a big fish.
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Mark Cornwall was certainly no sprat.  A child of the
Thatcher 'go get it' years, he'd 'got it' by successfully
combining an enthusiasm for computer games with a
street-wise  talent  for  making  a  profit  out  of  an
unpromising  deal,  and  had  swiftly  joined  Britain's
nouveau  riche.   In  the  process  he'd  managed  to
smooth and polish his native East London roughness
to  the  point  that  he  now  seemed  almost  slippery,
both  in  manner  and  appearance.   His  lightweight
summer  suit  was  impeccably  tailored  from  what
appeared  to  be  highly  expensive,  metallic  cloth,
making him seem slightly unreal, as if he were an
avatar from one of his own sophisticated games.

It was therefore satisfying to Art that his guest was
noticeably impressed by his efforts.  The meal, both
in choice of menu and presentation, equalled many
that  Cornwall  had  eaten  in  more  prestigious
establishments  -  he  assured  his  hosts  -  and  the
accompanying  Châteauneuf-du-Pape,  although  it
might not have inspired overblown adjectives from
media wine buffs, was praised by Cornwall for both
its quality and taste.

Their  seating  had  been  arranged  with  careful
deliberation;  Art sat directly opposite his potential
client  in  the  best  position  for  face-to-face
negotiations  but  with  the  table  between  them  to
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prevent Cornwall feeling pressured, Jenny was next
to  the  businessman,  with  Gavin  beside  Art.
Cornwall  was  openly  attentive  to  Jenny,
complimenting  her  with a  mildly  flirtatious  casual
gallantry that couldn't quite disguise the predatory
nature of his interest.  She responded with a playful
coquettishness that irritated Gavin, though Art (as
usual) appeared quite unconcerned at the inherent
risk  of  dangling  her  obvious  attractiveness  -  and
insinuated availability -  as a lure in his pursuit  of
new business.

The  dynamics  of  the  Royle's  marriage  intrigued
Gavin; at times they seemed to be sharing the same
thoughts,  while  at  others  sparks  of  friction  were
clearly  visible.   Art  wore  the  trousers,
metaphorically and literally (Gavin had never seen
Jenny in jeans, slacks or even leggings) and seemed
almost to view his wife as a piece of property, to be
used as he thought fit, or as a doll to dress up as he
pleased.   Gavin knew,  though,  that  however much
Jenny's forwardness reflected her husband's wishes,
she  also  enjoyed  provoking  in  men  the  type  of
response  that  she  roused in  Gavin,  and seemingly
also in Mark Cornwall.

While they dined, conversation was kept to neutral
subjects, the Royles introducing a favourite game of
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theirs  -  one  that  they often used to  break the ice
with  new clients  -  a  mildly  competitive  contest  to
establish who could boast of having discovered the
best little unknown bistro or taverna, where Cordon
Blue cooking and vintage quality wine could be had
for less than the average price of a beef burger and
chips.  Cornwall joined in with enthusiasm, and was
diplomatically allowed to win.  It wasn't until they
were enjoying coffee and liqueurs that Gavin found
an  opportunity  to  introduce  his  personal  interest
into the conversation.

“Adventure  and  role  playing  games  are  a  keen
interest of mine, and I've got a number of your titles.
But I think, in some ways, I still like  Dragon Helm
the best.”  He didn't feel quite bold enough to admit
that he'd been inspired to try to emulate the author
of that particular game.

“I have a soft spot for that old game, too,” Cornwall
agreed.   “It's  the  one  that  made  Pendragon  a
household  name.   But the world's  moved on since
then  and we've  had  to  diversify  to  compete.   The
market's  now  dominated  by  consoles,  and  today's
player  wants  3D,  multiple  choice  scenarios  and
intelligent  adversaries.   It's  more  like  creating
another world than just a game these days.”
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“Do you plan to release any new adventure games?”
Gavin  dared  to  enquire,  conscious  that  Art  was
watching  him  with  what  appeared  to  be  mild
disapproval;  he  hoped  that  he  wouldn't  later  be
accused of prejudicing the deal.

“Maybe,” Cornwall seemed indifferent.  “It depends
on the market.  Multi-player RPG has gone global
with cheap broadband.  We've make our mark there,
too, with the Mages of Darkhaven series.”

Multi-player, on-line role playing games – the RPG
Cornwall had referred to – were not really to Gavin's
taste, seeming to him to be principally about forging
alliances with other players  to amass large armies
and  fight  enormous  battles.   He  preferred  the
gentler exploring and puzzle solving type of game,
but knew better than to challenge a businessman on
the  correctness  (artistic,  ethical  or  otherwise)  of
market forces, especially not in front of his boss, who
worshipped at the same shrine.

As if reading Gavin's thoughts, Cornwall continued,
in  a  slightly  conspiratorial  tone:  “The  very  first
game I  played was  a  text  adventure.   Shows how
long ago it was!  No graphics, no mouse; you had to
type in all your instructions, like 'Go East' or 'Take
treasure'.  But I loved it; it's what got me into the
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games business.   Time moves  on,  though,  and we
need to keep ahead of the game!  The old 'click and
point'  adventure seems to have gone underground,
more  a  cult  thing  than  mainstream  these  days.
There are dozens of forums and numerous web sites
where you can download the old classics for next to
nothing,  and  there's  a  big  indie  movement,  too.
Geeks  in  their  bedrooms  making  clones  of  their
favourite games.”

If  Gavin  had  imagined  that  he  might  be  able  to
introduce  his  own  attempt  at  creating  a  fantasy
game into the discussion and gain a nod of approval
from Cornwall, he now felt greatly relieved that he'd
kept quiet.

“Gavin's  rather  idealistic,  I'm  afraid,”  Art  almost
apologised,  adding with heavy humour,  “We've  not
yet managed to beat it all out of him!”

“I  should  hope  not!”  Cornwall  retorted,  only  half
humorously.  “I hope to see some of that idealism at
work in the schemes you put up for my new house.
If Gavin's into fantasy games it's a bonus as far as
I'm concerned, I was hoping for something of their
flavour in the décor.”

He switched his uncompromising gaze back to Gavin
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before  the  designer  could abscond with the wrong
idea.  “That's not to say I want dragons or wizards
on my walls!  It's the spirit of those games I want,
not the nuts and bolts.  You understand?”

Gavin nodded; he probably understood much better
than did Art, which might perhaps offer him a few
opportunities  to  exercise  his  imagination  on  this
project,  though  it  could  equally  foreshadow
disagreements with Art over the 'feel' of the design.
It  would  all  depend  upon  how  important  to  the
ultimate  success  of  the  venture  Art  considered
Gavin's specialised contribution would be.

“Can  you  tell  us  a  little  more  about  your  new
house?”  Art  enquired,  capitalising  upon  this
opportunity  to  divert  the  conversation  onto  a
business track.

Cornwall  pondered  the  matter  a  minute  before
answering.  “It's large, with lots of rooms!  Telling
you about it isn't going to achieve anything much.
You need to see it.  Why don't we all meet there for a
meal?  It's quite habitable, just not how I want it.
What do you think?”

His  glance  sidled  towards  Jenny,  whose  unspoken
contribution to the negotiations was clearly bearing
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fruit.

Art pounced upon the offer as eagerly as Cornwall
had apparently taken his bait,  aware that once he
managed  to  get  his  foot  in  a  potential  customer's
front door -  metaphorically or literally -  his job as
salesman was half done.  He pulled out the slender
box of cutting-edge electronics that functioned as his
mobile office, determined not to leave the restaurant
without an agreed date.  Cornwall produced a slim,
leather  bound diary,  as  if  conspicuously  eschewing
the technology that underpinned his fortune.  Gavin
consulted  his  mobile  phone,  which  doubled  as  his
diary,  hoping  that  he  might  avoid  having  to
reorganise any of his few booked appointments.

Arrangements  were  swiftly  concluded  -  Art  being
prepared, in this instance, to reschedule most of his
previous  engagements  -  and  soon  afterwards
Cornwall  had to  leave,  his  reluctance at  having to
say good-bye to Jenny blatantly obvious.

Art went with his guest to ensure that the hired car
was waiting; the threatened downpour had arrived,
audible  from  inside  the  restaurant,  together  with
one or two grumbles of thunder. With some dismay
Gavin  realised  that  he  was  probably  in  for  an
unpleasant ride home; perhaps he should have taken
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up Art's offer to stay the night at their house.

Jenny leaned across the table towards him.  “Well
done, you!  It was clever of you to let Mark know you
liked  his  games.   I'm sure  it  helped  convince  him
we're the right people to do his house for him.”

“I don't think I can take too much credit for getting
him hooked,” Gavin retorted, unwisely indulging in
a touch of jaundiced sarcasm.  “I'm sure he had quite
a different  sort  of  game in  mind,  the  way he  was
eyeing you up!”

Instead  of  responding  to  his  cynical  jab  with  a
coarsely humorous riposte -  as he'd expected -  she
bridled  with  anger  and  two  spots  of  high  colour
reinforced the blusher on her cheeks.

“You can talk!” she snapped tartly,  reminding him
that he was equally guilty of the 'crime' with which
he'd  imputed  Cornwall,  and  that  he  occupied  the
privileged position of having been permitted to play
one or two of those games with her.  “If I want to
combine  business  and  pleasure  it's  none  of  your
business!”

Unable  to  comprehend  why  she'd  reacted  so
vehemently,  Gavin  maintained  a  discreet  silence,
though he was more than a little peeved by her lack
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of  consideration  for  his  feelings.   Still  simmering,
Jenny  stood  and  smoothed  her  clinging  silk  dress
over her hips and thighs in a manner calculated to
inflame male interest.

She picked up her bag.  “I'm going for a pee.”

Gavin  watched  her  stride  regally  off  towards  the
'Ladies' - as did most of the other men in the room -
and  suffered  a  pang  of  resentment  mixed  with
unsatisfied lust that felt like the onset of indigestion.
Jealousy was not an emotion that he'd own up to in
any situation, and in the present circumstances the
very idea of it was ridiculous, but - like most men -
he was a little sensitive in the ego department when
being handled by a woman as excitingly desirable as
Jenny Royle.

She seemed to like him well  enough - most of the
time  -  and  on  the  one  occasion  that  physical
intercourse had happened, she'd seemed gratifyingly
eager to break her marriage vows.  But Gavin was
disagreeably uncertain about what role he played in
Jenny's life; how important had it been to her that
he was that person tied in the chair?  He feared that
almost any suitably willing male could have served
her need, and that made him feel dispensable!
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Stretching back in his seat, he determinedly relaxed
and  let  his  gaze  wander  idly  around  the  crowded
restaurant,  a  little  bored  now  that  Cornwall  had
departed; it was evident that there were no prospects
of any excitement with Jenny that night!  He wished
himself home, losing himself in a new and absorbing
fantasy game,  but  his  attention was arrested by a
couple sharing a nearby table  (or - more honestly -
the female half  of  the partnership).   Her face was
hidden from his view by a heavy curtain of almost
golden curls that spilled around her shoulders as she
leaned  attentively  towards  her  companion  -  a
balding,  bespectacled  middle-aged  man  -  but
something about her captivated Gavin's interest.

What's he got to pull a bird like that?  Experiencing
a  momentary  stab  of  envy,  Gavin  had  already
guessed  the  answer:  money  or  power,  two  of  the
most potent aphrodisiacs for many women.  But a
little  more  spying  corrected  his  prejudiced
misconception;  the  couple  were  examining  some
photographic  prints,  and  the  woman's  animated
gestures  and  earnest  nodding  -  setting  that  dark
blonde cascade shimmering - suggested that she was
trying hard to persuade the man about some issue,
probably attempting to sell him something.

Her  companion  picked  up  one  of  the  photographs
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and held it up to examine it more closely, removing
his  glasses  with his  other  hand.   Gavin could just
make  out  the  subject  of  the  print,  a  decorated
antique metal bowl.  Clearly the meeting was for the
conducting of business rather than pleasure.

As Gavin idly surveyed their commercial intercourse
the woman raised her head - perhaps conscious of his
scrutiny - and met his gaze with hers.  He managed
to take in only a sketchy impression of pertly pretty
features around a pair of  eyes that commandeered
his attention and shocked him slightly.  As green as
any he'd seen on a cat, they appeared to possess that
same  inner  luminance,  and  held  his  stare  with
typically feline aloofness until he was obliged to look
away in some confusion.  When he dared to throw a
furtive glance back in her direction the woman had
returned her concentration to the man with her.

Art reappeared then, his expensively coiffured hair
sprinkled  with  glistening  droplets.   “It's  pissing
down out there!”

As he spoke the room was momentarily flooded with
dazzling violet-tinged light - as if a giant flash bulb
had gone off - and a timpani of thunder deafened the
diners.  The restaurant's subdued lighting flickered
before  being  completely  subdued,  leaving  the
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establishment in stunned blackness as Jovian drum
rolls retreated into the rain filled distance.

In  the  hushed  after-shock  –  the  Muzak,  too,  had
ceased - Art's voice boomed like another thunderclap.
“Do you think that's a hint they want us to leave?”

A woman giggled in the darkness, initiating a small
ripple  of  polite  laughter;  a cigarette  lighter  flared,
illuminating the circle of faces at one of the tables.
Then the main lights flickered back on, the Muzak
restarted and a low babble of animated conversation
began.

“It  seems  we  don't  have  to  leave  just  yet,”  Art
prolonged the joke as he seated himself.  He waved a
waiter over to their table.  “It looks like we have Mr.
Cornwall  where  we  want  him,  Gavin.   Let's  have
another small brandy to celebrate.”

Gavin  declined,  conscious  that  his  journey  home
would be much longer than his employer's,  with a
correspondingly increased risk of being apprehended
by  the  police.   While  Art  was  engaged  with  the
waiter, Gavin directed a surreptitious glance towards
the  couple  he'd  been  observing  and  was  mildly
startled  to  find  that  they'd  gone;  they  must  have
slipped out while the room was in darkness.
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Returning his attention to his employer, Gavin eyed
him speculatively - sitting there, smug with the near
certainty of having secured a valuable contract - and
couldn't help wondering whether Art would actually
sanction his wife's infidelity if he thought it would
clinch a major deal.

With unconsciously apt timing, the object of Gavin's
indecorous  musings  returned,  her  feathers
noticeably ruffled.

“I  was  on  the  bleeding  loo  when  that  thunder
banged and the lights went out.  Talk about make
me jump, I nearly shit myself!”

Her husband guffawed.  “You were in the right place
then!”

She was not mollified by his crude humour, nor by
his offer of another drink, which she declined, and
when he attempted to launch an impromptu brain-
storming session to elicit design ideas - a foible of his
and invariably a premature exercise at  that  initial
stage of a project - Jenny refused to indulge him.  It
was obvious that she wished to depart,  and Gavin
was  relieved  when  Art  yielded  to  her  unsubtle
hinting;  he  found it  hard  to  concentrate  upon his
employer's  precocious  visualising,  and  not  only
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because  of  Jenny's  proximity.   He  was  equally  -
though inexplicably - distracted by puzzlement over
the abrupt departure of the couple from the nearby
table;  the  manner  in  which  they'd  seemingly
vanished during the brief blackout had left him with
the  unsettling  impression  that  they'd  never  really
been  there  at  all  but  had  been  figments  of  his
imagination.

During the drive back to the Royles' luxury barn Art
did succeed in drawing Jenny into a debate about the
financial  details  of the deal -  money was a subject
that never bored her - and they both ignored Gavin.
He  wouldn't  enter  their  calculations  until  they'd
determined a budget (predictably too small) within
which  he'd  be  expected  to  transform  the  client's
extravagant  dreams  into  an  appealing  yet  cost-
effective  reality.   This  mercenary  aspect  of  their
characters grated on Gavin; when husband and wife
worked  together  -  especially  when  debating
percentage  mark-up  or  sales  margins  -  they
demonstrated  their  compatibility  to  a  degree  that
galled him almost as much as watching Jenny play
up to Mark Cornwall had.

Individually,  he  liked  their  company  -  Art  was  a
munificent,  convivial  host  and  an  amusing
raconteur,  and  Jenny's  'friendship'  was  even  more
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acceptable  -  but  Gavin  felt  increasingly
uncomfortable  when  both  of  them  were  present,
especially  since  his  illicit  involvement  with  the
female  half  of  that  'dynamic  duo'.   When  he  was
invited to join them for another drink before he left,
he excused himself; he was convinced that the offer
had been made solely out of politeness and he'd had
enough for one evening both of alcohol and of being
a stooge to other men.  He was not pressed to stay.

Relief  and disappointment mingled in Gavin as he
coasted his  motorcycle  across  the gravel  drive  and
turned onto the road towards the village.  Jenny -
possibly smarting still from his earlier unkindness -
had seen him off with a good-night kiss as brief and
mechanical  as  if  he'd  been a stranger,  and he was
convinced that while they were apart she rarely (if
ever) gave him a thought, whereas he found images
of her - albeit largely pornographic ones - invading
his  mind with increasing frequency.   It  was  not  a
situation that he particularly enjoyed, nor was it, he
suspected, one from which he could easily escape!

His  road  home  returned  through  the  village  and
then followed a high hedged lane for a  mile  or so
before joining the main road back to London.  The
rain  had  ceased  -  for  which  he  was  extremely
thankful  -  leaving  the  night  alert  with  the  sharp
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odours  that  a  heavy  summer  shower  inevitably
promotes, and a fretful wind that played tag with the
roadside  trees.   The  rearing  black  hedgerows  on
either side  created a  dark canyon along which his
motorcycle  roared,  the  wet  tarmac  shimmering  in
the beam of the powerful halogen headlamp.

As  he  rounded  one  of  the  many  bends  he
encountered a  small  car  parked  awkwardly  in  the
road  with  its  hazard  lights  flashing,  its  presence
startling him almost as much as if an ambush had
been sprung upon him.  The bonnet of the vehicle
had been angled into a gateway so that its headlights
– on full beam – reflected off the white painted wall
beside the gate,  illuminating both the car and the
figure standing beside it.

Gavin braked sharply as the person beside the car -
female and alone, he swiftly deduced - raised a hand
in a gesture that might have been an appeal for help
or a command to stop.  He stopped anyway, pulled
into  the  side  of  the  road,  killed  the  motorcycle's
engine and removed his helmet.

The  reflected  light  from  the  car's  headlamps
presented  this  'damsel  in  distress'  as  an  alluring
silhouette outlined in bright green where the light
filtered  through  the  thin  fabric  of  her  full-length
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dress, while her head was haloed with a flare of gold.
The  effect  was  dramatic  -  magical  almost  -
intensified by fragmented reflections from the wet
road; she might almost have been an elven princess
from one of his fantasy games!

“Do  you  need  any  help?”  he  asked,  somewhat
superfluously.

“Yes please.  I've a flat tyre.  The offside front wheel.
I haven't sufficient strength to undo the wheel nuts.”
Her directness broke the elven spell, but her voice
instantly wove another.  Clear and musical, with a
mature  firmness  overlaid  by  an  almost  girlish
lightness, it guarded the secret of her age.  “I was
about to ring the RAC when you came along.”

Gavin strode up to her, a little disappointed that the
encounter  had  subsided  so  swiftly  into  mundane
practicality.  He was surprised to discover how short
the woman was when he stood close to her; she had
to tilt her head back to look up at him from a small,
lively  face,  pretty  enough  to  bother  him  and
disconcertingly reminiscent of someone (he couldn't
think who) he'd seen or met recently.  Her perfume
was obviously expensive and justified its price.

“Let  me  have  a  go,”  he  offered,  forcibly  focusing
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upon the problem rather than its attractive victim.
She handed him the wheel brace and he attacked the
recalcitrant nuts, having to jump on the brace to free
a couple of them.

“Have you got the special locking nut adapter” he
asked.   She handed it  to  him and he released the
final nut.  She had the car jack ready for him and
indicated the location of the jack point.  Clearly she
was no helpless bimbo!

“I'm glad  you  came  along,”  she  confided.   “I  was
afraid I'd be stranded here for hours while the rescue
people turned up.”

She  seemed amazingly  unafraid  of  being  stranded
alone  with  Gavin  in  a  remote  country  lane.   He
damped  down  his  wayward  thoughts  and
concentrated upon removing the wheel.

“I'll  get  the  spare  from  the  boot,”  she  offered,
moving towards the rear of the car.

"No!”  Gavin surprised himself with the command in
his voice.  “Let me get it.  You'll ruin your beautiful
dress.”

She seemed as surprised as he was by his display of
authority, but submitted.  “Very well.  Thank you.”
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Once he'd changed the wheel and stowed everything
in the boot of the little car, Gavin impulsively offered
the young woman his hand to shake.   “I'm Gavin.
Gavin Dulake.”

Realising as he spoke that his palm was grimy from
handling the car's wheels, he stalled.  “I – I'm afraid
my hand's rather dirty...”

Her gaze searched his face for a moment before she
smiled and clasped the  hand he  was  withdrawing.
“After your riding out of the darkness to rescue me it
would be churlish of me to fuss over a smidgen of
dirt.”

She  introduced  herself,  but  Gavin  had  ceased
listening, his attention hijacked by her eyes.  Apart
from  seeming  slightly  mesmeric,  they  were  -  he
observed as they gleamed in the reflected light - not
hazel, as he'd initially seen them, but green flecked
with gold.  That fact stimulated his memory.

“Didn't  I  see  you  in  The  White  Hart  earlier  this
evening?”

She was momentarily startled by his question.  “You
might have.”

As  she  examined  his  face  again  -  with  renewed
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interest - her expression blossomed into recognition.
“You were at the table with two men and a woman
with pearls in her hair.  You were watching me.”

“I suppose I was.”

An  embarrassing  inability  to  continue  the
conversation caught them both.  Gavin was mildly
disturbed by  the  coincidence  of  their  meeting  like
this after their singular (in his eyes, at least) brief
encounter in The White Hart.  Politeness indicated
that he ought to terminate the exchange and return
to  his  motorcycle,  but  that  wasn't  at  all  what  he
wanted  to  do,  and  the  young  woman  appeared
equally reluctant to leave, which encouraged him.

Resisting  the  temptation  to  offer  her  a  tedious
explanation of why he'd been at the restaurant that
evening,  but  conscious that  if  he  prevaricated any
longer the opportunity for further contact with her
would be lost - something that he suddenly realised
he didn't want to happen - Gavin short-circuited the
customary formalities of such situations.

“Would  you  be  free  for  dinner  one  evening  this
week?”

Her  green-gold  eyes  widened  -  increasing  their
similarity to those of a cat - but she showed no other
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signs of surprise.  “I might be.”

“Will you have dinner with me, then?”

Instead  of  answering  directly,  she  opened  her
handbag and delved inside, using the light from the
headlamps to aid her search.

“I'll give you a number where I can be reached and
you can call me sometime later this week, if you're
still interested.”

Gavin had little doubt that he'd still be interested as
he  accepted  the  small  card  she  offered  him,  a
business card for the Hermitage Gallery.

“Is  this where you work?” he asked,  remembering
his earlier impression that she'd been attempting to
sell antiques to the balding man in the restaurant.

“No,  but  they  know  me  there.   The  gallery
specialises in works by living artists.”

“Are  you  an  artist  then?”  he  asked,  his  interest
intensifying.

“Aren't we all?” she responded cryptically, but then
explained.  “I'm trying to organise a small exhibition
of my father's work.  He paints.  But now I really
must be going.   It's  getting late and I  have to get
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back to North London.”

“I'm sorry, I should have realised,” Gavin apologised
with uncharacteristic awkwardness.

“I'm  glad  we  met,”  she  replied  with  apparent
sincerity.  “Give me a call.”

“You bet!”  He watched with unconcealed interest as
she climbed into the small green car; evidently she
liked that colour, perhaps because of her eyes.  As
she started the engine he remembered that he ought
to know her name but didn't.

“Wait!” he called over the engine's soprano snarl.  “I
missed your name.  I was distracted, trying to think
where I'd seen you before.”

She laughed - though not unkindly - at his noticeable
discomfort.  “Elaine Fisher.”

“Elaine?” he queried, slightly taken aback.

“Yes.   It's  not  an  uncommon  name.   Good  night,
Gavin.”

As  she  accelerated  away  along  the  lane  Gavin
savoured a lingering after-taste of her laugh - aptly
elf-like - and the image of her cascading curls, which
had appeared almost dark in the shadowed interior
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of the car, but shot with glimmering highlights.  He
stood watching as the small vehicle diminished into
the night until all that could be seen of it were its
rear  lights,  hovering  above  the  wet  road  like  the
glowing red eyes of a nocturnal creature.

Already the whole encounter felt slightly unreal to
him,  like  a  time  softened  memory  or  the  mental
theatre  inspired  by  a  well  written  novel.   Elaine
Fisher suddenly seemed as insubstantial as a ghost
or  a  sprite,  and  as  he  glanced  down again  at  the
business card in his hand he half expected it to have
reverted to a supermarket receipt or scrap of torn
newspaper in the fashion of fairy gold.  It was still a
business  card,  however,  with  a  reassuringly  real
looking telephone number on it.

As the halo of enchantment faded, the agitation of
the  darkness  around  him  began  to  infiltrate  his
consciousness.   There  was  something  about  the
whole  encounter  that  bothered  him,  though  he
couldn't pin down exactly what it was.  He didn't like
uncomfortable coincidences; the young woman that
he'd  spent most  of  Friday night  with in  Guildford
had also been named Elaine.

Such  chance  conjunctions  were  commonplace,  he
knew  –  he  would  have  laughed  at  anyone  else
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expressing concern over such a minor example – but
he couldn't  shake off  the uncanny impression that
someone  (or  something!)  was  manipulating  events
and directing him along a particular path.  It was a
disturbingly  familiar  sensation,  but  one  that  he
normally experienced only when playing one of his
fantasy  computer  games,  when  a  new  direction
opened for him to explore, enticing him with exciting
possibilities.
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The QUEEn'S BOWER

Who - and what - was Elaine Fisher?  This was the
question  that  monopolised  Gavin's  thoughts  the
following  morning,  interfering  with  his  normally
straightforward routine for getting to work.   More
tangible  doubts  about  their  chance  meeting  had
emerged from the darker corners of consciousness to
trouble him shortly after his return to the organised
disorder of his Forest Hill flat, and had haunted him
all night.  He hadn't slept well.

His  initial  reaction  was  to  shrug  off  any  such
concerns.  His irrational notion that their meeting
may  not  have  been  the  chance  encounter  it  had
seemed was surely ridiculous; how could she possibly
have known that he'd be going home by that road?
But  his  doubts  refused  to  be  so  easily  dismissed,
despite  the  glaring  fact  that  he'd  not  one  jot  of
evidence to support his wild supposition; his unease
about their meeting simply refused to go away!

There  were  a  couple  of  odd  things  –  apparent
inconsistencies  -  that  stuck in  his  mind.   Nothing
that  couldn't  easily  be  explained  away,  but  still
awkward enough to niggle him.
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When Elaine had recognised him as the person she'd
seen earlier in the restaurant, she'd referred to his
three dining companions,  which didn't  accord with
the  impression he'd  gained that  she'd  first  noticed
his presence when she'd caught him watching her, at
which point he'd been alone at the table.  She might,
of  course,  simply  have  observed them all  together
earlier,  but to Gavin that seemed another unlikely
coincidence;  he  certainly  couldn't  remember  who'd
been sitting at any other of the tables around them.

The  other  inconsistency  was  her  response  to  his
invitation to dinner.  She'd told him, when he'd first
stopped to assist her, that she'd been about to call
the  RAC,  indicating  that  she  possessed  a  mobile
phone; why then had she given him the Hermitage
Gallery business  card and not  her phone number?
This was the weaker of his complaints, he admitted;
there could be any number of reasons why she didn't
wish him to have her phone number, some of them
decidedly unflattering!

Neither of these constituted any kind of case against
Elaine, but when he added them to the abruptness of
her departure from the White Hart – when the place
had  been  in  darkness  –  he  felt  uneasily  doubtful
about her activities.  He just couldn't rid himself of
that nagging suspicion (not altogether an unpleasant
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one)  that  Elaine  had  somehow  engineered  their
encounter.

He determined - as he wove his motorcycle through
the crowded London streets - to find out more about
Miss Fisher (he automatically assumed that she was
single) by following up his invitation to take her to
dinner; he hoped that he'd not been fobbed off with a
false phone number!  During that day's lunch break -
the  earliest  occasion  offering  him  the  time  and
relative privacy to speak freely to her within those
hours that the Hermitage Gallery might reasonably
be expected to be open - he'd attempt to contact her.

When  that  time  came,  however,  his  plans  were
subverted  by  Elaine's  number  one  rival.   It  was
expected  that  the  studio  would  be  manned
throughout  the  working  day,  so  Gavin  and  Gary
staggered their lunch breaks.  Gary had gone for his
vegan lunch at the local wholefood café and Gavin
was awaiting his return so that he could slip out for
a  bacon  roll  and  a  can  of  cola  –  and  to  find
somewhere  reasonably  private  to  make  his  phone
call  -  when  Jenny  marched  into  the  studio.   Her
arrival disconcerted him, as if she'd somehow divined
his intentions.

“Go away!” he muttered under his breath.
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Jenny, of course, did the opposite.  Striding across to
where Gavin sat,  she positioned herself so close to
him that her prominently female presence - anointed
with enough iniquitous perfume to last most women
a week - almost overwhelmed him.

“I  hoped  I  might  catch  you  on  your  own,”  she
confided to him in a purring tone that made Gavin
pleased he wasn't a mouse.  “I've decided to give you
a second chance.”

“A second chance at what?” he asked, struggling to
hold down his wayward imagination.  His interest in
Elaine  suddenly  seemed  rather  academic  when
contrasted with Jenny's very physical proximity.

“To be nice to me,” she crooned seductively.  “If you
are,  you can come and see me at home on Friday
afternoon.”

So  her  offer  had  been  genuine!   Gavin's  physical
processes began to ready themselves - regardless of
the fact that the proffered treat was three days away
- but his natural caution was already weighing the
risks  involved.   “Where  will  Art  be  on  Friday
afternoon?”

“He's off to Manchester to chase a potential business
client.  He won't be home 'till late.”
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Gavin frowned, unhappy with the level of potential
danger.   If  he  and  Jenny  were  caught,  Art  would
surely  have  to  act  against  them,  even  if  not
personally  upset  by  their  indiscretions,  simply  to
maintain the respect of his other staff.

“Is it wise for both of us to be off work together?” he
asked.  “Especially when Art's out on business.”

Jenny raised her plucked and redrawn eyebrows in
disdain.  “I always took you for the danger man type!
Seems I was wrong.  You obviously don't think I'm
worth the risk!”

She struck a sultry screen-goddess vamp pose - wide
eyes  and  pouting  mouth  -  and  Gavin  found  it
difficult to keep his attention on anything practical;
thoughts of getting his hands on her ample breasts
and  stockinged  legs  were  swamping  his  better
judgement  as  well  as  causing  him  some  physical
discomfort!

“It is quite a risk,” he insisted, attempting to cool
the emotional temperature.  “Suppose Art phones in
about something when we're not here?”

“I shall take the whole day off,” Jenny dismissed his
concern.  “Art won't expect me to be anywhere else
but  at  home.   I'm  sure  you  can  dream  up  a
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convincing  excuse  for  your  nosy  little  assistant,  if
you really want to!”

He  did  really  want  to,  he  realised;  attempting  to
refute that fact would be fruitless.  “Okay, you minx,
you win!  I'll be there.”

Jenny  smiled;  the  cat  had  cornered  her  juicy  fat
mouse.  “You won't regret it, I promise!”

Suddenly leaning forward, she planted a swift kiss
on  Gavin's  mouth  -  startling  him  -  but  retreated
before he could recover and grab hold of her.  “Till
Friday!”

She left him sitting in the crossfire of his conflicting
emotions: inordinate excitement (in the light of their
previous  brief  encounters,  the  prospect  of  a  whole
afternoon alone with Jenny was almost too much for
him!)  countered  by  agitation  at  the  risk  involved,
and deeper concern about what he might be getting
himself into with Jenny.

It seemed most likely to Gavin that she viewed him
simply as a sexual diversion – her 'bit on the side' –
which wasn't very flattering but neither too risky.  A
far more dangerous scenario – from his viewpoint –
was that she hoped for a full blown romantic affair,
perhaps even with some long term commitment from
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him.

The latter prospect terrified him.  He didn't harbour
the  slightest  wish  to  swap  places  with  Art;  apart
from the  fact  that  he'd  yet  to  find  a  woman who
could command his affections to the extent that he'd
consider  long  term  monogamy  (which  Jenny
certainly didn't) he knew that he couldn't afford to
keep  her  in  the  style  to  which  she'd  grown
accustomed.   He  wouldn't  have  become  embroiled
with her at all  without her strong encouragement,
and common sense told him to break it off before the
inevitable happened.   Unfortunately, the secondary
brain in his trousers – something most men seemed
to possess  –  insisted otherwise  and usually  got  its
own way!

By the time Gary returned Gavin had calmed down
sufficiently  to  remember  his  original  intention  to
phone Elaine, but his desire to implement that plan
had faded and he made do with just the roll and cola.

That evening, as he endeavoured to settle to playing
one of his games after his meal-for-one, he was still
debating whether or not he wanted to pursue further
contact with Elaine Fisher (Elaine number two he
had dubbed her  as  he  already had another Elaine
nominally in play).
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Gavin had finally discarded as mildly paranoid his
earlier  suspicions  about  their  chance  meeting,  but
the  further  commitment  he'd  made  to  Jenny
rendered the prospect of  starting another amorous
relationship  far  less  attractive.   Added  to  which,
pressure to 'clear the decks' ready for The Pendragon
Project (as it had been nicknamed) meant that he'd
have to work late for the next two nights to be able
to  afford  to  take  Friday  afternoon  off,  and
disappointing  Jenny  was  something  he  neither
wanted to do nor dared to do!

In  the  end,  and  despite  his  misgivings,  he  did
telephone  the  Hermitage  Gallery  during  the
Wednesday  lunch break.   Momentary  memories  of
Elaine's  disturbing  green  eyes  kept  invading  his
thoughts, recurring uninvited like a snatch of tune
that lodges itself in your memory - even though you
cannot remember the rest of it - constantly pestering
until  you  must  hear  the  whole  thing  again.   He
needed to purge himself of her strange enchantment,
one way or the other.  If she'd palmed him off with a
false number and the gallery denied all knowledge of
her, he would actually be quite relieved.

But he'd misjudged her; not only was she known to
the woman who answered his call, but a minute later
he was speaking to her.
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“I was beginning to think you'd changed your mind,”
she began in  a  tone that  left  him uncertain as  to
whether or not she was teasing; he gained a strong
impression that she wouldn't have been heartbroken
if he'd failed to call.

It was a novel experience for Gavin to be treated so
offhandedly by a woman; he was used to those he
dated  displaying  reciprocal  keenness  for  his
company.  Even Jenny - who would positively snub
him  if  he  displeased  her  -  seemed  to  want  their
dubious relationship to continue as much as he did,
if not more so!

Perversely,  Elaine's  apparent  disinterest  revitalised
his interest in her, perhaps because she challenged
his male self-esteem.

“I haven't changed my mind!  I still want to take you
to  dinner,  but  there's  been  a  lot  on  at  work  this
week,” he excused himself with a half truth.  “How
about some time this weekend?”

“I'd like to see you again, Gavin,” she replied, and
her voicing his name sent a small thrill through him.

The  telephonic  medium  -  concentrating  attention
upon nuances in the speaker's delivery while denying
the  customary visual  cues  -  enhanced a  quality  in
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her  voice  that  he'd  only  noticed  unconsciously
before;  the  description  that  occurred  to  him  was
'nymph  like'.   A  suggestion  of  barely  suppressed
laughter and carefree sensuality was underscored by
an  unruffled  maturity  and  (or  was  his  distrustful
imagination playing tricks?)  the hint  of  something
darker.   It  was,  as  he'd  previously  observed,  an
ageless sort of voice, equally appropriate for a sixty
year old woman or a girl of sixteen.

“I'm  not  available  this  weekend,  I'm  afraid,”  she
explained.  “Friday is the only evening I have free.
I'm  fully  booked  tomorrow and  I'm  going  back  to
Devon on Saturday morning.”

Her  statement  disconcerted  him,  for  a  number  of
reasons.  Friday was already a significant date in his
social  diary,  but  any  other  opportunity  to  meet
Elaine again seemed to be vanishing.

“Devon?  Is that where you live?” he asked, partly to
buy himself a tiny margin of time to consider how
best  to  proceed,  but  also  seeking  confirmation  of
what  he  feared;  for  the  prognosis  of  developing  a
relationship Devon seemed hardly  more auspicious
than the Outer Hebrides!

“Yes.  If Friday's difficult,  we can leave it for now.
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I'm quite often up in London.  I'm sure we'll  have
another opportunity.”  Her casual acceptance of the
situation  reinforced  the  impression  that  she
harboured no overwhelming secret desire to see him
again,  scotching  once  and  for  all  his  far-fetched
theory that their initial meeting had been set up by
her.

She  was  offering  him  an  escape  route,  which  he
almost took.  But, just as during their first meeting -
when  he'd  finished  helping  her  with  her  car  –  he
could  have  turned  and  walked  away,  he  was  once
again confronted by the inescapable conclusion that
he  didn't  want  to  do  that.   At  the  same  time  a
treacherous part of his brain was calculating how he
could  go to  Kent on Friday afternoon and still  be
back in London in time for dinner, depending upon
where Elaine wanted to eat.

“Friday should  be  okay.   When and where do  you
want to meet?”

“Are there any decent restaurants near where you
live?” she asked.  “I'd quite like to meet you on your
home ground.”

She was playing into the hands of his more devious
inclinations.  “There are one or two that are quite
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good, as long as you like ethnic food.”

“Sounds  ideal,”  she  replied.   “What's  parking  like
around there?”

“All  yellow  lines  and  resident  only  parking,  I'm
afraid,  but  you  should  be  able  to  find  somewhere
after  half  six.”   Gavin  was  having  some  difficulty
concentrating  upon the  arrangements.   “There's  a
nice pub about half a mile from where I live.  The
Fountain.   It's  easier  to  find  than  my  place,  and
parking's a little easier there as well.”

“The Fountain it is.  About seven all right for you?”

He would have preferred a  little  more leeway,  but
agreed,  determined  not  to  let  his  disreputable
propensities  have  it  all  their  own  way!   He  gave
Elaine the necessary directions.

“I look forward to seeing you again,” she concluded
warmly, once again leaving a pleasant afterglow in
Gavin's consciousness.  As he terminated the call, he
should have been well pleased with the result - he'd
managed to manipulate events to give him the best
of  both worlds  -  but  what he actually experienced
was an uncomfortably shameful feeling that he was
behaving disgracefully.
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His emotional equilibrium was further compromised
by his conscience - having been activated – raising
another  issue  that  he'd  been avoiding:  what  to  do
about Elaine number one,  the secretary of Astolat
Furnishings.  His brief few hours of intimacy with
her had most of the hallmarks of a one night stand,
despite  both  protagonists  promising  to  'keep  in
touch',  and  Gavin  had  been  inclined  to  let  the
incident fade into memory unless Elaine bothered to
contact him.  Now, however,  the arrangement he'd
just  manoeuvred  himself  into  –  with  more  than a
little  help  from  Jenny  –  put  a  very  different
complexion upon any possible relationship with the
girl  in Guildford.   Having three women in play at
one time severely contravened his personal code of
ethics!

He didn't,  however,  find it  inordinately difficult  to
defer making any decision on the matter until after
Friday.  In fairness, he was far from convinced that
his first date with Elaine Fisher wouldn't be his last,
but  if  by  fortunate  chance  that  relationship  did
develop, he'd then deal with his former involvement,
assuming that it hadn't by then died a natural death.

The third part of that unholy trinity was best left
out of the equation, Gavin felt; the precise nature of
his entanglement with Jenny was a can containing
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so many wriggly things that he preferred to leave it
shut!

He  still  wasn't  entirely  comfortable  with  the
situation  when  he  rode  south  over  Tower  Bridge
early  on  Friday  afternoon,  heading  for  the  Kent
village where the Royles lived.  Reservations about
the  wisdom  of  accepting  Jenny's  invitation  had
increased steadily  throughout  the week,  and these
hadn't been helped by his distaste for having to lie
blatantly to other members of the firm concerning
his whereabouts that afternoon (a more grievous sin
in Gavin's book than deceiving by omission).

He stopped off  on the way for an abbreviated pub
lunch;  not  in  The  White  Hart,  but  at  a  far  less
salubrious  establishment.   The  food  -  a  chunk  of
French bread and a couple of greasy sausages - was
rendered  acceptable  only  by  the  application  of  a
large  quantity  of  hot  mustard,  but  the  beer
dispensed was one of Gavin's favourite brands.

As  he  consumed  his  provisional  meal  (almost
oblivious  of  its  taste!)  he  tried  hard  to  focus  his
thoughts  upon  something  other  than  that
afternoon's planned liaison, but found that the pub's
ambience  -  especially  the  sultry  music  pounding
from the  jukebox and  the  mini-skirted bar  maid -



THE UNTAMED FOREST PAGE 79

imbued his reflections with a distinctly blue cast.  By
the time he rang the Royles' front door bell Gavin
was more-or-less reconciled to making the most of
whatever Jenny offered.

Jenny  was  offering  a  good  deal  if  her  window
dressing was any guide; a black chiffon blouse – with
high  buttoned  collar  and  long  sleeves,  but  subtly
advertising that she wore no bra - was abetted by a
flared red skirt, black nylons and her 'fuck-me' shoes
(perhaps  now  offering  more  than  a  metaphorical
invitation!).   In  contrast,  her  greeting  was
offhandedly casual, almost cool.

“You made it,  then?   You'd  better  come in.”   She
closed  the  door  behind  him  and  gave  him  a
perfunctory kiss, escaping from his grasp before he
was able to prolong the embrace.

“I'm out on the patio.  I've just fixed us a Pimms.
Dump your gear and come and join me.”

Watching her walk away Gavin observed that she'd
matched  her  stockings  to  the  vamp  role:  old-
fashioned fully  fashioned.   He was eager  to  follow
her,  but  her  indifferent  greeting  had  raised  again
doubts about the wisdom of his presence there.  Not
sufficiently,  however,  to  prevent  his  removing  his
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motorcycle clothing - which he left in a pile on the
vestibule  floor  -  and joining  her  out  on the  patio.
Two cedarwood loungers had been placed facing each
other, on one of which  Jenny reclined voluptuously,
fruit  festooned  glass  in  hand,  like  a  Hollywood
starlet.

“Pour yourself  a Pimms from the jug on the little
table there,” she instructed airily, “and relax!”

The first he managed easily - except for obtaining a
drink without fruit salad - but the second was much
harder.  His simmering excitement at the afternoon's
prospects was prevented from boiling over only by
intermittent chill  drafts of lingering concern about
his being there.

“When's Art due back?” he couldn't help asking as he
squatted on the edge of the vacant lounger.

“I already told you!  Not before seven.  Relax and
enjoy the view.”  She waved her glass towards the
garden, but as she crossed her legs while speaking -
affording  him  a  calculated  glimpse  of  white  flesh
above  dark  stocking  top  -  he  understood  her
meaning (or, at least, hoped that he did!).

Had he been less ready to read between the lines he
might have taken her instruction at face value and
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actually appreciated Art's horticultural achievement.

Art  had  installed  -  though  not  by  his  own  hand,
being  no  keen  gardener  -  a  model  example  of  a
'designer'  garden  to  compliment  the  house.   It
wouldn't  have  looked  out  of  place  at  the  Chelsea
Flower Show with its unconventionally shaped lawn,
exotic shrubs, jardinières, statuary, rockery and pond
with  fountain,  all  threaded  on  a  meandering,
herring-bone  patterned  brick  walk  (sourced
exclusively from demolished old buildings).  And, of
course, it boasted built-in atmospheric floodlighting.
In fact, it  needed only a turnstile and 'KEEP OFF
THE GRASS' signs to equip it for public exhibition!

In  the  current  circumstances,  however,  the
considerable  thought  and  money  that  Art  had
expended upon his mastery of nature were wasted on
Gavin,  whose  attention  was  focused  upon  quite  a
different garden of delights.

“Now I'm here, what d'you want to do?” he asked,
feigning insouciance to hide his growing excitement.
“You wouldn't have brought me all this way if you
hadn't something in mind!”

Jenny's  raised  her  thin  eyebrows  exaggeratedly.
“You're  not  sure  you're  going  to  get  anything,  are
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you?  I might have something in mind, a little game
I'd like to play.  If you're interested?”

She  already  knew  the  answer,  but  Gavin  was
determined not to appear too hungry for her games.
Their previous forays into the murky waters of S&M
had only once strayed from the relatively safe shore
of constrained voyeurism, but Gavin had never-the-
less found them disturbing.  He suffered decidedly
ambivalent emotions about that particular aspect of
his  sexuality,  and  each  encounter  with  Jenny  had
been succeeded by a mild reaction of self-disgust.  It
was  somehow  shameful,  he  felt,  to  be  so
uncontrollably eager to participate in such perverse
erotic stimulation.

What  he  called  his  'dark  side'  was  something  he
frequently struggled with.  He liked to believe that
the appeal of his considerable collection of pseudo-
pornography lay only in its  aesthetic qualities  and
his liking for all forms of fantasy art.  That vanity
wasn't  too  difficult  to  sustain for books displaying
the work of artists such as Allen Jones or H R Giger,
though  somewhat  harder  to  maintain  for  others
featuring the illustrations and photographs used in
nineteen-fifties American fetish magazines!

Why  he  indulged  in  such  self-deception  when  he



THE UNTAMED FOREST PAGE 83

knew inwardly - his physical reaction an unavoidably
noticeable clue - that he liked them as much for their
non-academic attributes was a question that Gavin
avoided.  Did he fear that if he gave in to his 'dark
side'  he  would  become  some  depraved  monster,
unable to resit his base urges?  Or was it, simply, just
too embarrassing for him to admit - in this age of
female equality - that he was turned on by grossly
politically incorrect pictures of women?

Whatever the submerged origins of his  discomfort,
he  could  do  little  to  combat  it;   having  found  a
woman  who  was  prepared  to  play  the  role  of
dominatrix – in however limited a capacity – his less
reputable compulsions had staged a coup.  He might
well consider it the inmates taking over the asylum,
but was unable to stop the madness!  Which was why
he was there with Jenny that afternoon, suffering a
disconcertingly intense craving to submit once more
to the piquant pleasure of subservience.

“What have you got in mind?” he asked, trying to
sound offhand himself; he sipped at his drink with
assumed  nonchalance,  but  his  pretence  was
undermined  by  the  athletic  contours  of  Jenny's
showgirl legs, stretched out towards him.  Although
her ankles were crossed quite primly her skirt was
deliberately  short,  inviting  his  gaze  up  to  the
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suggestive shadows beneath her hem.

He endeavoured to reduce the pressure with a little
humour.  “I was half expecting you to slap a pair of
handcuffs on me the minute I walked through the
door, in case I tried to jump on you.”

Her red-lipped grin had a decidedly predatory tinge.
“I did think about doing that, but I decided it would
make it  harder  for  you  (and  harder for  me too,  I
hope!) if you have to control yourself.  I know you
like fairy tales of knights and their ladies.  I thought
you could be my lusty knight whose lance is mine to
command,  kneeling  at  my  feet  to  fulfil  my  every
wish!”

She certainly knew how to press the right buttons;
her proposal filled him with a breathless excitement
and he put his glass down as his hands had started
to shake.

“If you like!”  He was struggling now to conceal his
enthusiasm.

“Yes, I do like, Sir Gavin!”

Jenny finished her drink and swung her legs off the
lounger,  allowing  her  new champion a  provocative
glimpse of the favour he might win if he pleased his
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lady.  Standing, she stretching lasciviously.  Without
reinforcement  her  breasts  bulged  rather  than
projected, but slung in the chiffon of her blouse with
the  thin  fabric  taut  over  their  prominent  nipples,
they inflamed Gavin very bit as effectively.

“Arise Sir Gavin!” she commanded, tossing her wild
dark hair in a theatrical 'hard to get' gesture.

Abandoning  any  further  pretence  of  disinterest,
Gavin  stood  too;  Jenny  stared  pointedly  at  the
noticeable swelling in his trousers.  “It looks like you
already have!”

She led him back into the house and upstairs to one
of  the  guest  rooms.   As  they  climbed  the  open
staircase Gavin's gaze locked onto the black seams of
her  stocking,  only  inches  in  front  of  him,  and his
arousal  welled  up  from  his  abdomen  to  flood  his
chest.   She locked the bedroom door behind them,
though whether as a security measure or as a symbol
of his captivity,  Gavin was unsure.   It  would offer
little in the way of protection if Art returned home
early  to  discover  his  wife  and  senior  designer
together in a locked bedroom!

Having shut out the real world, Jenny settled herself
on the foot of the narrow bed as if it were her throne
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and  surveyed  her  subject,  who  stood  trembling
slightly  with  anticipation  as  he  awaited  her
commands.

“Take off all your clothes!” she ordered.  “You can
put them on the chair over there.  I want to see you
naked and defenceless.”

He hesitated only an instant before complying; her
power  over  him  at  that  moment  was  probably
greater than even she realised, and she'd have had to
issue  a  decidedly  unpleasant  directive  for  his
masculine pride or sense of propriety to baulk at it!

“I  see  your  lance  is  ready  for  action!”  she
commented archly once Gavin had undressed.   He
felt extremely light-headed, as if  about to faint, so
intense was his excitement at standing naked before
such  a  desirable  and  provocative,  fully  clothed
woman.

“Come here and kneel down!”  She pointed at the
carpet before her.

Submerging himself in the role that she'd defined for
him, Gavin sank to his knees, while Jenny displayed
her approval -  and the dark bands of her stocking
tops - by twitching back the hem of her already short
skirt.  “Kiss my shoes!”
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He bent readily to the task, brushing the red patent
with  his  lips,  but  quickly  transferring  his  oral
attentions to her stockinged feet, where he relished
the dissonance between the polished appearance of
her nylons and their roughness against his lips and
tongue.  Around one ankle she wore a fine gold chain
under her stocking,  the clasp of  which was in the
form of a small gilt padlock, suggesting to Gavin that
this  demanding  dominatrix  might,  in  her  turn,
submit to bondage and the victim role.  In reality, it
probably said less about Jenny than it did about her
husband, who masterminded her image.

“Now my knees!” Jenny ordered,  radiant with the
exercise  of  power -  if  only playful  -  over this  man
literally at her feet.

He  obeyed  with  mounting  eagerness,  daring  -  in
response to her silent prompting as she inched her
skirt up to uncover her curving thighs - to advance
his  osculation  towards  the  anticipated  target,  the
gusset of her scarlet knickers, which enticed him like
a red lure between the white cushions of her inner
thighs.   His  penis  pulsed  with  energy,  demanding
attention.

Leaning back on the bed, Jenny supported herself on
her  arms  and  spread  her  legs  to  offer  Gavin  the
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nylon gift-wrapped prize.  “Kiss my knickers!”

Her  instruction  was  redundant  as  he  was  already
pushing  forward  to  nuzzle  into  the  warm  damp
nylon in a gesture of complete surrender.  The next
anticipated act of homage was obvious to him, but
when highly aroused Jenny reeked discouragingly of
musk,  so  Gavin  concentrated  his  thoughts  upon
images that fermented his own lust.

His  ministrations  brought her  swiftly  to  the point
where she craved physical pleasure.  Sitting forward,
she  pushed  Gavin  away  before  quickly  sliding  the
final  barrier  down her  legs.   Then,  reclining  back
onto the bed, she abandoned all pretence of modesty,
her dark stockings and the taut black straps of her
suspenders  framing  and  exaggerating  the  pale
nakedness of her pubic area, which - in compliance
with  her  husband's  dictates  -  she  kept  totally
hairless.

Gavin prised her legs a little wider and pressed his
open  mouth  to  her  fleshy  wet  'lips',  his  tongue
activating the prominent button that he knew would
launch  her  on  a  trajectory  to  orgasm,  while  his
hands reached up to steer her there with practised
manipulation of her erect nipples through the thin
fabric of her blouse.
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As she neared the critical moment,  Jenny brushed
his arms out of the way and lifted her legs over his
shoulders.  She locked her ankles, clamping his face
to  her  crotch,  almost  suffocating  him  as  she
climaxed,  accompanied  by  loud  cries  of  pleasure.
Fully aroused himself now, Gavin was no longer put
off  by  such  extreme  intimacy  but  wallowed  in  its
indecency.

Satisfied,  Jenny released him,  and he climbed,  -  a
little unsteadily - to his feet.

Wiping his face with a pretty pink tissue from the
box  she'd  considerately  provided  for  her  guests,
Gavin  gazed  down  at  her  supine  form,  pruriently
wondering  how  many  other  'guests'  had  been
entertained there; part of Jenny's appeal for him lay
in the impression she sometimes gave of being 'used
goods'.  She certainly looked every inch the part at
that moment:  hair  tousled,  eyes closed,  red mouth
slack, skirt gathered up and legs apart to display her
succulent labia.

Guessing,  however,  that it  wouldn't  be  long before
she reverted to hostess mode and rushed off to fix
them both another Pimms, Gavin sat on the edge of
the  bed,  determined  to  have  some  pleasure  for
himself;  much  as  he  enjoyed  submitting  to  her
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whims, he now felt a rebellious urge to have her as
his sex slave..   He hooked his fingers into Jenny's
black hair -  causing her eyes to open in surprise -
and  drew  her  head  towards  his  lap.   Despite  her
assumed role she didn't resist and opened her mouth
to accommodate his penis.

Grimacing and groaning, Gavin abandoned himself
to  the  intense  sensations  generated  by  her  oral
manipulation,  swiftly  goading  him  to  the  point
where he wanted to ejaculate into her mouth.  Jenny,
however, had other plans and pulled away before he
lost control.

Sitting  up,  she  re-assumed  her  imperious  lady
character,  however  little  she  now looked  the  part.
“Lie back on the bed, Sir Gavin!”

Disappointed - and not a little frustrated - he never-
the-less reverted to his former submissiveness and
obeyed her.   Jenny quickly  divested herself  of  her
outer clothing and mounted her knight, guiding his
'lance rampant' into her musky bower.

As she settled her weight onto him,  wriggling her
hips,  he  reached  up  to  squeeze  her  impending
breasts and pinch her nipples;  she responded with
small  sharp  squeals  -  but  did  not  object  -  and
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attended to rousing herself again.  Gavin beat her to
the finishing post in a moment of intense convulsing
and shouting, and then had to suffer the discomfort
of  Jenny's  working  herself  to  a  second  gasping
climax upon his still erect but sensitive penis.

This  time it  was  Gavin  who was  impatient  to  get
dressed once they'd finished; he was both conscious
of his other appointment in a few hours time and
nervous in case Art arrived home early.  Perversely,
Jenny seemed neither concerned about Art's possible
return, nor keen to release her captive.  “I love to
have  a  man  squirming  beneath  me.   I'm  a  new
woman.  I like to be on top!”

“Don't I know it!” Gavin humoured her, aware - but
uncertain whether Jenny herself was - that she was
much less of a feminist than many of the women he'd
known.  “May I please get up now, your Ladyship?  I
need the loo.”

His subterfuge worked and she freed him.  Grabbing
his discarded clothes, he hurried to the bathroom -
out  of  the  sensitive  aura  of  Jenny's  acute  female
intuition - before he gave way to a bout of disgust,
magnified  by  his  anxiety  at  being  there.   The
strength of  his  reaction demonstrated to  him that
he'd overstepped the normal boundaries set  by his
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conscience; how could he ever have  considered it as
anything but outrageous to go directly from sex with
one woman to dinner with another?

He showered and scrubbed Jenny's natural oils from
his face as if he could likewise remove his complicity
in  their  recent  act.   He  wanted  to  run  from  the
house, to escape from the scene of the transgression,
but  first  he  had  to  extricate  himself  from  the
clutches of his partner in crime.  When she too had
showered and  dressed  -  typically,  in  nothing  more
than  her  silk  housecoat  -  she  insisted  that  Gavin
stop for coffee, which they drank out on the patio,
accompanied  in  Jenny's  case  by  a  post-coital
cigarette.

Normally Gavin would have enjoyed the situation -
her robe had fallen open to expose her magnificent
breasts  sufficiently  to  excite  any  tabloid
photographer  -  but  he  was  growing  increasingly
unhappy about remaining there.  Unfortunately, his
agitated  state  was  interfering  with  his  ability  to
invent a plausible excuse to remove himself.

His  evident  nervousness  began  to  irritate  Jenny.
“What's the matter with you?  You're like a cat on
the tiles,  twitching every time a car goes  past the
end of the drive.”
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“I don't think it was wise us meeting in your house
like this,” he complained.  “Suppose Art comes home
early?  What would happen then?”

Whatever her limitations, Jenny wasn't  stupid and
could  work  out  the  implications  of  that  question.
The trouble was – and it  had brought her trouble
before - she wasn't a woman who'd allow unpalatable
facts to interfere with what she was determined to
have or do.

“I thought you were more of a man!” she taunted
him.   “The  risk  of  getting  caught  adds  to  the
excitement.”

Until recently Gavin might - if not entirely agreeing
with her - have at least indulged her willingly.  Now
he  no  longer  felt  comfortable  gambling  with  such
high stakes.

“Too  much  excitement  isn't  good  for  my  nerves,
Jezebel,  especially  when  I'm  already  stressed  at
work.”

“Poor you!” she retorted acidly.  “Perhaps I'd better
ask Art not to work you so hard, to make sure you've
got enough energy left for other things!  You're no
fun when you're like this.  If you can't be nice to me
you'd better piss off!”
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He took that as his dismissal and left.

He began to relax – just a little - once he was back on
his  motorcycle  and heading  for  London,  but  as  he
neared the city other misgivings began to invade his
thoughts.   Would  Elaine  keep their  assignation or
would she stand him up?  If she did come, would she
be embarrassingly uncomfortable in his company, or
– even worse – would he find her impossible to get
along with?  Worst of all, in the unlikely event that
she consented to accompany him afterwards to his
flat  for  'coffee',  would  he  be  able  to  perform
satisfactorily following that afternoon's workout?

It was uncharacteristic of Gavin to be thus afflicted;
he generally approached potential conquests with far
more self-confidence and  sang-froid, but Elaine was
something of an enigma.

Although his initial impression of her had been that
of a 'good girl' (one of those who tend to keep men at
arm's  length  until  they're  in  a  meaningful
relationship),  his  fertile  imagination  had  been
contaminated by his  earlier  suspicions  about  their
roadside  encounter  and  -  almost  spontaneously  -
she'd  evolved  into  something  of  a  sensual  and
mysterious femme fatale.
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The FOUNTAIN in the FOREST
Gavin managed to get to The Fountain a little early
so that he could invest in a morale boosting drink
before Elaine appeared.  He'd 'dressed down' for their
date,  having  exchanged  his  work  suit  and  tie  for
jeans and a smart tee-shirt; in common with many of
his  generation  he  only  dressed  up  -  when  not
working - for more formal social occasions, such as
weddings.

Elaine had likewise dressed down, and Gavin nearly
failed  to  recognise  her  when  she  walked  in,  so
pronounced  was  the  contrast  between  his  fantasy
construction  and  the  disappointingly  mundane
reality.

She'd tied back her hair - now appearing more light
straw  than  gold  -  into  a  bunch  behind  her  head,
emphasising  her  determined  jaw  line  and  making
her seem handsome rather than pretty, and with her
tan, vaguely Antipodean.  Her figure had a pleasing
feminine roundness, but due to her lack of height -
which  she  wore  nothing  in  the  way  of  heels  to
augment - and a tight waisted skirt that exaggerated
the curves of her hips, she looked almost dumpy.  Of
the imagined features of Gavin's fantasy Elaine, only
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her eyes - when he looked into them - retained some
of their former disturbing magic.

Feeling  unreasonably  let  down  by  her  altered
appearance  -  and  vaguely  embarrassed,  as  if  he'd
expected  too  much  from  a  blind  date  -  Gavin
switched on his best manners to compensate.  “Hi!
It's nice to see you again.  What can I get you, drink-
wise?”

“Any chance of a decent glass of cider?” she asked,
her  voice,  at  least,  matching  his  recollection of  it.
“I'm not a beer drinker and I usually only drink wine
with a meal.”

The Fountain was able to provide a glass of draught
cider that Elaine found acceptable.  They took their
drinks to a quiet corner of the bar.

“I still tend to think of cider as rather a sweet fizzy
drink,” Gavin confessed, attempting to generate an
easy-going  conversation.   “I  know  it's  not  all  like
that.  Some of the stuff they promote now is quite
the in thing, I gather.”

Elaine grimaced.  “Not with me!  They're not what I
call real cider, not like the draught cider you get in
Devon.”
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Even though lightly expressed, her rebuff began to
dampen Gavin's hopes for the evening.  If her tastes
were highly  cultivated (and as  the  daughter of  an
obviously not too insignificant artist they might well
be) she'd probably consider his venue for dinner - an
inexpensive  and  unpretentious  Italian  restaurant
that he often used for such occasions - a little down-
market.

“Are  you  from  Devon  originally?”  he  asked,
desperate to keep some conversation going.  There
was no discernible trace of accent in her speech.

“My family's from Wales, actually.  My mother was
Welsh and my father's part Welsh, but I was brought
up in Devon.”

She smiled at his  evident puzzlement.   “I  used to
sound like a real country lass, but I went to a good
English boarding school for young ladies.”

That explained her  excellent  Received English but
did little to encourage Gavin; the girls he generally
dated weren't the products of such schools.

He'd also noted Elaine's use of the past tense when
referring  to  her  mother,  another  entry  for  the
mental dossier he was building about her (currently
containing  far  more  speculative  fiction  than
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established fact).  However, as the data accumulated
it was forming a picture that disconcerted him.

As they conversed he surreptitiously examined her
hands,  which  were  attractively  brown  and  dainty,
with  unvarnished  nails.   And  ring  free,  he  noted,
with some relief.  What did sound a small alarm was
her slightly wrinkled,  worn looking skin,  as  if  her
hands were used to hard work, which prompted him
into a more critical assessment of her features.

He observed for the first time fine lines around her
mouth  and  small  creases  beneath  her  chin,
suggesting an uncomfortable explanation for why he
found her eyes so unsettling; they'd maybe witnessed
rather a lot of life!  She was, he realised with some
dismay, quite a bit older than he'd first assumed her
to be.

Gavin had no real  problem with dating girls  older
than himself (Jenny was a year or two older than he
was),  but for his elven princess to be exposed as a
middle-aged  woman  was  more  than  a  little
disconcerting!  The evening was not going well.

To cover his growing disappointment Gavin groped
for a neutral topic of  conversation,  predicting that
his  usual  strategy  in  such  situations  (to  play  the
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clown a bit, his boyish wit generally breaking the ice
nicely  with  a  new  conquest)  would  not  impress
Elaine.   Her  taste  in  humour  was  probably  of  a
higher 'brow' than he could manage.

“Where in Devon do you live?” he asked, deciding -
for the time being at least - to play safe.  Her answer
almost certainly wouldn't enlighten him a great deal
as he barely knew the county, his recollections of it
limited to disjointed memories of brief forays there
in his art student days to surf the incoming Atlantic
rollers.

“On the North Devon coast.  Literally on the coast!
There are steps from our garden down to the beach
and at times the tide comes right up to them.”  She
paused  to  take  a  rather  masculine  quaff  of  cider.
“My father converted one of the bedrooms - which
look out over the sea -  into a studio.  He's  always
loved the sea...”

Her  speech  tailed  off  unexpectedly  and  her
expression became fixed,  as  if  she'd  stumbled into
some dark personal  limbo,  leaving  Gavin stranded
conversationally.   He'd  been  about  to  mention  his
student trips, which must have been to somewhere
quite near to where she lived, but quickly discarded
that idea.
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Elaine's voice - when she began to speak again - was
little more than a murmur.  “He also hates it now!”

Gavin was at a loss as to what to say.  Questioning
her about her statement would be intrusive, he felt,
though he was naturally curious.  What was he to
make of her unpredictable shifts in mood?

A moment later she returned from whatever tragic
landscape  she'd  been  revisiting.   “I'm  sorry,  that
probably sounded frightfully melodramatic.  Perhaps
you'll  understand  better  if  I  tell  you  that  I  share
some of my father's love/hate relationship with the
sea.  It killed my mother.”

Once again she'd pulled the verbal rug from under
his feet, and before he'd really regained them.  How
should he respond to such a disclosure beyond some
conventionally  sympathetic  platitude?   He  wasn't
very  good  at  those  -  his  words  always  came  out
sounding  ironic  to  his  ears  -  though  other  people
seemed (or pretended) not to notice.  This time he
was spared; without prompting Elaine launched into
an account of what had happened.

“Mummy simply adored the sea.  She spent hours in
the water and would go swimming for miles.  Right
out.  She was the best swimmer I've ever known.  I
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think  she  must  have  been  a  fish  in  a  previous
incarnation!   About  seven  years  ago  she  was  out
swimming when a squall came up without warning.
Nothing  particularly  fierce,  but  enough  to
overwhelm even the  strongest  swimmer.   She  was
never found.”

“That  must  have  been  terrible,  for  you  and  your
father.”  Gavin felt that he must make some show of
commiseration  and  strained  to  reflect  sincere
sympathy in his voice.

Elaine  smiled  her  appreciation.   “Daddy  was
shattered.  He used to go up onto a nearby headland
and  sit  for  hours  simply  staring  out  to  sea,  as  if
watching for her return.   And then -  a few weeks
after Mummy's disappearance -  he slipped and fell
onto the rocks below.  He broke his spine and has
been confined to a wheelchair ever since.”

Gavin was severely shocked this time, both by the
enormity  of  Elaine's  having  to  cope  with  such  a
double tragedy (was it any wonder that she seemed
rather worldly at times?), and by the matter-of-fact
fashion in which she'd presented her tragic story to a
stranger; it wasn't the type of disclosure he expected
on  a  first  date.   She  was  undeniably  an  unusual
woman,  and  although  not  the  pretty  young  thing
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he'd  first  taken  her  to  be,  she  was  beginning  to
intrigue him.

“You have to look after your father now, I suppose,”
he sympathised.

“I act as his agent and research assistant, but that's
about all,” she replied, surprising him again.  “Aunt
Viv  -  my mother's  sister  -  lives  with us  and looks
after Daddy.  I've been trying for a while to get an
exhibition organised for him in the hope that it will
give him some incentive to do something with the
rest of his life.  The accident was seven years ago,
and although he's  done a little painting since, he's
not done much, and his subjects have been getting
rather morbid.  You don't mind my talking about it,
do you?”

“Not  at  all!   I'm  flattered.”   Although  somewhat
taken aback - and mildly embarrassed - by the extent
of her openness with him, Gavin was aware that his
honest  face,  candid  blue  eyes  and  natural
warmheartedness sometimes elicited that manner of
response  from  women.   Not  that  he  objected  to
providing a shoulder to cry on, it had been known to
lead to other intimacies!

“Were  you  successful  in  getting  something
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organised?”  he  enquired.   “For  your  father's
paintings.”

“Not so far,” she admitted.  “It isn't easy.  Daddy's
work isn't fashionable at the moment.”

“Why is that?”  Because of his art training Gavin's
was a little more than mere polite interest.  “Is he
considered old fashioned, or too avant-garde?”

She considered his question, staring into her cider as
if the answer might be found there.

“Certainly  not  the  latter.   I'm  not  sure  why  he's
unpopular.   He  paints  a  lot  of  landscapes  and
seascapes - especially seascapes - but he paints them
in a romantic style.  I suppose you could call him a
romantic realist.  He also likes fantasy subjects, a bit
like those popular with some of the Pre-Raphaelites,
though not so sentimental.  I expect that's why he
gets no critical acclaim, critics seem to like only stuff
they can't understand.  Most of the money he's ever
made has been from one or two that were used as
book or album covers!”

He  tone  and  expression  intimated  distaste,  as  an
upper-class Victorian might have referred to making
money in  'trade'.   It  was an attitude at  odds with
Gavin's  largely  practical  approach to  his  art;  if  he
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could  make  a  living  doing  what  he  enjoyed  he
wouldn't  worry  too  much  about  who  provided  the
means.

Not that he was devoid of aesthetic principles, nor
was  he  entirely  unsympathetic  to  the  resisting  of
commercialism in the name of artistic integrity.

“It sounds as if I might like your father's work,” he
told  her,  pleased  to  have  found  a  topic  that  was
(presumably)  important to  Elaine  and upon which
he  could  comment  with  some  knowledge;  he
possessed  quite  an  extensive  collection  of  books
featuring  the  work  of  artists  who  specialised  in
fantasy subjects, not all of them erotic in nature.  “I
collect  books  on  fantasy  art.   I  might  even  know
some of his paintings.  What's his name?  Something
Fisher, I presume.”

“Mervyn  Fisher,”  she  confirmed,  “but  little  of  his
work has been published, so I doubt whether you've
come across it.”

“His name doesn't ring any bells,” Gavin admitted.
“What kind of fantasy subjects does he paint?”

“Mainly  mythical  and  legendary  themes.”   She
sounded mildly  apologetic  for  a  moment,  but  then
returned  to  defending  her  father  by  disabusing
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Gavin of his presumed fellowship.  “His work may
have been used as book jackets for the type of sword
and sorcery  fiction that's  become popular  recently,
but  it's  much  more  than  that  sort  of  fantasy  art!
There's  a  much  deeper  symbolism  and  hidden
meaning in my father's paintings.”

Gavin was mildly offended - he'd been trying to build
a conversational bridge between them - but despite
his irritation his interest had been captured.

“I like serious paintings as well as the more popular
and commercial kind!” he asserted in his defence.

Elaine  relented,  and  even  had  the  grace  to  blush
slightly.  “I'm sorry, Gavin, that must have sounded
very  rude.   It  wasn't  intended  to  be.   I'm  not
questioning your artistic sensibilities.  It's just that I
get  a  bit  touchy about my father's  work,  so  many
people seem to see only the surface and ignore what's
underneath.  Which is what's really important.  They
see simply knights in armour or dragons, when they
should  be  seeing  depictions  of  human qualities  or
primitive passions.”

“I do understand,” Gavin assured her, “and I suspect
that I'd like your father's paintings all the more for
their deeper meaning.”
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Elaine embraced him in a warm smile.  “Thank you,
Gavin,  you're  being  good  to  me.   I  suppose  I
shouldn't blame people too much, it's easy to see my
father's work simply as book illustration.  One of the
subjects  he's  been  obsessed  with  for  years  is  the
myths of King Arthur and the Holy Grail.  It does
rather lend itself to popular appropriation!”

“The Arthur stories are one of my favourite subjects
too!” Gavin exclaimed; the evening was beginning to
show  some  promise,  though  in  view  of  Elaine's
previous reaction he was cautious about showing too
much enthusiasm.

“Really?”  This time she seemed almost as pleased
by the coincidence as Gavin was, her face acquiring
something of the effervescent, almost impish vitality
that had first captivated him.  “Maybe you and my
father  have more in  common than I  realised.   He
knows  most  of  the  stories  backwards,  especially
those  concerning  the  Holy  Grail,  which  have  a
special  significance  for  him.   He's  even called  our
house Corbenic,  the name of  the castle  where the
Grail was supposedly kept.”

“That's uncanny!”  Gavin allowed his enthusiasm to
show a little more, and decided to risk exposing one
of  those  aspects  of  himself  that  he  generally  kept



THE UNTAMED FOREST PAGE 107

quiet about (after all, Elaine had trusted him with
some of her family history).

“One of my hobbies is making computer games and
I'm currently working on one based on the quest for
the Grail.  I won't bore you with the details.  I tend
to get a bit carried away once I start, like those awful
people who make you sit and watch their dreadful
home videos  and  then ask you what  you think  of
them, and you don't  know whether to be polite or
honest!”

Elaine laughed, its conspiratorial mockery inducing
an almost sexual thrill in his abdomen.  “You won't
bore me, Gavin.  I'd like very much to hear about it,
but could we do it over dinner, do you think?”

“Of course!”  He quickly swallowed the rest of his
beer.  She seemed to possess a knack for unsettling
him;  he'd  been  flattered  by  her  declaration  of
interest in his game (or was it in him?), but he now
felt a complete bumpkin over his inept handling of
the evening's arrangements.

Perhaps conscious of the effect she was having upon
him,  Elaine  attempted  to  put  him  at  ease  as  he
escorted her to the restaurant (where he'd at least
thought to book a table for them).  “I've told you a
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little about my background.  What about you?  I'd
like to know more about you.”

Most people - if not pathologically shy or harbouring
terrible  dark  secrets  -  enjoy  talking  about
themselves,  and  Gavin  was  no  exception,  even
though  he  did  harbour  a  small  dark  secret!   His
customary  weapons  of  seduction  seemed
inappropriate in Elaine's company, and without the
support  of  this  amorous  armoury  he  felt  vaguely
vulnerable, but quickly found, to his surprise, that
being thus unmanned before her was not altogether
unpleasant;  he was  experiencing  a  mild version of
sensations (usually associated with his 'dark secret')
that  he'd  formerly  felt  only  when  submitting
sexually  to  Jenny.   To  combat  these  salacious
undercurrents  he  packaged  his  personal  details  in
light-hearted self-parody.

“I'm thirty-something - unattached - not very well
off and live in a poky little flat for which I pay an
extortionate rent.  I can't afford a car so I make do
with  my  bike.   I'm  an  interior  designer  -  which
sounds glamorous but isn't - working for a company
that calls itself 'monarch interiors',  small 'm', small
'i'.  It's very progressive!”

She grinned at his potted CV and he relaxed, telling
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her  more  about  himself,  though  keeping  to  the
relatively  safe  theme  of  his  work,  some  of  the
projects he was involved in and what was entailed in
being a designer in the computer age.

He was beginning to enjoy her company more than
he'd dared to hope, despite her ability to disorientate
him at frequent intervals.   Contrary to  his  earlier
fears she was rewardingly complimentary about his
choice of restaurant, liking both its authentic menu
and its  ambience;  it  managed  a  good  imitation  of
Continental  chic  despite  being  part  of  a  parade of
typically South London shops (definitely not just an
up-market pizza parlour).

Gavin let Elaine choose the wine to accompany their
meal; she'd elected to risk indulging in a single glass,
so he ordered a bottle (as he wasn't driving anywhere
he could use the remainder as an added relaxant!).
He made a point of praising her selection - an Italian
red -  even though he  found it  a  little  dry  for  his
palate.

As  they  both  attacked  the  first  course  -  with
appreciative hunger - he began to feel more at ease
with her.

“Would you really like to hear about my computer
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game?”  he dared to  remind her;  having taken the
risk of exposing that aspect of himself he was now
eager to share his interest with her.

“Absolutely,”  she  confirmed.   “I  use  a  computer
myself quite a lot, but I've no idea how to program
one.  Isn't it all zeroes and ones?  I take it you have
to program it to make your game work?”

“Yes, to a degree.”  He prefaced his personal trumpet
blowing with a touch of (not entirely false) modesty.
He'd wanted for many years to create his own game,
but had been deterred by the perceived difficulty of
programming one; he knew that software houses like
Pendragon often employed a team for years to create
the  sort  of  game  that  he  enjoyed  playing.
Fortunately  he'd  managed  to  find  a  game-making
program  that  had  simplified  the  process
considerably, and although initially it had been the
planning and designing of the content of the game
that had appealed to him rather than the discipline
of writing code, he'd increasingly found the solving of
the  subsequent  logical  problems  almost  as
intriguing.

“I've got a program that allows me to create code at a
high  level.   I'm  not  into  machine  code;  that's  the
zeroes and ones.  Really all I need to be able to do is
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think logically, and I'm quite good at that.”

“I'm sure there's  a lot  more to  it  than just  logical
thinking,” she offered him as polish for his ego, her
fascinating gold-green eyes alight with an intensity
that  might almost  have been mischievous.   “I  can
think logically,  but I couldn't  program a game like
you do.”

“It  really  isn't  that  difficult,”  he  countered.   “It's
creating the graphics that takes up most of the time
and  effort,  even  when  quite  a  lot  of  it's  simply
scanned in and then edited.”

“Okay, I'll accept that it's something you just run off
in  an odd moment,”  she  teased him,  “but  tell  me
about the game itself.  You said it's about the quest
for the Holy Grail.”

He  was  about  to  launch  into  a  description  of  his
game  when  the  waiter  arrived  with  their  main
course.  By the time they'd both been served and had
exchanged a few niceties about each other's choice of
dish,  Gavin  had  lost  his  momentum  and  felt
awkward about relaunching the subject.

Elaine, however, had no such inhibitions.  “Have you
decided upon a name for your game yet?”
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He  was  surprised  but  pleased  by  her  evident
interest.  “I've thought of calling it  GrailSeeker; all
one word, but with a capital 'S' in the middle.  It has
the right kind of feel for a computer game, I think.
About the only thing I haven't decided on is what to
have as the final object of the quest.  I don't much
like the traditional idea of it being a holy chalice full
of  mystical  religious  secrets;  I  don't  think  that's
really relevant to-day.  I want it to be something else,
something significant but slightly mysterious.  The
trouble is, I've no idea what.”

Elaine frowned slightly.  “Why do you consider the
Christian Grail no longer relevant?”

Her  question smothered his  enthusiasm;  he  found
the  topic  of  religion,  in  a  personal  context,
embarrassing.   His  parents  had  been  occasional
church  goers  of  a  casually  conservative,  C  of  E
persuasion, and Gavin had attended Sunday school
for a while, but as he'd grown older he'd struggled to
understand  why  stories  of  magic  in  the  Bible
(defined  as  miracles)  were  to  be  believed  while
similar accounts of magic in the fairy stories and folk
tales he loved were not!  As an adult he'd concluded
that both were equally unbelievable, and without its
magic Christianity seemed to him little more than an
uninspiring succession of prophets and saints railing
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against mankind's sinfulness.

“I suppose I mean that I don't think the Christian
version of the Grail is really suitable for a computer
game,”  he  equivocated,  “and  it  might  offend
someone who believes in the Bible.”

“Meaning that you don't, I take it?” she challenged
him.

He wished  that  she'd  drop the  subject.   “I  find  it
hard to believe a lot of the stuff in the Bible, but I
try to respect other people's beliefs.”

“I'm sure you do, Gavin.”  Perhaps she'd sensed his
discomfort for she abruptly returned to the subject
of his game.  “I wouldn't worry too much about what
you need for your game.  I'm certain that you'll find
what you want eventually, if you keep on searching.”

“That almost sounds like a quote from the game!” he
joked rather awkwardly, relieved to be back on less
contentious  ground,  but  slightly  unsettled  by  her
statement,  which  had  resonated  with  him  more
intimately than - he assumed - she'd intended.

“Do  you  intend  to  market  your  game  when  it's
finished?”  She  asked,  adding  to  his  confusion;
whatever her intentions she'd probed another area
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that was sensitive for him.  That he spent a good
deal  of  his  time  making  a  game  that  he  knew
couldn't  be  a  commercial  product  left  him
vulnerable, he feared, to having his hobby viewed as
something rather sad - even mildly antisocial - like
stamp collecting or train spotting!

“It  isn't  good  enough  to  sell.”   He  fidgeted  self-
consciously  with  his  food,  denigrating  his
achievement  to  forestall  any  condescension  from
Elaine.  “It's really only a hobby.  Something to keep
me off the streets!”

“Whether or not it's marketable isn't necessarily the
best  measure  of  its  value,”  she  contended,  almost
chastising  him,  but  then softened her  criticism by
touching his hand reassuringly.  “You must never be
ashamed of what you can achieve that others can't.
So my father has always taught me.”

Her touch inflamed the perturbation caused by her
friendly  admonishment,  but  also  elicited  a  more
predictable  reaction  that  surprised  him  by  its
intensity  (especially  following  that  afternoon's
exertions!).  It was a shame - he decided - that she
lived  so  far  away;  what  had  initially  seemed  a
potential  escape  route  had  suddenly  become  a
frustrating inconvenience.
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“Do you often come up to London?” he found himself
asking - without really intending to do so - caught off
guard  by  an  unexpectedly  poignant  sense  of
disappointment  at  the  thought  of  not  seeing  her
again.

She smiled at him, clearly divining the motive for his
question.  “Only when there's something to come up
here for, but that something could be a someone.”

Gavin's hopes dropped and rose again as if on a wild
theme park ride.   He couldn't  comprehend how or
why this woman's influence over his emotions had
increased so significantly in so brief a span of time;
her iridescent personality had somehow transformed
her rather mundane physical attributes into almost
siren-like attractiveness.

“I'd very much like another opportunity to take you
out again sometime soon.”  He declared his interest
openly,  an  unusual  move  for  Gavin  at  that  early
stage in the game.

“I'll  have  to  see  what  I  can  arrange,”  Elaine
responded  in  a  tone  that  intimated  reciprocal
interest  but  promised  nothing.   Gavin  took  the
opportunity to refill  his  glass,  feeling the need for
some moral support.
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“Do you play chess?” She enquired unexpectedly.

“I  can play,”  Gavin answered,  somewhat bemused.
“I used to play quite well, but I haven't played for
some time.  Why, do you?”

She grimaced as  she  had earlier  in  The Fountain,
perhaps  finding  chess  as  little  to  her  liking  as
commercial cider.  “I have to.  It's something Daddy's
taken up quite avidly since his accident, but I'm a bit
of  a  disappointment  to  him.   I  don't  seem able  to
follow  through  all  the  logical  possibilities,  which
annoys me as I was good at maths at school.”

Gavin offered her a commiserative smile, feeling - for
the first time that evening - slightly superior to his
companion.

“I'm not sure that being good at maths has much to
do with it,” he pontificated.  “I was never very hot at
maths  -  it  still  gives  me  trouble  when  I'm
programming  -  but  I  find  logic,  particularly  the
geometric logic of chess, quite straightforward.  I can
see the various possible moves laid out in my head
almost like a design.  I suspect it's got something to
do with the different way in which male and female
brains are wired.”

Elaine  bridled slightly,  though she kept  her retort
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jocular.  “That old excuse for why women are good
only for cooking, cleaning and having babies!”

“I  wasn't  suggesting  that  for  one  minute!”  he
protested.  She'd managed to wrong foot him again;
he'd  not  intended his  statement to  be  provocative.
“It's an accepted fact, though...”

He'd  intended  to  support  his  claim  with  scientific
evidence - garnered from television documentaries -
that  reinforced  his  belief  that  the  sexes  were
biologically  different  in  their  heads  as  well  as
between their legs, but Elaine interrupted him with
a light-heartedly cynical rejoinder.

“I  don't  suppose  for  one  moment  that  you  do
consider us good only for cooking and having babies.
Nowadays we have to earn our own keep, look good
and be red hot in bed as well!”

Gavin's  face  went  appropriately  red  hot;  he  was
uncomfortably  aware  that  his  attitude  to  the
opposite  sex  wouldn't  bear  close  scrutiny  by
feminists.  He preferred his partners feminine, good-
looking  and  sexy,  and  liked  to  play  a  rather  old-
fashioned,  protective  role,  though  as  a  male
chauvinist  he  was  hardly  porcine  (as  long  as  one
ignored  certain  psychological  stones  that  he
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preferred  to  leave  unturned!).   He  was  a  firm
supporter  of  equal  rights  and  opportunities  for
women at work, and generally respected them as a
species  even more  than some of  their  own gender
did.

He floundered for a pertinent reply - either cuttingly
witty or soothingly placatory -  but before he could
frame one Elaine continued her mischievous homily.

“It's largely our own fault, I suppose; women don't
seem to like their men in the kitchen with a pinny
on.   We're  still  in  love  with the  knight  in  shining
armour, and we can hardly expect him to come home
after a hard day's dragon slaying to get on with the
washing up or changing the baby.”

“I don't mind washing up,” Gavin defended himself.
“I have to do it - and cooking - for myself most days,
but I admit I've never changed a baby.”

“I'm more interested in your ability to play chess at
the moment,” she informed him, reverting to a more
serious  tone  and  sweeping  aside  her  imputations
about his character.  “I was wondering if you'd like to
come down to Corbenic for a weekend?  If you can
beat my father at chess I'd be overjoyed.”

“I'm not sure if I could beat him!” Gavin objected,
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concerned  that  she'd  overestimated  his  ability;  he
tried  to  ignore  possible  unspoken  aspects  of  her
invitation.  “I'm a good loser, though.”

“I  don't  want  you  to  lose!”  Elaine  complained,
causing  him a  moment  of  acute  discomfort  before
realising that he was being teased again; her sense of
humour was evidently as dry as her taste in wine!

Her  hypnotic  eyes  glittered  with  subtly  flirtatious
challenge.   “You  could  be  my  knightly  champion,
exacting revenge for all the humiliating defeats my
father has inflicted upon me these past few years.  I
shall expect you to win!”

Her unfortunate choice of imagery hit Gavin like a
kick  in  the  guts,  firing  off  unwanted  comparisons
between his  two very different female  companions
that day.  It wasn't, however, their many differences
that  perturbed  him  so  much  as  a  perceived
similarity: both appeared to want to be in control of
the situation.

Elaine  exhibited that  same aura  of  unattainability
that Jenny had once worn, and Gavin's feelings for
Elaine at that juncture weren't too dissimilar from
how he'd felt about Jenny before she'd let her crown
slip.  The potential ramifications of that resemblance
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were obvious – particularly in the light of how his
relationship with Jenny had developed – and he had
to reign in his wayward imagination by reminding
himself  that  lightning  rarely  struck  twice  in  the
same place!

Recovering from his momentary mental absence, he
found the subject of his speculations watching him
with mild concern.

“I'm  sorry,”  he  quickly  apologised.   “I  was  miles
away!”

“So I noticed,” she observed.  “Was it something I
said?”

“No!  Not at all.”  He was flustered, not wanting to
lie  to  her,  but  unable  to  confess  to  her  the  true
nature of his reflections.

Elaine  raised her  eyebrows  slightly  in  a  look that
reminded him of a teacher receiving a lame excuse
from  a  wayward  pupil,  expressing  disbelief,  but
prepared to let it pass unchallenged.

“I'm  serious  about  your  coming  to  visit  us,”  she
insisted.  “We've a guest room, and my father would
enjoy your company, even if  you can't  beat him at
chess.  I know he'd love to meet someone who shares
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his interest in King Arthur and the Grail.”

Gavin was relieved that she'd let him off the hook –
again - and encouraged by her confirmation of her
offer, even if her predominant motive appeared to be
to please her father, or to relieve the demand upon
herself to play him at chess!

“I'd enjoy your company too,” she added, seeming -
disconcertingly - to have read his thoughts.  “There
are  quite  a  few  things  we  could  do  together,
particularly if you like out-door activities.  Please say
you'll come.”

“I'd love to come.”  He wasn't entirely happy about
her suggestion that he should act as her champion,
even  discounting  it's  association  with  that
afternoon's erotic games!  From what he'd read, the
medieval  code  of  chivalry  had  set  standards  of
fidelity and chastity that he couldn't hope to achieve,
nor was he keen to try!

On the other hand, if - as he hoped and was inclined
to believe - she was offering him a weekend of her
company for the price of a game or two of chess with
her  invalid  father  (with  the  exciting  prospect  of
maybe a little more than friendship with Elaine!) he
was prepared to enlist as her knight-errant, provided
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that not too much fidelity or chastity was demanded
of him (especially not the latter)!

“Good!”  She sounded genuinely pleased.  “It can't be
this weekend or next, I'm afraid, and I'm not sure yet
about  the  following  one.   Do  you  have  an  email
address?”

“Yes.  If you've got a piece of paper, I'll write it down
for you.”

She  rummaged  in  her  voluminous  handbag  (she
appeared  to  carry  an  enormous  amount  of
paraphernalia  with  her)  pulling  out  a  small  note
book and a pen.  She tore a blank page from the note
book.  “I'll send you an email and let you know when
you can come down.”

As  Gavin  took  the  page  and  pen  from  her  she
startled him by grimacing, as if in pain.  “Oh, dear,
I'm doing it again!”

“Doing what again?” he asked, puzzled, if not mildly
alarmed.

“Making assumptions about you.  I'm gaily assuming
that you'll be free any weekend that I send for you,
as if you had nothing else to do!”
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“That's pretty much the case,” he admitted, relieved
that the cause of her distress had been nothing more
sinister.  Most of his spare time was spent at home
either playing one of his computer games or working
on his own game.  Unlike his young assistant, Gary -
who  seemed  to  be  constantly  off  to  see  some
exhibition,  newly  released  film,  or  rock  concert  -
Gavin  didn't  go  out  a  great  deal,  except  when
entertaining a potential female conquest!

He'd retained a few friends from his art college days
with  whom  he  sometimes  met  up,  and  he
occasionally went to the cinema or theatre.  He also
generally dedicated one weekend a month to visiting
his parents at their retirement bungalow in Sussex.
“My social life can hardly be called hectic!”

“That will certainly make life easier from my point
of view,” Elaine concluded.  “I'll let you know as soon
as  I  can.   It  will  be  sooner  rather  than  later,  I
promise!”

When he considered the unpromising start to that
evening, Gavin found it hard to believe how matters
had turned out.  He was in high spirits as he walked
Elaine back to her car after the meal, even indulging
in a little of his more customary buffoonery, which
seemed to amuse her.
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He hoped for the traditional kiss goodbye - which he
intended to prolong for as long as he dared - but she
disappointed  him  by  simply  offering  her  hand  to
him.   “Goodbye,  Gavin,  it's  been a lovely evening.
Thank you.  I'll be in touch very soon.”

He  wanted  to  grab  hold  of  her  and  force  himself
upon her, but sensibly held back.  “It's been a great
evening for me, too.  Safe journey home.”

Maybe  she  divined  his  inner  struggle,  for  she
retained her hold on his hand and covered it  with
her other hand in a gesture of affection.  “I'm sorry if
I've disappointed you in any way, Gavin, but I'm not
the sort of woman who indulges in heavy petting on
a first  date.   I  need to  get  to  know someone well
before I'll let them get that close.”

“I understand,” he mumbled, even though it was a
completely new situation for him; she'd completely
wrong-footed him with her frank declaration.

She  released his  hand,  impulsively  pecked him on
the cheek and climbed into her car.  As he watched it
manoeuvre its way into the traffic - still considerable
despite the latish hour - he felt a mixture of relief
and disappointment;  he'd never before  experienced
an evening quite like the one he'd just shared with
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Elaine,  and though he could now relax a little,  he
perversely  wished  that  their  uncertain  exchanges
hadn't ended.

What  was  he  to  make  of  her?   He'd  recognised
similarities  with  Jenny,  but  in  retrospect  these
seemed largely  superficial.   They both  exhibited a
desire to be in control, but Jenny's dominance was
the  acquired  haughtiness  of  an  A-list  celebrity,
whereas Elaine displayed the understated authority
of one born to the role.  The truth that Gavin had to
acknowledge was that Elaine fell outside the range
of his previous experience, and if he wanted any sort
of  relationship  with  her  he'd  have  to  abandon his
customary  tools  of  seduction  and  learn  new  ones,
letting her be his guide.

His  mental  dossier  on  Elaine  now  contained
considerably  more  data  that  it  had  only  that
morning, but there were still noticeable gaps.

One of these – one that bothered him more than he
reasoned it should do – was the question of her age.
Much of her demeanour had seemed compatible with
her  being  somewhere  in  her  thirties,  if  perhaps  a
little  aged by emotional  trauma and personal  loss,
but other things about her hinted to Gavin that she
was quite a bit older.  How much older he didn't feel
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competent to judge, though he'd seen photographs of
women  in  their  fifties  (albeit  possibly  retouched)
who  looked  almost  as  youthful  as  Elaine.   What
difference her being that much older might make to
any possible future relationship with her he couldn't
say – he found the notion both exciting and a little
scary  -  but  the  question  of  her  age  definitely
bothered him.

Packing away that question – and numerous others
about Elaine – to the back of his mind (as much as
his emotions allowed!) he endeavoured to maintain a
low profile at work the following week.  He made a
point of arriving early – even before Gary on a couple
of mornings – and worked through his lunch breaks,
concentrating  upon  what  he  needed  to  complete
before the 'big one' hit the studio.

He  avoided  working  late  to  lessen  the  chance  of
Jenny's catching him alone, something he definitely
didn't want to happen until he could see more clearly
what future there might be for him with Elaine.

In the event, it seemed that Jenny was avoiding him,
too, maybe still annoyed by his keenness to leave the
previous  Friday.   Although  that  suited  him  quite
well,  he  couldn't  help  being  a  little  anxious  about
how she might react when she finally cornered him
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on his own.

That happened during Friday's lunch break, and as
soon as he heard the clack of her heels crossing the
studio floor towards him he mentally girded himself
for a verbal attack.

“Hello, Gavin.  I'm beginning to think you're hiding
from me.”

By Jenny's  standard  that  was  mild,  and  he  easily
countered  it.   “I  could  say  the  same  about  you!
You've hardly poked your nose in here this week.”

She  smiled acknowledgement  of  his  riposte.   “I've
had  Art  breathing  down  my neck  all  week.   He's
insisting  on  getting  all  the  other  accounts  cleared
before we take on Mark's project.  I just hope it all
goes okay, otherwise he'll be like a bear with a sore
arse!”

Gavin smirked at her misquote, and also noted her
use of Cornwall's Christian name, though that failed
to irritate him as it would have done a week ago.

“Have you heard any more from Mark Cornwall?” he
probed  innocently.   “I  know  it's  still  a  couple  of
weeks until we visit his place.”
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“He's phoned a couple of times.”  She couldn't resist
preening herself.  “Nothing important.  Just details.
Art's trying to get hold of a plan of his property.”

“I can't guess what the big attraction might be!” he
speculated pointedly; if he seemed too unconcerned
about  it  Jenny might  begin to  notice  that  he  was
cooling off, and he'd no wish to provoke a showdown
with her until absolutely necessary.

She  responded  as  expected.   “You  needn't  get  all
jealous!  You get special treatment, and you know it.
You're still my knight with a big lance!”

He wished that she hadn't reminded him about that;
Sir  Gavin  had  switched  his  allegiance  to  another
lady!

“Have  you  heard  any  more  from that  creature  in
Guildford?” Jenny enquired in her turn, seemingly
unconcerned,  though  Gavin  could  hear  her  claws
unsheathing.   Her intuition had seemingly warned
her that she might have a rival, though she'd latched
onto the wrong threat, which amused Gavin.

Although his  relationship with  Elaine number one
hadn't been officially terminated he'd moved it to a
mental  drawer  labelled:  'No  Further  Action'.   He
considered it  unlikely  that  she'd contact  him after
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two  weeks  of  silence,  but  if  she  did,  he'd  gently
inform her that he was no longer free to see her.

“If you mean the secretary at Astolat Furnishings,
why should I have heard from her?” he challenged
Jenny.  “You're my only bit on the side.”

He  considered  Elaine  number  two  in  quite  a
different  category,  and  his  insincere  reassurance
apparently satisfied its target audience.

“I should hope so, too!” she pouted.  “I don't know
when I'll be able to give you some time, but you're
still top of my list.”

Impulsively she clutched her skirt and wriggled it up
her legs to reveal the darker tops of her stockings.
Gavin  caught  a  momentary  glimpse  of  metal
suspender before she dropped her hem.

“I can't give you any more right now.  Too risky.  But
I don't want you losing interest.”

“There's no chance that won't happen,” he retorted
jocularly, hoping that she wasn't sufficiently alert to
catch  the  implication  of  his  double  negative;  it
afforded  him  childish  pleasure  to  mislead  her
without  actually  lying,  but  he  was  never-the-less
relieved when she left the room, hopefully placated
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for a while.

There  must  be  something  about  Fridays,  Gavin
speculated later that day when he switched on his
computer at home; an email from Elaine was waiting
in his Inbox.  An emotional charge passed through
him at the sight of it; was it the invitation he was
eagerly  awaiting,  or  had  she  changed  her  mind?
Maybe her father wouldn't want to be challenged by
an unknown man, even to a game of chess!  Gavin's
hand almost shook as he clicked to open it.

Her  email  was  composed  like  a  traditional  letter,
with no 'text speak' abbreviations or inserted smilies.

Dear Gavin

I spoke to my father about your coming here 
and he was delighted with the idea.  He also 
reminded me that the weekend starting the 24th

is the bank holiday.  It's early this year.  
If you can make it, that would allow you an 
extra day with us.  I do hope you are free that 
weekend.  I have attached directions for you.  
Please let me know, one way or the other, as 
soon as you can.

With best wishes,

Elaine x
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He read the message through a few times looking for
clues to the writer's feelings.   Although not overly
demonstrative in her phraseology, when Gavin read
between  the  lines  he  thought  he  saw a  degree  of
eagerness there, and he was encouraged by the 'x' at
the end, the typographic equivalent of her peck on
his cheek.  He concluded that she liked him, quite a
lot!

During  the  past  week  Elaine  had  regained  in  his
imagination  some  of  her  former  otherworldly
enchantment; even her uncertain age added to her
mystery,  as  if  she  truly  were  an  immortal,  ever-
youthful elven princess.  And he'd been granted the
keys to her domain!

He knew not to expect too much from the proposed
visit; he'd concluded that Elaine was more 'good girl'
than 'good time girl', and her apparent embargo on
amorous activity beyond a brief kiss (if that!) would
ensure that he remained chaste.  This was in stark
contrast to his customary experience when dating a
new  conquest;  he  frequently  found  that  when
pressing his case he was pushing at an open bedroom
door.

Gavin had decided to accept Elaine's terms, however,
encouraged by an irrational inner conviction (or was
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it simply wishful thinking?) that the visit would lead
to much more than seemed likely from his present
standpoint.

He'd no inkling then of just how much more!
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CORBENIC

The  road  leading  to  the  North  Devon  resort  of
Seacombe wound down one side of the steep combe
in which the small town reclined and strolled past
the brief promenade of sea-front shops and Victorian
hotels  before  climbing  the  opposite  -  equally
prominent - headland to visit other bays and villages
on its way to Ilfracombe, the nearest centre of any
size.  Shortly before reaching the outlying bungalows
and guest houses of Seacombe the road forked, the
narrower way picketed by two signs.  One - the more
prominent  -  advertised  the  modern  luxury  hotel
whose patrons constituted the main traffic for that
byway, while the other warned that it was a private
road.

Following  Elaine's  directions,  Gavin  turned  his
motorcycle into this lane,  but passed the imposing
entrance of the hotel - a glass and concrete leisure
complex  that  straddled  a  shoulder  of  the  hill  and
commandeered the best view of the bay - to continue
down the precipitous, badly metalled track towards
the sands below.

Just before reaching the beach the road terminated
in a small community of select properties: summer
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'cottages'  or  retirement  retreats  for  the  affluent.
One had actually once been a fisherman's cottage (or
rather, a row of them, now combined), modernised
with  native  granite  and  reasonable  sympathy;  the
rest  had  been  arrogantly  imposed  upon  their
surroundings.  An Italianate villa with lurid green
roof and shutters was perhaps the least offensive of
these other architectural misfits - mostly sprawling,
white  painted  block-houses  -  while  the  worst,
arguably, was Gavin's destination: Corbenic.

The  folly  of  some  deservedly  forgotten,  nautical
minded architect,  Corbenic  stood on a small  rocky
promontory, almost over the sea at high tide, its high
curving frontage - predominantly glass - resembling
nothing so much as the bridge of a pre-war liner; its
name seemed as inappropriate for that edifice as Sea
View would for a suburban semi.

Square  concrete  pillars  that  might  once  have
supported gates gave access to a largish rectangle of
tarmac and a white painted timber garage, high on
the slope behind the house.  Parking his motorcycle
in  front  of  the  garage,  Gavin  dismounted  and
removed his helmet.

The  sudden  absence  of  engine  noise  muffled  his
hearing, but gradually he became aware of the sea's
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thin sibilant breathing and the dry rustle of wind in
the  coarse  grass  and undergrowth that  smothered
the slopes flanking the house.  Beyond a low wall a
series  of  rough  natural  terraces  dropped  to  the
artificially  levelled  platform  upon  which  Corbenic
stood, half way between the garage and the beach,
and connected to both by steep flights of rustic stone
steps.  In front of the house - from Gavin's viewpoint
(actually  the  rear  of  the  property)  -  lay  a  paved
courtyard, and to one side of it a modest garden with
a summer house and a handful of wind-sculptured
trees.

Unstrapping his bulging weekend bag from the back
of his motorcycle, Gavin descended the uneven steps
to  the  courtyard,  where  the  sea  was  hidden  from
sight and its sound reduced by the bulk of the house.
Yet anyone instantly transported to that spot would
have known at once that the coast was nearby; the
air was mildly pungent and tasted vaguely salt, the
courtyard  contained  relics  peculiar  to  that
environment  -  a  battered  metal  buoy,  a  useless
length of matted tarred rope and a pile of sea-etched
driftwood  -  while  in  every  corner  lay  miniature
dunes of fine white sand.

Those  clues  were  reinforced  at  that  moment  by  a
harsh avian screech that jerked Gavin's attention up
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to  the  parapet  of  the  flat  roofed building;  a  large
glaring gull challenged his intrusion.  He grimaced
defiantly back at it.

A  pair  of  metal-framed  glazed  doors  were  hooked
open and the shaded interior of the house - cool and
still  -  invited.   Accepting  the  invitation,  Gavin
stepped inside, where the sea's soft sighing was again
audible, echoing in the hollow entrance hall like the
sound  inside  a  shell.   The  architect's  nautical
obsession had been extended to the interior design.
Narrow passageways ran off to left and right from
the central lobby, each punctuated with cabin style
doors  (slatted timber with  recessed brass  handles)
and  hemispherical  bulkhead  lights;  the  oak  plank
flooring resembled a ship's deck.  Obviously infected
by their environment, the inhabitants had decorated
one wall with a red and white quartered life-belt!

As  Gavin  stood  gazing  about  him  -  his  designer's
sensibilities  offended  by  the  unsubtle  styling  -  he
became aware of a strange atmosphere of vacancy, as
if the house was uninhabited or had been recently
opened up after long closure.

Uneasiness attacked him; had Elaine forgotten that
he  was  coming,  or  had  he  somehow  entered  the
wrong property by mistake?  Further reflection was
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precluded by the sound of a door opening and brisk
footsteps approaching along one of the passages.  A
middle-aged woman appeared - slim, dark and severe
– wearing an apron over her floral cotton dress; she
stopped  abruptly  when  she  saw  Gavin,  her
challenging stare seeming to confirm his fears.

“You're Elaine's friend,” she stated before he could
attempt to explain his presence, nullifying the need.
Her  voice  was  surprisingly  soft  and  rounded  -  in
contrast  to  her  stiff  bearing  and  angular  figure  -
coloured with a pleasing accent which he took to be
local, assuming her to be a hired help.

“Yes.”  Relieved, he introduced himself.

“I'll show you where to put your things.”  She turned
and  led  the  way  up  the  panelled  staircase  to  the
upper 'deck' where the walls had been hung with a
collection of framed oil paintings of moody seascapes
and  almost  surreal  studies  of  rock  formations,
presumably by Elaine's  father.   Gavin had time to
glance at them only briefly as he followed the woman
to  the  far  end  of  the  curving  corridor,  where  she
ushered  him  into  a  small  but  well-appointed
bedroom.

“Shall  I  tell  Elaine  that  you've  arrived?”  she
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enquired as he deposited his bag on the narrow bed.
He  recognised  her  accent  then as  Welsh,  recalling
with a twinge of embarrassment that Elaine had told
him about the aunt who looked after her father.

“Thank you.  I'd appreciate that.”

Left  to  himself  he  stripped  off  his  heavy  leather
garments  and  hung  them  in  the  small  wardrobe,
where they occupied nearly all the available space;
fortunately  he  liked  to  travel  light  and  hadn't
brought many other clothes with him.

“Hello  Gavin.”   He  was  startled  by  Elaine's  voice
close behind him - he hadn't heard her approach -
and  span  round  to  find  her  standing  in  the  open
doorway.   “I  heard  you arrive.   I  was  out  on  the
kitchen roof sunbathing.”

His startled expression was frozen onto his face by a
second shock; apart from a brief pair of green bikini
pants her compact tanned body was entirely naked!

“What are you staring at?” she asked in seemingly
genuine  puzzlement.   “You  must  have  seen  tits
before, I'm sure, and mine are nothing special.”

He stammered an apology, embarrassed by her lack
of  inhibition  as  much  as  her  lack  of  costume;
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blushing  modesty  would  probably  have  elicited
roguish appreciation.  Had he been less disconcerted
he  might  have  taken  issue  with  her  over  her
assessment  of  her  breasts,  which  were  far  from
'nothing  special'  in  his  estimation;  he  found  them
disturbingly alluring.

She smiled, a touch disingenuously, he thought.  “I'm
sorry,  I  seem  to  have  upset  you.   I'll  go  and  put
something on.”

He almost called her back, wishing to prolong that
moment  regardless  of  its  discomfort,  but  desisted,
warned  by  her  offhand  attitude  that  a  display  of
adolescent  eagerness  on his  part  might well  prove
counter-productive.

Reflecting upon what he'd just seen, he was totally
bemused;  Elaine's  lack  of  concern  over  presenting
herself  virtually  naked  before  him  contrasted
diametrically - in his mind - with an almost prudish
reluctance  to  indulge  in  a  little  intimate  kissing.
That  he'd  found  her  exhibition  arousing  was
unsurprising  but  none-the-less  reassured  Gavin.
Since his disillusionment when they'd met in Forest
Hill  (the  real  Elaine  having  failed  to  match  his
fantasy) he'd introduced a strong note of caution into
his daydreaming, but this time the reality had not



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 141

disappointed.  Her nude figure, despite being fuller -
by  quite  a  margin  -  than  the  modern  fashionable
ideal,  was  well  proportioned  and  equalled  his
imaginings.

Her unusual manner of greeting - though ostensibly
an innocent exposure - prompted another question,
one  on  which  he'd  already  expended  considerable
thought: what was her true motive for inviting him
to Corbenic?  Her reluctance to have any physical
contact with him at their last meeting had more or
less  convinced  Gavin  that  he'd  been  invited  there
primarily for her father's benefit, though he'd hoped
all  the  while  that  he  was  wrong,  clinging  like  a
shipwrecked  sailor  -  in  fear  of  drowning  in
disappointment  -  to  the  few  fragments  of
affectionate driftwood that Elaine had tossed in his
direction.  Her unexpected and uninhibited display
now  gave  him  increased  reason  to  hope  that
emotional rescue was at hand.

The  only  other  scenario  that  came  to  mind  that
might  explain her  apparent exhibitionism was  one
that he was reluctant to examine: that she might be
one of those women who like to be treated as just
one of the lads while running around half naked.  If
that were the case he was doomed to drown!
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Elaine returned wearing a sun dress that protected
her modesty only from men who lacked any visual
imagination,  a  skimpy  shift  boldly  patterned  in
greens of a vividness that would have overwhelmed
many  women's  attractiveness,  though  it  enhanced
hers.

“You certainly know how to make an impact,” Gavin
observed,  making  full  use  of  his  own  highly
developed  visual  imagination;  he  was  more
comfortable  -  until  he  understood better what she
wanted  from  him  -  reconstructing  her  partially
hidden contours in his mind than coping with their
unashamed  display.   She  accepted  his  compliment
with a gracious smile; her sense of self-worth seemed
quite unmarred by vanity or conceit.

“You didn't have any difficulty finding us?”

“No,  your directions were impeccable,” he assured
her.

“And now you're here, what would you like to do?”
she enquired.  “We could sunbathe out on the roof,
or in the garden.  Or we could go for a walk, or for a
swim.  I presume you thought to bring a costume?”

He very nearly quipped back that he hadn't because
he  preferred  to  bathe  in  the  nude,  but  checked
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himself;  she  might  take  him  seriously!   Until  he
knew where he stood with her he'd better tread a
little cautiously.  “A swim sounds a great idea.”

She  went  off  to  change  again,  allowing  him to  do
likewise.

He felt decidedly sweaty from the long journey and
the prospect of immersing himself in the refreshing,
invigorating  ocean filled  his  imagination with cool
longing.  He assumed that on a public beach Elaine
would  wear  a  complete  swimming  costume,  an
assumption  that  was  proved  correct  when  she
returned a few minutes later wearing a clinging one-
piece  swimsuit  in  an  electric  sea-green  that  offset
her sun-browned limbs perfectly.

“Are you ready?”

“Lead on!” he rejoined, wondering - as he eyed her
decent  yet  revealing  costume  -  whether  he  was
perhaps  being  'led  on'  in  a  rather  different  sense.
Not altogether unhappy at that prospect, he picked
up his towel, ready to follow her.

“You won't need that,” she told him.  “We'll dry off in
no time in the sun.  You don't need sandals either,
there are no stones and we have steps right down to
the beach.”
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He dropped the towel and kicked off his sandals a
shade  self-consciously,  as  if  she'd  accused  him  of
being a cissy.  Following her downstairs and out to
the courtyard he felt strangely unclothed, as if he'd
also left his trunks behind, a sensation that he found
uncomfortably exciting.

A flagstone path led around the side of the house to
steps that descended the sandy bank to the beach
between tangled clumps of sea-grass and brambles.
Numerous screes of sand spilled out onto the shore
and a large red sign beside one of these warned of
subsidence.

“It's  quite  a  problem,”  Elaine  explained,  following
his  gaze.   “That's  why most  of  the houses are  set
back quite  a  way.   Corbenic's  on rock so  its  quite
safe.”

A high jagged spine of dark rock emerged from the
bank almost  directly  below the  house  and tapered
swiftly to a cluster of broken, wave etched boulders,
resembling  the  partially  uncovered  fossil  of  some
gigantic stegosaur.  Beyond the tail of this pseudo-
saurian the sand stretched uninterrupted out to the
far  off  sparkling  line  of  the  surf  and extended on
either hand to the remote arms of the bay.  Although
far  from  deserted,  that  expanse  of  beach  was
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sufficiently large for the presence of other holiday-
makers not to intrude.

“Last one in the water's a cissy!” Elaine cried (surely
only a coincidence?) and sprinted away towards the
distant  waves.   Gavin  chased  after  her,  but  the
water's edge was further than it looked and by the
time  they  reached  it  he  was  glad  of  an  excuse  to
pause  for  a  moment  so  that  he  could  view  the
impressive  panorama  that  had  opened  out  behind
him.

Corbenic had visually shrunk to just one of a row of
white blots on the green and russet backdrop of the
high downs, which enclosed the bay like a massive
defensive bank.  The only break in these ramparts
was  the  steep  combe  towards  one  end  where  the
resort  of  Seacombe  was  now  clearly  visible,  its
presence  advertised  by  a  greater  concentration  of
people on the strand and the intermittent flash of
sunlight  reflected  from  the  windscreens  of  cars
passing along the short promenade.

Elaine stood waiting for him in the shallow waves,
but as soon as he continued his pursuit of her she
turned  and  splashed  towards  the  deeper  water.
Because of his height and longer stride he was able
to overhaul her, but when he attempted to grab her
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she plunged forward into the swell of an incoming
wave and slipped away through the green water like
a seal - he caught a shimmer of electric blue-green as
she disappeared - popping up a moment later a few
yards  out  of  reach.   He  launched himself  towards
her, but she evaded him easily, vanishing again into
the murky green water with the ease of a creature in
its natural environment.

Gavin cast around for her, mystified when she didn't
reappear, and concern was just beginning to nibble -
like  a  tiny fish -  at  the edge of  his  consciousness,
when  she  rose  from  the  water  behind  him,  a
wayward Venus  with wet  hair  like  tawny seaweed
coiled untidily around her head.   She laughed and
started to splash him.

Again  Gavin  tried  to  catch  her,  but  she  wriggled
away.  “I'm going for a swim.  See you later!”

Slipping back into the waves she headed out to sea,
striking through the low swell with a strong crawl
stroke.  Gavin pursued her, but she was the faster
swimmer and he soon lost sight of her behind the
undulating mounds of opaque water.   Surprised to
discover  how  quickly  he  found  himself  struggling
against their relentless surge - they began to rear up
in his path like an aquatic equivalent of the downs
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behind  him  -  he  decided  to  turn  back  before  he
overreached himself.

In the shallows he sat for a while amid the frothy
aftermath of spent waves, and when he tired of that
game,  left  the  water  to  stretch  out  on  the  sand.
Elaine had been right about his not needing a towel -
he could almost barbecue himself in the sun's heat -
and he began to worry that he hadn't brought any
sun-screen lotion with him; he could feel the ultra-
violet  rays  beginning  to  burn  his  chest  and
shoulders.

He rolled over to give his back a turn under the solar
grill,  propping  his  chin  in  his  cupped  hands  to
contemplate the distant wall of the downs, decorated
in tertiary greens and ochres by the warm afternoon
light; it appeared oddly flat and artificial like a piece
of stage scenery.  The painter had been careless and
had splashed a cluster of white smudges down near
the beach, one of which was the strange house that
he'd come to visit.

This  was  easily  distinguishable  from  the  other
'smudges', even without the tell-tale cluster of dark
rocks  that  sprouted  from  the  sand  immediately
below it; Corbenic was taller than its neighbours and
from this angle displayed more glass.  The multiple
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windows reminded Gavin of a faceted insect eye, one
that  seemed  to  be  watching  him  with  the  same
speculative  interest  with  which  he  studied  the
distant property.  What part - he wondered - might it
play in his future?

The answer to that question depended a great deal
upon  Elaine's  intentions;  she  appeared  to  be
attracted to him - which he almost expected - but at
the  same  time  maintained  a  definite  detachment.
Gavin  was  an  opportunist  where  women  were
concerned  -  his  boyish  charm  granting  him  more
than  his  fair  share  of  opportunities  -  but  Elaine
seemed rather to offer him a conundrum. The start
of  each  new  relationship  was  for  him  not  unlike
lighting  the  blue  touch  paper  on  an  unlabelled
firework.   He waited with child-like  impatience  to
see  how  it  would  perform,  wondering  -  with
increasing  wistfulness  as  he  grew older  -  whether
this  might  be  the  one  to  explode  into  such
breathtaking passion that he'd gladly renounce his
libertine life-style in its favour.  Elaine reminded him
of one of those fireworks that fizz promisingly for a
while  -  hopefully  as  the  prelude  to  an  exciting
display - but which sometimes simply fizzle out.

He couldn't  avoid comparing her with Jenny,  even
though  he  felt  distinctly  uncomfortable  doing  so
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(maybe due to Jenny's unacknowledged reflection of
his  darker  inclinations).   Jenny  had  been  the
brightest light (though not the only one!) in Gavin's
sexual/emotional heaven for a few months now but
Elaine's radiance was waxing fast, illuminating the
possibility that he might fall under her spell as easily
as he had that cast by Mrs Royle.

He felt  halfway under  an enchantment already,  so
great was the contrast between his present situation
and what he'd woken to that morning.  There was
much  about  city  life  that  appealed  to  him  -  the
virtually  unlimited  choice  of  restaurants  offering
cuisine from every culture of the world, the specialist
cinemas showing classic films and 'art movies', and
the occasional visit to the theatre or concert hall -
but he could appreciate Elaine's reluctance to spend
time in London when she could be at Corbenic.

During the summer months, at least; in winter, he
imagined, that North Devon coastline - exposed as it
was to Atlantic storms - could be a pretty grim place.
In  the  present  conditions,  however,  he  almost
believed himself in paradise, his body wallowing in
the  decadent  luxury  of  the  sun's  heat,  his  mind
wallowing in equally decadent speculation about the
possibilities of his new friendship.
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“You soon gave up!”

Quickly rolling over to face Elaine, he managed to
disguise  the  start  her  unnoticed  return  had  given
him.  It was almost as if his thoughts had conjured
her up!

“I'm not a water baby like you!” he retorted as she
settled herself down onto the sand beside him.

She  combed  her  tangled  wet  hair  back  with  her
fingers and stretched her face up to the sun, her eyes
closed  in  sensual  contentment.   Her  profile  -
markedly determined despite a rather 'cute' turned-
up nose - reminded him of an initial impression he'd
gained about her in The Fountain.

“You'll  probably  think  this  is  daft,”  he  ventured,
“but with your hair back off your face like that you
look vaguely Australian to me.”

She swivelled to face him, her green eyes wide with
surprise.  “Really?  That's amazing!”

“Why?  You're not Australian,  are you?  I thought
you said your parents were Welsh.”

“I'm  a  bit  of  a  mongrel,”  she  admitted.   “Daddy
originates  from down under,  though he's  only  half
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Aussie.   My  grandmother  was  Welsh  -  both  my
grandmothers  were  -  but  my  father's  mother
emigrated to Australia and got involved in some sort
of scandal.  Daddy was the result.  I don't know the
details, except that Granny returned home with the
baby and Daddy grew up in Wales without a father.
I've heard rumours that my Australian grandfather
was a bit of a devil!”

“That  might  explain  one  or  two  things  about  his
granddaughter!” Gavin dared to tease her, beginning
to relax in response to her easy manner.  She replied
with an exhibition of pointed tongue.

“You haven't  been to Australia though?” he asked,
interested to learn more about her.

She shook her head.  “I've no particular desire to go
there,  either,  I  don't  feel  that  I  belong  there.   I
belong here more than I do there.  My father's family
originally came from Devon.”

Gavin  frowned,  now  thoroughly  confused.   “I
thought  you just  said  that  he  was  half  Australian
and half Welsh.”

Elaine  smiled with  sympathetic  amusement  at  his
bewilderment.   “I  suppose  it  does  sound  a  little
muddled.   I  warned  you  I  was  a  mongrel!   My
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grandmother was three quarters Welsh and lived in
Wales - apart from her trip down under -  but  her
grandfather came from Devon.  That's  why Daddy
came here to live.   I  think he feels more at home
here, despite having only a few drops of Devon blood
in him.  Maybe because Granny retained her maiden
name and passed it on to him.  The Fishers were a
family of gentleman farmers in Devon.  My father
has traced the family tree back quite a number of
generations.”

“What about you?” Gavin asked;  her cosmopolitan
heritage in no way detracted from her appeal  and
perhaps  explained  the  faintly  exotic  air  that  she
seemed sometimes to wear.   “Do you feel  at  home
here, too?”

A  surprisingly  troubled  look  crossed  her  face  in
response to his question, mimicking - and coinciding
with (displaying a sense of drama worthy of a film
script) - the passing of a dulling shadow as a small
cloud temporarily obscured the sun.

“I suppose this is my home as much as anywhere,”
she conceded, “this strip of hinterland between the
moor  and  the  sea.   It  suits  me  quite  well,  a
borderland between two worlds.  I'm something of a
Janus-like personality, Gavin.  My intellect - the part
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I get from my father - looks inland to civilisation and
other people, to an intriguing, stimulating past and a
challenging future.  But my other half, the bit like
Mummy - you could call it my soul, if I have one -
gazes longingly out over the vast ocean, yearning to
drown in its mysterious, sublime depths.”

Gavin  was  more  than a  little  disconcerted  by  her
recourse  to  poetic  expression,  and  responded  with
protective  flippancy.   “I  can see  how your  father's
artistic talent has come out in you!”

“If you don't like me as I am you'll have to manage
without me!” she retorted with surprising sharpness,
demonstrating again her ability to unsettle him.  “If
you want to get the most out of what's on offer here,
Gavin, you must look at things the right way.”

“What  way  is  that?”  he  demanded,  stung  by  her
waspishness,  though  he  also  hoped  for  some
guidance upon how she expected him to behave.  He
was  curious,  too,  about  something  unspoken  that
he'd  sensed  behind  her  words,  something  vaguely
threatening, but exciting as well.

Elaine, however, left him to work out the answer for
himself;  she'd  retreated  into  her  own  thoughts,
staring pensively out to the indeterminate horizon
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where  the  remote  smudge  of  Lundy island  floated
like a mirage.  Evidently she'd spoken literally about
gazing  longingly  out  over  the  ocean!   What  she
hadn't indicated was how long these 'soulful' moods
usually  lasted,  but  in  view  of  what  he'd  learned
about  her  mother's  death  Gavin  was  wary  of
intruding.

He only had to wait a few minutes, though, before
she roused herself.   “We ought to be getting back,
Daddy likes to eat fairly early and I want to wash my
hair before dinner.”

She scrambled to her feet and Gavin followed suit,
bemused by her volatile moods.  She challenged him
with  an  impudent  grin.   “Race  you  back  to  the
steps!”

Not expecting the challenge, he couldn't prevent her
snatching  the  advantage.   He  chased  after  her
fleeing  form  but  she  had  the  powerful  legs  -  and
speed  -  of  a  sprinter;  he  could  probably  have
overtaken her on a longer run, but she beat him to
the steps.

“You'll  have to  do better than that if  you want to
catch  me!”  she  teased  him,  her  voice  once  again
resonating with unspoken innuendo.  Intrigued as he
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was by her subtle coquetry, he also noticed that she
was panting far less than he was; clearly she kept
herself extremely fit.

Following her up the steps and into the house, Gavin
felt mildly concerned that his progress was marked
by a faint trail  of sand;  he suspected that Elaine's
aunt could wield a sharp Welsh tongue if crossed.  At
the top of the stairs Elaine halted before going off to
the  bathroom,  situated  at  the  opposite  end  of  the
house  from  the  guest  room.   “We  usually  have  a
drink before dinner, in the drawing room.  It's the
centre door downstairs.”

Back in the guest room Gavin washed off the patina
of salt and sand in the small basin,  rinsed out his
trunks  and  dressed  for  dinner,  hoping  that  the
occasion would not be as formal as Elaine's reference
to a pre-dinner drink might infer; he'd brought no tie
or jacket with him.

When he left the guest room Gavin hoped that he
might encounter Elaine on the landing; although not
shy  about  meeting  new  people,  he  would  have
preferred an introduction to her father.  When she
didn't appear he loitered there for a while, taking the
opportunity to look more closely at one or two of the
paintings decorating the walls.
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His interest in these was more than just an excuse to
linger,  being  both  professional  and  personal.
Although he no longer painted himself he'd dabbled
in oils at art college and his training had included art
history,  while  in  a  more  private  context  he  was
becoming  increasingly  fascinated  by  the  obscure
inner world of the Fisher family.

The selection of canvases on display had been boldly
and competently executed, with just a suggestion in
a  few  of  the  light  effects  of  the  use  of  'slick'
techniques  of  the  type  employed  in  commercial
illustration.   Each  had  Mervyn  Aubrey  Fisher
emblazoned  in  a  large  flourish  across  the  lower
right-hand corner,  indicating  that  the  artist  was  -
justifiably - proud of his work.

When he'd finished his tour of the gallery and Elaine
still hadn't appeared, Gavin gave up and descended
the stairs.  At the bottom he paused again, conscious
once more of that eerie shell-like resonance, as if the
house  were  a  cave  into  which  the  sea  boomed
distantly.

Shaking himself alert - for a moment he'd seemed to
be  enfolded  in  a  sensually  seductive  dream  -  he
crossed to the drawing room door and opened it just
a shade warily, uncertain of who or what he might
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encounter.   He  was  confronted  -  momentarily
overwhelmed  -  by  blinding  light  and  a  rush  of
sibilant sighing sea-wash sound.

Gradually  the  room  materialised  as  his  eyes
adjusted.  It was large, the 'wall' facing him a wide
cyclorama of glass through which the whole sweep of
the coastline was visible, giving a new significance to
the term, 'bay' window!  The flood of late afternoon
sunlight dazzled back from the polished wood floor,
and the slow deep breathing of  the tide  surged in
through an open pair of glazed doors in the middle of
that broad window.

“Good afternoon, young man.”

The voice - emanating from a darker corner of the
room - startled Gavin by its quality as much as its
unexpectedness; he'd suspected that the room might
be occupied.  Strong, deep and vibrant - yet holding
subtly  disturbing  dream-like  undertones  -  it  was
almost a voice that one might attribute to a Triton
or some ancient sea god.

Turning  to  face  the  speaker,  Gavin's  surprise
increased;  Elaine's  father  was  neither  like  his
preconceived  mental  picture  of  the  man  nor  the
impression evoked by the voice he'd just heard.
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Knowing  his  host  to  be  a  painter,  Gavin  had
imagined  a  rather  thin,  Bohemian  figure  with  a
haunted, sensitive face framed by unkempt hair and
beard;  Fisher's  voice  -  on  the  other  hand  –  had
suggested  Olympian  stature  and  commanding
physiognomy.  Apart from sporting a beard - a neatly
clipped goatee -  the man in the  wheelchair  before
Gavin resembled neither image.  Short, almost squat
- exaggerated perhaps by his being seated - he was
dark,  neat  and  had  the  roguish,  sensual  face  of  a
plump Mephistopheles.

“You  must  be  Elaine's  young  man,”  he  observed,
offering Gavin a hand that  epitomised him:  small,
fleshy  and  well  groomed,  but  with  a  surprisingly
strong grip.

Gavin introduced himself,  uncertain as to whether
he  qualified  for  Fisher's  designation,  but  not
unhappy to let the assumption stand.  “You have a
magnificent view from here.”

“Yes.”

Nonplussed  by  his  host's  monosyllabic  response,
Gavin was uncertain how to proceed.  Was Fisher so
inured to that panorama that it failed to move him
at all - which didn't accord with Elaine's statement
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about his love of the sea (though she'd added that he
also  hated  it)  -  or  did  he  find  that  view an ever-
present, distressing reminder of his tragic loss?

Other,  less  dramatic,  possibilities  also  suggested
themselves to Gavin.  The older man might simply
be eschewing the conventions of small talk, or maybe
the artist in him considered the tranquillity of the
present  scene  uninspiring;  Gavin had noticed that
most of the seascapes adorning the walls portrayed
the kind of weather conditions that holiday-makers
prayed hard to avoid!

“Elaine tells me that you play chess well and create
games on your computer,”  Fisher  probed,  his  eyes
seeming - unnervingly - to see deep into his visitor's
mind.  They appeared dark as Gavin endeavoured to
meet  their  penetrating  gaze,  though  he  later
observed  that  they  were  disconcertingly  able  to
reflect different colours from their surroundings.

“I'm not sure that I play chess well,” Gavin qualified
Elaine's  recommendation,  provoking  a  startlingly
contemptuous reaction from the other man.

“You  should  be  sure,  young  man!   If  you  do
something  well,  say  so.   False  modesty  is  an
affectation, kowtowing to other people's judgement.
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I am a painter - as I expect Elaine has told you – and
a very good painter.  Unfortunately my style is not
fashionable at present,  which is  why my paintings
decorate the walls of this house rather than those of
other people's.”

Fisher's last statement was certainly correct, Gavin
observed, assimilating for the first time more than
the briefest impression of that room aside from its
vast  bay  window.   The  walls  were  hung  with
numerous canvases that helped a little  to alleviate
the sensation of darkness, created partly by contrast
with the brilliance outside, but due largely to acres
of sombre oak panelling.  The designer of that odd
house,  perhaps  fearing  that  too  much  nautical
imagery might induce sea-sickness in its inhabitants,
had switched to baronial grandiosity for the drawing
room.   An  impressive  stone  fireplace  (Gothic
splendour  rendered  in  mock-Bauhaus  geometric
forms) had been the intended focus for the room, but
its dominance had been challenged - successfully - by
the large painting above it.

This was a fantasy portrait of a mermaid posed upon
a  cluster  of  rocks  which,  if  not  recognised  by  the
viewer as those below Corbenic,  were identified as
such  by  the  inclusion  of  the  house  high  on  the
exaggeratedly precipitous headland behind.
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The figure was clearly a portrait from life - from the
waist  up,  at  least  -  and  Gavin  could  guess  the
identity  of  the  model  from  similarities  to  Elaine.
The rich cascade of golden curls and boldly pretty
face  were  already  familiar  to  him,  but  the  eyes  -
gazing wistfully out at some horizon far beyond the
confines  of  the  room  -  seemed  sadder  than  her
daughter's and were the deep blue of the ocean on a
summer day (though their colour might have been
artist's  licence,  of  course).   Her  arms  and  breasts
were  fuller  than  Elaine's  -  almost  Rubenesque  -
emphasising  the  voluptuous  allure  that  tradition
alleged sirens to possess.

“No man can enter this room without being drawn
to her,”  Fisher  remarked with  pride,  which  Gavin
assumed - in view of the artist's recent comments - to
be justifiable esteem for his own achievement.

Fisher quickly disabused him.  “As a painting it is a
total  failure.   It  has caught  only  a fraction of  her
true beauty, but how could I hope to trap in mere
paint - drawn from the coarse, inanimate elements of
the earth - a temperament as quixotic as hers?  As
changeable as the ocean itself, and every fathom as
deep.  One would need all the subtle and translucent
hues of pure light - reflected and filtered by the sea
itself - to begin even to capture the essence of my



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 162

Marie.”

“She's  certainly  attractive,”  Gavin  agreed,  mildly
embarrassed by the older man's lapse into passionate
lyricism, though he now understood how Elaine had
acquired the trait.

“Attractive?”  Fisher sounded offended.   “She was
ravishing, as breathtakingly captivating as the view
across  the  bay  on the  best  of  summer  days.   She
could  send  your  soul  soaring  like  a  lark  on  the
headland, or dash it into painful fragments on the
rocks below.”

Uncertain about how he should react to these poetic
outbursts - Gavin couldn't comprehend that a man
might still be in love with a woman who'd died seven
years  previously  -  he  was  spared  further
embarrassment by Elaine's timely entrance.  Dressed
in a long gown of swirling sea greens and with her
curls  loose  she  echoed  -  rather  disturbingly  -  the
subject  of  the  portrait,  an  affinity  that  was  not
missed by her father.

“Aha!   The  mermaid's  daughter!   Just  in  time  to
serve the drinks.”

There  was  more  than a  trace  of  quixotism in  the
older  man's  temperament,  Gavin  observed;  the
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transformation  from  amorous  poet  to  genial  host
had been virtually instantaneous.   “What will  you
have, young man?  Sherry,  or something stronger?
We have most of the usual spirits.”

“Gavin's  a beer man,” Elaine interposed before  he
could answer.

“Then I fear that you will find us wanting,” Fisher
apologised.   “Beer  is  one  beverage  we  do  not
possess.”

Not wishing to discomfort his host, Gavin was about
to ask for a small whisky - though not really in the
mood  for  spirits  -  when  Elaine  jumped  in  again.
“Would you like to try some of our Devon cider?”

“Why not?”  Gavin quickly accepted her suggestion.
“Can I help you at all?”

“If you wish.”  She moved to one of the full height
cupboards that  had been built  into  the alcoves on
either  side  of  the  chimney  breast.   Their  glazed
upper  sections  housed  old  books  with  spines  in
sombre  shades  of  leather,  but  the  lower  cupboard
that Elaine opened held glasses and various bottles
of alcoholic beverage.  She pulled out a bottle that
looked to Gavin nearly as  old as its  surroundings.
“I'll  need  to  fetch  our  cider  from  the  kitchen.
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Perhaps you'd pour Daddy about a quarter of a glass
of whiskey while I'm getting them.”

“Okay.”  Gavin quarter filled one of the cut crystal
glasses and presented it to Fisher, who received the
glass with a nod of thanks and raised it to his lips in
the  ostentatious  manner  of  a  connoisseur  at  a
whiskey  tasting.   He  seemed  somewhat  prone  to
theatrical gestures!

While  awaiting  Elaine's  return,  Gavin  took  the
opportunity  to  complete  his  mental  survey  of  the
room.   Due  to  its  considerable  size  both  the
curvature of the walls and the unnatural angles of
the corners were accentuated, and maybe because of
this  -  emphasised  perhaps  by  the  unconvincing
imposition of baronial 'antiquity' onto that peculiarly
nautical  property -  it  felt  slightly unreal to Gavin,
like a stage or film set (the second occasion that day
on which his surrounding had seemed so).  The wall
lights - suitably manorial gilt sconces with tapestry
shades - looked suspiciously like 'props', as did most
of  the furniture,  which was antique,  though of  no
consistent period.

To one side of the huge window stood a concert-sized
grand piano - the most noticeable object in the room
after the portrait and fireplace - behind which hung
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dark velvet drapes (proscenium curtains?) that could
be drawn across the bay window when required.

The door  opened and Elaine  entered centre  stage,
carrying two glass tankards of cider.  Her seemingly
magical  achievement  of  having  opened  the  door
while both her hands were full was explained when
her aunt followed her into the room.  Now that the
older  woman  had  changed  into  an  elegant  black
dress Gavin could see that she was no hired help.

“Gavin,  meet  my  sister-in-law,  Vivienne  Morgan,”
Fisher introduced her.  “The indispensable member
of the team.  Without her this place would grind to a
halt.”

She accepted his praise with neither embarrassment
nor  pleasure,  and returned  Gavin's  polite  greeting
and  handshake  with  equal  impassiveness.   The
contrast  between  her  manner  and  Fisher's
flamboyance  was  almost  as  pronounced  as  the
difference between her appearance and that of her
sister.  Vivienne was tall, slim, dark and cool (if not
cold), Marie - if her portrait and daughter were true
guides - had been small, rounded, fair and warm; it
was hard for Gavin to accept that the two women
had been related.
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“Dinner is ready to be served,” Vivienne told them,
aiming her statement at Fisher, who batted it aside
with his glass.

“We  are  having  our  drinks  first,  Vivienne  dear.
Elaine, get your aunt a gin and tonic.”

Gavin sensed a crackle of emotional electricity that
seemed to spark momentarily between the three of
them.   What  -  he  wondered,  as  he  accepted  his
brimming  tankard  from  Elaine  -  were  the  true
dynamics of that almost incestuous menage a trois?

About to taste his cider, he paused when he realised
that  Elaine,  her  father  and  her  aunt  were  all
watching  him  with  ill-disguised  intentness;  Elaine
had  ceased  her  preparations  of  her  aunt's  drink.
What was going on, he wondered?  Elaine's interest
he could understand, but not that of the other two.
Was  there  some  hidden  significance  to  the  pale
green-gold liquid in his glass? Was he, perhaps, the
butt of some obscure practical joke?

Gingerly Gavin sipped his drink, not knowing quite
what to expect.   It  was cool,  still  and mild,  which
surprised him; he'd assumed it would be a sharper,
sparkling drink with more obvious strength.  It left a
dark after-taste of bitter apples and was pleasantly
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refreshing.

“Not at all  bad,”  he announced,  feeling that  some
comment was expected from him.

“Excellent!”  his  host  declared,  somewhat
ambiguously,  and  Elaine  beamed  at  him.   Fisher
raised his own glass in salute.  “I wish you all that
you would wish yourself from your visit here.”

“Thank  you,”  Gavin  responded  politely,  though
considerably  puzzled  by  the  older  man's  eccentric
behaviour,  which  his  daughter  and  sister-in-law
seemed to accept as normal (and in some respects
emulated); surely it hadn't been that important that
he should like the local brew?

Elaine handed Vivienne her drink, which the older
woman attacked with undisguised impatience.

“It  is  no  use your rushing,  Vivienne dear,”  Fisher
chided her.  “We are not going in to dinner until we
have all finished our drinks.”

“Don't  blame  me,  then,  if  dinner  is  spoiled,”
Vivienne responded tartly.

“It  will  be  your  customary  excellent  fare,”  he
soothed her, with little visible effect.
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Gavin sidled across to Elaine, who stood beneath her
mother's 'portrait'.  “Your father has introduced me
to his mermaid.  I can see where you get it from.”

She  responded  to  his  obviously  flirtatious
compliment with a mischievous half-smile.  “What,
my fishy tail?”

He grinned back at her, a shade embarrassed; clearly
he'd have to use much greater subtlety if he wished
to net this marine delicacy!

When they'd all drained their glasses Fisher allowed
Vivienne to wheel him next door to the dining room.
During  the  meal  -  which  surprised  Gavin  by  its
quality  and  sophistication  (Aunt  Vivienne  clearly
possessed  a  considerable  talent  for  cooking)  -  the
older man continued to dominate the proceedings; he
seemed to consider that Gavin ought to know more
of the family's recent history and set about rectifying
that deficiency.

Vivienne, Gavin learned, had come to Devon to help
her younger sister with her new baby - Elaine - and
had, for reasons not disclosed, elected to remain as
unpaid cook/housekeeper to the family.  Gavin was
puzzled;  although  Vivienne  was  nowhere  near  as
stunning  as  Marie  had  evidently  been,  she  wasn't
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unattractive  -  and  was  demonstrably  capable  -  so
why was she content to play the maiden aunt role?
It wasn't a question to which he expected to learn
the answer.

After dinner they all returned to the drawing room
for coffee, and in Fisher's case, a large cigar.

“Are  you  going  to  give  us  a  recital  to-night?”  he
asked his daughter.

“Of  course,”  she  confirmed,  and  turned  to  Gavin.
“It's something of a family custom for me to give a
short piano recital after dinner at weekends.”

“I  didn't  know  you  could  play  the  piano,”  he
answered,  intrigued;  presumably,  then,  the  grand
piano was hers.

“There's a lot you don't know about me, yet!”  Her
eyes sparkled like green gems set in gold, tantalising
him; at moments like that she looked devastatingly
pretty.  “I've prepared a special programme in your
honour, Gavin.”

“I'm extremely flattered.”  He was delighted by the
opportunity to hear her play.

Seating  herself  at  the  piano  -  appearing  as
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professionally  poised  as  a  concert  performer  -  she
directed her hands in an assured interrogation of the
keys.   Her  programme  of  short  works  included  a
couple that Gavin recognised as pieces by Debussy
and Satie, which she played very well, in his opinion;
although  no  musical  expert,  he'd  heard  enough
performances  on  the  radio  to  make  a  reasonable
judgement.

As she played she appeared to drift into a dreamy,
almost trance state, as if acting as a medium for the
music, channelling melodies from some other plane
into  herself  and  out  through  her  dancing  fingers.
Though  she  never  once  glanced  in  his  direction,
Gavin  was  convinced  that  she  was  secretly
communing - perhaps even flirting - with him via the
music;  the  tripping  flights  of  notes  teased  his
emotions like the subtle semaphore of an Edwardian
lady's  hem  line,  allowing  all  too  brief  glimpses  of
slender  ankle  amid titillating  cascades  of  petticoat
lace.

When  the  recital  finished  he  applauded
enthusiastically.   “That  was  fantastic.   You played
wonderfully.”

Elaine subjected him to a shrewd stare.  “Thank you,
Gavin,  but  don't  overdo  it.   It  was  hardly
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Rubinstein!”

Thrown off balance - again - by her mildly acerbic
comment,  he  coloured  slightly.   “I  thought  it  was
good.”

“I'm pleased you did.”  She flashed him a forgiving
smile.  “After all, it was intended for you.”

Once more he gained the impression that she was
alluding  to  something  hidden  and  wondered  what
message she was trying to communicate.  If she was
flirting  -  as  he  hoped  she  might  be  -  she  was
proceeding far more subtly and less directly than any
woman he'd  previously  known;  even those  playing
hard  to  get  generally  signalled  their  intentions  in
rather obvious non-verbal language.  Elaine's signals
were decidedly ambiguous.

The  party  broke  up  soon  afterwards,  Vivienne
gathering  up  the  empty  coffee  cups  and  going  -
presumably  -  to  re-don  the  apron  of  domestic
responsibility.   Fisher,  still  puffing  the  stub  of  his
cigar  like  some  complacent  impresario,  eyed  his
guest speculatively.

“Elaine informs me that  you have created a game
about  the  quest  for  the  Holy  Grail  on  your
computer.”
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“Yes.   Well,  I'm working  on one.”   He was  mildly
alarmed that  Elaine might have oversold it  to her
father.  “I still have quite a lot to do on it.”

“And  what  is  the  essence  of  your  game?”  Fisher
enquired.

“Essence?”  Gavin was baffled but Elaine came to
his assistance.

“What Daddy means, is how does it work?”

“No, that is not what I meant,” her father corrected
her.  “If Gavin tries to explain to me the electronic
nuts and bolts of his game I shall be lost.  I do not
use a computer, neither do I understand what goes
on under the bonnet.   What I  meant,  young man,
was what manner of game is it?”

“It's a sort of hybrid between an RPG and a point
and click adventure game,” Gavin explained, though
Fisher's face showed no comprehension.

“You will have to speak in English if you want me to
understand you.  I am not computer literate and I
know  nothing  of  the  things  of  which  you  speak.
'RPG',  for  example,  or  'point  and  click',  mean
absolutely nothing to me.  I was going to add that
you might as well have spoken Greek, but I would
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probably  have  understood  that  better  as  I  was
taught Greek at school, many years ago.”

“I'm  sorry.”   Gavin  was  mildly  embarrassed  at
having been caught out using jargon, something he
generally  tried  to  avoid.   "RPG  stands  for  Role
Playing  Game,  in  which  the  player  takes  on  a
particular character and plays that role.  It might be
a  wizard  or  a  dwarf,  and  they're  always  different.
There are certain characteristics that go with each
type of character and the player has to work within
that  role.   Role  Playing  Games  started  before
computers came along.  They used to be played with
dungeon  maps  and  books  of  rules,  and  had  a
Dungeon Master who controlled everything.”

“I  remember  reading  about  those,”  Fisher
commented.   “I  have  an  interest  in  games  of  all
kinds,  particularly  those  that  employ  skill  or
strategy, rather than games of simple luck or chance.

'Games play  a  significant  but  undervalued  part  in
human history,”  he continued,  “the earliest  dating
from the origins of civilisation, many thousand years
ago, and probably even pre-dating it.  Some of those
ancient games, such as chess or the Chinese game,
Go,  are  still  played  today,  and  mankind  has  been
inventing new games and new ways to play games
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throughout history.   It  does not surprise me at all
that modern technology had been harnessed in the
furtherance  of  gaming.   But  how does  one  play a
game on a computer?  Does it require other people to
play with you, or against you?”

“No,  the  computer  controls  it  all.”   Gavin's
expression  grew  noticeably  more  animated  as  he
launched into the particulars of one of his favourite
subjects.   “I suppose it  would be more accurate to
say that the program - written by the game designer
- actually does the controlling.  The computer is just
the interface between the program and the player.
The  program  takes  on  the  role  of  the  Dungeon
Master,  applying  the  rules  and  deciding  what
happens when.  It can also simulate other characters
so that the game can be played by one person.”

The  older  man looked  impressed.   “And you  have
written one of these programs for your computer?”

“I'm still working on it,” Gavin reiterated.  “It takes
a  long  time to  create  a  computer  game,  especially
one  like  mine  with  more  than  one  playable
character.”

“How many characters have you in your game?”

“I've  been quite  ambitious.   I've  got  four  playable
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characters,  the  Round  Table  knights  Lancelot,
Galahad, and Bedivere, and the wizard Merlin.  Each
have  special  skills  and  attributes,  like  bravery,
cunning,  strength,  swordsmanship,  or  magical
powers if you're playing Merlin.  As you play, your
character can gain experience, and you can also find
things and trade things in the market.”

“How  do  your  characters  work?”  Elaine  asked,
clearly intrigued.  “Do they move around and talk?”

Gavin hesitated, looking slightly abashed.  “They do,
to  some  extent.   Most  computer  games  nowadays
have heroes and monsters that move and fight and
talk  realistically,  but  I'm  not  in  that  league,  I'm
afraid.  Because of the huge amount of work involved
in animating characters, I've kept mine quite simple
and limited  in  what  they  can  do,  and  I  don't  use
spoken speech.  When they talk it appears as text on
a special part of the screen, and some of the actions
are described like that, too.  You have to use your
imagination quite a bit.”

“That is no bad thing,” Fisher commented.  “Far too
much entertainment these days demands nothing of
the participants.  But what about the other part of
your game - the pointing and clicking – where does
that fit in?”
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“Point and click simply refers to how you control the
game with your mouse,” Gavin explained.  “Anything
on the screen that you can interact with has an area
called a hotspot, which you can activate by putting
your cursor over it and clicking the mouse button.
You know about the cursor, I take it?”

“That little arrow shape that Elaine moves around
the  computer  screen  to  make  things  happen,  I
assume.”

“That's right,” Gavin confirmed, “except that in my
game it  can  take  different  forms.   It  looks  like  a
mouth  when you  can  talk  to  someone,  or  a  hand
when you can operate something or pick it up, and
crossed daggers when you can challenge someone to
a  duel.   Point  and  click  adventures  also  generally
include more exploring and puzzle solving than role
playing games.  You may need to open a locked door
to reach somewhere important in the game, so you
have to  find the key,  or  something else  to  open it
with; an axe, maybe, to chop through it, or a spell to
open doors.  That sort of thing.”

“It sounds fascinating,” Fisher approved.  “When it
is completed will it play only on your computer, or
could  it  be  transferred  to  another  computer?
Elaine's, for example.”
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“Yes, I'll be pleased to let Elaine have a copy once it's
finished, as long as it's a Windows PC.  I use a Mac at
work because they're better for graphics and design
work, but I bought a PC for home use because it's
easier to get hold of the software I use to make my
game with Windows.”

“You are  talking  in  a  foreign tongue again,  young
man,” Fisher complained.  “I have no knowledge of
Mac or PC or Windows, other than those one looks
through!”

“They're  different  types  of  computer,”  Elaine
interjected.  “The problem is that they use different,
incompatible  systems,  and  the  wrong  type  of
computer wouldn't run Gavin's game.”

“It  seems  to  me  that  modern  technology  is  never
straightforward,” her father retorted, “which is why
I have as little as possible to do with it.  However, if
your game will  play on Elaine's  computer I  would
very much like to see it.”

“Thank you.”  Gavin was pleased both because he
respected  Fisher's  opinion  as  another  (superior  in
Gavin's view) artist, and also because it might earn
him 'Brownie points' with Elaine.

“And now, Gavin, I have something to show to you,”
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Fisher  announced,  “something  that  I  think  might
interest you.”

He turned to his daughter.  “You have not revealed
our little secret to Gavin?”

Elaine  she  shook  her  head  and  looked  rather
uncomfortable.  Was this, Gavin wondered, because
she'd failed to tell him something that she ought to
have done, or did she find this 'secret' embarrassing.

“I suggest you fetch it,” her father prompted her.

Still seeming slightly reluctant, Elaine went to fetch
the  mysterious  'it',  leaving  Gavin  curious  and
somewhat uncomfortable himself in the face of the
older  man's  sphinx-like  reticence;  Fisher  clearly
enjoyed acting enigmatically.

Beyond  the  bay  window  the  sun  was  setting  and
Gavin was  pleased  to  have  this  distraction;  facing
westward,  that  wide  expanse  of  glass  offered  a
grandstand  view.   The  horizon  had  been  painted
brilliant orange and vermilion, and a path of liquid
gold stretched across the ocean to the shore below
Corbenic, a fairy road into the West.

Elaine returned a few minutes later with a rather
battered,  leather  covered box -  about the size  and
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shape of a deep jewellery box - which she handed to
her father.  Producing from his pocket a little key -
secured to  his  belt  by a  short,  lightweight chain -
Fisher unlocked the box and hinged back the upper
half.  It contained a small silver bowl, which Gavin
immediately  recognised  as  the  subject  of  the
photograph  that  Elaine  had  been  showing  to  the
man in The White Hart.

Fisher lifted the bowl from its box with loving care
and set it upon a small occasional table for Gavin to
view.  With its open box sitting a little behind it and
to one side,  and both displayed against the sunset
seascape, it suggested to Gavin - rather irreverently -
a  Sunday  magazine  advert  for  after-shave.
Corbenic: for men!

To cover his misplaced amusement he moved closer
to inspect the bowl.  Roughly four inches in diameter
- he estimated - and a little less than that in height,
it looked like a small serving dish with straight sides
curving in at the bottom to a flat base.  The silver
was dullish - almost like old pewter in places - but
gleamed with a satin-bright lustre on delicate relief
decoration of spindly birds beneath branching trees.
The rim was thick and slightly distorted, with small
pieces broken out of it.  It was clearly antique.
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“What do you think?” the older man asked, relishing
this guessing game with his guest.  “Pick it up, if you
wish, but carefully!”

Taking  it  -  carefully  -  between  his  cupped  hands,
Gavin  lifted  it  experimentally;  it  was  surprisingly
heavy for its size.  Turning it gingerly in his grasp he
examined  it  closely,  looking  for  any  tell-tale
markings  beyond  the  decoration,  which  looked
vaguely Eastern in style to his eye.  He was unable
to ascertain either its age or its provenance.

As  he  examined  the  bowl  he  became  conscious  of
both  father  and  daughter  watching  him  intently,
Fisher  with  the  confident  smugness  of  a  conjurer
defying a punter to guess the mechanics of his trick,
Elaine with a guarded wariness, as if something of
great  import  hung  upon  his  giving  the  correct
answer.

In  a  moment  of  insight,  Gavin's  mind  slotted
together  fragments  of  information  he'd  gathered
about his host and produced a plausible reason for
this theatrical challenge.  He was determined not to
appear too gullible.

“Am I to assume that you think this might be the
Holy Grail?”
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Fisher assumed a mask of feigned surprise.   “Well
done, young man!  But I do not think it is the Grail, I
am convinced that it is.  How old do you think it is?”

The  beaker's  irregularity  and  numerous  small
contusions  suggested  considerable  age  but  Gavin
hesitated to grant it too much history.  Its slightly
rustic  finish  and  the  Eastern  flavour  of  its
decoration suggested a possible solution.

“It  looks  quite  old,”  he  ventured.   “Could  it  be
Indian  silver?   I  guess  it's  a  good  two  or  three
hundred years old, maybe even older?”

Fisher  erupted  into  jovial  laughter,  increasing
Gavin's suspicion that he was being 'set up' somehow,
but the reason for his host's mirth was the opposite
of what he'd surmised.

“Yes, it is 'quite' old.  Your estimate was out by only a
millennium or so!  It is Roman - around first century
BC - from Asia Minor or the Middle East.”

That old!  Gavin hastily - but very gently - returned
the bowl to the table.  “It must be valuable then?”

Fisher laughed again at the younger man's naivety.
“No, it is priceless!  I doubt if I could get it insured,
and even if I could I would not be able to afford the
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premiums.  It ought to be in a museum, but I cannot
bear to let it go.”

He picked up the silver vessel and caressed it in a
proprietary- almost sensual – fashion.

“It  has  great...   I  was  going  to  say  'sentimental'
value,  but  that  is  not  the  correct  word.   It  has
enormous personal value for me.  I believe that this
cup  is  the  true  Grail.   Not  the  fantastic  magical
creation  of  Medieval  troubadours,  but  the  historic
reality behind all those later romances.”

Behind him the sun had been devoured by the ocean,
leaving gory splashes of scarlet and crimson across
sea and sky.

“It  is  a  drinking  cup of  the type  that  would have
been used for wine, and I am convinced that this is
the actual cup used by Jesus at the Last Supper, the
real Holy Grail.”
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DRAGON''S LAIR

When Gavin woke on Sunday morning he couldn't
remember  where  he  was;  the  room  in  which  he
found himself  was  strange -  in  both senses of  the
word  -  being  both  unfamiliar  and  also  apparently
distorted, its geometry askew.  It seemed unnaturally
quiet too; there were none of the morning noises to
which he was accustomed, no background grumble of
traffic,  no  thumping  bass  rhythms  and  radio
commercials filtered through the walls, no slammed
doors and feet clattering on stairs.  The only sound
that  he could detect  was a soft  rhythmic sibilance
percolating  through  the  curtains  that  undulated
gently before the open window.  Recognition of this
sound started the recall process - he was near the sea
- and the rest returned in a rush.  He knew then why
his bedroom seemed misshapen; because it was!

Fragmented  recollections  of  the  previous  day
invaded his mind: Elaine playing the piano, sitting
on  the  beach  with  her  hair  back  off  her  face,  or
standing  topless  before  him,  her  mother's  portrait
and her father's hymn of praise to its subject,  and
the  intriguing  three-cornered  relationship  between
Elaine,  her  aunt  and  her  father.   And  more
persistent than all these, the lingering image of the
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silver beaker that Fisher had proclaimed to be the
Holy Grail!

That claim was,  of  course,  preposterous,  though it
had quickly become apparent that Fisher sincerely
believed his outrageous assertion.  He had, however,
refused to answer any of Gavin's sceptical questions,
using tiredness as his excuse.

“I do not intend to entertain your obvious disbelief
to-night, Gavin.  I will answer all your questions and
doubts tomorrow, but for now I am going to retire
for the night.”

Once  he'd  gone,  Gavin  had  -  not  unnaturally  -
quizzed  Elaine  upon  her  attitude  towards  her
father's eccentric conviction.  She'd subjected him to
an unfathomable  look  before  returning  an  answer
that would have done credit to a seasoned politician.

“I believe that the Gospel accounts of Jesus's life are
largely  true  and  the  events  portrayed  in  them
historical.   That  being  the  case,  Jesus  and  the
disciples  must  have  used  a  real  cup  at  the  Last
Supper, and Daddy's is as likely to be that one as any
other.”

Gavin  had  been  unimpressed  by  her  argument,
though he'd refrained from challenging her, fearing



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 185

that  his  sceptical  approach  to  such  things  might
portray him as too much of an iconoclast.  But even
if  he  allowed  that  the  Bible  account  of  the  Last
Supper was historically true - and he was far from
convinced  of  that  -  the  odds  against  that  one
particular cup having survived the centuries to have
somehow  found  its  way  to  Corbenic  were  beyond
human calculation.

And supposing  for  one  moment  that  it  had  (by  a
suitably  appropriate  miracle?),  that  still  wouldn't
make  Fisher's  beaker  the  Holy  Grail,  an  object
documented  only  in  romance  and  fiction,  with  no
authentic historical existence at all!

Sitting  up,  Gavin  threw  back  the  bedclothes  in  a
gesture of irritation and swung himself out of bed.
He  crossed  to  the  window  and  jerked  open  the
curtains  to  admit  a  fresh,  sunlit  morning  which
immediately - magically - dispelled his agitation.  A
lucent  blue  immensity  of  merged  sea  and  sky  -
almost  painfully  brilliant  -  dominated  the  scene,
while  the  expanse  of  beach  that  he'd  crossed
yesterday  had  vanished  beneath  an  undulating
carpet of aquamarine shot with transient threads of
flashing silver; the tide had crept up under the cover
of  darkness  and now tickled the  toes  of  the  rocks
below Corbenic.
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The water looked so inviting that Gavin toyed with
the possibility of taking a swim before breakfast, but
being  unfamiliar  with  the  customs  of  the  house,
elected to postpone that pleasure.

Dressing  quickly,  he  went  downstairs,  where  the
glazed front doors stood wide open, as did both the
door to the drawing room and the doors in the bay
window,  facilitating  a  through  draught  to  help
remove the stale odour of consumed cigar that still
faintly  haunted the  ground floor.   Bright  morning
noises  from  outside  -  snatches  of  bird  song,  the
brittle whispering of the wind in the grass and the
ubiquitous hush of the waves - attempted to fill the
cavernous emptiness of the house.

Gavin peered into the drawing room, a shade warily,
but found it as deserted as the hall and courtyard.
Taking  advantage  of  this  fact,  he  slipped into  the
room to look at the other paintings that adorned the
panelled walls; one or two had caught his attention
the day before but there'd been no opportunity for
him to study them.

Among  the  dramatic  seascapes  there  were  a  few
fantasy  subjects:  a  startlingly  erotic  Andromeda
chained to a wave lashed rock to await ravishment
by  the  sea  serpent  that  reared  before  her,  an
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armoured  knight  in  combat  with  a  dinosaur-like
dragon,  and  -  not  surprisingly  -  a  trio  of  knights
pursuing an ethereal vision of the Holy Grail across
a desolate wasteland.  Intriguing though these were,
none could compete with the mermaid's wistful gaze
and secretive smile - the latter as infuriating as that
of  the  Mona  Lisa -  which  invariably  drew  the
attention of anyone who entered.

Returning  to  the  hall,  Gavin  caught  faint  kitchen
sounds issuing from an open doorway at the end of
the corridor.  Realising that he knew relatively little
about  the  layout  of  that  odd  house  he  went  to
investigate.

The doorway gave access - as he'd surmised - to the
kitchen,  which  was  big  and  old-fashioned,  with  a
cast-iron  range  and  floor-to-ceiling  cupboards,
although  a  modern  fridge-freezer  and  washing
machine had been installed against one wall.  In the
centre of the room stood a large pine table laid ready
for breakfast with blue and white utilitarian pottery,
and  surrounded  by  an  ill-matched  collection  of
Windsor chairs.

To Gavin it appeared to be a country kitchen gone
wrong, thrown off balance by unexpected angles and
inappropriately  tall,  narrow  windows.   These,  he
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observed with some surprise, overlooked the garden
rather  than  the  beach;  in  more  conventional
buildings  the  windows  of  adjacent  rooms  along  a
corridor faced the same direction, but because of the
extreme  curvature  of  Corbenic's  frontage  the
windows  of  its  end  rooms  were  orientated  almost
ninety  degrees  to  the  central  doors  in  the  bay
window.   Perhaps  -  he  mused  facetiously  -  it  had
been a deliberate ploy by the architect to make the
occupants feel all at sea!

Vivienne  was  in  the  kitchen,  stacking  away  the
previous  evening's  utensils  into  one  of  the
cupboards.   Gavin watched her  for  a  few minutes
unobserved and was amused by the extent to which
she fitted her environment.  Dressed in a mid-calf
length  floral  cotton  frock  and  moderately  heeled
shoes, and wearing her hair - which must have been
of considerable length - coiled up severely onto her
head, she presented an anachronistic figure from the
nineteen-forties or early nineteen-fifties.   So much
so that  Gavin  almost  expected to  see  her  wearing
seamed nylons, which she wasn't; disappointingly, as
her legs were attractively slender and shapely for a
woman of her years.

She  started slightly  when eventually  he  addressed
her  in  preference  to  mentally  dressing  (or
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undressing?) her, but returned his, “Good morning,”
in a level tone.

“Elaine  has  taken  herself  off  for  a  swim,”  she
volunteered,  “and Mervyn won't  be up for a while
yet.  You may have your breakfast now, if you wish,
or you can wait for Elaine.  She should not be long.”

“I think I'll wait,” he decided.  “Might I have a cup of
coffee while I'm waiting?”

Vivienne's  face  contracted into a momentary scowl
and he was about to retract his request when her
manner unexpectedly thawed.  “Of course.   Would
you like  it  out  in  the  garden as  it's  such a lovely
morning?  I can bring it out to you.”

“I  don't  mind  waiting  for  it,”  he  offered,  feeling
unaccountably guilty.

“You  go  on  out.   There  are  folding  chairs  in  the
summer house.  It's not locked.”

Bemused  by  Vivienne's  changeable  manner  (it
appeared to be a household trait), he sauntered out
of  the  house  and  followed  the  path  round  to  the
garden, which consisted of a lawn of harsh, patchy
grass  and  the  copse  of  weather-stunted  trees  that
sheltered the octagonal timber summer house.  This
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too looked weather beaten,  with some of its  panes
cracked and its paint peeling badly.  It stood off the
ground, and when Gavin bent to peer beneath it, he
could  just  distinguish  some  kind  of  turntable
mechanism,  though  when  he  tried  to  turn  the
structure it refused to move; clearly the metal had
succumbed to the corrosive sea air.

The summer house contained a motley collection of
canvas upholstered garden and deck chairs;  Gavin
removed a rather gaudy low folding chair, which he
set up on the stubbly grass in the sun and settled
into.   Vivienne  emerged  from the  house,  bringing
him his coffee on a tray, for which he thanked her a
shade too effusively, earning himself a look that told
him that she was not fooled by his false bonhomie.

Shrugging off her disapproval - Vivienne seemed to
disapprove of many things - Gavin relaxed back in
the  chair  with  his  coffee  and  surveyed  his
surroundings  with  idle  interest.   He  couldn't  help
noticing how much more immediate nature seemed
there  than  it  did  in  the  suburbanised  countryside
around London.  Small birds of a species unknown to
him  argued  noisily  in  the  longer  undergrowth
around  the  perimeter  of  the  garden,  while  an
audacious  gull  strutted  on  the  flagstone  path,
scavenging  for  edible  scraps,  its  mates  screaming
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raucous  encouragement  from  the  parapet  of  the
house.   Up  on  the  rough  terraces  by  the  garage
Gavin  spotted  a  rabbit  loping  along  hesitantly,
watchfully.

Once again the question of why he'd been invited to
Devon  floated  to  the  surface  of  his  thoughts,  a
question for which he still had no answer.  He wasn't
at all certain that Elaine's interest in him was in any
way romantic; her behaviour wasn't what he usually
encountered in women who fancied him, but neither
could  he  believe  that  she  was  indifferent  to  him.
Whether intentionally or not, she was keeping him
guessing, which - he supposed - was in keeping with
those other aspects of her personality that he found
just as equivocal.

Such as her age, a question that still bothered him.
Most  of  the  time  he  was  able  to  accept  her  as
somewhere  close  to  his  own  age,  but  there  were
occasions  when  she  seemed  disconcertingly  older.
This deterred him from asking about it, afraid that
she might - as a tease -  make him guess; a wrong
guess  in  either  direction  could  be  extremely
embarrassing!   At  times  she  appeared  so
contradictory that he could almost believe her to be
more than one person, like a pair of nearly identical
twin sisters - one a little more exotic than the other -
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who enjoyed pretending to be a single individual.

His introspection was interrupted by the scavenging
gull  rising  noisily  into  the  air  -  its  alert  senses
having warned it of possible danger - disturbing the
spectators  on  the  roof.   A  moment  later  Elaine
appeared  at  the  top  of  the  steps  from  the  beach.
That  was  the  second  occasion  on  which  she'd
unexpectedly appeared when he was thinking about
her, though that should not have surprised him too
much as she'd occupied his thoughts for the majority
of his time at Corbenic!

When she observed Gavin she altered course towards
him.   “You  look  comfortable.   Have  you  had
breakfast?”

“Not yet,” he replied, trying hard not to stare at her
swimsuit.  This was a different one from yesterday's
- fashioned from greenish-grey silk or similar fabric -
which appeared almost metallic where it had dried
over her shoulders but where still wet was virtually
transparent, hiding little of her anatomy.  Could she
be as innocent as she acted concerning the effect of
her display?

For a moment Gavin entertained the possibility that
she  was  indulging  in  some  mild  erotic  sadism  -
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rather as Jenny might - but quickly dismissed that
idea;  the  likelihood  of  his  encountering  two  such
rare  specimens  of  womanhood  at  the  same  time
seemed unrealistically small!

“Do you mind if I join you while I dry?” asked this
particularly  fascinating  specimen  of  womanhood.
“Or are you impatient to eat?”

“Not at all!”  Jumping up, he offered Elaine his chair
and went to fetch another from the summer house.
As  she  stretched  herself  out  in  the  low  seat  she
looked extremely inviting, though Gavin wasn't at all
sure that the invitation was addressed to him!

Settling  himself  next  to  her,  he  forcibly  distracted
himself  from  unseemly  thoughts  by  directing  his
attention  onto  a  less  contentious  subject,  if  only
slightly less so.

“It  was  your  father's  cup  in  the  photos  you  were
showing that chap in the White Hart when I first
saw you, wasn't it?” he quizzed her.  “I thought at
the time that you were trying to sell it to him, but
obviously not.”

She  appeared  vaguely  embarrassed  by  his
questioning.  “He's an art dealer and restorer that
Daddy  knows;  he's  been  trying  to  help  my  father
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authenticate  the  chalice.   Daddy  daren't  take  it
anywhere  official  like  the  British  Museum;  they'd
start asking questions about how he obtained it.”

“How did he obtain it?”  Gavin asked.  It wasn't the
sort of find one could pick up in the average antique
shop!

“It's  a  family  heirloom.”  He sensed that  she was
reluctant  to  enlarge  upon  the  subject.   “I'm  sure
Daddy will want to tell you the full story himself.”

“But it's not yet been authenticated?” he challenged
her with a touch of mischievous perversity.

“Not entirely,” she admitted cautiously, and a little
uncomfortably.   “It's  not  a  question of  its  being  a
fake, or anything like that!  It's highly unlikely that
it's  not  genuine;  it's  more  a  matter  of  dating  it
precisely.  It's not easy for objects that old.”

Gavin  suppressed  a  cynical  smile,  her  answer
reinforcing his suspicion that her father's conviction
was based upon faith rather than fact.

Elaine started to fidget,  though Gavin couldn't tell
whether this was due to his inquisition or to belated
realisation of just how much he could see through
her swimsuit.   The gradual  drying of her costume
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reminded  Gavin  of  one  of  those  novelty  drinking
glasses once popular in seaside shops, decorated with
pictures  of  girls  whose  clothes  disappeared  when
liquid was added, only to re-materialise bit by bit as
the contents were drained until they was once more
decent.

Elaine jumped to her feet.  “Give me five minutes to
change and we can have breakfast together.  Is that
okay?”

“Of  course.”   He  watched  her  walk  away  with  a
twinge of regret; he enjoyed such appetising display
even if the product wasn't for his consumption.

Gathering  up  the  tray  and  his  empty  cup,  Gavin
strolled  after  Elaine,  going  to  the  kitchen  where
Vivienne  pottered  still.   He  entertained  a  brief
fantasy of her living - even sleeping - in the kitchen
like  a  modern  day  Cinderella,  vainly  awaiting  the
appearance of her prince or the fairy godmother.

“Elaine'll be down in five minutes,” he informed her,
wanting to be friendly but uncertain as to whether
she appreciated his overtures.

She nodded acceptance.  “You may help yourself to
cereal, or there's fruit juice.  I can make you toast -
white or brown - or I could cook you something: egg,
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bacon, sausage, tomatoes?”

He grinned.  “Five star service!”

She bridled slightly and he felt a twinge of remorse;
he  hadn't  intended  his  quip  to  be  sarcastic.   She
seemed a rather prickly individual.

The boxes of cereal had been grouped at one end of
the pine table, together with a small stack of bowls,
milk jug and sugar pot, as in a B&B establishment.
Gavin  noted  that  the  selection  was  limited  to
'wholesome'  cereals  -  muesli,  bran,  corn  flakes  or
wheat  biscuits  -  with  no  sugar  coated,  puffed  or
chocolate flavoured brands.  He helped himself to a
bowl of corn flakes.

Elaine,  when  she  arrived,  wanted  only  toast  and
coffee, and although Gavin would quite have liked to
take  up  Vivienne's  offer  of  something  cooked,  he
contented himself with the same - once he'd finished
his cereal - loading his toast with a deliciously tangy
home-made marmalade (a Vivienne speciality he was
told).   When  they'd  both  finished  eating,  he  and
Elaine  took  their  mugs  of  coffee  back  out  to  the
garden.

Elaine had changed into brief shorts and a tee-shirt -
both inevitably in green (did she ever wear any other



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 197

colour?) - and when she'd settled herself into one of
the folding chairs she began to anoint her arms and
legs with sun-screen lotion.

“I  didn't  think  you  needed  that  stuff,”  Gavin
observed,  only  half  seriously,  as  he  relaxed  beside
her.

“I'm  not  entirely  immune  -  I  am  only  human  -
though  I  can  take  a  lot  more  sun  than  Mummy
could.  I take after my father in that way; it must be
the Aussie genes.  Mummy used to turn bright red
like  a  lobster  if  she  sat  out  for  more  that  five
minutes.  She had very fair skin.”

So the white porcelain finish on the arms and torso
of Fisher's mermaid was not entirely artistic flattery.
Apart from those differences in colour - of skin and
eyes  -  and  the  portrait's  slightly  fuller  figure,  the
painting might  have been of  Elaine,  a  notion that
Gavin found mildly disturbing.

“I suppose I'm quite like Mummy in many respects,”
Elaine  mused  as  she  smoothed  lotion  onto  her
shapely legs, the one part of her anatomy that didn't
resemble the figure in her father's painting!  “But I
think  Daddy's  portrait  of  her  exaggerates  our
likeness.”
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Her comment added to Gavin's disquiet - she might
have  been  responding  to  his  thoughts  -  and  he
received  another  slight  shock  when,  with  an
unsettling  juxtaposition  redolent  of  synchronicity,
the artist chose that very moment to appear round
the side of the house.

Fisher  was  clearly  experiencing  some  difficulty  in
wheeling  himself  over  the  uneven  flagstones,  but
Vivienne, who followed him clutching a small folding
table,  offered  no  assistance,  even  when  the
wheelchair  ran  onto  the  rough  turf  of  the  lawn,
necessitating a struggle to keep it moving.

Unable to ignore the older man's predicament, Gavin
moved to get up, but Elaine restrained him with a
discreet gesture.

“He's  in  one  of  his  'won't  be  helped'  moods,”  she
whispered.  “He'll get very upset if you do.”

Gavin  hesitated  but  settled  back  again,  feeling
distinctly  uncomfortable  as  he witnessed the older
man's laboured progress across the garden.  Fisher,
however, appeared cheerful enough when he reached
them.

“A very good morning to you both.  I trust that you
will not object if I join you while I eat my breakfast?”
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They both assured him that they would welcome his
company.  Vivienne unfolded the little table and set
it up beside her brother-in-law before returning to
the  house  for  his  breakfast.   After  a  few
inconsequential  exchanges  about  the  excellence  of
the weather and how well  Gavin had slept, Fisher
dispensed with small talk.

“Tell me what you think of my Grail, Gavin?  I know
from last night that you have numerous questions.  I
promised that I would answer them all this morning,
and I shall.”

It would be rudeness, Gavin decided, to express his
opinion  as  bluntly  as  he  might  have  done  if  not
Fisher's guest.  Besides which, he was curious about
the cup's history; at least, it's more recent history if
not  so  much  it's  supposed  ancient  history.   If  he
poured scorn upon his host's beliefs he was unlikely
to learn much!

“I'm  intrigued  by  it,”  he  answered  honestly.
“Elaine's  told me it's  a family heirloom, but that's
about  all.   How  did  it  come  into  your  family's
possession?”

“A simple but remarkable story,” Fisher began, with
a remarkably modest smile; his eyes, this morning,
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were warm and sincere.

“Elaine refrained from telling you more because she
knows that I love to recount the story and did not
want to steal my thunder.  The simple part is that
the  cup  was  found  hidden  in  an  old  church;  the
remarkable bit is the manner in which it got there.
Has Elaine mentioned that some of my ancestors -
the Fishers, in fact - hail from Devon?”

Gavin nodded.  “She said that's why you bought this
house here.”

The older  man's  eyebrows raised in  mild surprise.
“That was indeed one of my reasons; the others we
need not delve into here!

'The Fishers were what were known as 'gentleman
farmers'  and  owned  quite  a  large  estate  near  a
village  called  Temple  Dractham,  on  the  northern
edge  of  Dartmoor.   My  great-great-great-great-
grandfather  from  that  branch  of  the  family  was
rector at the local church.  At that time - the early
part of the nineteenth century - it was customary for
younger sons from such families to go either into law
or into the church."

He  paused  while  Vivienne  -  who  had  brought  his
breakfast of tea and toast on a small tray - fussed
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around  him,  ensuring  that  he  had  everything  he
needed within easy reach.

“Temple Dractham is hardly a village at all,” Fisher
continued,  “more a  community of  scattered farms.
The church is high up on an isolated tor on the edge
of  the  moor  named  Drake  Tor.   The  church  had
fallen  into  quite  a  bad  state  of  disrepair  and  my
great-great-great-great-grandfather  -  with  the
family's financial support - organised its renovation.
During  that  work  my  silver  cup  was  discovered,
hidden beneath the altar.”

As a practised raconteur Fisher clearly understood
the  value  of  keeping  his  audience  hungry  with
strategic breaks in the narrative; he suspended his
account while he poured his tea, but not for so long
that Gavin's interest waned.

“There are a number of curious legends connected
with Drake Tor.  Some people link the name of the
tor  with  Sir  Francis  Drake,  who,  incidentally,  is
remembered  as  more  than  simply  an  historical
character in this part of the world.  Drake's name is
associated with the phantom Wish Hounds and the
Wild  Hunt,  which  rides  across  Dartmoor  on  dark
nights gathering up stray souls.  However, the name
of the tor is older than the sixteenth century - when
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Drake lived  -  so  it  cannot  have  been named after
him.”

He broke off again to attack a slice of toast coated
with  a  nearly  matching  thickness  of  marmalade;
evidently  Gavin  wasn't  alone  in  liking  it  spread
liberally!

“The church on the tor has acquired an odd tradition
about  its  location.   Certainly  it  is  unusual  as  a
church, very small, with just a nave - no aisles - and
a squat tower, perched high up on the tor.  Like a
number of hill-top churches it is dedicated to Saint
Michael – there is quite an attractive stained glass
window  depicting  him  spearing  the  obligatory
dragon - but the story has nothing to do with Saint
Michael.   Rather it concerns his old adversary, the
devil.”

The sun's growing heat and the constant mesmeric
background of the sea's soft breathing relaxed Gavin
into a comfortably receptive state; legends and folk
tales frequently interested him and he was enjoying
the older man's story telling.

“It is alleged that the villagers originally started to
build  the  church  -  more  logically  -  nearer  to  the
village, but that every night, after they had ceased
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work, the devil came and carried the stones to the
top of the tor.  After a while the villages gave up with
their initial plan and finished the church where it is
now, though quite why the devil should want it up
there is something I have never fathomed.”

“Perhaps to discourage the villagers from attending
church,” Elaine suggested.

Her father laughed.   “Maybe!   It  is  quite a climb,
especially in bad weather.  But there is also another
tradition - about the tor itself rather than the church
- that  I  find a  lot  more interesting.   According  to
this, Joseph of Arimathea was passing through the
district on his way to Glastonbury.  You are familiar,
I take it, with the tradition that Joseph of Arimathea
visited  Britain  not  long  after  the  Crucifixion  and
founded  the  first  British  Christian  church  at
Glastonbury.  Some people believe that he came here
even earlier and brought the young Jesus with him.
That  tradition  was  the  inspiration  for  Blake's
Jerusalem: 'And did those feet in ancient times, walk
upon England's mountains green'.”

“I knew that Joseph of Arimathea was connected to
Glastonbury,”  Gavin confirmed.   “I  spent a  week's
holiday there a few years ago.  Joseph of Arimathea
and  King  Arthur  are  both  big  business  in
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Glastonbury!  I didn't realise that he was supposed
to have founded the first church there, and I didn't
know about the story behind  Jerusalem either.  We
used to sing it a lot at school and I used to think that
the words were rather odd.”

He  remembered  that  they'd  seemed  to  hold  some
obscure  significance  for  him that  he'd  never  quite
understood.  They'd generated vivid mental pictures
of rolling green hills and massive factory-like mills -
drawn  from  history  book  illustrations  of  the
Industrial Revolution - that to his young mind had
epitomised horror and ugliness.  For quite a while
he'd assumed that those two adjectives were the true
definition of satanic.

“The  Drake  Tor  legend  tells  that  while  passing
through  this  part  of  the  country  Joseph  and  his
followers  were  set  upon  by  a  band  of  robbers,”
Fisher continued, “so he hid the Grail - which he had
with him - by burying it  on the tor to prevent its
falling  into  the  hands  of  his  pursuers.   Even
Glastonbury  -  which  claimed  Joseph's  mortal
remains - has never claimed to possess the Grail.”

“Surely  you're  not  basing the authenticity  of  your
cup upon that?” Gavin protested in disbelief.   “It's
only a folk tale!”
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Even  before  he'd  finished  speaking  he'd  mentally
answered his own question; the insubstantial stories
that  Fisher  was  quoting  were  exactly  the  type  of
evidence that Gavin should expect to be presented in
support of such an outlandish claim!  He did wonder,
though, whether he'd spoken too rashly and offended
his host.

“You are correct, Gavin, they are folk tales,” Fisher
conceded  calmly,  evidently  not  someone  who  took
offence  at  being  challenged.   “I  prefer  the  term
'tradition', and traditions are frequently pointers to
forgotten historical facts.  The church on Drake Tor
was built in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth
century,  and  is  possibly  older  than  the  village  it
serves, so why was it built up there?”

The  question  was  clearly  rhetorical,  and  pausing
only for another mouthful of tea, Fisher supplied an
answer.  “I do not believe that the devil had anything
to do with the siting of the church; in fact I suspect
that the story was invented to explain the church's
unusual  location  by  people  who  had  forgotten  the
real reason.

'Churches were not infrequently built on previously
sacred sites - a number are known to have replaced
older  pagan  temples  and  such  like  -  and  I  am
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convinced  that  the  church  on  Drake  Tor  was  put
there because that is where the Holy Grail had been
found.   Not  the  fabulous  chalice  of  medieval
romance, of course, but the actual cup used by Jesus
and buried there by Saint  Joseph when he visited
these islands with a small band of apostles shortly
after the Crucifixion.  I submit that it was unearthed
some time  during  the  thirteenth century  and was
hidden again for safe keeping, this time beneath the
altar of the new church, where is was rediscovered
by my great-great-great-great-grandfather, centuries
later.”

Gavin  was  impressed;  Fisher's  account  sounded
plausible, though it did nothing to reduce his doubts.

“You may be right about why the church was built
where it was, but that doesn't necessarily mean that
the story about Joseph of Arimathea is true, surely?
There must be many other ways that your cup could
have come to be buried there.  Why not by some rich
Roman hiding his valuables from pillaging Saxons?”

“Why not, indeed?” the other man conceded.  “Proof
that it was buried there by Joseph of Arimathea I
cannot give you, but there is circumstantial evidence
for  his  being  here  at  the  appropriate  time.
Christianity certainly arrived in Britain within living
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memory of the Crucifixion, so it is quite conceivable -
likely really - that it was brought here by one of the
original Apostles. Who that was we cannot be sure,
but  tradition  places  the  first  British  Christian
church at Glastonbury and links it  with Joseph of
Arimathea.  And there are all those other traditions
throughout  the  West  Country  -  particularly  in
Cornwall - of Joseph's having been in the tin trade
and visiting these islands during Christ's life.  It may
all be fabrication, but there definitely was trade in
tin between Cornwall and the Mediterranean at that
time.   Traditions  tend  to  be  like  pearls,  growths
around a seed of fact.”

Gavin  had  to  admit  that  the  older  man  could  be
right; he certainly had no evidence - let alone proof -
to  offer  to  the  contrary.   It  was  simply  that  he
couldn't bring himself to believe it, and was debating
whether he should make another stand for sceptical
common sense or give in and humour his host when
Elaine - probably bored with a debate that she must
have heard many times - interrupted it by jumping
up.

“It's  too  nice  a  day  to  spend  it  all  sitting  here
debating your dusty old theories!   I  want to  show
Gavin some more of our beautiful county.  I thought
we might drive over to Exmoor and explore a bit of
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Lorna Doone country.”

“If  you  must  spirit  Gavin  away,”  her  father
complained, “why not take him to see Drake Tor.  It
is certainly worth a visit if you have not previously
been there.”

Elaine  looked  uncertain.   “What  do  you  think,
Gavin?  Would you like to visit Drake Tor?”

“Why not.”   He  was  not  unduly  concerned  where
they went, so long as it gave him time alone with
Elaine,  and  it  might  be  interesting  to  see  where
Fisher's cup had been found; he had little desire to
visit  Lorna  Doone  country,  having  never  read  the
novel and seen only an inferior cinema adaptation of
it.

“Okay, I'll go and be nice to Aunt Viv; we can take a
picnic lunch with us.”

Elaine ran off to organise the required refreshments
and  Gavin  hauled  himself  from  the  low  chair  to
follow her, but was stalled by a pang of conscience.
Despite Elaine's earlier advice to him, he turned to
Fisher and offered to assist the invalid back to the
house.

“Thank  you,  but  no!”  the  older  man  refused,
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somewhat  curtly.   “Some  things  I  have  to  do  for
myself.  I hate being dependant upon other people's
benevolence all the time.  If you wish, you could take
the table and breakfast things in; it will endear you
to Vivienne.”

Feeling somewhat chastened,  Gavin took the small
table back the kitchen, where Elaine fussed around
her  aunt  helping  (possibly)  to  prepare  a  packed
lunch.

“Do you need a hand at all?” he offered.

“I think it's all under control, thanks Gavin.”  Elaine
was packing plastic plates, glasses, cutlery and other
unnecessary  paraphernalia  into  a  large,  old
fashioned wicker basket.

“Do we really need all that stuff?” he asked.

“If we're going to have a picnic we have to do it in
style,” she insisted.  “Do you think the hamper will
fit on the back of your motor cycle?”

He was startled by her question.   “My bike?  You
weren't thinking of going on my bike, were you?”

“I was thinking about it.”  She adopted a rather coy,
little girl look.  “I'd quite like to ride pillion on your



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 210

trusty steed.”

Had she been any other girl – especially Jenny – he
would have taken that as a reference to something
much  more  intimate,  but  with  Elaine  he  wisely
accepted it at face value.

“Well, you can't do that legally,” he told her, “unless
you have a crash helmet tucked away somewhere.”

She  hadn't,  much  to  Gavin's  relief.   Although  he
quite liked the idea of her riding behind him on his
motorcycle  and  having  to  cling  onto  him,  such an
arrangement  wasn't  as  conducive  to  intimate
conversation as sitting beside her in her little car.

Once  the  lunch  was  all  packed,  Gavin  lifted  the
hamper  –  which  was  as  heavy  as  it  looked  –  and
carried  it  out  to  the  courtyard.   Elaine's  car  was
parked in the garage,  and by the time he'd lugged
the  laden basket  up  there  he  was  silently  cursing
Elaine's  insistence  upon  picnicking  in  grand
Edwardian style.

He loaded the basket into the boot of her car, and
they set off.

The  first  part  of  their  journey  climbed  the  steep,
single track lane that led up past the hotel complex
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on the headland, and on to the road from Seacombe
to  Barnstaple.   They made slow progress.   It  was
bank holiday weekend and everyone else  in  North
Devon seemed to be heading for the coast; although
the distance between the beach and the hotel wasn't
great they had to stop more than once to reverse into
a  tiny  passing  space  and  wait  while  two  or  more
vehicles steered a cautious motorised dance around
them.

When eventually they passed the hotel and the road
widened their pace improved, though traffic was still
quite heavy.  They bypassed Barnstaple and headed
south across  country  towards  Okehampton on  the
northern edge of Dartmoor.

To be chauffeured by a woman was not altogether an
unusual experience for Gavin; quite a few of the girls
he'd dated had owned cars and had - not surprisingly
-  preferred  to  use  these  in  preference  to  donning
protective clothing and a crash helmet to ride pillion
on his  motorcycle  (Elaine  was  slightly  unusual  in
that respect, as in so many others).

Perhaps predictably, Gavin found the experience of
being driven by an attractive woman mildly erotic,
emphasised in his present circumstances by Elaine's
foible  of  removing  her  shoes  to  drive,  which  he
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considered a indication of sensuality.

To  prevent  his  thoughts  from  wandering  into
inappropriate – if pleasant – fantasies he directed his
attention to their  intended destination.   “If  Drake
Tor wasn't named after Sir Francis Drake, why is it
called that,  do you know?  Was it  once home to a
famous duck?”

Elaine grinned.  “I don't think so!  I'm sure it has a
very different etymology.”

“Etymology?” Gavin queried.  “Isn't that something
to do with insects?”

“That's  entomology,  silly!”  she  corrected  him.
“Etymology's  the  history  and  origin  of  words.
'Drake'  is an Old English name for a dragon, from
the Latin, draco.  The ridge right on top of the tor is
known  as  the  dragon's  head,  and  from  the  right
viewpoint looks rather like a huge fossilised reptile's
skull.”

Gavin was constantly surprised - and impressed - by
Elaine's erudition; he wasn't used to the women he
escorted  showing  much  knowledge  of  subjects
outside  a  rather  narrow  spectrum  of  expected
feminine topics, though he had to acknowledge that
he'd  dated  few  'bluestockings',  nor  intellectuals  of
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any kind.

“So you think Drake Tor was called that because it
resembles a dragon?” he enquired.

“Possibly.  I also have another a theory, but I'll wait
until  we  get  there  to  tell  you  about  it.   I  can't
concentrate  on  the  discussion  and  driving,  and  I
presume you'd rather I focussed on the latter when
we're travelling at over sixty miles an hour?”

Gavin  smiled  his  submission.   “I  look  forward  to
hearing about it.”

The village of Temple Dractham lay a mile or so off
the  main  A30,  along  a  twisting,  high hedged  lane
that served nowhere else.  As Fisher had averred, it
hardly  warranted  the  description  of  village,  being
nothing  more  than  a  few  houses  around  a
comfortable looking country pub with an oversized
car park.  It was made to seem even less significant
by the impending slopes of Drake Tor,  and behind
that the massive dark ramparts of Dartmoor.

The reason for the large car park became apparent
to Gavin as Elaine turned her car into it and sought
a vacant space; despite its size it was almost full!  A
gate  gave  access  to  a  rough  path  -  sign-posted  to
Saint Michael's  church - which wound up between
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outcroppings of granite to the summit and the squat
stone  church,  just  visible  from  the  car  park.
Evidently  parking  space  had  been  provided  for
visitors to both church and pub.

When Elaine  had  parked,  Gavin  climbed from the
car  and  strolled  across  to  the  'Pay  &  Display'
machine to purchase a ticket.  He paused to survey
the tor, which reminded him of the similar, almost
conical  tor  at  Glastonbury,  though  it  was  less
symmetrical  and  more  rugged  in  appearance.   It
appeared less impressive, which may have been due
to its proximity to Dartmoor, whereas Glastonbury
Tor  rose  in  splendid  isolation  from  the  Somerset
levels.

He  returned  the  car  to  find  the  boot  standing
invitingly open.  Elaine had taken out a tartan rug
for them to sit upon, and the invitation was clearly
directed at him to pick up the hamper.

“You don't expect me to lug that basket all the way
up there, do you?” he objected.

“Unless  you  prefer  to  eat  lunch  here  in  the  car
park,” she responded lightly, but giving no ground.

“As it pleases my Lady,” he retorted jocularly, with
just the faintest hint of sarcasm.  As he hoisted the
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heavy basket from the boot he reflected that it gave
him an opportunity to demonstrate his keenness for
Elaine's  company,  though  serving  a  lady's  whims
could,  in  reality,  prove  much  less  glamorous  and
exciting than it did in his – largely erotic – fantasies!

The  first  part  of  their  ascent  of  Drake  Tor  was
almost  as  steep  as  that  from  Corbenic  up  to  its
garage,  without  the aid of  steps.   Gavin struggled
with the bulky basket,  his  only compensation – as
Elaine led the way – a 'front row' view of almost the
whole length of her sun bronzed legs, which, in his
estimation,  were  near  perfect  specimens  of  lower
female limbs, being neither too thin nor marred by
unsightly flabbiness.  He tried hard  not to imagine
them in fully fashioned nylons!

After  a  short  while  the  path  crested  a  ridge  and
turned  to  follow  a  narrow  inclined  terrace  that
curved upward around the shoulder of the tor.  Here
they encountered another couple on their way down,
dressed for far more rugged terrain in walking boots
and stout socks.  They all paused to exchange brief
pleasantries before Gavin and Elaine continued their
climb

“What  was  that  theory  you  wanted  to  tell  me
about?” he asked to take his mind off the ache in his
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arm.

She  didn't  answer  immediately,  apparently
considering how best to present the subject.

“How much do you know about ley lines?”

He  glanced  at  her  speculatively,  uncertain  of  her
stance on the subject and not wanting to put his foot
in it.  Ley lines had been quite fashionable when he
was  younger  and  he'd  been  intrigued  for  a  while
before  discovering  that  it  was  possible  to  find
numerous straight  lines  on any map if  he  put his
mind to it.

“I know there are people who claim that there are
straight  lines  running  all  over  the  countryside
joining  up  churches  and  standing  stones  and
suchlike.  I've never given them too much credence.
I've always put them in the same box as astrology or
UFOs.”

He didn't voice his mental addendum, that the box
bore a label reading: FOR CRANKS ONLY!

“It is a subject that tends to attract oddballs,” she
conceded  with  disconcerting  aptness,  “but  I'm
convinced  that  there's  something  in  it.
Unfortunately, it's been put into disrepute by people
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being too indiscriminate.  If you take an Ordnance
Survey  map and  lay  a  ruler  on  it  you  can find  a
number  of  points  that  make  a  straight  line  fairly
easily, but the trick is to find a number of significant
points  forming  a  straight  line:  prehistoric
monuments or churches known to occupy old sites.
The trouble comes when people start claiming that
every church and cross-roads - even pubs - mark an
ancient alignment.”

“What  makes  them significant?”  Gavin  challenged
her; he'd learned enough about her to know that - in
common with her father - she liked honest argument
and hated to be humoured.  “Just because a place is
old doesn't necessarily mean that it's linked to other
old  sites,  surely?   I  know  that  there's  a  lot  of
controversy over why some of these places were built
- Stonehenge, for example - but did prehistoric man
really cover the countryside with straight lines?  And
if so, why?”

Elaine pondered her reply for a moment or two, and
waved to a garrulous family enjoying  their lunch on
the rough grass beside the path.

“There's probably as much controversy surrounding
the question of what ley lines are as there is  over
Stonehenge,” she continued.  “The first person who
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noticed that some of these old sites lined up was a
man named Alfred Watkins.  He coined the name 'ley
lines' and published a book in the nineteen-twenties
called The Old Straight Track.  He thought that they
were ancient trackways - used by prehistoric people -
but as critics were quick to point out, some of these
lines go over hills that it would have been far easier
to go round, and cross rivers where it  would have
been  difficult  for  people  to  cross.   Most  people
investigating ley lines nowadays think that they are
probably lines of power, currents in the earth.”

Gavin could not repress a brief smile; it sounded as if
he'd put ley lines in the correct box!

In fact,  his scepticism was not as ingrained as his
rather cynical reception of Elaine's ideas suggested.
His difficulty lay in his own fascination for mysteries
and the supernatural,  strongly counterbalanced by
fear that he might discover the 'crank' label around
his  own  neck.   So  he  allowed  free  reign  to  his
imagination  only  in  the  safe  arena  of  fiction  and
fantasy,  treating  any  other  deviation  from  the
straight and narrow path of 'scientific'  reality with
extreme caution.

The path they were climbing was fairly broad and
far from straight; as they followed it round a large
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rocky outcrop Gavin was pleased to see the church a
short  way  in  front  and  above  them  on  a  largish
plateau just below the actual summit of the tor.

He was  far  less  pleased to  observe  the number of
other people in the vicinity, posing for photographs
before the old church or simply standing to admire
the view. One small  group seemed to be American
tourists, the women huddled over a guide book and
calling out features of interest to their men-folk, who
appeared  determined  to  capture  every  detail  with
their battery of sophisticated camera equipment.

“Isn't there anywhere a little more secluded,” Gavin
complained  as  they  crested  the  plateau.   “I'm not
sure I want to share my lunch with the world and
his wife!”

“We could  go  on up  to  the  top,”  Elaine  proposed,
indicating the summit, which reared up just behind
the small church.  “That's the dragon's head.  It's a
bit of a scramble, I'm afraid.”

“Okay, but let's have a short breather first.”  He put
down  the  basket  and  experienced  a  moment  of
weightlessness,  as  if  about  to  float  up  from  the
ground.

Gavin  surveyed  the  squat  church  -  solidly
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constructed  to  withstand  winter  gales  -  which
consisted of a short nave, a stub of a square tower
and the single entrance porch with a heavy wooden
door.  But even at that limited size, the haulage to
that site of  the stone needed for its  erection must
have  been  quite  an  undertaking.   As  Fisher  had
pointed  out,  something  must  have  inspired  its
builders  for  them to have invested their  time and
energy in putting it up there.

“I don't suppose you get too many people attending
the  services,”  Gavin quipped to  Elaine,  “especially
when the weather's bad!”

“You'd be surprised,” she replied.  “This little church
is very popular, and not only with the locals.  For a
lot of people this is a very spiritual place.  On special
occasions,  such  as  Christmas  and  Easter,  its
impossible to get everyone inside.”

Gavin was surprised and amused.  “If that's the case
it seems the devil dropped a boo-boo.  Putting the
church up here clearly hasn't put people off coming
to it!”

She  grinned  back  at  him.   “I'd  like  to  show  you
inside, but I'd prefer to do it when we can appreciate
it on our own.  If you're rested enough, I suggest we
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go on up to the top.  There's a wonderful view from
up there.”

There'd better be!  He picked up the heavy basket
again and followed her, struggling with his load up
onto the summit, where she'd spread out the rug and
sat on it surveying the view.  She'd been right about
that; the 360 degree panorama visible from the top
certainly  justified  the  climb.   To the  north lay an
orderly  patchwork  of  tamed  agricultural  land
threaded by the grey ribbon of the A30, along which
migratory traffic  hurried to  and from the  Cornish
peninsular, while to the south rose the vast granite-
studded wilderness of Dartmoor, looking sombre and
forbidding even in bright sunlight.

Gavin thankfully  put  down the  basket  and seated
himself next to Elaine, relieved to find that none of
the  other  tourists  had bothered to  make the  final
ascent.  “This is certainly some view!”

He was sorely tempted to slip his arm around her
shoulders but was uncertain about how she'd react
and didn't  want to spoil  that comfortably intimate
moment.

He diverted his mind away from amorous thoughts.
“I take it  that as you were talking about ley lines
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just now, you think that the church here is probably
on one?”

“Not probably; definitely!” she corrected him.  “I'm
happy  to  tell  you  all  about  it,  but  I'd  quite  like
something to eat first.  I assume that you'd like some
lunch, too?”

“I didn't struggle all the way up here with it just to
watch you eat!” he informed her.

Elaine  opened  the  wicker  basket  and  began  to
remove the paraphernalia she'd packed into it.  As an
hors  d'oeuvre  she  spread  coarse  pate  onto  crusty
bread and poured them each a plastic glass of chilled
Devon  cider  from  a  metal  flask.   Gavin  was
impressed;  Vivienne  had  been  given  virtually  no
notice  and had managed to lay on quite  a  spread.
He'd expected nothing more than a cheese sandwich
and a packet of crisps!

He  drank  deeply  from  his  'glass'  and  bit  into  the
bread and pate.  “This is amazing.  Almost worth the
effort of bringing it all up here!”

“I shall pass on your compliments to Aunt Viv when
we get home,” Elaine replied.  “I hope this is a little
better than a soggy sandwich and a bottle of pop?”
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“Much  better!”  he  approved.   His  gaze  wandered
lazily  over  the  vast  landscape  before  them,
captivated  by  the  subtle  colour  changes  and  the
intriguing  detail.   It  reminded  him  rather  of  the
picturesque maps of fantastic lands that appeared in
some of the games he enjoyed; the Kingdom of the
Elves, perhaps.  In that frame of reference it wasn't
so  difficult  for  him to  accept  that  the  land  might
contain  strange  currents  of  energy;  he  pictured  a
wizard, standing Gandalf-like on a high promontory
and  driving  his  staff  into  the  ground  to  draw  up
power from the earth.  It was an imposing image –
one  that  he  might  even use  in  his  own game  for
Merlin  –  but  he  reminded  himself  that  it  wasn't
reality.

He  turned  to  his  companion,  who  was  opening  a
couple  of  airtight  plastic  containers  to  serve  their
main  course  of  cold  roast  chicken  and  salad.   “If
those currents in the earth you mentioned are real,
what are they?  And why aren't they better known?
Are they magnetic, or what?  How did ancient man
know that they were there?”

Elaine considered how best to answer his battery of
questions  while  she  placed  the  food  onto  plastic
plates for them both.
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“No-one  knows  for  certain  what  they  are,”  she
confessed, “and because of that a number of people
have concluded that they don't exist at all!  I'm sure
that's a conclusion you have some sympathy for.  The
trouble is that they don't appear to register on any
scientific  instruments,  though dowsers  are  able  to
detect  them,  and there's  some  evidence  that  birds
and animals are aware of them too.  Their intensity
seems to fluctuates at different periods, and sunrise
and sunset may be peak times.

'Other  cultures  also  have  traditions  about  earth
currents, some of them going back a long way.  The
Chinese in particular.  They practice geomancy, the
art of detecting favourable places in which to build
houses  or  temples  depending  upon  the  correct
balance of  yin and  yang earth currents.  These run
in  straight  lines  through the  earth  and  are  called
'dragon paths'.”

“Aha!  So this is where the dragon comes into it?”
Gavin interrupted her, his pleasure at sharing this
day  with  her  expressing  itself  in  typically  boyish
playfulness.

“Let me see if I've got this right.  There are currents
of  some  mysterious  energy  running  through  the
earth  in  straight  lines.   The  Chinese  call  these
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dragon  paths  and  we  call  them  ley  lines.   And
because the name of Drake Tor may be derived from
the Latin word for a dragon, you believe its on one of
these ley lines?”

“If you want to take over the lesson, I'll be happy to
sit quietly and listen.”  she reproved him, albeit in a
light-hearted fashion.

He  apologised  and  attempted  to  relax  his  critical
faculties  into  a  more  receptive  posture.   “Perhaps
another glass of cider would help!”

She laughed good-naturedly and poured him another
glass.   “You're  incorrigible!   I  understand  your
reluctance to accept some of these things, but I do
feel that you ought to keep an open mind.  Science
hasn't  found  all  the  answers  yet,  and  who  knows
where the next breakthrough might occur.”

“That's true,” he allowed.  “Tell me about this ley
line you've discovered.”

“I  didn't  discover  it!”   She  seemed  mildly  taken
aback by the suggestion.  “It's one of the best known
ley lines in England, known as the Saint Michael line
because it  links a  number of  churches on hills  all
dedicated to Saint Michael.  There's the ruined one
on Glastonbury Tor, another on a hill to the west of
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Glastonbury,  this  one  on  Drake  Tor,  and  Saint
Michael's Mount in Cornwall.  And, if you extend the
line in the other direction, it touches Avebury, which
- after Stonehenge - is probably the most important
prehistoric site in southern Britain.”

It was - Gavin had to admit - a ley line with good
credentials, though that made its acceptance hardly
any easier.   He couldn't comprehend what possible
purpose  these  straight  lines  running  through  the
earth might have, and if the elusive energy in them
couldn't  be  detected  –  except  by  waving  a  forked
stick over them – then they probably didn't exist.  He
feared that if he allowed the debate to continue his
inability to restrain his cynicism might ruin the day.

“I  hope  the  dragon doesn't  mind  us  sitting  on its
head,” he commented as a diversionary tactic.

Elaine  smiled  -  a  little  ruefully  -  at  his  rather
obvious  changing  of  the  subject,  but  made  no
attempt to  resurrect  the discussion.   “I  expect  it's
asleep and doesn't realise we're here.”

“Do you think maybe we should leave an offering for
it?” he continued the joke.  “I don't mind sacrificing
a little bit of my delicious chicken.”

“So long as you're not proposing to tie me naked to a
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stake as an offering for it!” she teased.  “That seems
to be the usual offering made to dragons.”

Her  suggestion  hit  Gavin  below  the  belt  and  he
jumped to his feet to dissipate the tension.  “That
would be a terrible waste!”

He needed a distraction to prevent his mental image
of  Elaine  -  naked,  bound  and  helpless  -  from
developing  into  a  full  blown  fantasy  that  had
nothing to do with dragons!  “You said there's a place
where you can see the dragon's head as a reptile's
skull?”

“Yes, it's on the south side, a little way down.  Do
you want to go down there and have a look?”

“I want to see my rival for your offering,” he dared
to joke, hoping that she might read between the lines
the depth of his interest in her.  And he was actually
curious  to  see  if  it  really  did  look anything  like  a
dragon's head.

“If  you've  finished  eating,  you  can  help  me  pack
these things away, then I'll show you.”

They reloaded the picnic basket and Elaine fastened
the  straps.   “It  should  be  a  little  bit  lighter  now
we've had our lunch.”
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Gavin  doubted  whether  the  small  amount  they'd
consumed  would  greatly  alter  the  weight  of  the
hamper, and his assumption was confirmed when he
lifted it again.  He followed Elaine down the grassy
south face of the tor, which descended steeply in a
series  of  narrow terraces.   The  going  wasn't  easy;
there was no path to follow and they had to avoid
large  boulders  and outcrops of  rock.   And Gavin's
progress was – to make light of it – hampered!

He  was  puzzled  by  the  terraces,  descending  the
hillside like a set of giant steps.

“Are these natural?” he called to Elaine.

“What?   The  terraces?”  she  queried.   “Almost
certainly not.  They were most likely cut into the tor
by our prehistoric ancestors.”

“What  for?”  he  asked,  pausing  his  descent  for  a
minute to rest the basket on a boulder.  “Defence?”

“Probably not.”  She'd halted, too, a little below him.
“From what I've read they were most likely part of a
ritual maze.”

“A  maze?”   Gavin  was  amazed!   He'd  often
encountered  mazes  in  some  of  his  games,  and  he
knew  that  they'd  once  been  fashionable  in  the
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gardens  of  stately  homes,  but  he'd  never  heard of
anyone trying to construct one on the steep slope of
a hill.

“Not a  maze  like  Hampton Court,”  she explained.
“Not one with lots of dead ends that you get lost in.
A ritual maze like this one had only one path that
twisted around and back on itself, from the base of
the  tor  all  the  way  to  the  top.   During  the
ceremonies the people would process along this path
to  the  top,  where  they  performed  their  fertility
rites.”

He suspected that Elaine had embellished a handful
of  qualified  facts,  but  was  prepared  to  let  it  go
unchallenged.   He  was  bemused  by  the  sheer
number  of  weird  associations  that  had  gathered
around Drake Tor: ley lines, a sleeping dragon, an
ancient ritual maze, the devil church building, and –
if Fisher were to be believed – Joseph of Arimathea
and the Holy Grail!  The place seemed overburdened
with unlikely fancies.

He picked up the hamper again and followed Elaine
down to one of the terraces, a little way below the
summit, from where a clear view could be had of the
of  the  dragon's  head  as  it  reared  up  behind  the
shoulder of the tor and the squat bulk of the church.
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It did indeed - with just a little added imagination -
look  quite  like  the  bony  head  of  a  huge  sleeping
reptile,  but  as  Gavin  acknowledged  that  fact,
something uncanny occurred.

It began with a sudden intensification of his sense of
lightness  from having put down the picnic basket.
Then - and it lasted only seconds - it felt as if he'd
somehow actually lifted into the air and out of his
body  to  view  the  tor  in  a  wider  perspective,
experiencing  an  unnatural  vision  of  himself  and
Elaine standing side-by-side on the terrace, looking
up at the summit.  He could see the whole whorled
top of the hill, but even as he watched, the ancient
terraces  transformed  -  subtly,  abruptly,  like  an
optical illusion - into the gigantic serpentine coils of
a recumbent dragon, twining about the tor.

Startled, he blinked and it was over, but it left him
feeling  disorientated  and  a  little  queasy.   He  sat
down and closed his eyes for a minute.

“Are you all right?  Gavin?  What's the matter?”

He  ignored  her  concerned  enquiries  while  he
regimented his thoughts.  “I had a funny moment,
that's all.  A sort of hallucination, I think.”

“What sort  of  hallucination?” she  asked anxiously.
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“You looked like you'd seen a ghost.”

“I think I saw your dragon, the one that lives in the
tor!”   He  described  what  he'd  seen,  or  -  more
accurately - what he'd imagined he'd seen.

“It  sounds  a  little  like  an  out-of-the-body
experience,”  Elaine  suggested.   “I've  read  about
them,  but  they  usually  happen  to  people  who've
suffered a bang on the head, or while undergoing an
operation in hospital.”

“I don't think either of those happened to me, as far
as I can remember,” he joked to dispel her evident
worry.  “I think it was more likely due to the cider.
I'm not used to this strong Devon stuff!”

That wasn't the reason, he knew; two glasses of cider
-  however  potent  -  couldn't  have  induced  such  a
vision,  but  he  didn't  want  to  examine  the
alternatives  too  closely.   The  experience  had
disturbed him more  than he liked to  admit;  apart
from the impossibility of what he'd witnessed, it had
appeared alarmingly real.

“There's a flask of coffee in the hamper if you'd like
some,” Elaine offered.

He smiled, rather liking the concern she showed for
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his welfare.  “Maybe when we get back to the car.
I've had enough of Drake Tor for one day.”

He glanced back up at the dragon's  head and was
embarrassingly  reassured  to  see  that  it  remained
nothing more than grass and granite.
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A COURTLY KNIGHT

Elaine made no further mention of the incident on
Drake Tor during their drive back to Corbenic.  For
the  first  part  of  the journey she left  Gavin to  his
private  thoughts  –  no  doubt  to  allow him time to
recover – though these were far from restorative.

His 'funny moment'  had undeniably been an event
inside his  head,  but  he couldn't  rid himself  of  the
unsettling  idea  that  its  cause  might  have  been
external.  It hadn't been difficult for him to refute
the outlandish theories that Elaine and her father
had presented about Drake Tor – each individually,
when held up to the harsh light of common sense,
looked paper thin – but their  accumulative impact
was harder to  dismiss.   Was it  possible  that  there
was something peculiar about the geology of the tor
that  encouraged  the  accretion  of  such  fanciful
stories?

Much  as  Gavin  disliked  Elaine's  proposition  of
strange currents in the earth, he had to admit that
science hadn't yet catalogued every aspect of nature,
and that not so very many miles west of Drake Tor
houses  were  built  with  added  protection  against
radiation from a subterranean source.  Could similar,
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as yet unrecognised, emanations be subtly affecting
people's minds in the vicinity of the tor?

And  if  he  couldn't  swallow that  notion,  could  the
location  of  the  tor  be  producing  some  extreme
psychological reaction?  Its proximity to Dartmoor –
itself the focus of numerous disquieting legends and
dark tales – might have lent it extra atmosphere; it
certainly seemed to possess a sense of strangeness.
If  Elaine's  explanation  of  the  terraces  on  the  tor
were valid,  then Drake  Tor  had been a centre  for
religious  ritual  and  spiritual  observance  for
millennia.   Could  that,  maybe,  have  marked  the
territory in some subliminal fashion?

Gavin was no manner of 'ologist' and his speculations
were  barely  scientific,  but  if  he  rejected  them
altogether he was left with an even more disturbing
fall-back  option,  that  his  sanity  was  in  question!
Although he could explain very easily the content of
his weird vision by reference to his discussion with
Elaine  not  long  beforehand,  he  could  think  of
nothing to account for the experience itself,  which
had been far more solid and real  than the diffuse
impressions  commonly  associated  with  dreams  or
daydreams.

Thus  he  returned  to  the  starting  point  of  his
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reflections, and with each iteration of the process his
frustration and anxiety increased.

Perhaps  sensing  this  and  wanting  to  help,  Elaine
interrupted his introspection.  “How's your computer
game coming along?”

He  was  mildly  startled  by  her  enquiry,  but  also
pleased; it offered his mind a new focus, and was a
subject upon which he was only too willing to hold
forth.  On this occasion, however, he'd little new to
tell her.

“Not very well at the moment, I'm afraid.  I've done
next to nothing on it.   I've been up to my ears in
work on one of the projects I told you about, the one
that started on the evening we first met.”

She smiled sympathetically (or was she, he dared to
hope, reminiscing).  “I realise you have to earn your
keep, Gavin, but don't give all your time and energy
to making money for other people.”

“I  try  hard  not  to!”  he  reassured  her,  a  little
dishonestly; he considered that he quite often gave
more  of  his  time  to  the  company  than  his  salary
warranted, an exploitation that he could see no way
to  prevent  without  risk  to  his  continued
employment.  “This just happens to be rather a busy
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patch.  Design work's like that.”

“Don't sell yourself short, that's all.”

The expression in her sidelong glance seemed to hint
at  another,  deeper meaning.   More than once he'd
gained the impression that she was sending him an
alternate, more personal message hidden behind her
words,  but  couldn't  figure  out  why  she  should  do
that.  If she fancied him – as he sometimes thought
she  did  –  why  was  she  playing  her  part  so
uncertainly?

Gavin found it hard to believe that she was shy, but
could that be the answer?  Was she waiting for him
to declare his own intentions before revealing hers?
That possibility added to his difficulty, as it was in
large part his own uncertainty about how she might
respond that was preventing his making any overtly
amorous  moves  towards  her,  something  he  would
almost certainly have done by then with any other
new girlfriend.

Apparently  oblivious  to  the  effect  that  she  was
having upon him, Elaine returned to quizzing him
about his hobby.

“I know your game is about the Grail,  but does it
have Joseph of Arimathea in it?”
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“No,  not  Joseph  of  Arimathea,”  Gavin  confessed,
dragging  his  attention  back  to  the  subject.   “My
interest has been mainly in the questing and magic
aspects of the stories,  as I  felt  they're what would
make an exciting game.  I know it's based upon the
quest for the Holy Grail, but as I mentioned before,
when we met up in London,  I  haven't  yet  decided
what the 'Grail' is going to be.  I'm pretty certain it
won't be the cup that Jesus used at the Last Supper,
which I'm sure will disappoint your father, but that
sort of thing doesn't seem quite right for a computer
game.”

“I wasn't thinking about Joseph as one of the main
characters  -  you're  probably  right  about  the
traditional  version  of  the  Grail  not  being  quite
suitable - but I would have thought that some of the
Joseph  story  might  provide  useful  background
material.  Don't you have to set the scene at the start
of the game?”

“Yes, I will be doing that,” he confirmed, “though I
must admit I haven't thought much about that part
of it yet.”

He'd assumed that most people would more or less
know the  background to  the story,  but  questioned
about  it  by  Elaine,  he  began  to  realise  that  his
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assumption  might  be  too  optimistic.   He'd  been
brought  up  on  stories  of  King  Arthur  and  the
Knights of the Round Table, but conversations that
weekend with Fisher and his daughter had revealed
that  even his  familiarity  with some aspects  of  the
cannon was limited.

“Perhaps I ought to think a bit more about setting
the  scene  at  the  start,”  he  acknowledged,  “and  I
suppose Joseph of Arimathea might fit in there quite
well.  The trouble is, I don't really know much about
him beyond what little I learnt at Sunday school and
what your father's told me.  I suppose I can always
look him up on the Internet.”

“You won't need to do that,” she told him.  “There's
an old book in the drawing room all about Joseph's
adventures.  You can borrow it if you like, if it would
help?”

“It might be useful,” he thanked her, a shade warily,
uncertain  of  just  what  borrowing  the  book  might
commit  him to;  he  guarded  jealously  the  editorial
rights  to  his  game.   Then,  seeing  that  Elaine had
noticed his slight hesitation, he quickly disguised the
true reason for his caution.  “So long as your father
doesn't object.  Some people are fussy about lending
books.”
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“I'm sure he'll be only too pleased to help out,” she
reassured him.  “I'll look it out for you when we get
back home.”

She relapsed into silence for  the remainder of  the
drive but her interruption had succeeded in breaking
the vicious circle of his compulsive questioning and
he felt more relaxed.  He was, however, still worried
about  the  implications  of  his  hallucination,  and
when Elaine parked the  car in  front  of  Corbenic's
garage, he tackled her about it.

“You'll probably think I'm being silly, but I'd rather
you didn't tell your father about what happened on
the tor this afternoon, about my 'funny turn'.”

She searched his face for a moment with her cat like
eyes.  “Then I won't.”

They climbed from the car and Gavin retrieved the
hamper, hauling it back down the steps to the house
and into the kitchen.  Vivienne was busy preparing
their dinner, but turned to him as he entered.

“I've brought the picnic basket back,” he explained,
unnecessarily  as  he  was  holding  it,  but  he  feared
that she would shoo him out of her kitchen like a
naughty boy.
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Instead she rewarded him with a rare smile, and for
the first time - in that smile -  he saw a degree of
likeness between Vivienne and her niece.  “Can you
put it on the side there, please, Gavin.  I haven't time
to deal with it at the moment.”

He did as she instructed, noting her use of his name;
until  then  he'd  seemed  to  be  for  her  a  nameless
guest, just another person for whom she had to cater.
He  wanted  somehow  to  return  her  gesture  of
friendliness,  but  she'd  gone  back  to  chopping
vegetables.

“Something  smells  good,”  he  quipped,  but  she
ignored him and he  left,  somewhat  deflated.   She
was, he decided, a very odd woman!

Elaine had gone upstairs to change, and he followed
her example, though in his case he'd little to change
into.   Elaine  hadn't  warned  him  that  dinner  at
Corbenic was quite so formal – by his standards, at
least  –  and  he'd  brought  only  casual  clothes  with
him.  He felt the need to freshen himself up a little,
so he undressed, wrapped his towel around his waist
like  a  sarong  and  padded  along  to  the  bathroom,
tapping on the door before opening it to ensure that
Elaine was not in the middle of her ablutions.
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Corbenic's  bathroom  was  a  relic  of  the  nineteen-
thirties, with enormous bath and wash basin in high
Art Deco styling.  The shower looked equally antique
– a chrome serpent rearing above the huge bath –
though  it  worked  efficiently  enough.   Once  he'd
showered,  shaved  and  put  on  a  clean  tee-shirt  he
went  downstairs  to  the  drawing  room,  where  he
found Mervyn Fisher  sitting  before  the panoramic
windows,  staring  out  at  the  evening  light  on  the
sparkling ocean.

The older man swung his wheelchair around when
he heard Gavin enter.

“Good evening, Gavin.  Would it please you to join
me in a glass of whisky?”  He raised the glass in his
hand.  “Or do you prefer to await my daughter, who
will no doubt willingly fetch you some more of our
local cider?”

Gavin smiled at the other man's flowery invitation.
He  wore  a  dark  red  velvet  jacket  and  a  crimson
cravat, which together conspired to give him an even
more Mephistophelean aspect.

“Actually,  I  quite  fancy  a  whisky  tonight.   Thank
you.”

“Help  yourself,  young  man.”  Fisher  gestured
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towards the drinks cupboard.  “There are a handful
of decent single malts for you to choose from.”

Gavin  was  not  a  frequent  whiskey  drinker  –  and
certainly  no  connoisseur  –  but  he  was  sufficiently
sophisticated  to  prefer  a  single  malt  to  a  blended
spirit.  He examined the selection of bottles in the
cupboard – some of them of impressive vintage - and
poured himself a considerately modest helping.

“Cheers!”  he offered his  host  a  rather  lame toast.
He'd  been  on  the  verge  of  wishing  Fisher,  “Good
health,”  but  had  stopped  himself,  fearing  that  it
might be a little tactless to wish that to an invalid.

“Now that  you  have  seen  the  hiding  place  of  the
Grail,  tell  me  what  you  think?”  the  older  man
prompted.

“We  didn't  go  into  the  church,”  Gavin  quickly
explained.  “There were lots of tourists there and we
decided to keep out of their way.”

“Eminently sensible,” Fisher agreed.  “I believe that
the  church  is  now  a  popular  place  of  pilgrimage,
though often for the wrong reasons!  I wonder how
many  even  suspect  the  true  significance  of  the
place?”
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He savoured a mouthful of his whisky.  “What, then,
did you think of Drake Tor?”

“It  was  interesting,”  Gavin  replied  cautiously,  not
wanting  to  reveal  too  much  of  the  conflicting
emotions  the  place  had  aroused  in  him.   He
recognised, however, that the other man wouldn't be
content with too bland an answer.  “It has a lot of
atmosphere,  and  I'm  amazed  at  the  number  of
stories that have attached to it.”

Fisher's dark eyebrows raised.  “Am I to deduce that
my  daughter  has  been  filling  your  head  with
nonsense about ley lines and dragons?”

Gavin's initial reaction was surprise – he'd expected
Fisher to support his daughter's claims – but he also
felt  that  he  should  try  to  defend  Elaine;  he  was
supposed  to  be  acting  as  her  champion!
Unfortunately,  he  found  it  hard  to  take  a  stand
against  an opponent  whose  views  he  supported in
this case.

“She  did  mention  them.”   He  affected  a
diplomatically neutral stance.  “I must admit that I
found them a little difficult to accept, but no more
than  stories  of  the  devil  moving  the  church  or
Joseph of Arimathea burying the Holy Grail on the
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tor!”

He felt that honour had been satisfied with that final
riposte, and hoped that Fisher wouldn't take offence.
His host smiled indulgently, but his eyes darkened,
almost ominously.

“I pride myself  on being something of a historian,
Gavin.  An amateur one, of course, but I do try to
research  my  sources  as  thoroughly  as  my  obvious
handicap  allows.   Elaine  undertakes  much  of  my
research  for  me,  and  she  is  very  diligent  in  her
efforts.  But I digress.  The traditions upon which I
base my beliefs are historic fact.  One can argue over
their interpretation, as you argued with mine, this
morning.   I  respect  you  for  that.   Historians
frequently disagree about how their source material
should  be  interpreted,  but  one cannot  argue  away
the traditions themselves.

'Ley lines, on the other hand, were invented in the
nineteen-twenties.  There are no references to them
before that time, nor to anything that might be seen
as  referring  to  them.   No  folk  tales,  nor  old
traditions.  You can make up your own mind, but I
know to which source I would rather give credence.”

“Elaine  did  mention  an  ancient  Chinese  tradition
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about earth currents,” Gavin challenged him in an
attempt to defend her.

Fisher  steepled  his  fingers  in  front  of  him  in  a
gesture that satirised a Chinese mandarin.

“Ah,  so!   Feng  shui,  the  ancient  art  of  locating
temples, houses or other buildings into the landscape
in a harmonious manner.  It is ancient, and it is an
art, not so very different from how I approach a new
painting.   I  have  to  balance  the  placing  and
proportions of the different elements – the subjects
against  the  background,  and  so  on  –  to  create  a
harmonious whole.  I expect that you do something
similar when starting a new design.  Feng shui takes
account  of  the  natural  form of  the  landscape,  the
flow of the wind - and any nearby water - and even
astrology  to  determine  the  most  auspicious
alignment for any building.  What it is not about is
power lines in the earth!”

His authoritative manner brooked no argument this
time,  not  that  Gavin  felt  inclined  to  argue  that
particular case.  He was conscious, though, that his
performance  as  Elaine's  champion  was  hardly
noteworthy.   He  needed  to  redeem  himself,  and
decided to go for broke.
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“What about the terraces on Drake Tor?  Elaine told
me that they were constructed by prehistoric people
as a sacred maze.  Was she wrong about that, too?”

Fisher smiled, as if he understood what Gavin was
trying to do.

“No, I shall allow her that one.  The terraces on the
tor were cut by our distant ancestors, most probably
the prolific  bronze age culture that once inhabited
these parts.  No-one knows for sure their intended
purpose, but it is a reasonable assumption that they
were  for  ritual  rather  than  practical  use.   If  my
daughter wishes to interpret them as a ritual maze,
then I shall accept her interpretation.”

Focussing  his  gaze  beyond  Gavin,  the  older  man
observed, “Dinner is ready for us, I discern, though
Elaine clearly is not.  Would you care to join us for a
drink,  Vivienne  dear,  while  we  wait  for  my  tardy
daughter?”

Gavin turned to find Vivienne standing in the open
doorway, wearing her black dress again and rather
more  make-up  than  he  remembered  from  the
previous evening, though he'd not then been paying
her  that  much  attention.   Her  lipstick  tonight
seemed extremely red against her pale complexion.
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“Thank you, but not tonight, Mervyn.”

“Then – if you have finished your drink, Gavin – we
shall repair to the dining room where Elaine can join
us at her pleasure.”

Remembering  his  rebuff  from  earlier,  Gavin
hesitated to offer his host any assistance, but once
again Fisher surprised him.

“Tonight,  Gavin,  you may take me through to the
dining room and I shall appreciate your kindness.”

He  wheeled  the  older  man  out  into  the  hall  and
turned  towards  the  dining  room  door,  which
Vivienne had hurried to open for them.

At  that  moment  Gavin  caught  sight  of  Elaine
descending the staircase,  and as she passed one of
the tall windows he was granted a brief re-creation
of his initial vision of in the reflected headlights of
her car.  She was wearing the same dress, and while
it was modestly high necked,  long sleeved and full
length,  the  rich  green  fabric  was  very  slightly
translucent and clung gently to the form it almost
concealed.

“Wow!  You look ravishing!”  Gavin exclaimed before
his  censor  had  time  to  consider  the  wisdom  of
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appearing  too  forward;  he'd  stopped  pushing  the
wheelchair to stare at her.

“Thank you,  Gavin,”  she  accepted his  compliment
with a small, slightly self-conscious smile.

“If  you  have  quite  finished  lavishing  outrageous
flattery  upon  my  daughter,  I  would  appreciate
having my dinner,” Fisher complained.

“Really,  Daddy,”  Elaine  reprimanded  him  before
Gavin could respond.   “You're  just  jealous because
you're not the centre of attention for once!”

Gavin  tensed,  expecting  an  explosion,  but  her
father's response was uncharacteristically muted.  “I
suppose that is something to which I shall have to
accustom myself, do you not agree, Gavin?”

He'd no idea how he should answer that, but Elaine
had reached the bottom of the stairs and signalled
with her head for Gavin to move her father to the
dining  room.   “Let's  get  you  fed,  Daddy.   Then
perhaps you'll be a little more convivial.”

Gavin  wheeled  Fisher  into  the  dining  room  –
followed  by  Elaine  –  where  Vivienne  served  up
another  excellent  meal.   While  they were enjoying
this, Fisher verbally attacked his daughter, perhaps



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 249

as punishment for her lack of filial deference in the
hall.

“Gavin tells me you have been filling his head with
nonsense about lay lines and dragons.”

Elaine assumed a haughty demeanour.  “I mentioned
both to Gavin and we discussed them in a grown up
fashion.  He is quite capable of making up his own
mind  about  such  things.   Besides,  Gavin  saw  the
dragon.”

Gavin's  stomach  cramped;  he'd  asked  her  not  to
reveal what had happened to him on the tor!

“I  took  him  to  where  he  could  see  the  dragon's
head.”

He deflated with relief  when she didn't  betray his
confidence,  but  considered  that  she'd  sailed
dangerously  close.   Her  father's  interrogative  gaze
fixed  upon  him,  the  older  man's  eyes  appearing
disconcertingly  bright  and  intense,  capable  to
piercing any deception.

“It did look quite like a dragon,” Gavin felt obliged
to confirm.  Had Elaine deliberately put him in that
uncomfortable position, and if so, why?
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“I  haven't  heard  you  coming  up  with  a  better
suggestion  for  how Drake  Tor  got  its  name,”  she
challenged her father.

“You  may  be  correct  in  that  assumption,”  Fisher
conceded, “but that has nothing whatever to do with
your ley lines or earth currents.”

Father and daughter seemed on the verge of a verbal
contest, when the referee intervened.

“There are  more things in heaven and earth than
are  dreamed  of  in  our  philosophy!”  Vivienne
misquoted slightly.  Both Elaine and Fisher appeared
as startled by her intervention as was Gavin.

Fisher recovered first.  “The Oracle has spoken!  You
are quite correct, Vivienne , dear.  None of us should
assume that we know all that there is to know about
the world, a fault to which I am particularly prone,
as is well known by Vivienne, and Elaine.”

Both women nodded acceptance of his tacit apology
and the meal finished in an uneasy truce of silence.

After  dinner,  back  in  the  drawing  room,  Fisher
regained his customary lordliness.

“Are we to have no music to-night?” he enquired of
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his  daughter,  who'd  made  no  moves  towards
preparing  a  recital  for  them.   “I  thought  that  we
might be getting some as Gavin is with us.”

“Not to-night.  It's been a tiring day and I don't feel
like  performing  at  the  moment.   I'm  sure  Gavin
understands.”

“I wouldn't want you to play just for me if you're not
in the mood,” he defended her.  “I know what it can
be like.  Sometimes I have to produce designs when I
don't  feel  in  the  right  mood,  but  they're  never  as
good.”

“What  a  display  of  artistic  temperament!”  Fisher
remarked with condescending humour.  “I feel that
my  position  as  artist  in  residence  may  be  under
threat.  So how are we going to entertain our guest?”

“I'm more  than happy just  to  relax and enjoy the
pleasant company,” Gavin assured him.

“Very  diplomatic,  young  man,”  his  host  answered
dryly, “but I would like to suggest something a little
more stimulating.  I am inclined to throw down my
gauntlet  for  you,  and  challenge  you  to  a  game  of
chess.  Will you pick up my gauntlet?”

Playing a mentally demanding game like chess was
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the  last  thing  he  wanted  to  do  that  evening;
Vivienne's excellent cooking, the whiskey before the
meal  and  a  glass  of  red  wine  during  it  had  all
conspired to make him comfortably relaxed.  He was
aware,  however,  that  the  'official'  reason  for  his
presence  there  was  to  provide  Fisher  with  an
opponent for chess.

“I'll do my best to give you a good game.”

“Excellent!” the older man approved.  He waived his
cigar in the direction of his daughter.  “Perhaps, as
you have time on your hands now, Elaine dear, you
will fetch the chess set from the cupboard.”

Without speaking, Elaine stood and moved to the tall
cupboard  in  the  other  corner  of  the  room.   Her
father  continued  his  instructions.   “If  you  would
bring  that  small  table  over  here,  Gavin,  and then
pull up a chair for yourself,  we shall be admirably
situated to begin the tournament.”

Gavin  moved  the  small  occasional  table  closer  to
Fisher  and  looked  around  for  a  chair  for  himself.
None  of  those  in  the  room  –  a  miscellaneous
collection of rather large armchairs - were conducive,
he felt, to concentrating on the imminent contest.

“Would you like to borrow my piano stool?” Elaine
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offered, having perceived his dilemma.  She carried
the box containing the chess board and pieces over to
her father.

Gavin fetched the stool from behind the piano and
positioned it by the small table.  Fisher had placed
the chess board in the centre of the table and was
setting  up  the  elegantly  carved  pieces,  fashioned
from  polished  ebony  and  box-wood  to  the  classic
Staunton  design.   Gavin  was  mildly  disappointed,
having half expected Fisher to own an elaborate set
with figurines in the likeness of knights in armour,
or some even more exotic design.

“You  shall  command  the  white  forces,”  the  older
man decreed in a lordly fashion.  “It is upon you to
make the first move.”

Feeling totally unprepared for the challenge, Gavin
bought himself a small breathing space by employing
a classic opening gambit.  Not that it helped him a
great deal, and the game had been in progress only a
few  minutes  when  Gavin  miscalculated  badly  and
lost a key piece for no compensating advantage.  He
was angry with himself, and his sense of failure was
compounded by the look of dismay on Elaine's face.

Somehow he managed to take charge of his emotions
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and  channel  his  anger  into  a  more  assertive  and
focussed style of play.  He managed to foil a couple of
Fisher's  strategies  and  even  captured  two  of  his
opponent's major pieces.  He lost three more of his
own, but one of those he sacrificed in a quid pro quo
to prevent the other man outflanking him.

Fisher, too, became noticeably more engrossed in the
game as the younger man's play improved, his half-
smoked  cigar  allowed  to  go  cold  in  the  ashtray.
Unfortunately, Gavin grew a little too confident and
missed  a  sly  gambit  on  his  opponent's  part  that
allowed his host to corner him and effect checkmate.

Conceding  defeat,  Gavin  turned  to  Elaine.   “I'm
sorry.  I haven't played for a while.  I made a bit of a
mess of it.”

She smiled consolingly.  “I'm sure you did your best.”

“You  need  not  feel  humiliated,  Gavin,”  Fisher
declared.  “You made a mistake early in the game,
but instead of giving up you used that as a spur to
much  improved  combat.   You  were  not  an  easy
opponent to overcome.”

Fisher's  analysis  helped  lessen  Gavin's  sense  of
failure, but it was clear that Elaine was disappointed
in his performance.
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“I should be honoured to take to the chequered field
of  combat  with  you  again  sometime,  Gavin,”  the
older man continued, “but in the meantime I would
like a nightcap before I retire.  Would anyone else
care to join me?”

Gavin declined his offer.  “I think I've had enough to
drink today.”

“I  could  make  us  all  some  cocoa,”  Elaine  offered,
standing.

“That is an excellent suggestion, my girl,” her father
concurred.  “Cocoa all round!”

Elaine slipped out to the kitchen and Fisher reclined
back  in  his  wheelchair,  eyeing  the  younger  man
speculatively.   The sinking sun painted a dramatic
backdrop behind him, throwing him into dark relief,
and although he faced away from the light and was
almost in silhouette,  his eyes managed to reflect a
glint of  the sky's  redness,  lending him a distinctly
diabolical semblance.

“Do you like chess problems, Gavin?"

"They're not something I've ever tried," he admitted.
He  knew  in  principle  what  they  were  and
remembered that they'd been quite popular at one
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time, appearing as little diagrams in newspapers and
magazines alongside similar puzzles based on some
card games.  They'd never appealed to him, and the
notion of spending a great deal of time and mental
effort in attempting to solve academic conundrums
based upon a game of chess or cards seemed to him
slightly  eccentric,  even  perverse.   Which  was
somewhat  ironic  as  one  of  his  favoured  pastimes
involved  similar  problem  solving  dressed  up  in
wizard's cloaks or elfin garb.

“I would like you to humour me by trying one that I
shall set for you,” Fisher proposed.  “Not tonight – it
is  a  little  late  for  such undertakings  –  but  maybe
sometime tomorrow?”

“I'll have to leave fairly early tomorrow afternoon to
get  back to  London,"  Gavin reminded him,  hoping
that the other man would let the proposal drop.

“It  shall  not  interfere  with  your  travel
arrangements,  I  promise.   Will  you  accept  my
challenge?”

“I'll  give  it  a  go,”  Gavin  accepted  reluctantly,  not
quite sure what he was letting himself  in for.   He
was  relieved  when  Elaine  returned,  followed  by
Vivienne  with  three  mugs  of  hot  cocoa  on  a  tray.
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Clearly there were strict  limits to what she would
allow anyone else to do in her kitchen.

“Are you not going to join us, Vivienne dear?” Fisher
asked.

“I'm going off to my bed,” she replied simply.

Elaine quickly removed the chess board and pieces
from the small table and Vivienne deposited the tray.
As she left,  Fisher picked up one of the mugs and
carefully tried the hot beverage.  Nodding approval,
he turned to Gavin,  his  eyes  again disconcertingly
intense and probing.  "Tell me, Gavin, what guided
you to the fascinating world of the Grail?"

Gavin  frowned,  and  paused  in  the  act  of  helping
himself to one of the other mugs, uncertain of the
context of the question.

Elaine swiftly intervened to help him.  “What Daddy
means is,  why did you choose to make a computer
game about the quest for the Grail?”

She  turned  upon  her  father  with  playful  severity.
“Why can't you use everyday English like most of us
do?   People  don't  understand  your  flowery
ramblings.”
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“Would  you  have  all  mystery  and  poetry  removed
from the language?” Fisher defended himself.  “I was
speaking to Gavin as one artist to another.”

The artist in question was a little discomforted by
that assertion; he harboured no pretensions to being
particularly  artistic  and felt  mildly  embarrassed  if
other people viewed him as something more than he
aspired to be.

“I  can't  really  call  myself  an artist,  he  disclaimed.
“I'm  a  designer,  of  both  interiors  and  computer
games,  if  you like,  but there's  nothing particularly
artistic about either.”

“I  think  you  are  misinterpreting  the  definition  of
art,”  his  host  countered,  “and  undervaluing  your
own contribution.  An artist is not only someone who
paints  or  writes  poetry  or  music.    Art  is  the
expression of one's  inner thoughts and feelings,  in
whatever medium.  A cook can be an artist, as can a
gardener or a carpenter.  I imagine that you express
yourself to a considerable extent in your computer
game, and probably in your work, too.”

Gavin was somewhat taken aback.  “I suppose I do, a
bit,  particularly  with  my game.   But  that's  just  a
hobby, really.”
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Fisher  greeted  that  dismissive  statement  with  a
predatory smile.

“I  find  it  interesting  that  you  should  call  your
computer game your 'hobby'.   Perhaps you are not
aware  that  the  word  'hobby'  derives  from  'hobby
horse';  not the children's  toy but the horse-headed
costume featured in the May Day festivities that still
survive in this part of the world.  Likening your own
activities  to  rituals  that  celebrate  creativity  in
nature seems - to my mind - a good analogy for art!”

Gavin had to smile in return, though he was far from
persuaded by his host's sophistry; Fisher was clearly
adept at such intellectual sleight of hand, at making
dubious evidence sound convincing.  “I'm not sure I
agree with your conclusions, but I take your point.”

Fisher  nodded  acceptance  of  this  conditional
submission.   “To  return,  then,  to  my  original
question,  why  -  using  Elaine's  preferred  basic
English - did you choose to base your computer game
upon the quest for the Grail?”

Gavin sipped his drink while he considered his reply;
the conversation was steering into territory he rarely
shared with strangers.

“I  suppose  it  stems  from  my  childhood,”  he
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disclosed,  rather  cautiously.   “My  mother  used  to
read me the stories of King Arthur and his knights.
It was those, and similar stories, that captured my
imagination and sparked off my interest in the world
of fantasy.”

He could still recall - with a clarity that amazed him
-  the  fascination  aroused  by  the  unearthly
atmosphere  that  pervaded  many  of  those  tales,
inspiring  imagined  landscapes  with  impenetrable
forests, where questing knights encountered sudden
adversaries who challenged them to mortal combat,
sensual enchantresses reclining in black pavilions, or
castles  where  objects  moved  by  themselves  and
which vanished with the coming of day.

“At  that  age  I  preferred  the  stories  of  knights
fighting or magic rather than the romantic ones,” he
confessed, trying to lighten the mood; the darkening
room seemed to reflect something of the 'unearthly'
atmosphere  of  those  distant  memories.   “I  wasn't
particularly interested in tales of knights swooning
away  with  love.   I  thought  that  was  rather  silly.
Well, I did when I was young, anyway!”

He laughed, a little self-consciously, and although he
was  directing  his  account  to  Fisher,  he  was
extremely aware that Elaine was also listening.  He
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experienced again something of that almost sexual
frisson that he'd enjoyed when exposing his personal
details to her during their first date.

“The computer games I like playing are the ones I
told you about last night: adventure games and role
playing games.”  It had been the advent of relatively
cheap,  powerful  home computers  that  had allowed
Gavin to realise his yearning to lose himself in those
other realms that he'd grown to love.

“When I decided to make my own game, I wanted it
to be a little bit different from the usual 'sword and
sorcery'  type scenario.  That's  when I remembered
the  stories  of  King  Arthur's  knights  and  thought
about basing a game on them.  I'd already decided
that I wanted it to be a quest adventure, and there's
only one real quest in the King Arthur stories, the
quest for the Holy Grail.  So that's why my game is
about the quest for the Grail, though I still haven't
worked out exactly what the Grail is going to be.”

“Does it  have to  be  a  thing at  all?”  Fisher asked,
which surprised Gavin, considering the lineage that
the older man had claimed for his silver goblet.  “You
stated yourself that it was the trappings of the quest
that appealed to you - the magical elements and the
combat - not the religious associations.  Could you
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not  keep  the  Grail  as  that  mysterious,  ineffable
something that we all seek in our lives - a symbol of
the spirit of questing itself - something to be sought
but never found?”

The suggestion struck Gavin as a little bizarre.  The
concept  of  questing  for  an  undefined  abstract
'something'  was,  he  felt,  far  too  nebulous  for  a
computer  game;  it  would  be  rather  like  asking  a
racing greyhound to chase an imaginary hare!

“You  can't  have  a  game  without  an  ending  and  a
prize of some sort for winning!” he complained.  “It
might be technically possible to program a game to
go on indefinitely, but no-one would want to play it.
A large part of the pleasure of playing these games is
the sense of achievement you get when you complete
it.”

“But  does  the  prize  have  to  be  a  thing?”   Elaine
joined  the  debate,  apparently  in  support  of  her
father,  though  it  quickly  became  obvious  that  she
was ploughing a furrow of her own.  “Surely you can
have  an  ending  to  the  quest  that  isn't  a  material
object,  but  still  something  that  you  can  achieve.
Rescuing  an  imprisoned  damsel,  for  example,  or
returning fertility to the waste land, or discovering
the answer to a great mystery.”
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“Yes,  I  suppose it  could  be,”  Gavin conceded.   He
had,  in  fact,  considered  that  possibility  himself,
though it hadn't helped him decide upon a suitable
conclusion for the game.  “The trouble is, it doesn't
really make it  any easier to  know exactly what to
make it.”

“I  cannot  comprehend  why  you  have  to  give  the
player anything at all,” Fisher repeated, still firmly
holding the reigns of his own hobby horse.   “Why
make your game like  all  the others?   Why have a
winning  post  simply  because  that  is  what  people
expect?  A true artist interprets reality in his own
unique  fashion.   Most  quests  in  real  life  do  not
present those on them with a neat reward;  people
pursue  their  ideals  until  they  die.   So  why  not
construct your game to reflect that truth?  Why not
have death as its conclusion?”

Fisher was now a black figure against a sombre sky -
lightened just a little by the after glow of sunset –
and a suitably Stygian sea.

“Really, Daddy!” Elaine intervened to admonish her
father  before  Gavin  -  struggling  to  formulate  a
sensible  rebuttal  to  his  host's  radical  proposition -
could reply.
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“At times you show a serious lack of understanding
of certain aspects of today's world!  The people who
play computer games don't want them to reflect real
life,  they  play them to  escape  from reality.   What
they want is a make-believe world with excitement
and challenge, but no real danger.  And they want a
prize when they win.  Isn’t that right, Gavin?”

How  he  should  answer  that,  he  wondered.   He
agreed with her analysis in regard to those who used
computer  games  as  just  another  palliative  for
boredom or everyday drudgery,  but considered it a
little  unfair  to  others  -  especially  aficionados  of
fantasy  adventure  games  -  who  sought  in  them
slightly more sophisticated pleasures.

“I think you're right in a lot of cases,” he hedged,
“but I  hope that  some of  the games I  like  offer a
little bit more.”

“I should hope so, too!”  Fisher retaliated, directing
his asperity at his daughter.  “It is a poor state of
affairs when games are treated as mere pastimes -
like television sitcoms - as a placebo.”

He'd remembered his cigar and relit it, the flare from
the  match  turning  his  features  into  those  of  a
pantomime devil.
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“You  are  right  to  assert  that  games  should  offer
more than just a superficial challenge to the player,
Gavin.  They should make one think, and question
what  one  finds.   And  to  suggest  that  the  make-
believe world of your game holds no danger for those
who venture into it is fatally naive!”

Gavin  was  startled  by  that  last  observation,  but
before  he  could  question  his  host  further,  Elaine
jumped to her feet.

“It's got very dark in here,” she complained, though
whether  she  referred  to  more  than  the  lack  of
daylight Gavin wasn't sure.  She marched across to
the door and switched on the wall sconces, instantly
changing  the  dynamics  of  the  room.   The  vast
darkness beyond the windows was shut out, replaced
by  more  intimate  reflections  of  the  room  and  its
occupants.

Gavin took the opportunity of that 'natural break' to
engineer an exit, directing his excuse to Elaine.  “I
think I'll follow your aunt's example and make my
way upstairs; it's been a long and very full day.  Do
you need a hand with anything before I go up?”

“No,  thank you,  Gavin,  you  go  ahead.   There  are
only a few bits need tidying away.”
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He stood, wished them both, “Good night”, and left
the room.  Elaine followed him out into the hallway;
only  Fisher  seemed  content  to  remain  there  with
whatever  private  thoughts  he  entertained,  puffing
indulgently on his cigar.

“Sleep well, Gavin,” Elaine wished him.  He turned
to face her; she stood there expectantly, the diffuse
light from the wall globe behind her haloing her face
in  gold  filigree.   But  what  exactly  did  she  expect
from him?

With  almost  any  other  woman  he  would  have
embraced  and  kissed  her,  but  such  action  seemed
inappropriate at that juncture; the Elaine who stood
before  him  was  every  bit  the  image  of  an
unattainable elven princess.

In a moment of inspiration Gavin reached forward
for her hand, lifting it to his lips in a gallant gesture.
“I  shall  sleep  all  the  better  for  dreaming  of  my
Lady!”

She  looked  startled,  but  then  smiled  at  his
exaggerated chivalry.

When he released her hand she stepped back.  “Go
on, off to bed with you!”
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Her 'no nonsense'  tone belied the troubled look in
her  eyes,  and  Gavin  went  up  to  the  guest  room
wondering just where he stood with her.

As he entered the room he suffered a brief pang of
guilt,  but  directed  towards  the  other  female
occupant  of  Corbenic.   He'd  left  the  bed  -  in  his
habitually untidy fashion - with the covers thrown
back in disarray; evidently Vivienne had been busy
during his absence, and he determined to be more
friendly towards her in future.

But Vivienne was unable  to  keep her niece  out  of
Gavin's  mental  spotlight  for  long,  and  as  he
undressed  he  reassessed  his  relationship  with
Elaine.   He found it  hard to  believe that she'd no
romantic  or  sexual  interest  in  him  -  in  his  mind
they'd  already  developed  beyond  the  'Just  Good
Friends'  category  –  but  equally  she  seemed  in  no
rush  to  declare  her  intentions.   Virtually  every
exchange between them that day could be viewed as
either  encouraging  or  platonic,  depending  upon
which lens he looked through.

Gavin's current situation reminded him of a type of
optical illusion that had been popular when he was
young, in which an image changed and then changed
back as he looked at it.  One in particular seemed
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quite apt: a beautiful young woman one way, an old
crone the other.  Not that he'd ever compare Elaine
to an old crone,  though she did seem disturbingly
able – like a versatile actress – to play a wide range
of ages.

She was an enigma, and he'd suffered more than his
comfortable fill of those since his arrival at Corbenic!
Fortunately he was sufficiently tired that when he
settled into bed he fell asleep with no difficulty and
slept undisturbed through the night.
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The CHEQUERED COURTYARD

When he woke the following morning Gavin didn't
suffer the same sense of dislocation that he had the
previous day; in fact the room felt strangely familiar,
as if he'd slept in it for much longer than two nights.
He  suspected  that  this  was  in  part  due  to  the
quantity  of  different  experiences  he'd  encountered
since  his  arrival  at  Corbenic,  engendering  the
impression that  he'd been there for about a  week,
instead of  the less than the forty-eight hours that
had actually elapsed.

He lay there for a while, luxuriating in the indolent
sensuality  of  the  situation.   His  fingers  began  to
massage his penis gently while his mind conjured up
a pleasingly erotic image of Elaine.

Despite  her occasional  reversion to  elven princess,
Gavin's generally more realistic acceptance of her as
a human woman had allowed his personal concept of
her to step down from its pedestal and take part in a
few pornographic fantasies, though these had turned
out  to  be  uncharacteristically  restrained.   She'd
simply refused to be coerced into any of his harem of
'bad girl' roles, and his imagination had consistently
baulked at attempts to star her in his more extreme
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fantasies.

When pleasuring himself Gavin generally continued
to  orgasm,  only  preventing  himself  when  the
likelihood  of  receiving  fulfilment  from  another
source in the near future seemed promising.  From
where  he  lay  that  morning,  the  prospects  for  any
imminent sexual satisfaction – other than by his own
hand - looked decidedly unpromising, yet he couldn't
bring himself to complete his masturbation.  Elaine
was somehow getting in the way, though he couldn't
have explained how.  It was almost as if he'd actually
signed an undertaking to be her knightly champion,
committing him to chastity!

Frustrated, he swung himself out of bed and opened
the  curtains.   The  weather  was  on  the  turn;  a
moderate breeze had arrived during the night and
was driving great white galleons of cloud across the
middle distance.   It  was still  bright,  and generally
sunny, but a low bank of darker cloud hugged the
horizon rather ominously.

Gavin  washed,  dressed  and  went  downstairs  to
Corbenic's kitchen, where he was surprised to find
the whole family already at breakfast.

“I'm sorry.  I'm a bit late, it seems,” he stammered,
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feeling intensely awkward.

Fisher waved his apology aside with a regal gesture.
“You  are  our  guest,  Gavin,  and  that  is  a  guest's
prerogative.”

Gavin  seated  himself  at  the  table,  still
uncomfortable;  evidently  deferring  breakfast  until
their guest joined them was not part of the Fisher
code of hospitality.

“What would you like, Gavin?”  Elaine jumped up to
serve him, perhaps to compensate for their apparent
disinterest  in  his  presence.   “Cereal  and  toast,  or
would you like something cooked?”

He felt like ordering the 'full monty' simply to make
his  presence  obvious,  but  decide  that  the  gesture
would be childish.  He settled for cereal and toast.

“Did you decide not to go for a swim this morning?”
he  asked  Elaine.   “I  notice  the  weather  has
changed.”

“I  went  for  one  earlier,”  she  replied.   “The  sea's
lovely and warm and the wind isn't really cold.  I was
going to  suggest  that you might like  a swim after
breakfast.   There's  cloud coming in from the West
but I think we'll keep the sun for while yet.”
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“Yes, if you like,” he agreed.

“I trust that you have not forgotten our little chess
problem,  which  you must  solve  before  you  can be
allowed to leave.”  Fisher's reminder was jocular but
Gavin  sensed  behind  it  a  determination  that  he
should honour his promise.

Elaine glared across the table at her father.  “It can
wait  until  after  we've  had  our  swim,  and  our
breakfast has got to go down first!”

He  smiled  indulgently  at  her  demands.   “You  are
quite right,  my dear.   I  will  not monopolise Gavin
now.  Off you go and enjoy yourselves.”

As  soon  as  Gavin  had  finished  his  toast,  Elaine
suggested that they take their coffee outside, which
he was more than happy to do.

Instead of going to the garden she led him through
the drawing room and out by the open French doors
to  a  small  rectangular  patio  overlooking  the  sea.
Paved  with  alternate  square  slabs  in  cream  and
terracotta, it looked like nothing so much as a giant
chessboard.  In the centre stood a white, cast iron
garden table and four matching chairs.

Elaine sat in one of the chairs and Gavin opposite
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her.  The breeze was definitely more noticeable that
morning, though not unpleasantly so, and the sea's
heavy breathing was a little more intrusive

“Thank  you  for  coming  down  this  weekend,”  she
began.  “I hope it hasn't been too difficult for you.”

“Not  at  all!”  he  responded with  feeling,  uncertain
about  whether  she  was  referring  to  the  social
demands that she and her father had placed upon
him, or whether she'd discerned the strength of his
interest  in  her;  possibly  both.   “I've  enjoyed  this
weekend a great deal.”

"So have I,” she assured him.  “Would you like to
come down again next weekend?  Would you be able
to come next weekend?  I mustn't assume that you're
at my beck and call.”

“I'd love to come again next weekend,” he declared.
“If I'm invited.”

“That's  what I'm doing, silly,  inviting you!”  For a
moment her eyes appeared to offer him more than
simply another weekend in her company, as if their
trivial  exchange  had  been  that  of  lovers  –  or
potential lovers – making a tryst, though he dared
assume no such thing.
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He  turned  for  some  sort  of  explanation  to  the
chameleon hued waves dancing way out beyond the
patio  and  the  brief  lawn  of  coarse  grass,  but  the
hypnotic motion of the ocean provided no solution.
Instead  he  suffered  a  momentary  and  mildly
alarming sense of unreality; his mental grasp on his
former mundane life seemed to be slipping away.

“Have  you  finished  your  coffee?”  Elaine  asked,
reinstating some degree of normality.  “If you have,
let's get changed and have our swim.”

Gavin drained the dregs of his coffee and handed her
the cup.   She took it  and hurried off,  leaving him
with the demoralising impression that the swimming
probably counted for more than his company.

He went up to the guest room and changed into his
trunks,  worrying  at  the  possibility  that  his  mind
might be failing.  His 'funny turn' on the patio just
now hadn't been of the same order as that on Drake
Tor (normally he wouldn't have been bothered about
it  at  all)  but  following  so  closely  after  that  more
significant mental dislocation, it did bother him.

There was little he could do about it at that moment,
however, so he pushed it to the back of his mind and
returned  downstairs,  just  in  time  to  catch  Elaine



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 275

before she left for the beach.  Would she have waited
for him had he been a minute or two later?

As they crossed the strip of sand - much narrower
than  on  their  previous  foray  onto  the  beach  –
walking  towards  the  more  noticeably  breaking
waves, he dared to challenge her attitude, trying not
to sound petulant.

“I suppose you're off for another marathon swim?”

She threw him a startled glance.  “Would you rather
I didn't?”

He backed off from a possible confrontation with an
unconvincing shrug of disinterest.  “It's only that I
won't be here after today.”

“Then I won't,” she smiled, seeming to have read his
intentions.   She  touched  his  arm  reassuringly,
sending  a  small  thrill  through  him  like  a  mild
electric current.  “I want to make the most of you
while you're here.”

Although she was wearing her less revealing blue-
green costume, the effect upon Gavin of her words -
exacerbated by that momentary touch - was much
the  same  as  if  she'd  worn  considerably  less!
Suddenly  afraid  of  displaying  his  interest  too
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prominently, he sprinted ahead of her into the water,
where  he  released  his  charged  emotions  in  a
playfully aggressive game of chasing and splashing
her.

During their aquatic play he couldn't help searching
for  evidence  that  she  was  as  conscious  of  his
proximity as he was of hers.  She appeared largely
unaware of his growing fascination for her, but was
she being deliberately unresponsive for some reason?
Was the message that he thought he'd received from
her touch just now the one she'd intended to send?
He was completely confused but gained no further
clues from Elaine.

The  increasing  breeze  made  drying  themselves  on
the  sand  -  as  they  had  on  Saturday  -  too
uncomfortable, so once they'd finished playing in the
water  they  returned  to  Corbenic.   Gavin  dried
himself and dressed before going back down to the
drawing  room,  which  he  found  occupied  only  by
bright  summer  light  and  the  sea's  incessant
whispering.

He was about to withdraw when he caught sight of
his host sitting out on the patio just beyond the open
glazed doors.  Advancing into the mid-day glare, he
found that Fisher was sitting by the white garden



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 277

table, on which the chessboard had been placed - a
microcosm of the patio - and some of the pieces laid
out  on  it,  presumably  in  readiness  for  the  chess
problem that his host had set for him.

“Aha!  There you are, Gavin,” Fisher greeted him in
a manner that suggested that he'd an appointment
with the older man.

“I take it this is the problem I have to solve before I
can leave,” he dared to confront his host.

Fisher  accepted  the  half  serious  jibe  with  a  small
smile.  “It is indeed.  There should be comfortable
time for you to complete it before luncheon, which
will allow you to depart this afternoon whenever you
wish.”

Gavin moved closer  to  the table  and surveyed the
chess board.  It appeared from the disposition of the
chessmen upon it - more stood beside the board than
on it - that a game was already in progress.  His task,
presumably,  was  to  complete  the  game  and
checkmate  one  of  the  kings,  probably  within  a
limited number of moves.  He seated himself in one
of the chairs.  “What do I have to do?”

“Before  you  do  anything,  young  man,  you  must
study the pieces I have set before you, to ascertain
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what  moves  are  possible,  and  which  of  those
possibilities  will  bring  you  to  the  best  conclusion.
Chess problems are not simply intellectual puzzles to
be solved by clever reasoning, they are not unlike the
mantras  used  in  Eastern  meditation;  it  is  by  the
contemplation of them that one learns their deeper
meaning.”

Gavin  was  sceptical,  and  subject  to  another
uncomfortable moment of unreality.   The situation
seemed to him more than a little surreal, with the
two  of  them  alone  on  the  patio,  dwarfed  by  the
cycloramic ocean backdrop, and the wind tormented
grass whispering harshly like departed spirits trying
to warn him of some terrible fate.  Controlled by the
crippled yet imposing Mephistophelean figure in the
wheelchair, it reminded Gavin of a scene from one of
those intellectual art films that he sometimes liked
to watch, in which the hero is invited to play chess
with the devil for possession of his soul.

“I'm afraid I can't see how I can learn anything from
doing this,” he complained, “other than how to solve
chess problems, maybe.”

“Perhaps you are unaware that the original purpose
of  all  board  games  was  not  competitive  play  but
divination,”  the  amiable  devil  opposite  him
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pontificated, clearly needing no such aid in divining
Gavin's opinion of chess problems!

“I  always  thought  chess  had evolved from ancient
Eastern war games,” Gavin argued, pleased to have
retained  that  otherwise  useless  snippet  of
information.

“That is true,” the older man conceded.  “But those
ancient  games  were  not  played  to  practice  tactics
and strategies - as in modern war games - they were
used to predict the outcome of the impending battle.
In  other  words,  to  divine  the  will  of  the  gods.   I
would hope that as a designer of games you would
appreciate what I am talking about.  Games reflect
life - reality rendered down skilfully to a selection of
ritual moves and key choices -  a microcosm of the
macrocosm.  As in the one I have prepared here for
you.”

Fisher's  assertion  may  have  been  correct  (he'd
evidently been watching those intellectual films!) but
Gavin  was  not  at  all  certain  that  he  wished  to
explore  such  deep  realms  at  that  juncture.   How
should he respond to his host's heavy symbolism?

He  was  spared  the  necessity  by  Elaine's
unexpectedly  materialising from the  open doorway
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directly  behind  him;  he'd  not  heard her  approach.
She didn't pause to acknowledge either Gavin or the
situation but launched a question at her father.

“Do you know the whereabouts of that little book on
Joseph of Arimathea?  I was going to loan it to Gavin
to help him with his computer game - that's if you
don't mind - but I couldn't find it when I looked just
now.  It's not where it used to be, in the bookcase in
the drawing room.”

Fisher scowled at her.  “Gavin and I were engaged in
a  meaningful  discussion  about  games  and  their
relation  to  reality,  which  you  have  interrupted
simply to enquire upon the whereabouts of a book.  I
know not whence it has flown, there are numerous
nooks and crannies in this house where such a tome
might hide itself.”

Elaine waved his verbose unhelpfulness away with
mild irritation and turned to Gavin.  “I shall track it
down before you come next weekend.”

“Please don't put yourself to a lot of bother on my
behalf,”  he  protested,  a  little  embarrassed  by  her
insistence that he should borrow the book.

Fisher's face was a picture of surprised petulance.  “I
perceive, daughter of mine, that you have acquired a
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hitherto  unsuspected  talent  for  prophesy,  as  you
know that Gavin will be here next weekend when he
has  not,  to  my knowledge,  been invited,  let  alone
accepted the invitation.”

“I invited him this morning,” she replied defiantly.
“He's coming as my guest!”

“If  it's  going  to  be  difficult...”  Gavin  swiftly
interjected,  not  wishing  to  become  a  bone  of
contention between father and daughter.

“Not  at  all!”  Fisher  reverted  to  magnanimous
bonhomie.  “You are welcome here, Gavin, whenever
my daughter wishes to invite you.”

He turned quickly to Elaine.  “Why not join us, my
dear?  Gavin is about to take up the challenge that I
have prepared for him here.”

He indicated with a regal wave of his hand the pre-
arranged board that lay between Gavin and himself,
then  turned  his  glittering  dark  gaze  back  to  his
guest.  “I trust that you will find more in this than
you would in the average computer game,  if  what
you  and Elaine  have  told  me  about  them is  even
halfway correct!”

Gavin was far from convinced about that  but  said
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nothing.   Elaine seated herself at the table like an
umpire between the two men, though - Gavin noted
with  satisfaction  -  slightly  nearer  to  him,  as  if
tentatively offering him her unspoken support.

“Do  we  play  this  like  a  normal  game  of  chess?”
Gavin queried, disliking the growing sensation that
he was being  manipulated by his  clever  opponent,
“or am I supposed to play both sides and work out
the best way to solve the problem?”

“Chess  problems  are  frequently  designed  to  be
completed by  one  person working  alone,”  his  host
explained, “but on this occasion I will command the
white  forces  and you the red.   It  is  your move to
start.”

Sitting  there,  neat  and  smug  with  his  own  self-
importance,  Fisher  looked  just  like  a  showman
inviting a punter to view his latest extravagance.

Before  Gavin  could  respond  he  was  caught  in  yet
another startling snatch of dislocation.  This time he
saw  himself,  Elaine  and  her  father  -  positioned
significantly around that small table in the middle of
the patio - as figures on a stage awaiting the cue to
begin  the  performance.   An  audience  of  watching
gulls lined the roof parapet, as garrulous and restless
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- with much coming and going - as children before
the start of a pantomime.  Was that an apt analogy,
Gavin  wondered,  for  the  play  that  was  about  to
commence?

He dragooned his concentration back to the layout
before  him  in  an  attempt  to  draw  out  the
significance of his host's challenge.  The position he
was being asked to play looked, at first glance, quite
attractive - he still had his queen, a bishop and one
knight, whereas his opponent had only one rook and
a few pawns - but he quickly realised that white's
position was not as poor as it appeared; the rook was
powerfully placed, both pinning down the red bishop
(shielding Gavin's king from check) and threatening
the knight/queen combination (if either was moved
the other would be vulnerable).

Furthermore, Fisher's obvious next move would be
to 'queen' the white pawn that stood one square from
the end of the board; Gavin could neither take the
pawn nor check the white king with any single move
available to him.  His opponent would then logically
follow up that move by placing the red king in check,
forcing Gavin into defensive manoeuvres.

“Do you wish to change your mind?" Fisher enquired
archly when the younger man failed to make a move.
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Gavin might well have risked offending his host by
doing exactly that had Elaine not been present – the
other man's condescending attitude was beginning to
irritate him - but he wanted to please and impress
her.  The more so as she'd earlier made it clear to
him that her reason for inviting him the following
weekend was personal rather than just wanting to
please her father.

“I'm trying to work out how best to tackle this,” he
defended himself.  “This is the first chess problem
I've ever tried!”

He was unable to discern any special significance in
the set up (as a mantra it was either failing him or
he was failing it!), but he sensed that there was in
this arrangement of pieces some hidden purpose that
he couldn't grasp.

“Give  Gavin  a  chance!”  Elaine  reprimanded  her
father.  “You hate it when anyone tries to rush you
when you're tackling a difficult problem.”

“I am suitably chastened,” Fisher replied.  “I shall
henceforth maintain a considerate silence.”

Their domestic bickering was distracting Gavin, and
he was assailed by a disconcerting notion that some
of it might be rehearsed, an attempt to disorientate
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him.   For  what  possible  reason?   He  forcibly
returned  his  attention  to  the  chess  board,
determined not to be beaten.

He suspected that if he were to play cautiously, as he
preferred  -  trying  to  extricate  his  king  to  a  safer
square,  hoping  for  an opportunity  a  little  later  to
bring  his  own  queen  into  play  -  he  would  be
ignominiously  defeated.   He  could,  on  the  other
hand, make a bold attempt to counter attack with
his queen so as to be able to check the white king in
two moves, gambling that Fisher would 'queen'  his
pawn rather than remove Gavin's exposed knight.

It  was  while  he  mentally  weighed  these  scenarios
that  he  spotted  an  exciting  alternative  that  he'd
previously missed; it appeared risky – foolish almost
– but it might just give him a quick victory.

The  audience  of  gulls  on  the  roof  had  fallen
unnaturally silent, as if genuinely interested in the
imminent contest,  and even the wind in the grass
and  the  sea's  persistent  accompaniment  had
quietened to softly expectant whispering.  Realising
that further prevarication was not acceptable – and
hoping that his brief assessment of the potential in
that particular layout of pieces hadn't been wishfully
optimistic - Gavin took the plunge.  He picked up the
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red knight and transferred the small ebony piece to a
new position, exposing his queen.

Fisher  subjected  him  to  an  interrogative  scrutiny,
which  in  any  other  opponent  Gavin  would  have
interpreted  simply  as  an  attempt  to  discern  his
strategy; with Fisher he was far less certain!  He'd
gambled  that  his  host  would  not  pass  up  the
opportunity to remove the red queen without loss to
himself in preference to resurrecting his own queen
immediately,  but  having  now  committed  himself
Gavin felt far less confident.  He quickly rehearsed
in  his  mind  both  his  next  few  moves  and  his
opponent's  likely  counter  moves,  fearful  that  he'd
overlooked some obvious trap.

A bank of cloud that had been gradually colonising
the  western  sky  now  claimed  a  prize  even  more
significant  than  Gavin's  exposed  queen  by
swallowing the sun.  In the shade that engulfed the
landscape,  Fisher  sat  hunched  and  dark  like  a
malevolent  gnome,  scratching  his  beard  as  he
apparently  pondered  alternative  responses  to  his
opponent's bold (or foolhardy) move.

The  gnome  reached  forward  to  take  both  Gavin's
bait and his queen.  Resisting the impulse to smile,
Gavin confirmed that his plan was still  viable and
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moved his knight again.  “Check!”

Fisher raised his dark eyebrows in surprise and then
pulled  them  down  again  into  a  frown  of
concentration, and Gavin began to suspect that some
- if not all - of the other man's flamboyant reactions
were  assumed.   Fisher  appeared  to  be  playing
straight into his ambush, but could the other man
really  be  blind  to  the  consequences  of  his  tactics?
After all,  Fisher had set up this chess problem for
him.

Whatever his reservations, Gavin had no real choice
now but to continue playing as if the contest were
genuine.  Once Fisher had moved the white king out
of  check,  Gavin  lessened  his  threat  to  the  piece
rather  than  intensifying  it,  and  Fisher  took  the
opportunity to 'queen' his pawn, as the younger man
had presumed he would.

Gavin  went  swiftly  into  the  attack,  moving  his
bishop  -  now  that  it  was  no  longer  pinned  down
protecting the red king -  to  menace  Fisher's  king.
“Check!”

The older man's scowl at being obliged to rescue his
white  king  again  was  quite  comic,  reinforcing
Gavin's  suspicions  about  his  opponent.   Despite
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these,  he  still  experienced some excitement  at  the
possibility of a 'kill' as he jumped his knight over one
of the other man's pawns, closing the net around the
white king.

He was suddenly aware that Elaine was regarding
him with an almost exultant light in her green eyes,
rekindling  the  notion  that  he  was  acting  as  her
champion.  Was he fighting this duel on her behalf?
Had her father set up this 'game' at his daughter's
behest?  Was this  some bizarre kind of  test of  his
suitability  as  a  potential  partner  for  Elaine,
something akin to the tasks demanded of suitors of a
fairy tale princess?  The idea was ludicrous, and the
only reason that Gavin didn't  reject the possibility
out of hand was the mental caveat that a family who
claimed to own the Holy Grail might well be capable
of other eccentricities!

That  brief  period  of  distraction  had  apparently
allowed Fisher the chance to begin his fight back by
bringing his new queen into the battle to remove one
of  Gavin's  pawns  and clear  the  way for  an attack
upon  his  other  pieces.   Gavin,  however,  had  too
strong a hold on the situation to permit the older
man that option;  he moved his knight to a square
that once again threatened the white king.  “Check!”



THE CASTLE OF WONDERS PAGE 289

Fisher abruptly smiled and conceded defeat;  Gavin
had left him only one possible move, to back his king
into  the  corner  where  it  could  be  'mated'  by  a
combination  of  the  red  king,  bishop  and  knight.
“The day is yours, young man!  I wondered whether
you would discern that course of action.”

“You did  know!”   Gavin was  more  aggrieved than
pleased by this  vindication of  his  suspicions.   And
deflated; his victory was a sham, when he'd wanted
the  satisfaction  of  having  genuinely  outwitted
Elaine's father under her admiring gaze.

“What was the point of it all?”

The older man - his eyes dark, deep and still - met
Gavin's rising irritation with infuriating calm.  “The
significance  of  the  problem was  in  the  subtle  way
out.  It was a test, one that you passed with flying
colours.”

“A test  of  what?” Gavin demanded,  refusing to  be
mollified  by  praise;  he  could  feel  his  frustration
growing in the face of his host's superior attitude.

“Of your ability to see beyond the obvious.”  Fisher
steepled  his  fingers  and  smiled  provocatively  over
them.   Elaine  also  smiled  -  more  affectionately  -
endorsing her father's sentiments, and in a gesture
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all  the  more  significant  because  of  its  apparent
casualness, shifted her chair so that she was turned
to face Gavin but now sat nearer her father.

Gavin was far from flattered by their condescending
approval.  “Do all your visitors get free lessons?”

Fisher  refused  to  take  offence  at  his  guest's
suppressed  resentment  and  sustained  his  benign
smile; his eyes had changed their colour again, now
blankly  reflecting  the  diffuse  grey  light  of  the
clouded sky.

“The purpose of life  is  to teach us lessons,  Gavin,
and games - as I previously stated - are much more
than mere pastimes.   That is  why they were used
effectively for divination.”

“What was I supposed to have divined from the one
we just played?”  Gavin persisted with his hostility,
annoyed by the conviction that he was being played
with  by  Fisher,  and  possibly  by  his  desirable
daughter as well!

Confronted by Gavin's recalcitrance, the older man
unexpectedly  moderated  his  tone  from  that  of
lecturer to that of counsellor.  “You won that 'game' -
for  want  of  a  better  word  -  because  you  were
prepared to give up your red queen.  Had you been
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determined  to  keep  her,  you  would  have  lost.
Sometimes, sacrificing something that you think is
valuable to you can achieve a much greater reward.”

Gavin's irritation faltered; what exactly was Fisher
trying to  tell  him?  Suddenly uncertain,  he stared
back  at  the  cameo  of  father  and  daughter  -
superficially  quite  different,  though  displaying  at
that juncture their similarities - and was reminded
unexpectedly of Art seated behind his glass topped
meeting table with Jenny in attendance.

That association severely startled him;  he couldn't
imagine why his mind had conjured it up.

Then, in a momentary flash of insight that he tried
to  catch  and  retain,  he  saw  the  two  couples  as
representing conflicting forces - father and daughter
on one side, husband and wife on the other - like the
opposed  pieces  on  a  chess  board.   But  who
represented what?

If  one  side  symbolised  light  or  goodness,  and  the
other darkness or wickedness, who stood for which?
Jenny was undeniably  dark (and wicked!),  yet  Art
appeared fair - in both meanings of the word - and
while Elaine seemed to exude an almost golden aura
(which  Gavin  interpreted  as  good),  her  father's
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colouring  and  demeanour  suggested  more  sombre,
even sinister undertones.

That  instant  of  seeming  significance  slipped  from
Gavin's mental grasp without his being able to catch
its  true  import,  leaving  him  frustrated  and
somewhat shaken.

“Appearances can deceive,” Fisher pronounced, with
the  unsettling  appearance  of  having  observed  his
guest's  thoughts.   “One  should  always  study  and
analyse  situations  in  life  as  if  they  were  difficult
chess  problems.   Then  one  can  divine  when  to
sacrifice and when to attack.”

Elaine,  who  had  been  hugging  herself,  abruptly
stood.  “I'm getting cold now that the sun has gone
in.  I'm going to get a cardigan.”

Her departure broke the spell  that  her father had
woven,  and  Gavin  stood  also,  making  a  show  of
stretching.   “Thank you for  the  game,  if  it  was a
game.  I enjoyed it,  even if I didn't get the hidden
message.”

He offered his hand to the older man, who clasped it
firmly.   “Your  company  has  been  pleasantly
stimulating,  Gavin.   Before  you go indoors,  may I
beg a favour of you?  I cannot manage the step up to
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the drawing room on my own and I would appreciate
your assistance.  Otherwise I have to make my way
around the house to the other doors.”

“Of  course!”   He  grasped  the  handles  of  Fisher's
wheelchair  and  manoeuvred  it  backwards  up  the
high step into the drawing room.  “Would you like
me to fetch the chess set in for you?”

“Thank  you,  Gavin,  that  would  save  Vivienne
another little job.”

A little  later  -  following  a  pleasant  lunch -  Gavin
went up to the guest room and repacked his weekend
bag; he was beginning to experience distinct pangs of
disappointment at having to depart.

He took his leave of all the family, making a point of
including  Vivienne  –  even  though  she  appeared
indifferent to his going – and was encouraged when
Elaine followed him out to the courtyard,  seeming
herself a little reluctant to see him depart.

“I'll say au revoir rather than goodbye, Gavin.  Until
next Saturday.”

“Would it  be  possible  to  call  you one evening this
week?” he asked, keen to maintain communication
with this fascinating woman.  “Just for a chat.”
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She bit her lip and looked troubled.  “I'm not sure.
You have my email address.  Send me an email and I
promise I'll reply.”

If that was all she was offering, he'd have be content
with  it,  but  he  was  finding  it  difficult  to  leave
without  some  small  amorous  gesture.   “I'll  miss
you.”

“Me too,” she allowed him.  “Drive carefully back to
London.”

“I  usually  do!”   He  hesitated,  but  then  took  the
plunge.   “In  my  experience  it's  normal  in  this
situation to exchange a goodbye kiss.”

“Is  it?”   Her  eyes  -  very  green  that  afternoon  -
opened wide.   “I'm not sure that would be a good
idea.”

“Oh?”  He was as baffled as he was disappointed.
“Why?”

Instead of attempting to explain, Elaine changed her
mind, caught him briefly by the shoulders and kissed
him.  Although not a passionate kiss - but not prim
either -  it  was highly significant to Gavin,  and its
stimulating  afterglow hadn't  entirely  faded  by  the
time he arrived back at his flat in Forest Hill.
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A PAVILION by the WATER

Gavin sat back from concentrating upon the monitor
screen  of  his  computer  in  the  studio  at  Monarch
Interiors.  Releasing the back support of his swivel
chair,  he  stretched  as  far  back  as  was  possible,
arching his spine to relieve the aching muscles.  His
head ached, too - behind his eyes - and his vision was
fuzzy  and  unfocused,  a  sure  sign  that  he'd  been
staring too long at the screen.  To relax his eyes a
little  he  let  his  gaze  range  beyond  that  small
cluttered room to the view outside, if the uninspiring
backs of the adjacent buildings, festooned with drain
pipes and fire escapes - plus a single mangy tree that
even  the  pigeons  disdained  -  could  warrant  that
description!  The weather was Indian summer warm
and the city seemed to lack sufficient oxygen for all
its inhabitants.

According  to  his  watch the  time was  approaching
seven, an hour later than he'd intended to stay, but
at six he'd seemed so close to completing a difficult
plan layout that he'd decided to remain and finish it.
Unfortunately, one unit had refused to fit - however
he'd manipulated it - necessitating a total re-think,
and he was now back at a point he'd left three hours
before, with only frustration and physical aches to
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show for those three hours of solid concentration.

He wanted to get home for a number of reasons.  If
he left it too late he wouldn't bother even to heat
and  eat  the  prepared  meal-for-one  waiting  in  his
fridge,  but  would  end  up  devouring  a  packet  of
crisps  with  a  couple  of  beers  as  a  substitute  for
dinner.  Neither would he have any time to play one
of  his  games,  which  he'd  found  relaxed  him
effectively  before  retiring  to  bed.   But,  most
importantly, he wanted to see if Elaine had replied
to the email he'd sent her the previous evening.

He'd discovered that composing an email to Elaine
was  much  harder  than  he'd  imagined.   His
customary  emails  to  girlfriends  –  or  potential
girlfriends  –  were  light  on  content  and  heavy  on
innuendo,  something  that  he  was  certain  Elaine
wouldn't  appreciate.   Instead  he'd  attempted  to
write  a  chatty  missive  about  himself,  but  he'd
quickly  realised  that  there  was  little  he  was
comfortable telling her about himself that he'd not
already  told  her,  while  there  was  a  great  deal  he
wanted to say to her but dared not commit to paper
(even electronic paper).

In the end the message he'd sent had read – to his
mind – as rather formal and lacking in substance,
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vaguely reminiscent of a 'thank you'  letter from a
child to a distant relative.

He  was  startled  by  the  sound  of  the  studio  door
opening  behind  him;  evidently  he  wasn't  the  only
member of the staff working late that evening.  He
recognised his visitor before he swivelled the chair
around, her pencil heels signing her identity as she
crossed the floor towards him.  He closed his eyes
and groaned inwardly, not wanting just then to have
to  confront  the  emotional  dilemma  of  having  two
women in his life, especially when one of them was
as territorial as Jenny Royle.

He'd decided that the decent course of action would
be for him to terminate his affair with Jenny before
making any further moves towards Elaine,  but  he
feared  that  this  decision  -  like  many  of  his  good
intentions - would become just another paving slab
on that infamous sinful thoroughfare.

In part this was due to a selfish reluctance to give up
the  bird  in  his  hand  before  he  was  certain  of
catching  the  one  in  the  bush,  and partly  down to
trepidation over Jenny's likely reaction to receiving
her marching orders!

Also  -  though he  didn't  care  to  admit  it  -  he  was
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finding it hard to disengage his libido; if he thought
about Jenny in a lewd context (and it was difficult
for him to contemplate her in any other way!) his
body responded in a predictable fashion.

Until that moment he'd avoided the problem, but as
he turned to face her he found himself confronted by
more  than  just  a  desirable  woman.   The  full
implications of his involvement with her reared up
to challenge him!

“What  do  you want?”  he  demanded,  but  his  tone
betrayed the fact that he already knew, needing no
dictionary  to  translate  her  body  language.   Her
message this time was lavishly illustrated by a snug
summer  dress  in  an  abstract  design  of  shocking
pinks,  glossy  pale  nylons  and  white  sandals  with
heels that added a good few inches to her already
imposing height.

“I came to see how you are,” she replied with mock
innocence.   “Everyone  else  has  gone  home  and
you're left here working your bollocks off.  You look
like you could do with a break, and every good dog
deserves a bone.”

He  would  have  liked  to  demonstrate  a  calm
indifference  to  her  allure,  but  her  singular  sexual
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alchemy  transformed  all  his  frustration  from  the
day's problems into pure lust.

“Some  bone.   There's  plenty  of  meat  still  left  on
you!”

She grinned appreciation.  “All the more for you to
get your teeth into!  Though I'd rather it wasn't your
teeth you stick in me.”

Gavin's  conscience  was  trying  hard  to  warn  him
about going any further down the road he was in
danger of taking, but his other, lower (in all senses
of the word) mind was already mentally undressing
Jenny.  He didn't have to rely upon his imagination
for long; the subject of his in-head strip show spun
on her considerable heels as if about to depart, but
stood their, waiting.

“Unzip  me!”  she  commanded,  intensifying  his
craving for sexual release.  He reached up for the zip
tag but froze,  locked in mid-action by acute inner
conflict.

To surrender to his desire for sexual pleasure with
Jenny would be a betrayal of Elaine's friendship, he
realised,  and  to  do  so  now  –  when  he'd  every
expectation of seeing Elaine again at the weekend –
would  make  his  previous  debauchery  just  before
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taking her to dinner pale into insignificance.  Did he
care so little about her opinion of him?

“Come on,  Sir  Gavin,  what  are  you  waiting  for?”
Jenny demanded, adding to the pressure.

Her  allusion  to  the  similar  –  though  also  very
different  -  knightly  games  he  played  with  both
women  hit  home,  but  ironically  allowed  him  to
break his emotional deadlock.

With an underhand piece of subterfuge that did him
no credit, Gavin argued that it wasn't Elaine who'd
placed  restriction  upon  his  having  relations  with
other women but his own pathetic attempt to play
the role of her chaste champion, and that her refusal
to  give  him  even  the  promise  of  future  intimacy
debarred her from insisting  upon his  faithfulness.
His  conscience  was  outraged,  but  before  it  could
formulate  a  convincing  rebuttal  he'd  unzipped his
own undoing.

As Jenny stepped out of her dress,  Gavin realised
how  carefully  she'd  prepared  her  honey  trap.
Underneath  she  wore  only  a  matching  bra  and
girdle  (decorated  with  child-like  pink  bows!),  plus
her glossy stockings, having discarded her knickers
before coming to see him.  Those few garments did
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nothing  to  diminish  her  nudity;  in  fact  they
enhanced  it,  making  her  appear  to  Gavin  almost
ultra-naked!

“I think I'd better tie you to the chair again,” she
said with a knowing smirk; he voiced no complaint,
unable to offer any resistance, had he even wished
to do so.

Their subsequent copulation was virtually a re-run
of their first sexual union in that same room, and
lasted hardly any longer.  This time, however, when
Jenny climbed from his lap and released his arms,
she seemed in no hurry to re-dress.  She was justly
proud of her voluptuous physique.

She  posed  before  him,  the  epitome  of  feminine
mystique laid bare!  “Not bad for a woman pushing
forty!  Yes?”

“You don't need me to tell you you look gorgeous,”
he  humoured  her.   “Now,  if  you've  done  fancying
yourself, I'd like to get this work finished so that I
can go home some time tonight.”

Jenny's thin black eyebrows rose in pained surprise.
“Am  I  so  disappointing  you're  bored  with  me
already?  It didn't sound like it when you came just
now!”
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“I'd have to be off sex altogether to be bored with
you!” he quickly flattered her, “but I do want to get
home tonight.   I'm sure next  time you flash your
suspenders  I'll  come  running  with  my  tongue
hanging out.”

“I should hope so too!  Except it's not your tongue I
want sticking out.  Well, not only your tongue!”

Their humorous exchange seemed to have mollified
Jenny and she gathered up her dress to leave.  As
she  approached  the  door,  her  dress  over  her  arm
still,  Gavin  was  surprised  by  a  pang  of  guilt,  not
about deceiving Elaine – assuming that he had (that
was  a  far  more  serious  debate)  –  but  over  his
cavalier attitude to Jenny, who'd given him far more
than many women would have done.

“Thanks,  Jen,”  he  offered  her  a  small  token  of
appreciation.  “That was good.  I really enjoyed it.”

She turned briefly, eyes wide but smiling.  “I would
never have guessed!  It was a good job you were tied
down!  I quite enjoyed it, too.”

“Great.”  He attenuated his approval with typical
humour.   “Don't  forget to  put your dress back on
before you go home!”



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 304

She left him in a minefield of conflicting emotions.
He was disgusted by the careless trampling of his
finer  feelings  by  his  libido,  and  alarmed  at  the
strength of the Jenny's influence over him.  Added
to which - he discovered with some puzzlement - he
was also feeling unaccountably dissatisfied.  He was
growing  accustomed  to  some  adverse  reaction  to
their  sexual  games  -  and  in  the  present
circumstances was prepared for quite a fierce one -
but  he'd  never  previously  suffered  this  particular
one!

Physically their coupling had been as pleasurable as
usual -  and it had certainly been as exciting -  yet
something had been lacking.  It had seemed - he was
forced to admit - almost mechanical, as if she'd been
a prostitute paid to act out a script.  Such a lack of
emotional  involvement  shouldn't  have  diminished
his  enjoyment;  as  an  essential  attribute  of
sadomasochism it should, if anything, have added to
his  satisfaction,  but  this  time  their  coupling  had
been strangely unfulfilling.

He did wonder - fleetingly - whether this might be
attributable in some way to his interest in Elaine,
but dismissed the idea as unlikely.  Although he was
strongly  attracted  to  Elaine,  his  lusting  after  one
girl  had  never  previously  precluded  his  enjoying
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sexual activities with another!

Pushing  these  uncomfortable  thoughts  aside,  he
packed up his equipment, checked that all the doors
and windows were secure – Jenny had already gone
– and rode home through the sultry evening.

Once back in the airless warm miasma that filled his
small  flat  after a hot  day -  tainted with traces  of
strange odours that defied definition (and were best
left  that  way,  he  felt!)  -  he  managed  to  keep  his
unwanted speculations at bay by concentrating upon
preparing his dinner-for-one, and then watching on
television  a  mediocre  American  'thriller'  (which
didn't!) while he ate it.

When  -  finally,  and  with  some  trepidation  -  he
switched on his computer to see whether Elaine had
answered  his  email,  his  concerns  were  projected
centre stage.  She'd sent a reply that morning.

It was quite a bit longer than his email to her, and
the first paragraph was more or less a response to
his; did he detect in her words a little teasing for the
unsophistication of his missive?

Her  second  paragraph  was  more  direct  and  its
message hit him in the guts.
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I have to be London for a day or two 

undertaking some research for my father.

I shall be in town overnight tonight and 

tomorrow, and I wondered if we could meet up 

for another meal, if you would like to.  I won't 

be at the gallery, so perhaps it's best if I give 

you the number of my mobile phone.  I have 

decided that I can trust you with it.

He  was  overwhelmed  by  a  surge  of  remorse  and
tears filled his vision; he couldn't even finish reading
the email.  He felt terrible and uncertain about what
to  do,  so  he  turned  -  as  many  people  in  similar
situations do – to alcohol,  if  not for a solution,  at
least for a little solace.  Pouring himself a large glass
of whisky, he flopped onto his sofa to consider his
options.

His  dilemma  was  neither  unique  nor  especially
complicated.  If he was genuine about wanting to try
to  develop  a  relationship  with  Elaine  –  whatever
that might entail – then he should end his liaisons
with Jenny; not to do so would be disrespectful to
both, and would also probably prove too emotionally
traumatic  for  him.   If,  on  the  other  hand,  he
preferred to continue enjoying what Jenny had to
offer, then he needed to withdraw from any further
contact with Elaine, for the same reasons.
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When  he  considered  the  problem  rationally,  the
balance seemed to settle  in favour of Elaine, even
though  she'd  promised  him  nothing,  either
romantically  or  sexually.   Jenny,  who'd  certainly
promised – and delivered – the latter, was a married
woman and could withdraw her favour at any time,
and if her husband ever caught them, Gavin could
lose his job along with the erotic perks.

With Elaine, on the other hand, the fact that he'd
been invited to  her  family  home suggested that  a
more  meaningful  relationship  with  her  was  not
impossible.  Added to which was the realisation of
just how difficult it would be for him to stop trying
to see her again.

The case for the other side was made by his more
primitive and self-serving tendencies, which warned
him that the choice he had to make was not really
between Elaine and Jenny, but between Elaine and
all  other  women;  should  his  wooing  of  her  be
successful,  its  logical  conclusion  was  a  life  of
monogamy, tied to one woman.  If, however, he was
unsuccessful with her – which seemed more likely -
and in the meantime he'd ditched Jenny, there could
be no return to the status quo; Jenny wasn't blessed
with a forgiving disposition!
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He  was  stuck  –  painfully  –  on  the  horns  of  this
dilemma,  and  the  more  whisky  he  consumed  the
harder it became to see a clear way forward.  If only
he could somehow combine the two protagonists; a
woman  with  Elaine's  intellect  and  fascinating
mystique, combined with Jenny's uninhibited sexual
appetite  would,  he felt,  be  the perfect  partner for
him.

In the end – just before he staggered off to bed – he
formulated a disreputable compromise.  His sexual
dalliances with Jenny happened fairly infrequently,
constrained  by  her  ability  to  manufacture  an
opportunity.   Also  -  he  realized  with  untypical
insight  -  untangling  himself  from  her  erotic  web
might  not  only  prove  embarrassingly  difficult  but
could  impact  upon  his  continued  employment  at
Monarch  Interiors!   So,  he  decided,  it  would  be
sensible  for  him  to  postpone  any  action  in  that
department until it became clearer exactly where he
stood with Elaine.

He'd worried that he wouldn't sleep well that night,
but the whisky acted as a tranquilliser and he slept
too well, waking late with a nagging headache.  He
breakfasted on tomato juice  and paracetamol,  and
by the time he reached Sovereign Court – at least
two hours later than his contracted start time - he
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was feeling almost human.

He survived what was left of that morning at work
with  the  aid  of  numerous  cups  of  strong  coffee,
instant blend as Art was out checking the suitability
of  a  contractor  to  undertake  work  on  Cornwall's
house (to Gavin's relief he'd taken Jenny with him).
When he slipped out at lunchtime it wasn't to buy
his customary bacon role -  he still  felt  a little too
queasy to risk eating anything – but to call Elaine's
mobile phone, hoping desperately that she wouldn't
be  somewhere  where  it  was  impossible  for  her  to
answer.

“Hello?” her bewitching voice enquired cautiously;
she wouldn't have recognised his number.

“It's Gavin.  How are you today?”

“Hello  Gavin.   I'm  up  to  my  ears  in  dusty  old
manuscripts at the moment, but I can spare you a
few minutes.”

“You said you'd like to meet up for meal tonight,” he
began tentatively.   “As you're  in  central  London I
presume  you'd  prefer  to  eat  somewhere  in  town
rather than have to come out to try one of my other
local restaurants?”
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“I'm  afraid  I'm  going  to  be  awkward  and  suggest
something  quite  different,”  she  replied.   “I  don't
much like London at the best of times, and when the
weather's  like  this  it's  awful!   I'd  like  to  try
somewhere a bit more out in the country, like that
place in Kent where I first saw you.  I've got my car
with me.”

Her  request  tripped Gavin's  mental  alarms,  which
sounded  painfully  inside  his  still  fragile  head;  it
could  prove  disastrous  to  find  themselves  sharing
the restaurant with the Royles!

“Not The White Hart, please!  They serve awful beer.
I'm  sure  I  can  find  somewhere  just  as  nice  that
serves decent beer, and maybe decent cider as well.”

“I'll leave it to you,” she reassured him, “but don't
worry too much about the cider.  It was nice of you to
remember.  Shall I meet you at the same place as last
time?  The Fountain, isn't it?”

“Okay,” he concurred.  “I'll wait outside if it'll help,
then you can pick me up without having to park.”

“Yes,  that  would  be  helpful,  Gavin.   Thank you.”
She agreed a rendezvous time with him and rang off.

When that time came Gavin struggled to  keep his
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uncertain physical  constitution steady.  Suppressed
excitement at the prospect of meeting Elaine again
threatened his precarious internal balance, and just
thinking  about  being  with  her  generated  a
considerable  degree  of  inner  agitation.   He  also
found it difficult to understand how she managed to
have  so  much  effect  upon  his  emotional  stability
with so little recourse to traditional feminine whiles.

He reached The Fountain a  little  early and would
normally have taken a pint of liquid tranquilliser to
calm his  nerves  before  Elaine  arrived,  but  fearing
that  any  alcohol  might  upset  such  equilibrium  as
he'd managed to acquire, he contented himself with
a glass of cola.  He took it outside, where he was able
to monitor the passing traffic for Elaine's green car.

A  gaggle  of  drinkers  had  already  commandeered
most  of  the  pavement,  and  Gavin's  attention  was
constantly distracted by the legs of one of them, who
wore  alluringly  glossy tights  or  stockings.   As  the
minutes  passed  and  Elaine  failed  to  materialise,
apprehension  began  to  contaminate  Gavin's
thoughts  and  disturb  his  inner  balance;  had  he
mistaken the arrangements in some way, or - worse
still - had she decided to stand him up?

In an attempt to banish such disquieting possibilities
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he began to divert himself  with a pleasing fantasy
about  the  girl  in  the  glossy  stockings  (definitely
stockings in his imagination), one that would have
horrified her unless she happened to be out of the
same mould as Jenny!

He  spotted  Elaine's  distinctive  green  vehicle
approaching and swiftly called his thoughts to order,
feeling mildly guilty.  By the time her car halted at
the kerb side he'd drained his glass and packed his
'kinky'  tendencies  securely  into  the  appropriate
mental box, one that he generally kept locked while
in her company.

She apologised profusely for her late arrival as Gavin
folded  his  bulk  into  the  low passenger  seat;  she'd
followed the wrong lane in one of the confusing one-
way systems and had been obliged to make quite a
detour to reach her destination.

“Don't  worry  about  it,”  he  replied,  feeling  a  little
more relaxed now that she'd arrived.  “I've decided
where we're going to eat, a romantic little restaurant
beside the river.  I think you'll like it.”

“I'm  sure  I  shall,”  she  agreed,  appearing  relieved
that  he  hadn't  made  an  issue  of  her  lateness.
“Which way do I go from here?”



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 313

He  directed  her  westward  through  the  suburban
evening traffic, deliberately limiting his conversation
to allow her to focus on driving; he understood the
degree of concentration required when navigating an
unfamiliar route (he wasn't that confident of the way
himself).

Elaine had returned to her more formidable 'older'
look.   Despite  her  flowing  hairstyle  and  informal
dress  -  a  wrap-around floral  skirt  and  lightweight
silk  blouse,  all  inevitably  in  shades  of  green -  she
managed to appear rather 'no nonsense'.  She might
have  been  a  serious  novelist,  Gavin  decided;  she
looked too Bohemian for a businesswoman but too
conventional to have passed for an artist.

In  Devon  she'd  presented  a  younger,  carefree
demeanour  -  yet  also  more  exotic  -  nearer  to  his
initial  romanticised  impression  of  her,  while  in
London  she  generally  seemed  to  wear  this  other
mask;  unless  her  Devon  personality  was  the
assumed one  and the  real  Elaine  now sat  next  to
him.  He'd no way of knowing, and the prospect of
trying  to  find  out  suddenly  seemed  -  in  her
extremely tangible presence - as daunting as it did
exciting; with no conscious assistance from him she'd
climbed back onto her pedestal!
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“Has it a name, this restaurant we're going to?” she
asked,  providing  a  welcome  interruption  to  his
thoughts.

“Yes, The Riverside Pavilion.”  He'd been introduced
to it by a past girlfriend - whom he didn't mention to
Elaine - and he remembered it as having a suitably
intimate atmosphere.  Providing both good food and
decent beer, it was the sort of place that he thought
might serve the kind of cider Elaine preferred.

“An original  name for a  place  beside a  river!”  she
remarked  dryly.   “Is  it  pavilion  as  in  cricket  or
pavilion as in tent?”

“I'm not sure it's either.  It's certainly not a tent.  It's
more like  an extended boat-house,  with a  veranda
overlooking the river.  You can watch the boats going
to and fro while you're eating.”

“It sounds delightful,” she applauded his choice, but
suspended  conversation  while  they  joined  the
stampede of homeward bound vehicles on the A3.

As she manoeuvred her small car in that motorised
melee her assured - even slightly aggressive – driving
and her capable handling of the controls engendered
in  Gavin  a  deliciously  exciting  sensation  of  being
powerless in her hands.  This was augmented by the
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fact that her skirt had fallen open slightly to reveal
her knees and a short length of thigh, and that – as
previously – she'd removed her shoes to drive.

Although Elaine's inadvertent display of leg couldn't
be compared to Jenny's blatantly sexual exhibitions,
it managed to excite Gavin a great deal, and he had
to  hold  himself  in  check  to  prevent  his  headache
reigniting.   He  made  himself  relax  and  wallowed
gently in the sensual pleasure of watching the play
of  highlights  on  her  tights  (definitely  tights  in
Elaine's case, he was sure) as she braked or changed
gear.

“Do  you  remember  that  little  book  on  Joseph  of
Arimathea  I  told  you  about  last  weekend?”  she
enquired once they'd returned to a road a little less
resembling a racing circuit.  Her interruption of his
reverie wasn't quite so appreciated this time, but she
didn't seem to expect a response from him.  “I found
it and brought it with me.  It's on the back seat if
you'd like to have a look at it.”

It would be churlish to refuse, Gavin thought, and
twisted to reach between the seats for it.

It certainly was a little book – barely four inches by
six – and disappointed him by it's plainness.  He had
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- he supposed ruefully - been expecting an ancient
tome bound in  cracked  leather,  with  ornate  metal
corners  and  a  metal  clasp,  emblazoned  with  gold
Gothic letters (typical of those found in the games he
played!);  this small  volume was bound in greenish
grey  cloth,  rather  marked  and  battered,  but
otherwise unadorned.  He did think he was justified
in feeling a little  let  down by its  lack of age;  he'd
anticipated something a  few centuries  old whereas
this was clearly no earlier than Victorian.

He opened it at the title page:

The True History of 
Saint Joseph of Arimathea 

& The Holy Grail 

Its  title  -  clearly  the  product  of  an  era  when  the
prime purpose of a title was to inform rather than to
sell - failed to persuade Gavin of the book's integrity;
he  approached  anything  that  brazenly  proclaimed
itself to be true with extreme caution.

His  attention  was  caught  by  the  engraved
frontispiece adjoining the title page.  A central figure
-  bearded  and  clad  in  biblical  robes  (presumably
Saint  Joseph)  -  stood  with  hands  raised  in  awe
before a small, straight-stemmed flowering tree from
which  radiated  holy  light,  to  the  amazement  of  a
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rather ruffianly looking group of onlookers.  Gavin
guessed that this represented the Glastonbury thorn
tree - reputed to flower at Christmas in celebration
of Christ's birth - and in his opinion its inclusion did
not augur well for the level of historical accuracy to
be expected in the text.

The few disjointed scraps of information that Gavin
had  previously  accumulated  about  Joseph  of
Arimathea  were  remembered  from  Sunday  school
(that Joseph had supposedly donated his own tomb
for Jesus's burial following the Crucifixion) and from
his  introduction  to  the  Arthurian  canon  (that
Joseph's name was linked both with the Holy Grail
and  with  Glastonbury  in  Somerset).   How  these
'facts' were related - if they were – he couldn't have
said.

“What do you think?” Elaine asked.

“I  think  it  might  be  useful,”  he  answered
diplomatically, sounding more convinced that he felt.
He closed the book but left it on his lap.  “I won't try
to read it now, though.  I find trying to read in a car
makes me feel queasy.”

Attempting it while still recovering from a hangover
would  most  likely  lead to  disaster.   So  he  relaxed
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again  and  resumed  his  indolent  appraisal  of  his
companion's shapely legs.

They  arrived  at  The  Riverside  Pavilion,  situated
beside the Thames a little upstream from Hampton
Court, but as Elaine turned into the car park Gavin
was overcome by a sudden alarming sense of having
taken  an  irrevocable  step  by  bringing  her  to  that
restaurant.  This so disturbed him – threatening his
physical equilibrium as much as his emotional - that
he nearly panicked and suggested they find another
venue.

While he wrestled with this unsettling  sensation -
deterred from expressing it by fear of how ridiculous
he would sound - he was stopped dead by a second
wave  of  intuitive  feeling,  this  time  of  implacable
destiny,  as  if  forces  more  powerful  than  either
Elaine's or his own desires were silently working to
bring them together.  He closed his eyes and fought
down  the  wave  of  mild  nausea  instigated  by  his
inexplicable impressions, opening them again to find
Elaine watching him with obvious concern.

“Are you all right?  You've gone quite pale.”

“I didn't sleep too well last night,” he lied, pulling
himself together.  “I think maybe I've been overdoing
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it at work.  I'll be okay.”

“Are you sure?  You should have said and we could
have skipped the meal tonight.  You could have had
an early night.”

“I wouldn't have missed tonight for the world!” he
insisted, determined not to let the previous night's
overindulgence  spoil  his  evening  with  Elaine.   He
climbed  from the  car  while  she  slipped  her  shoes
back  on,  and  ran round to  hold  open the  driver's
door for her.

“You're  being  very  chivalrous,”  she  thanked  him.
“Do you want to take the Joseph of Arimathea book
in with you?”

“I'd rather concentrate all my attention on my lovely
companion,” he declared, offering her his arm in the
traditional fashion.

“My,  you  are  being  the  perfect  gentleman,”  she
complimented  him,  though  with  just  a  trace  of
sarcasm, he thought.  “We'll make a proper Round
Table Knight out of you yet!”

He  winced  inwardly;  why  did  she  have  to  keep
playing that particular game?  But then he thought,
No,  it's  not  Elaine  who's  at  fault,  and  he  enjoyed
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playing those games with her.  He just wished that
Jenny  hadn't  chosen  that  same  scenario  for  her
disreputable frolics.

Elaine  was  delighted  with  The  Riverside  Pavilion,
which offered a broad International menu – biased
gently  towards  fish  and seafood  dishes  –  and also
served draught cider.

“Top marks for finding this place,” she commended
him, raising her glass in salute.  “This must be the
best cider I've tasted outside Devon.”

Gavin was pleased by her evident satisfaction.  He'd
booked them a window table with an appealing view
of the river, a cluster of moored houseboats and the
gardens  of  the  houses  on  the  far  bank,  all
picturesque  in  the  flattering  evening  light.   As
Elaine  studied  the  menu  he  nonchalantly  studied
her.  He decided that her mouth - full lipped, though
a little too wide to be labelled 'rosebud' - would, if
enhanced  with  a  touch  of  red  lipstick,  look
provocatively  sensual.   A  dusting  of  downy  hairs
above  her  upper  lip  seemed  to  emphasise  her
maturity,  perhaps  because  they  evoked  in  Gavin
distant  memories  of  having  to  kiss  aunts  at
Christmas.   He would -  he  concluded -  very much
like to kiss Elaine again, properly this time!
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They ordered their meal,  Gavin feeling sufficiently
recovered to eat a little,  but he elected to stick to
Cola rather than risk wine with the meal.

“You're being good!” she observed.

“I've had a bit of a headache all day so I thought I'd
better keep off the wine.”

“Very  sensible,”  she  approved.   “We  won't  bother
with wine.  I'm quite happy with this cider.”

She  then  confronted  him  across  the  table  with  a
direct stare that held a suggestion of mischief.  “I've
a question for you, Gavin.”

His heart began race and his inner balance swung
alarmingly;  was  he  about  to  be  put  in  a  position
where he'd either have to reveal his dark underbelly
– which would probably terminate their relationship
– or (even worse) have to lie to her.  Thankfully, her
question was not  quite  so demanding,  though still
challenging.

“Now that  you've  met  all  my family,  what  do  you
think of us?”

“Well...”   He  decided  to  tread  very  carefully,  but
Elaine suddenly relented.
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“I'm  sorry.   I  shouldn't  have  asked  you  that.   It
wasn't fair, especially as you're not feeling fit.”

“No, it wasn't,” he agreed, but he determined to rise
to the occasion.  “However, as you did, I think you
should let me have an opportunity to answer.”

Her  eyes  widened  at  his  assertiveness,  but  she
smiled.  “Of course.  Please continue.”

Gavin felt more in command of the situation at that
instant than he had on any previous occasion with
Elaine.   He  drew  himself  up  to  emphasise  his
superior height.

“I  like  your  father  very  much.   I  found  him
interesting  and  amusing,  and  extremely  erudite.
But I guess he might be a tad difficult to get along
with at times.  Your aunt...  I'm just not sure about
her.  I can't get my head around why she stays there
looking after you, especially when your father seems
to treat her a bit like a skivvy at times.  I  hope I
haven't put my foot in it!”

“Far  from it.   I'm  intrigued  to  hear  an  outsider's
impression,  which  was  largely  why I  asked  in  the
first  place.   And I  share some of your puzzlement
over why Aunt Viv stays with us.  My mother was
hopeless  at  housework  or  anything  domestic  like
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that, and Aunt Viv came to live with us when I was a
little girl.  Mummy couldn't cope with me, though I
don't think I was a particularly difficult child.”

She flashed Gavin a coy smile that aroused in him a
tender yearning to embrace her.  “I think Aunt Viv
felt sorry for my father and that's why she stayed on.
I  think  she's  tried  to  make  up  for  my  mother's
absence.”

“I  can  understand  that,  sort  of,”  Gavin  replied,
wanting to sound sympathetic.  In truth, he couldn't
imagine giving up his independence to stand in for a
deceased relative.

“And what about the third member of the family?”
she asked, reverting to her playful demeanour.

Gavin  eyed  her  cautiously;  how  much  should  he
reveal to her?

“In many ways she's the most mysterious of them,
and the most beautiful.  Most of the time she seems
a very capable and self-confident person, but I can't
help  feeling  that  there's  a  vulnerable  side  to  her,
hidden away somewhere.   Of  course,  I  don't  know
her very well, but I'd like to get to know her much
better.”
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Here mesmeric green eyes had been fixed upon him
intently while he spoke, but then she lowered them
and  almost  blushed.   “Thank  you,  Gavin.   I'm
flattered.  I only hope that if you do get to know me
better, you won't be disappointed.”

“Why should  I  be  disappointed?” he dared to  ask,
but she was spared having to answer by the arrival
of  their  meals.   By  the  time  Gavin  had  a  clear
opportunity  to  repeat  his  question  he'd  thought
better of it.

He determined, however, not to let her off Scott free.
“What did your family think of me?”

She  appeared  startled  by  his  question  but  smiled
ruefully.  “I should have seen that one coming!  And
you have every right to ask.

'I'm not sure about Aunt Viv's opinion – she keeps
her thoughts very much to herself – but my father
was very taken with you.  He was impressed with the
fact that you argued with him in a mature fashion
and didn't simply try to humour him.  In fact, the
reason I'm here tonight is down to you, indirectly.  It
was your challenge to his theory about the origins of
his  Grail  cup  that  instigated  my  coming  up  to
London to do further research.”
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“Really?”

Gavin was genuinely surprised that Mervyn Fisher
had taken that much notice of his opinion.  He was
also painfully conscious of Elaine's admission that he
was only indirectly the cause of her being there that
evening.  When he visited Corbenic – no matter how
much he  enjoyed the  magnificent  scenery,  Fisher's
company or Vivienne's cooking – his principle reason
for going (no, his only reason!) was to be with Elaine.
He  smothered  his  twinge  of  resentment  with
difficulty.

“I must say I'm amazed that your father took any
notice of what I said.”

“Why?”  she  queried  in  equal  surprise.   “Your
comments  were  valid  ones  and  Daddy  appreciated
them.  He may make out sometimes that he knows
all  there  is  to  know  about  life,  the  universe  and
everything,  but that's really just a front.   He does
listen  to  other  people's  opinions,  even  mine  on
occasion.”

“He  certainly  considers  you  bright  enough  to  do
research for him.”

She threw Gavin a resigned smile.  “It's not easy for
him to get around, for obvious reasons, and some of



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 326

the places I visit would be a nightmare to access in a
wheelchair.  Besides which, I get a lot of satisfaction
from helping  him with  his  work  –  hobby  -  call  it
what you like.  He could do a lot of it on the Internet
if  he wanted to,  but as you no doubt gathered, he
won't have anything to do with modern technology.”

“So, what did you find out in your research?” Gavin
asked.   His  interest  was  more  than merely  polite,
and  he'd  discovered  that  concentration  upon  an
intellectual diversion kept his physical demeanour in
balance.

“I  can't  tell  you  that,  Gavin.   Daddy would never
forgive me if I leaked my findings to someone else
before I reported back to him.  Sorry.”

“I respect your integrity,” he assured her.  He was
also reassured to learn that should he get round to
telling  her some of  his  darker secrets,  they would
probably  remain  secret,  something  he  wasn't
confident about regarding Jenny.

He  refocussed  his  attention  upon  the  subject  in
hand.  “What I think you could tell me without being
disloyal to your father is your personal belief about
his Roman cup.  When I asked you about it before,
your reply was – shall we say – diplomatic.  I want to
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know what you personally believe.”

Her  face  seemed  to  shut  down,  as  if  a  protective
barrier had dropped into place.

“I  suppose  I  could,”  she  conceded  cautiously.   “It
isn't very straightforward, I'm afraid.”

She examined her salmon en croute as if expecting to
find hidden wisdom there.

“As  I  think  I  said,  I  don't  know  whether  or  not
Daddy's  cup  is the  one  used  by Jesus  at  the  Last
Supper, but that's really immaterial.  He believes it's
the Holy Grail, but for me the Grail is not a material
object.   However,  his  belief  that  it  is  the  Grail
endows  it  with  certain  Grail  qualities.   I'm afraid
that's not very clear.”

“I think I understand,” Gavin replied, interpreting
her  revelation in  his  own fashion.   “You're  saying
that  the  Grail  is  really  an  idea,  and  that  if  your
father believes his cup is the Grail, it becomes a kind
of symbol of that idea.”

He  felt  pleased  with  himself  for  having
demonstrated his grasp of her tricky concept, until
she put him right.
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“No,  Gavin,  that's  not  what  I'm  saying.   I  don't
believe  that  the  Grail  is  just  an  idea  or  that  my
father's cup is simply a symbol for the Grail.  The
Grail exists and has real qualities - and real power -
but  it's  not  a  material  object.   I  see  it  more  as  a
virtual entity, and I use that term in a fashion that
you  should  understand,  being  familiar  with
computers.”

“I'm not certain that I do,” he retorted, puzzled, and
smarting from her slap down.  “Do you mean virtual
as in 'virtual reality'  and 'virtual disc'?  Something
that seems to exist inside a computer but isn't really
there.”

Elaine's eyes came alive again as she challenged his
assertion;  it  was  one  of  the  ways  in  which  she
resembled  her  father.   “When you say  they  aren't
really there, you mean - presumably - that they have
no physical  reality.   You can't  open your computer
and find them in there.  But they must be real in
some sense, as you can use them and store data in
them.

'When you program your computer game you create
a virtual world - you told me all about it - with space
that you can move around in, places you can visit,
things you can find and use, and even events that
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happen in real time.  Yet - as you say - it exists only
inside your computer.  So is it real or not real?”

Gavin  found  himself  struggling  with  her
metaphysics - his computer and the programs that
ran  on  it  were  unquestionably  real,  just  as  the
characters  and locations  in  his  fantasy game were
without  doubt  fictitious  -  but  he  understood  her
question.  When the program was running the world
of  the  game  seemed real  and  the  characters  in  it
simulated - within their limited scope - living people;
what their status was in the 'real' world at that time
was not something that he'd previously considered.
He now discovered that attempting to grapple with
the conundrum wasn't unlike trying to catch soap in
the bath.

“They only exist in the mind of the person playing
the  game,”  he  decided.   “Much  the  same  as
characters in films or novels.  They may seem real
when you watch the film or read about them, but
they're not real people, just clever fabrications.”

Elaine was quick to play devil's advocate.  “Are you
saying  that  the  characters  in  your  game,  or  in  a
novel...?  Let's stick to a novel as you've introduced
it, it's a simpler example as we can't get sidetracked
by technological red herrings.  You're saying that the
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characters only exist in the reader's mind, that they
don't exist before he or she reads the book?”

Gavin grinned self-consciously as he recognised the
illogicality  he  had  very  nearly  been  caught
proposing.

“I  suppose  they  must  exist  in  some  form  or  you
wouldn't be able to read about them,” he conceded,
“but they don't exist as real people.”

“Suppose  then,  Gavin,  that  you  and  I  were
characters  in  a  novel,  waiting  to  be  read.   Where
would we be?  You wouldn't find us if you subjected
the ink and the paper to scientific analysis.  Yet - as
you say - we'd have to be somewhere.”

He  pondered  this  question  for  a  minute,  taking  a
good gulp of his cola in the vain hope that it might
refresh those parts of his brain that he infrequently
exercised.

“We'd have to be in the words, I suppose.  Words are
symbols for things and when you put them together
in  a  certain  order  they  mean  something  to  the
reader.  The reader translates the words and creates
the characters in his mind.”

He was pleased with that explanation - it sounded
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solidly scientific to him - not realising that he had
walked into a philosophic minefield.

“But where exactly is this meaning that you claim is
in  the  words?”  Elaine  questioned  him.   “We've
already agreed that  it's  not  in  the physical  ink or
paper, so it can't exist in a material form.  Yet it does
exist - so it must surely exist in some other form - as
a virtual reality.”

Gavin was confused by her reasoning and far from
convinced,  but  was  uncertain  about  how  best  to
attack her statement.  He wasn't helped by the mild
throbbing  in  his  head,  nor  by  her  undeniably
material  presence;  her  perfume  undermined  his
concentration  as  he  struggled  to  express  his
reservations.

“I  don't  think  that  fictional  characters  do  exist  -
other than in the mind of their creator - before the
reader, in the case of a novel, or the person playing
the computer game, constructs them in his, or her,
imagination.   Until  then  they're  simply  bits  of
information  stored  in  the  words,  or  the  computer
program.  It's the human mind that interprets those
and imagines  the  characters.   I  might  well  create
quite a different mental picture of a character from
the one you would.”
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“You're  absolutely  right,  Gavin,”  Elaine  conceded,
smiling, though he quickly discovered that she was
actually conceding very little, “but isn't that all we
know of reality, anyway?

'Science has shown that the material world isn't at
all how it seems to us; it's actually a mass of particles
held together by energy fields, bits of information, if
you like.  Our brains translate these into what we
experience,  a  mental  reconstruction  that  appears
real  to  us.   But my experience of  it  may be quite
different from yours.  If I say to you, 'This is a glass
of cider', you'll probably agree with me, but how I see
the  glass  and  taste  the  cider  may  be  completely
unlike your experience of it.”

Gavin was beginning to find this excursion into the
rarefied air of philosophy rather intimidating – and
stirring  up  uncomfortable  physical  consequences  –
but he was determined not to let his companion have
it all her way.  His self esteem demanded that he at
least  go  down  fighting,  but  he  needed  time  to
marshal his arguments.

“Do  you  fancy  a  sweet?”  he  asked.   “The  dessert
menu here is pretty good from what I remember.”

Elaine's look warned him that she'd seen through his
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subterfuge, but she didn't challenge him.

“Yes, I think I would, rather.”

Gavin  called  for  the  menu  and  they  spent  a  few
minutes deciding  what to  have.   Elaine wanted to
experience 'Death by Chocolate', but Gavin selected a
rather lighter sorbet, not wanting to overburden his
stomach.

While they waited for their order to be served, Gavin
returned  to  the  intellectual  fray,  feeling  more
confident now of holding his own.

“I accept that we may not all experience things the
same way, but there still is an actual reality, even if
it  is  made  of  atoms  and  photons  and  whatever.
Scientists  can  measure  it  and  predict  how  it  will
behave – most of the time, anyway – and it  exists
independently of how we see it, taste it or feel it.”

“I  can't  argue  with  that,”  she  admitted.   “You're
obviously a realist, in the philosophic sense, I mean.
No doubt in the more mundane sense as well, but I
don't  know you  well  enough  to  say  yet.   I  wasn't
trying  to  make  out  that  there  isn't  an  objective
reality -  I'm not doing a Bishop Berkeley on you -
simply  that  there  may  be  more  than  one  kind  of
reality.   The  material  world  may  not  be  the  only
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one.”

Clearly  she  was  enjoying  herself  at  his  expense,
though Gavin was uncertain about whether or not
he enjoyed being the butt of her erudite teasing.

It  could be viewed, he supposed, as an intellectual
version  of  the  more  physical  taunting  Jenny
subjected  him  to  in  their  sexual  games.   Gavin
swiftly  placed  a  block  on  that  channel  of
introspection;  the  last  thing  he  wanted  at  that
juncture was thoughts  of  Jenny contaminating his
evening with Elaine.

“I suppose I ought to find it easy enough to believe
in  alternative  realities,”  he  conceded,  steering  his
mind away from where it had been heading.  “It's a
common theme in a lot of the novels I tend to read –
and in some of the games I play - but I'm not sure I
can believe it in real life, not seriously.  Who was the
bishop you mentioned?”

“Bishop  Berkeley.   He  claimed  that  everything
happens inside our heads, that reality is all  in the
mind.   When  we  stop  looking  at  something  it  no
longer  exists.  This  restaurant,  the river and those
houses,  the  cola  you're  drinking,  my  sitting  here
talking  to  you,  they're  all  figments  of  your
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imagination,  as  is  everything  else.   It's  a  difficult
notion to disprove.”

It was a notion that Gavin found disquieting, rather
as he supposed he might feel if told by a psychiatrist
that he was insane.  He was evidently not going to
outsmart Elaine, and he dealt with that admission -
characteristically - by resorting to humour.

“I'm glad you said you didn't believe it, Elaine.  I'm
not  sure  I'd  want  to  take  out  someone  who  was
convinced I  existed only in her head.   Who knows
what she might imagine me getting up to!”

She smiled, a little archly he thought.  “I don't think
I'd want to be taken out by a man who existed only
in my head, either.  There'd be no fun in having an
imaginary man flirting with me!  Besides which, I'd
have to forgo the pleasure of getting to know him
better.”

Gavin experienced momentary embarrassment (had
his  attempt  to  flirt  with  her  been  that  obvious?)
which was swiftly overtaken by a wave of adolescent
excitement; it appeared that she was reciprocating in
kind!   He  breathed  deeply  to  help  his  inner
equilibrium resettle.

“Do you think you might want to get to know him
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better?” he dared to enquire. Uncharacteristically he
felt  shy with this  bewitching,  fascinatingly  ageless
woman.

With  almost  any  other  female  paramour  Gavin
would at that point have been mentally rehearsing
how he was going to get her out of her clothes, and
trying to assess what sexual indulgences she might
be  prepared  to  consider.   He  knew,  however,  that
with Elaine that point in their relationship was not
even on the horizon!

“I do.”  She answered his question with disarming
directness, her beguiling glance demonstrating how
to  flirt  without  being  obvious.   “You  know  much
more about me than I do about you.  You've seen my
home and met my family.  Do you have a family?”

Gavin  hesitated;  he  disliked  sharing  details  of  his
private life with anyone, and the thought of exposing
himself  in  this  manner  to  Elaine  generated  erotic
undercurrents that did nothing to help his physical
stability.  Yet at the same time he wanted very much
to share these personal intimacies with her.

“Yes, both my parents are still  alive.  I  don't have
any brothers or sisters.  I'm an only child, like you.”

Ignoring the the uncomfortably sensual  sensations
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generated  by  telling  her,  he  spoke  about  his
childhood and his time at art college, periods in his
life about which he was normally quite reticent.

He  began  slowly  to  relax  -  she  had  managed  to
penetrate his armour of cynicism to touch the man
inside - and as they talked (or rather, as he talked
and  she  listened,  interjecting  occasional  questions
and  comments),  it  seemed  to  Gavin  that  their
surroundings began to slip out of focus, rather in the
fashion  of  a  photographic  filter  that  blurs  the
unwanted details  around the intimate subject  of  a
romantic study.

Gavin's earlier uncanny feeling of destiny suddenly
welled up in him again, and in some agitation – and
some  physical  distress  -  he  let  his  autobiography
lapse as he sought reassurance from the mundane
world visible just across the water.

But dusk had sombered the river to a disturbingly
dark barrier patrolled by will-o'-the-wisp reflections
of lights on the houseboats and the far bank.  Behind
the black silhouettes of the houses and trees lining
this gloomy Styx a haze of orange tinged luminance -
London's nocturnal aura - flared up into the night
sky, the whole effect looking to Gavin as false as a
theatre backdrop.  For a moment it seemed to him
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that  the  restaurant  was  drifting  slowly  upon  the
dark water like a medieval feasting barge.

“Are you all right, Gavin?” Elaine enquired with a
frown of concern.

“Yes, I'm sorry.  I'm just a bit tired.”

He swiftly disciplined his thoughts, and dragged his
attention  back  to  relevant  matters.   “I  think  I've
gone on enough about me for the moment.  I don't
want to bore you.  Shall I get the bill?”

Again she let him know – visually - that she wasn't
fooled.

“If you like.  I don't want to be too late getting back
to the hotel.”

Gavin  settled  the  bill  and  they  set  off  back  to
London.  The city's orange aurora – stretching right
across  the  whole  panorama  in  front  of  them  –
reignited Gavin's earlier concern.

The timing of his strange sense of dislocation in the
restaurant had been quite alarming,  carrying as it
did  uncomfortable  overtones  of  Bishop  Berkeley's
proposition.   More  importantly,  it  hadn't  been
dissimilar to the 'funny moment' he'd experienced on
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Drake Tor - though less intense and only momentary
-  and  other  incidents  at  Corbenic.   He  began  to
question his mental stability; were these attacks the
first symptoms of some serious condition?

Perhaps unwilling to entertain that explanation, his
mind presented an alternative for his consideration,
though  one  that  was  only  a  little  less  disturbing.
These strange moments had all happened when he'd
been with or near Elaine; did her effect upon him
somehow cause them?  He glanced across at her and
received  an  undercurrent  of  that  same  emotional,
almost  erotic  charge that  had nearly  overwhelmed
him  in  the  restaurant;  it  hadn't  gone  away,  only
retreated a little.  He'd no idea how to deal with it.

“You're very quiet,” she observed, aware that he was
watching her.  “Are you feeling okay?”

He decided to be – at least a little bit – honest with
her.

“It's  more  than  just  tiredness  or  overwork.   I'm
trying to work out exactly what I feel and why I feel
that way.”

She considered his statement for a few minutes as
she drove.  “Have you made any progress?”
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“It's to do with how I feel about you,” he dared to tell
her.

“I  thought  it  might be.”   She offered him neither
help  nor  hindrance.   Should  he  continue  with  his
confession?

He chickened out and fell back into silence.  What
could he tell her?  He really had no precedents for
the strange emotions that were piling up inside him,
adding considerably to his physical discomfort.

They were traversing London's  suburbs and would
soon  be  back  in  the  environs  of  Forest  Hill;  he
wanted to pour out his heart to Elaine but could find
no  appropriate  language.   When  they  reached  his
neighbourhood  he  directed  her  through  the  side
streets to his flat rather than back to the Fountain.

“Would you like to come in for coffee?” he asked as
they  pulled  up  outside  the  tall  Victorian  property
that housed his apartment, along with three others.
“You can have a look at my bachelor pad.”

He was tearing apart emotionally.  Part of him hoped
that  she'd  refuse,  wanting  only  to  go  indoors,
swallow more paracetamol and crawl into bed, while
another part longed to remain in her company and
maybe even get closer to her, however painful that
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might prove to be.

“I don't think that's a good idea tonight,” she replied
gently.   “Thank you for  the offer  and for  a  lovely
evening.”

Disappointed and still  in turmoil,  he climbed from
the car.

“Don't  forget  your book!”   She leaned across  with
the small volume and he took it like an automaton,
but then stood immobile on the pavement, unable to
function properly.  Realising that he was in a state of
crisis,  Elaine  fumbled her  feet  into  her  shoes  and
quickly joined him.

“I think we'd better get you indoors,” she suggested,
taking his  elbow to guide him up the steps to the
front door.

Gavin turned to face her and a searing discharged of
emotion pierced him; he almost cried out at the pain
inside his skull, but that same discharge illuminated
his situation.  Everything he'd felt about Elaine was
validated - seeming to transform her into an almost
divine  being  –  while  at  the  same  time  the
foundations of his amorous philosophy were severely
shaken.
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Unable to prevent himself, he enveloped her in his
arms and held her tightly, shaking with raw passion.
He didn't attempt to kiss her – much as he craved
that intimacy – and she, surprisingly, didn't struggle
to free herself.  Neither did she respond at all, but
remained passively immobile in his embrace.

After  a  few  seconds  he  released  her  and  stepped
away, unsteady on his feet.  “I'm sorry.  I'm sorry.  I
shouldn't have done that.”

“What was that  all  about?” she asked quietly,  her
almost luminous eyes searching his face in the light
from a nearby street lamp.  “I think you'd better tell
me.”

Struggling  to  come  to  terms  with  what  had
happened to him and almost overcome by elation -
tinged with terror - he tried to explain himself, but
found speech difficult, his throat was so constricted.

“I'm not sure.  I think I've fallen in love with you!”
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An ANCIENT CHRONICLE

“Oh dear,” Elaine's voice was barely above a whisper
and her eyes seemed to sadden.  “I suppose it was
inevitable.”

“I don't understand,” Gavin complained.  They stood
facing each other on the pavement under the street
lamp outside Gavin's South London flat, like actors
on a bare modernist stage,  but Gavin had no idea
what role  he should be playing nor  what his  next
speech should be.

Elaine took his hand between hers, as a nurse might
soothe  a  troubled  patient.   “There  are  things  you
don't know about me, Gavin.  Things, perhaps, that
you now have a right to know.”

What sort of things? he wanted to demand from her,
but  desisted;  there  was  only  so  much  distress  he
could manage in one evening.  He waited for her to
continue.

“I need to think things over,” she told him.  “I will
explain it all to you, but not here and not now.  Are
you still coming to Devon on Saturday?”

“If  you  want  me  to.”   His  chest  was  so  full  of
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emotion that he could hardly speak.

“Of course I do!”  For an instant he recognised in her
strained voice  a suggestion of  an internal  struggle
similar  to  his  own;  were  her  feelings  for  him
stronger than he'd dared to hope?  He very nearly
grabbed her again, wanting desperately to hold her,
to protect her, to love her.

But he resisted and stood motionless as she gently
released his hand.

“Will you be all right?” she asked him, concerned.

He wanted desperately to keep her there but knew
that he must release her.

“Yes.  I'll manage.”

She  smiled  sympathetically  and  climbed  back  into
her car.  “I'll see you on Saturday, Gavin.  And thank
you again for a lovely meal.”

“Thank you for everything,” he called to her as she
steered her small car away from the kerb.  “I love
you!”

She couldn't have heard his last declaration, which
was perhaps just as well; he still had no idea where
he stood with her.  He watched until her rear lights
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disappeared, then made his way unsteadily indoors
and up to his flat.

He'd  wanted,  only  a  few  minutes  before,  to  dose
himself  with  pain  killers  and  surrender  to
unconsciousness,  but  now  that  he  could  do  so  he
unexpectedly  found  himself  too  alert  (almost
buzzing) to sleep.   What he'd experienced in those
few minutes had affected him profoundly.

He'd  declared  his  love  to  Elaine,  and  had  been
convinced at that moment that what he felt was love,
but  was  he  qualified  to  judge?   He'd  no  previous
experiences against which to measure his feelings for
her;  his  emotions  had  wandered  into  uncharted
territory.

He took two paracetamol and made himself a mug of
strong coffee.  Settling himself to drink this, he let
his  intellect  explore  the  implications  of  his
embryonic  relationship  with  Elaine,  something  he
wouldn't normally have done.  He'd begun to realise
that  it  could  have  the  potential  to  grow  into
something  special,  a  notion  that  he  found  both
exciting and problematic.  What exactly was it he felt
about her?  Was it love?

If he'd been asked the previous week to define love,
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he could have provided a straightforward – if rather
cynical  –  answer:  love  was  sexual  desire  in
respectable clothing.  He'd somewhere heard Mills &
Boon  style  romantic  fiction  described  as
'pornography for women', and although not entirely
subscribing to that view, he was never-the-less aware
that the accoutrements of romance - flowers, gifts,
Valentines,  candlelit  dinners  and  whispered
endearments  -  could  be  the  currency  of  seduction
just  as  much  as  stockings,  high  heeled  shoes  and
sexy  underwear.   That  the  former  were  less
obviously  associated  with  the  sexual  act,  to  the
extent that many women seemed unable - or refused
-  to  link  the  two,  was,  in  Gavin's  opinion,  a
consequence  of  female  dishonesty  over  the
importance of sex.

He  believed  that  most  women  naturally  desired
sexual  fulfilment  almost  as  frequently  as  did  the
average  man,  but  blamed  die-hard  social
conditioning  -  the  ideal  of  being  a  'lady'  -  and
resentful modern feminism for conspiring to fashion
the  majority  into  militant  virgins  who  needed  to
assume the disguise of true love before they could
comfortably remove their knickers!

Not all women were out of that mould, as he knew
well  -  had it  been a universal  principle  his  sexual



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 347

history would have been considerably briefer -  but
he'd fallen foul of enough examples to convince him
of its general accuracy.

Elaine refused to fit neatly into any of his simplistic
categories.  Clearly she wasn't one of those women
whose sexual favours could be bought with a slap-up
dinner  and a bottle  of  moderately  expensive  wine,
but  neither  did  she  seem  to  respond  to  romantic
wooing.  When he'd professed his love for her she'd
not  melted  into  submission  –  the  proper  response
according  to  romantic  fiction  -  but  had  seemed,  if
anything, slightly sad.

Gavin was sufficiently self-aware to realise that the
fantasies he not infrequently entertained about her
might  colour  his  judgement,  and  tried  to  exclude
their  influence  as  much as  possible,  but  that  still
failed to make his current situation any clearer.  The
truth was that he'd never before met a woman who
behaved as Elaine did, and it confounded him.

And what were those things she'd mentioned that he
didn't know about her, obviously of some significance
to the future of their relationship?  What dreadful
secret was she harbouring?  Human nature abhors
an  information  vacuum  and  Gavin's  imagination
began to fill  it  with alarming scenarios, each more
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lurid than the last.

Maybe she was married, though separated from her
husband and living the life of a single woman, but
not  free  to  enter  another  meaningful  partnership.
Or  perhaps  she'd  some  terrible  hereditary  illness
that  didn't  currently reveal  itself  but  would blight
any  future  relationship.   Or  she  might  have  been
sexually  abused  as  a  child  –  or  raped  as  a  young
woman – and now found it impossible to be intimate
with a man.

He stopped himself before he got completely carried
away;  inventing  nightmare  fantasies  was  a  stupid
waste of his time and emotional energy, even more so
than trying to divine Elaine's feeling for him from
the few hints she'd given him.  How could he hope to
discern the true nature of her feelings for him when
he couldn't even define his own towards her?

Maybe,  his  cynical  side  suggested,  his  former
scepticism about love had been fully justified and he
was now misconstruing as love the symptoms of just
another  form  of  sexual  craving.   It  seemed
reasonable - now that he thought about it - that his
desire  would  manifest  itself  less  recognisably
towards  the  uncertain  prospect  of  success  when
pursuing a woman playing hard-to-get than it would
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when  the  expectation  of  lust  was  likely  to  be
satisfied  in  the  near  future  (the  familiar  gut-
cramping excitement).

Was that all it was, then?  For most of his adult life
Gavin had secretly longed for a 'special relationship',
one which would fulfil him so completely that he'd
willingly give up his promiscuous lifestyle.  But that
seemed as elusive as the Holy Grail; not Fisher's cup
of doubtful provenance but the ephemeral phantom
of medieval myth.  Perhaps what he desired was just
as much a myth!

Finishing  the  last  of  his  coffee,  Gavin  stood  and
mentally shook himself  -  as  an animal does to rid
itself  of  insect pests -  in an attempt to  curtail  his
'navel  gazing'.   But  impressions  of  Elaine  –  the
concern in her mesmeric green eyes, the feel of her
body in his embrace, the scent of her perfume – were
all  too vivid  in  his  memory for him to  pack them
away conveniently.  Tired as he was, he realised that
if  he  went  to  bed  without  switching  off  his
introspective functions these would more than likely
run out of control like the bewitched broom in the
Sorcerer's Apprentice.

He needed a diversion.



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 350

None of his usual antidotes to thinking appealed to
him at that point in time, and he cast around almost
desperately  for  something  to  distract  him.   He
remembered then the book on Joseph of Arimathea
that Elaine had lent him, and went to fetch it from
where he'd dumped it when he came in.

Gavin  wasn't  particularly  interested  in  the  book's
contents, which he'd already prejudged as likely to be
the worst sort of pseudo-history - nor did he share
Elaine's optimism that it would provide material for
his game - but it  occurred to him that if  he could
demonstrate  to  her  on Saturday that  he'd  made a
serious attempt to read it, that might illustrate the
strength of his feelings for her.

What he discovered straight  away,  when he sat  to
read it, was that the mere act of holding that small
volume seemed to strengthen the link between them.
He  held  it  up  to  his  nose  to  discern  whether  it
retained a trace of her perfume; unfortunately not,
smelling like almost any old book, slightly musty.  He
never-the-less – uncharacteristically – placed a small
surrogate kiss on its cover before opening it.

With his  rabid  scepticism securely tethered,  Gavin
turned to the first page and started to read.
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The narrative  began in  territory familiar from his
childhood Sunday school lessons, though he quickly
recognised that the opening description of the Last
Supper - based loosely upon the Gospels - had been
considerably fleshed out by the writer's imagination.
The upper room used by Jesus and His disciples was
identified in this account as belonging to Joseph of
Arimathea, who was introduced as a relative of Jesus
and  a  merchant  trading  in  valuable  metals,
especially tin and lead.

One of  the imaginative glosses added to the scene
was a description of the cup - presented to Jesus by
Joseph - in which the wine of the New Sacrament
was shared:

It  was  a  simple  cup  but  of  great
elegance and beauty, wrought in silver
and  decorated  all  round  in  skilfully
worked relief,  bearing a design of ibis
beneath spreading olive trees.

Gavin  couldn't  suppress  a  cynical  smile;  in  his
estimation  that  single  paragraph  completely
devalued that already doubtful account.  Clearly the
book  had  been  written  expressly  to  reinforce  the
claim  of  the  silver  beaker  in  Mervyn  Fisher's
possession.
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Despite  this  early vindication of  his  doubts,  Gavin
made  himself  read  a  little  more.   The  story
progressed  swiftly  to  the  Crucifixion,  where  the
author had played down rather than enlarged upon
the  descriptive  detail  of  the  event,  though  one
incident had been added - and was definitely not in
any of the Gospels as far as Gavin could remember -
that Joseph had somehow secreted the cup from the
Last Supper at the foot of the cross to catch some of
the Saviour's  blood.   How he'd managed that  at  a
public  execution  without  either  interference  from
the  Roman guards  or  the  cup's  being  removed  by
some  light-fingered  bystander  wasn't  explained
(divine protection, presumably!).

The  narrative  then  more  or  less  followed  the
Gospels,  with  Joseph  -  assisted  by  Nicodemus  -
taking Jesus to his own tomb and preparing Him for
burial.   The chalice of blood was also taken to the
tomb (this, of course, not from the Bible) where it
was left as an embodiment of the New Sacrament.
The  rolling  into  place  of  the  stone  concluded  the
passage.

The  action  then  jumped  to  the  day  of  the
Resurrection and began to break new ground as far
as Gavin was concerned.
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The  Jews,  upon  hearing  what  had
occurred that morning at the tomb in
the garden and being unable to believe
the truth of what they heard, accused
Joseph  of  having  removed  the  body
himself,  so  that  the  Disciples  might
proclaim that Jesus had risen from the
dead.   Accordingly,  they  took  Joseph
and threw him into a cell, a dark and
fowl pit without light, or proper bed, or
food or water.

But  Joseph  was  not  dismayed  and
sustained himself  with prayer.   While
he  prayed,  the  cell  was  mysteriously
filled  with  Light  and  the  figure  of  a
Man  appeared  in  the  midst  of  the
Light, whom Joseph thought to be an
Angel sent by the Lord.  But He spoke
to  Joseph,  saying,  'Knowest  thou  Me
not,  Joseph?   I  Am  the  Lord  Jesus,
risen  from  the  dead  for  My  Love  of
Mankind.'  And He held out His palms
to Joseph, who saw there the Wounds
of the Crucifixion and wept.

Jesus bade him not to weep but to go
with Him.  So Joseph stepped into the



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 354

Light  and  found  himself  upon  that
instant in his own house.  And the Lord
was  with  him still,  and gave  into  his
keeping the Cup in which Joseph had
caught some of His Blood, saying, 'This
is the Cup I shared with My Disciples
and  in  which  was  caught  My  Blood.
Henceforth It shall be called the Holy
Grail.  Take It and keep It safe.'

Why,  Gavin  wondered,  had  Elaine  considered  that
his reading this book might benefit him?  Already his
enthusiasm to read any further had evaporated; the
type of pseudo-gospel make-believe that he'd so far
encountered had little relevance to his game, and he
was exhausted from his very emotional evening.

Reading  the  book  had  worked  as  a  distraction,
however, and he now felt ready to sleep.  He locked
up and went to bed.

When his alarm sounded the following morning he
had difficulty dragging himself back out of his bed.
The demands of his work – especially the Pendragon
Project  –  suddenly  seemed  unimportant,  and  he
toyed with the idea of taking a day off sick (as it was
Friday  he  wouldn't  have  to  face  work  again  until
Monday, after his next visit to Corbenic!).
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Unfortunately his conscience wouldn't comply.  Due
to his late start the previous morning and his fragile
physical condition throughout the day, he'd not been
able  to  get  done  the  amount  of  work he  knew he
should, a situation compounded by his leaving early
to meet Elaine.  He had to try to catch up.

His  morning  at  Monarch  Studios  was  uneventful,
but  while  Gary was  out  at  lunch Jenny appeared,
wearing  a  smartly  tailored  pinstripe  dress  with  a
feature  row  of  silver  buttons  from  neck  to  hem,
signalling  to  anyone  with  a  similar  outlook  to
Gavin's that those buttons might be undone.

The  intended  recipient  of  that  message  was,
however,  surprised to discover that he was able to
view her attraction with quite detached appreciation.
That he could do so less than two days after she'd
managed  to  seduce  him  into  an  unprincipled
adulterous act seemed astonishing!

Jenny was in an inquisitorial mood.  “I notice you
left work early yesterday!”

“I  had  something  important  to  do,”  he  told  her,
irritated  by  her  insinuation;  she'd  no  right  to
investigate his private life.

Her  eyebrows  went  up,  a  sure  sign  that  she  was
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dissatisfied with his answer.

“I  thought  you  had  to  work  late  every  night.
Especially now you know that good boys get rewards
when they do!”

Gavin didn't take the bait but let his irritation show
a little.   “Monarch Interiors  doesn't  own me,  and
neither do you!”

Jenny looked mildly shocked but had the grace to
blush slightly.

“For your information, madam,” he continued before
she  could  formulate  a  telling  riposte,  “I  shall  be
leaving  early  tonight  as  well.   One  weekend  each
month  I  go  down  to  Sussex  to  my  parents'
bungalow.”

He found it quite satisfying to deceive her by telling
a  partial  truth.   “That's  assuming  I  have  your
permission!”

“There's no need to be like that!  Sometime I hate
you, Gavin Dulake!”

She  marched out  of  the  room,  slamming the  door
behind her, and leaving Gavin somewhat bemused.
He'd not intended to take such a hard line with her;
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it  had  grown  out  of  his  resentment  over  her
questioning.  Or was he being defensive because his
attraction to  Elaine made him feel  vulnerable?   It
had certainly acted as an effective barrier to Jenny's
dubious charms.

His  announcement  that  he'd  be  leaving  early  that
afternoon  had  been  made  on  impulse  during  his
altercation with Jenny to emphasise his argument,
but  he  couldn't  now  alter  that  decision  without
undermining his position, even though he was still a
little behind with his work.  So he left that evening –
with  everyone  else  still  working  –  feeling  like  a
naughty  boy  sneaking  early  out  of  school,  and
arrived  home  with  nothing  to  fill  the  extra  time
except a little packing for the weekend.

He'd  have  liked  to  have  gone  straight  to  Devon,
giving  him extra  time with  Elaine,  but  wasn't  yet
sufficiently comfortable with her family to presume
upon their hospitality.  So, unable to be with her in
person that evening, he opted instead for a surrogate
- though far less satisfying - way of getting closer to
her by making another attempt to read the history of
Saint Joseph.

After  cooking  and  consuming  his  pre-packaged
dinner (he existed on little else in the way of meals,
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except when taking a partner out for dinner) he sat
down  with  the  small  book  and  attempted  to
concentrate on the story. 

From  where  he'd  left  it  the  previous  evening  the
narrative continued with Joseph's  devoting himself
to  serving  the  Virgin  Mary  -  in  the  dual  role  of
relative and early Christian - for the years between
the Crucifixion and Her Assumption, after which he
was  approached  by  the  Apostle  Philip,  who  was
planning a mission to the lands of the Gauls and the
Britons.

Philip  then  petitioned  Joseph  to  lead
this  mission,  for  he  had  many  times
undertaken  that  same  journey  in  the
pursuit of his trade for precious metals,
and had for some years been known to
the Gauls and to the Britons.  It is said
that he had once taken with him upon
one of these voyages the boy Jesus, so
that He might gain greater experience
of the world.  Thus it has been claimed
that  Our  Lord  once  walked upon the
green hills  of  these  islands,  but  upon
this matter scholars are in great doubt.

It was a clever ploy on the part of the writer - Gavin
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had to concede - to cast doubt upon one detail in his
account, thereby implying that the remainder of his
information was beyond reproach!

Who, though - Gavin wondered - were the intended
readers of that book?  The glaring lack of scholarship
wouldn't impress even the mildest sceptic, let alone
anyone  as  critical  as  Gavin,  which  left  only  those
already inclined to believe the tale (preaching to the
converted).  He suspected that the author had been a
member of the Fisher family.

Reluctantly Gavin learned that Joseph had agreed to
lead the mission,  and accordingly set sail  with his
wife,  his  young  son,  Josephe,  and  a  number  of
companions - including Lazarus, Martha and Mary
Magdalene - bound for the port of Narbo, obviously
somewhere on the south coast of France.  A long and
often  hazardous  trek  across  what  was  then  Gaul
followed,  with  various  members  of  the  group
dropping  out  at  intervals  to  found  religious
communities.   After  thirty  days  of  travelling,  the
remainder of Joseph's party arrived in Armorica (an
old name for Brittany) in the lands of a king named
Evelake.

King Evelake,  though a pagan,  was a
good and kind man, who offered Joseph



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 360

and  his  company  hospitality  and  a
place to rest.  He conversed a great deal
with Joseph and was much impressed
and moved by what he heard about our
Good  Lord.   The  next  day  he  asked
Joseph to baptise him in the Name of
Christ, which Joseph was glad to do for
him, and he took on the new name of
Mordrain.

King Mordrain  appealed to  Joseph to
remain  and  settle  in  Armorica,  but
Joseph  said  that  he  must  keep  faith
with his vow to take the Gospel to the
Britons.  So he set forth by ship for the
land  of  Belerion,  which  was  the  old
name for Cornwall, and after four days
at  sea  came  to  Ictis,  a  small  island
connected  to  the  mainland  by  a
causeway which was inundated at each
high  tide.   This  was  the  place  from
whence  the  Britons  traded  their  tin
ore.  Here Joseph was known and was
made  welcome  with  his  family  and
followers.

Unfortunately, the adventures of the Dark Age saint
and  his  band  of  missionaries  were  proving
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insufficiently  gripping  to  engross  Gavin  and  his
attention  started to  wander;  he  absorbed only  the
sketchiest outline of events as Joseph and his band
took  ship  again  from  Ictis  (presumably  Saint
Michael's  Mount),  around  the  cape  of  Cornwall,
following the coast north towards Ynyswitrin - the
old  name  for  Glastonbury  -  where  Joseph  had
formerly traded for lead from mines in the Mendip
hills.  Even the drama of a storm, driving the small
craft  ashore  at  Tintagel,  failed  to  capture  Gavin's
imagination and he was more than happy to put the
book aside when his home telephone warbled.

The  caller  was  his  mother,  making  one  of  her
frequent  'checking  up  on  her  only  son'  enquiries.
They  exchanged  pleasantries,  she  gently
interrogating  him  about  whether  he  was  getting
sufficient sensible meals and enough sleep, he asking
about his father's well being.

That, normally, would have been the whole of their
conversation  –  Gavin  was  generally  reluctant  to
discuss  his  personal  affairs  with his  parents –  but
tonight he experienced an unprecedented desire to
tell his mother about Elaine.

“I've found myself a sort of girlfriend,” he confessed
diffidently, and a touch sheepishly.
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Instead  of  replying  with  some  congratulatory
platitude,  as  he expected,  she disconcerted him by
asking: “What's a 'sort of' girlfriend, dear?”

How could he explain his relationship with Elaine to
his mother when he couldn't understand it himself?
“I met her only a few weeks ago.  We've had a couple
of dates, and I like her quite a lot.  I think she quite
likes me, too.”

“You  clearly  like  her  a  great  deal!”  his  mother
deduced,  “otherwise  you  wouldn't  be  telling  me
about her.  What's her name and what's she like?”

“Her  name's  Elaine,”  he  began,  but  faltered;  how
could he possibly describe her successfully?  “She's
quite short, with fair hair and amazing green eyes.
She's  very  intelligent,  and  artistic.   She  plays  the
piano very well.”

“You've heard her play then?”

“Yes.  She invited me down to her father's house in
Devon to meet him, and her aunt.  Her father's an
artist, a painter.”

“I  see,”  Mrs  Dulake  commented  meaningfully.   “I
think  you  can  safely  assume,  Gavin,  that  if  she's
taken  you  to  meet  her  family,  she  likes  you  very
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much indeed.”

“Do you really think so?”  He was surprised by her
assessment.

“Trust me, dear, I know how a woman thinks!  I'd
like  to meet her some time, when you're ready.   I
think I might like her.”

“I'm sure you will,” Gavin replied with that strange
confidence of someone in love, that everyone else will
value their beloved as highly.

He  finished  the  call  feeling  quite  elated.   His
mother's  prognosis  could  hardly  have  encouraged
him  more  if  she'd  been  the  Oracle,  seeming  to
validate everything he felt and thought about Elaine.

It even reinvigorated his determination to read more
of the book that Elaine had lent him – he wanted to
demonstrate  that  what  mattered  to  her  mattered
equally to him - and he reopened it where he'd left
off, endeavouring to immerse himself once more in
the highly fictitious escapades of Saint Joseph.

Gavin  had  left  the  merchant  and  his  companions
shipwrecked  on  the  wild  North  Cornish  coast  at
Tintagel  (where  he  rather  wished  he  could
permanently abandon them!).  The bedraggled and
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demoralised crew sought rest and shelter with some
urgency.

Between the forbidding cliffs a narrow
defile led inland to a high moor which
looked wild  and inhospitable.   Joseph
knelt  upon the strand and prayed for
guidance.  In answer to his prayer, one
of the party saw a large cave among the
high rocks, which seemed that it might
offer suitable shelter.  Joseph led them
towards it.

Imagine  their  amazement,  upon
coming  closer,  to  find  smoke  issuing
from  the  cave  and  other  signs  of
habitation.  Approaching with caution,
lest  it  be  the  lair  of  some  band  of
brigands or pirates, they were met by a
rudely attired and bearded old hermit,
who  never-the-less  greeted  them with
due civility in good Latin.

Upon enquiring who he was and why
he lived there in such poverty when he
was  clearly  a  man  of  some  learning,
they  were  told  that  his  name  was
Merlinus,  that  he  was  a  seer  and  a
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prophet,  and  that  he  was  outcast
among his own people because he raged
against  their  pagan  ways  and  had
foretold  how  their  sinful  customs
would be swept away by the new light
of  the  true  God  who  had  died  for
mankind upon a Cross.   Such he had
seen in a vision, and Joseph knew then
that  he  was  a  true  prophet  who  had
been  received  into  the  fellowship  of
Christ by our Lord Himself.

Despite his wish to please Elaine, Gavin threw the
book down in disgust,  affronted by the gall  of  the
writer;  how could  he introduce Merlin  -  of  all  the
Arthurian characters, the one most steeped in pagan
myth  -  and  then  hijack  him  to  play  an  honorary
Christian?

Gavin  stood  and  stretched,  feeling  distinctly  stale
from focusing upon the small type.  Although there
was a good hour to his customary bed time, he had
the long ride to Devon in the morning and he wanted
to make an early start.

If  he'd  not  been  determined  to  please  Elaine  he
wouldn't have bothered any more with the Fishers'
book, but as he was a little early he took it to bed
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with him with the intention of  reading just  a few
pages more before settling to sleep.

Unfortunately,  his  enthusiasm  for  continuing  the
story  was  minimal.   He  tried  to  relax,  immersing
himself  in  the  sensual  comfort  of  the  bedclothes,
pretending that he was endeavouring to induce the
right  frame  of  mind  for  reading,  though  what  he
actually induced was a lascivious image of Elaine in
uncharacteristic (at least, he assumed it to be!) dress
and activity.

Sitting up to disperse the inappropriate fantasy, he
reached for the little volume about Saint Joseph - a
sure  antidote  to  carnal  thoughts  -  but  didn't
immediately open it.   He couldn't so easily dismiss
the  indecent  proclivities  of  his  fantasy  version  of
Elaine, who seemed almost as capable of unsettling
him as did the real woman; in the short time that
he'd known her, his imaginary Elaine had oscillated
between 'good girl' and 'bad girl'.

Initially  an  untouchable  Elven  princess,  she'd
quickly – predictably - transmuted into something of
a femme fatale, but as an impersonal stereotype onto
which Elaine's  physical  features  had  been grafted.
When he'd  become  a  little  more  familiar  with  the
real Elaine, his fantasies about her had evolved into
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more life-like (and likely)  scenarios,  but now she'd
unexpectedly  asserted  her  sexual  authority  -  in
Gavin's  mind if  not  in real  life  -  usurping Jenny's
monopoly of his libido.

His  imaginary  Elaine  appeared  intent  upon
consolidating her position as queen of his personal
harem,  though  she  was  hampered  by  a  distinct
handicap; the high esteem in which Gavin now held
her  (the  real  Elaine)  rendered  his  viewing  her  in
lewd  terms  uncomfortable,  as  if  he  were  defiling
something beautiful and pure.

Before  his  thoughts  could  become too bothered he
redirected  his  attention  to  the  'True'  History  of
Joseph of Arimathea.  The tale continued where he'd
thrown it aside, with Merlinus going into prophetic
mode  and  foretelling  how  Joseph's  descendants
would remain the guardians of  the Grail  and how
the last of  his  line  would be the greatest,  the one
truly pure knight who would achieve the Grail.

Then -  having  offered his  visitors  both hospitality
and  prophesy  -  Merlin's  part  in  the  story  was
finished and the narrative went on to describe how
Joseph's enthusiasm to push on to Loegria clashed
with  the  wishes  of  most  of  his  party  to  stay  at
Tintagel  and  found  a  small  monastery,  having
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interpreted their shipwreck there as a sign from God
that they should do this.

Joseph was determined, however, and eventually set
off  again  accompanied  by  only  his  family  and  a
handful of loyal followers.

After a day or two of travel this small group ran into
more  trouble,  in  the  guise  this  time  of  a  band of
ruffians, termed in the book 'Robber Knights'.

Joseph saw a short distance from them
a  high  bare  hill  and  quickly  led  his
band  towards  it  before  they  were
overtaken by the Robber Knights.  He
hoped that though they were few and
much  outnumbered  by  their  godless
pursuers,  they  might  yet  be  able  to
defend themselves there.

They reached the top only just before
the first of the evil mob that pursued
them  still,  and  there  saw,  standing
upon  a  high  rock,  a  Man  in  silver
armour surrounded by a great Light.

Some of Joseph's followers were afraid,
but  Joseph  knew  by  the  Light  that
surrounded  him  that  the  Man  was  a
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messenger  from  the  Lord  and  knelt
before him.

The Man in the  silver  armour spoke,
saying,  'Fear  not!   I  am  the  Angel
Michael, who hast been sent unto thee
with this message.  Ye must bury the
Grail in a place in the ground that the
Lord hath prepared, lest the infidels lay
their  hands  upon  It.   Thou  shalt  be
taken  by  them  and  held  prisoner  by
their King, but be of good cheer, for the
Lord  has  seen  thy  plight  and  thy
bondage will be short.'

The  Angel  then  vanished  and  Joseph
saw beneath the  rock  upon which  he
had  stood  a  space  wherein  he  might
hide the Grail.  This he swiftly did, and
the  rock  seemed  to  move  of  its  own
accord and the space was no longer to
be  seen.   Then  the  Robber  Knights
surrounded  them and  took  them and
bound them and lead them to their own
King, as the Angel had foretold.

Gavin  knew  then,  without  any  doubt,  that  the
author had been aware of the discovery of the chalice
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on Drake Tor.  In fact, the book was almost certainly
little more than a piece of propaganda in support of
Fisher's claims for his beaker, probably written and
published  privately  by  a  former  member  of  his
family.

It occurred to Gavin then that Elaine's stated reason
for wanting  him to read the book might not  have
been her only - nor even her prime - motive.  Had
she, perhaps, wished him to gain an insight into her
family's traditions, maybe even - he had to face the
possibility -  as an introduction to her own beliefs?
On both  occasions  that  he'd  questioned  her  about
her father's cup she'd given guarded answers; could
it  be  that  she  accepted  what  was  written  in  that
book as historical truth?

Hard  as  he  found  it  to  credit  that  a  woman  as
intelligent as Elaine could do so, Gavin had already
discovered  that  she  harboured  some  rather  weird
notions  about  the  nature  of  reality  (weird  to  his
pragmatic  stance,  at  least).   What  other  strange
ideas might she not espouse?

That  was  an avenue  that  he'd  no  wish  to  explore
further at that juncture, especially as he wanted to
be  reasonably  fresh  for  an  early  start  in  the
morning.   He  felt  inclined  to  settle  for  the  night
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right then but forced himself to read another page or
two of the small book before surrendering to sleep.

Imprisoned by the 'Robber King', Saint Joseph and
his family were sustained by prayer and the angel's
promise, suffering that situation for another whole
page before King Mordrain of Armorica - who'd been
alerted to their plight by a vision - arrived in force to
rescue  them.   Then,  taking  ship  once  more,  they
sailed without further mishap to Loegria, where they
presented themselves to King Arviragus.

King  Arviragus  was  a  just  man,  and
although  he  could  not  find  it  in  his
heart  to  accept  the  Word  of  God,  he
never-the-less granted Joseph land on
the island of Ynyswitrin.  This was not
a true island but a collection of hills set
amid marshland that was inundated by
the  sea  during  the  months  of  winter,
though dry in summer.  This place was
therefore  called  the  Summer  Land,
which later became known as Somerset
and the islands of Glastonbury.

Stepping  ashore  onto  this  island,
Joseph  planted  his  staff  into  the
ground  to  mark  the  place  for  his
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children and his Disciples,  whereupon
it  miraculously  sprouted  into  a  thorn
tree and blossomed, even in the middle
of winter.  This Winter Thorn, as it is
now  called,  can  still  be  seen  at
Glastonbury, flowering at Christmas in
memory of Our Lord.

Gavin's  guess  about  the  event  pictured  in  the
frontispiece had evidently been correct.  It was - he
felt - somewhat consistent with the odd character of
that book that its author or publisher should choose
to  introduce  it  with  an  illustration  of  what  was
probably  the  most  outrageous  of  the  tall  stories
contained within its pages.  It was almost a defiant
challenge  to  the  faith  of  the  reader.   If  you  can
swallow this, the rest will go down with no difficulty!

His tolerance finally strained too far,  Gavin closed
the small volume and settled sleep, but he couldn't
get Elaine out of his thoughts.  Both the real woman
and  her  sexually  aggressive  proxy  occupied
important positions in his life at that moment and
he needed to resolve in his own mind the differences
between the two.  Could these be much smaller than
he  thought  and  was  Elaine  (the  real  woman)  not
such a 'good girl' as she appeared?
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He was reminded suddenly of the chess problem that
Fisher had set him the previous weekend, along with
the  other  man's  explanation  that  by  sacrificing
something that  he thought  was valuable  he'd gain
much more.  He'd given up his red queen and won
the 'game', but could the hidden meaning of Fisher's
cryptic  advice  have  referred  to  the  two  women
currently  in  his  life?   Perhaps,  by deposing  Jenny
from her position as 'queen' of his sexual activities he
could achieve even greater fulfilment with Elaine! 

Predictably he found that notion exciting, but also
one  with  unsettling  undercurrents;  for  Fisher's
comments  to  have  referred  to  Jenny,  he'd  have
needed to be aware of Gavin's involvement with her,
which he couldn't possibly have been.  Could he?

That  he  should  even  have  asked  himself  that
question  annoyed  Gavin's  sceptical  propensities.
However  idiosyncratic  the  occupants  of  Corbenic
might be, they couldn't possibly possess supernatural
powers, and any hidden messages in the symbolism
of  Gavin's  daydreams  originated  much  nearer  to
home,  in  his  own  subconscious.   The  most  likely
reason for his admittedly startling image of Elaine's
usurping  Jenny's  customary  role  was  -  he  told
himself - that he'd finally recognised her not as some
unattainable  ideal  but  as  a  physical  and  available
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woman.

Whatever  the  cause  of  Elaine's  spectacular  rise  to
eminence in Gavin's life, there was one consequence
that he couldn't ignore or refute.  What had started
as playful pretence – his assumed role of chivalrous
knight serving his lady – first with Jenny and then
with  Elaine,  had  suddenly  become  much  more
serious.

He'd been a little concerned - as well as excited - by
Jenny's  influence  over  him,  but  that  was
insignificant compared to the authority that Elaine
now  exercised  over  his  emotions.   She  could,  he
acknowledged, command his fidelity if it pleased her
-  and  maybe  even  his  chastity  -  and  it  would
certainly be as her devoted champion that he'd ride
to Corbenic in the morning!
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A WILD SHORE
A gull circled lazily in the updraught caused by the
landward  breeze  breaking  like  an  invisible  giant
wave  against  the  high  cliff.   The  long  peninsular
thrust  out  two  rugged  fingers  in  a  gesture  of
defiance at the battering waves, which had gnawed
the  crevice  between  these  massive  'digits'  into  a
shallow cave and a jumble of serrated, sea washed
rocks.  As the drifting gull passed repeatedly through
the  shadow  of  this  rearing  headland  its  apparent
colour alternated between 'before washing' grey and
'after washing' white; suddenly it feathered its wings
and alighted with a small flourish upon a ledge high
in one of the sheer rock walls.

Gavin  -  reclining  on  the  grass  beside  Elaine  in  a
small  hollow  on  the  cliff  top  that  offered  partial
shelter from the wind - had been idly following the
gull's  aerial  gyrations  while  he  waited  for  his
companion  to  broach  the  subject  that  currently
preoccupied her attention.  He suspected that it was
related to the rash declaration he'd made to her two
days before, and that made him uncharacteristically
nervous.

In an arena where he'd recently been confident and
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successful, Gavin now felt stripped of all his rakish
weapons and armour,  and during his  ride down to
Devon that morning he'd been assailed by stomach
cramping  uncertainty  about  just  what  kind  of
reception he would receive from Elaine.

He still  wasn't  sure.   She'd 'pounced'  upon him as
soon as  he'd  arrived -early  in  the  afternoon -  and
dragged him off  to  this  remote  spot  to  discuss  an
urgent  serious  matter,  the  nature  of  which  she
hadn't  disclosed.   Evidently  she'd  either  assumed
that he'd eaten lunch - which he'd not felt equal to
facing  -  or  she'd  been so  preoccupied by whatever
troubled her that she'd overlooked his comfort.

It was probably just as well that he hadn't eaten as
his stomach had borne the brunt of another attack of
mild panic.  He suspected (hoped) that she wanted to
explain to him those things he didn't know about her
that she'd promised to tell him after his declaration
of love, but equally it was possible that he was about
to be given his marching orders!

Surprisingly, he'd enjoyed the walk to that isolated
headland  a  great  deal,  having  sensibly  decided  to
exercise his patience along with his legs and make
the  most  of  Elaine's  company.   The  cliff  top  path
from the National Trust car park offered inspiring
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panoramic views of the restless ocean, patched here
and  there  with  changing  camouflage  patterns  of
azure and steel grey, cast upon the surface by broken
clouds racing overhead in the wilful breeze.  It would
have  been  nearly  perfect  had  Elaine  been  her
previous exuberant self, but she was withdrawn and
pensive,  encouraging  the  doubts  that  gnawed  at
Gavin's intestines.

“Can you imagine what it would feel like to fall down
there?”  she  asked  unexpectedly,  breaking  into  his
thoughts; she indicated the jagged rocks below them.

Stifling his surprise, Gavin fumbled for an adequate
reply.  “You wouldn't feel much after you landed!”

“Daddy did,” she answered quietly.

Gavin  was  shocked,  but  comprehension  began  to
glimmer in the murk of his uncertainty.  “Are you
saying  that  this  is  where  your  father  fell?   Down
there?”

Elaine  nodded,  adding  in  a  resigned  monotone,
“Except  that  he didn't  really  fall.   That's  what he
wants people to think, but he jumped.”

Gavin stared at her in disbelief, unable to stretch his
comprehension quickly enough to take in this new
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fact.  “Are you serious?  He intended to kill himself?”

Her only answer was another nod, and he wondered
whether he ought to press the matter.  He presumed
- now that  he started to think about the matter -
that Fisher's suicide attempt had been motivated by
grief over his wife's death; he could think of no other
plausible motive, unless the older man had for some
reason felt himself responsible!

“Do  you  know  why  your  father  jumped?”  he
enquired, managing to overcome his scruples about
possibly distressing Elaine; after all, she'd broached
the subject.

She turned to him,  her eyes  dark and fathomless.
“He loved Mummy too much!”

Once again understanding began to seep like oil to
the surface of Gavin's mind.

“And  that's  why  you  feel  cautious  about  getting
involved with anyone?” he dared to suggest.

She nodded sombrely.  “I know it probably doesn't
seem  fair  to  you,  but  I'm  half  Mummy  and  half
Daddy,  and  I'm not  sure  which  part  of  me  comes
from  whom.   Perhaps  it  doesn't  matter  when  it
comes to loving; neither seems to have managed it



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 379

very well!”

He was startled by her bitterness and dismayed by
her implied fatalism; in the nature versus nurture
debate he definitely favoured the latter - spiced with
a  good  pinch  of  self-determination  -  particularly
when  it  came  to  matters  that  threatened  his
happiness.

“Surely  you  don't  necessarily  have  to  take  after
either that closely.  Aren't we able - to a large extent
- to decide how we want to live our lives?”

Her expression testified to her inability to accept his
proposition, though her eyes displayed an intensity
of  yearning  that  Gavin  caught  and  shared  almost
like a moment of physical pain.

“Do you really believe that, Gavin?  I envy you.  I
fear  that  we're  more  controlled  by  the  nature  we
inherit  than you think.   I've  inherited a  past  that
haunts me; not my own but my parents'.  Whatever I
try  to  do  I'm aware of  it  stalking me like  a  great
shadowy  beast,  devouring  all  my  chances  of
happiness.”

He was surprised - and touched - both by her lapse
into melodrama and by her defeatist  message;  she
appeared in  that  mood unsettlingly  different  from
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either the self-confident feminist he'd entertained in
London  or  the  playful  'outdoor  girl'  who'd
entertained him during his previous visit to Devon.
Only her brief 'walkabout' spells had prepared him in
any way for her present sombre state of mind, and in
those she'd seemed pensive rather than troubled.

“I've  not  seen  this  side  of  you  before,”  he  risked
challenging her.  “You normally come across as such
a positive person, so self-possessed and full of life.”

“That's how I like people to see me,” she confided
unhappily.  “It's a persona I wear when I have to deal
with other people  -  like  clothes worn for a special
occasion - but I'm not really like that underneath.  It
works as long as I don't let anyone get too close, but
I know that if I get involved with someone, sooner or
later I'm going to have to undress and let him see the
real naked me.”

“Is  that  so  terrible?”  he  asked,  his  imagination
taking a predictably literal view of her words, though
he managed - just - to keep his attention focused on
their intended meaning.

“That would depend a lot on who that person was,”
she  stipulated,  but  offered  Gavin  a  noticeably  coy
glance.  “He would have to be very understanding.  I
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feel as if I'm carrying around a guilty secret, but one
so secret that even I'm not sure what it is.”

He wanted desperately to reassure her that he could
match her specification, but had to acknowledge that
he was struggling to understand why she felt as she
did.

Her present uncertain demeanour was revealing to
him  a  more  human  and  less  exotic  side  of  her
personality; she seemed a lot younger - almost with a
touch  of  the  'little  girl  lost'  about  her  -  and  his
masculine protectiveness was aroused.  With it came
a tender  longing  to  enfold  her  reassuringly  in  his
arms, but she'd turned away from him to commune
with the implacable ocean again; he guessed that she
was haunted still  by her mother's death, on top of
which - it now appeared - she'd also had to carry the
knowledge  that  her  father  had  attempted  to  kill
himself.  Was it any wonder that he found her a little
distant at times?

“I'd like to tell you what happened to my parents,”
she  said  quietly,  disconcertingly  shadowing  his
thoughts.  “Would you mind?”

“Not in the least,” he assured her earnestly; in fact,
he harboured more than a little curiosity about the
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affair,  which  he  didn't  disclose  to  Elaine.   “I'm
flattered that you want to tell me.”

She  rewarded  him with  a  fleeting  smile.   “Thank
you,  Gavin,  I  do  appreciate  it.   My mother  was  a
beautiful  and  fascinating  woman,  and  my  father
adored her.  You've seen his portrait of her.  Perhaps -
as another man - you can appreciate something of
how he felt about her.”

Gavin could  -  it  probably  wasn't  that  far removed
from how he felt about her daughter - but limited his
response to a simple nod.

“She was very immature, though, a child at heart.
She  loved  nice  things:  expensive  clothes  and
jewellery,  entertaining  and  lavish  parties.   Daddy
doted on her, gave her everything she asked for and
never said, 'No', to her.  But I don't think she loved
him  in  return.   She  loved  what  he  gave  her,  but
didn't really care about Daddy - not as a person - at
all.”

Did Elaine fear that she was like her mother in that
respect,  Gavin wondered;  her comments about her
mother's immaturity resonated uncomfortably with
his own 'little girl' impression of Elaine.  But, apart
from  a  close  physical  likeness,  there  was  little
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similarity between mother and daughter that Gavin
could recognise from Elaine's description.  Perhaps,
though, he didn't wish to see too close a resemblance!

“Maybe  it  was  always  doomed,”  Elaine  declared,
resorting briefly to melodrama again.  “It was clearly
a  marriage  of  opposites,  they  were  so  unlike  in
almost  every  way.   In  looks  -  as  you've  seen  -  in
temperament and in the things they liked.  Mummy
was  happiest  when  she  was  in  the  water  -  she'd
spend  literally  hours  swimming  -  whereas  my
father's afraid of it.”

“Afraid?” Gavin queried, surprised.  “I thought you
said that he loved the sea.”

“He does - though less so now - but in a detached
sort of fashion.  He likes to be near it and he'll sit for
hours watching it; I'm sure you must have noticed
the number of paintings he's done of it.  But he won't
go in the water at all.  He can't swim and I suspect
that he's frightened of drowning.”

Gavin  was  intrigued  by  these  revelations,  which
suggested  that  there  might  have  been  more  than
mere whimsy behind Fisher's  decision to paint  his
wife as an aquatic creature.

“Mummy was useless at running the house.  I think
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I've told you how Aunt Viv came to help out when I
was born?”

Gavin nodded; he didn't want to say anything that
might damn the flow of her narrative.

“You wouldn't have thought that Aunt Viv and my
mother  were  sisters,  they  were  so  very  different.
Aunt Viv's  very good at  organising the home,  as I
expect you've noticed.”

Gavin nodded again,  beginning to  feel  a  little  like
one  of  those  toy  dogs  once  common  on  the  back
shelves of cars.

He sensed,  though,  that  there  was something  still
missing  from  Elaine's  assessment;  why  should
Vivienne feel obliged to compensate for her sister's
shortcomings?  He was reminded of  the emotional
tension that he'd sensed in the uncomfortable three-
corned  relationship  between  Fisher,  Vivienne  and
Elaine during his previous visit to Corbenic.  Did it
perhaps conceal more than just the tragedy of Marie
Fisher's death?

He'd  no  time  then  to  consider  that  conundrum
further; Elaine had reached the crux of her story.

“I  wasn't  here  when  Mummy  disappeared;  I  was
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away at university.  The first I knew was when I was
called to the Chancellor's office and my father was
there.   He  looked  terrible.   I  knew  at  once  that
something awful had happened, but when he told me
- he was struggling to hold back his own tears -  I
didn't feel at all like crying.  I went numb inside, as
if  I'd  been  given  an  injection  of  local  anaesthetic.
Later I was able to grieve, but I don't think it's ever
completely worn off.”

Was that the true reason for her emotional reticence,
Gavin wondered; had she had never fully recovered
from that traumatic loss?  He felt himself drawn to
her all the more.  Like the cliché 'ice maiden',  she
challenged  his  masculine  ability  to  defrost  her
passion and win the reward of her affection.

“In a way I envy my father,” Elaine confessed.  “At
least he was able to express his grief - though it must
have  been  terrible  for  him,  too.   I  found  it
frightening; it was the first time I had seen a grown
man so distraught.  He simply howled and would not
be  comforted either  by me or  my aunt.   Then he
went  mad,  literally  lost  his  mind  for  a  while,  I'm
convinced.   He shouted and swore,  got  drunk and
smashed  things,  including  some  of  his  best
paintings.
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'But,  suddenly,  he  stopped,  and  we  thought  -  we
being Aunt Viv and myself - that he was recovering.
But we were wrong!  Instead of getting better he got
worse.  He sank into a black despair that was even
more  terrible  than his  rages.   He  would  come  up
here to  sit  and stare out to sea for hours,  all  day
sometimes.  We tried talking to him - and got our
doctor to talk to him - but my father took no notice.
And then - one evening - he didn't come home.”

She fell  silent,  gazing into a painful  past.   Aching
with sympathy for her, but sensible of her need for
emotional  space,  Gavin  said  nothing  while  he
discreetly studied her 'Antipodean' profile, her wind
tossed  hair  coiling  about  her  head  like  slightly
tarnished strands of gold; he could see very clearly in
the firm set of her mouth and jaw the likeness to her
father.

“I was here that night and I shall never forget it,”
she announced, though rather distractedly - staring
still into the distance - as if reminiscing to herself.
“Dusk was approaching and Aunt Viv was getting all
fidgety  and  anxious  when  my  father  hadn't  come
home.  Eventually she couldn't stand the waiting any
longer and went out to look for him.  I remember I
wasn't unduly worried at that stage; I thought Aunt
Viv was being silly, fretting like that, but maybe she



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 387

sensed something.  The Celts are often fey.”

“What  happened  to  your  Celtic  part?”  Gavin
interjected - only half seriously - in a clumsy attempt
to prevent her growing too morbid.

“It  obviously  wasn't  working  that  evening!”  she
retorted, seeming more irritated than comforted by
his interruption.  “At least, not to begin with; later
on I knew that something was wrong.  It got dark
and I started to worry a bit.  Not because I was on
my own; I'm not the nervous type and I feel  a lot
safer down here on my own than I would in London.
I did wonder whether I ought to call the police, with
both my father and Aunt Viv gone for so long, but I
assumed they'd probably think I was being silly and
nervous simply because I had no-one with me, so I
didn't.

'Then I heard the helicopter, low over the sea.  I ran
outside  and could  see  its  searchlight  sweeping  the
headland.  There were other lights moving about up
here on the headland, too, so I knew that there was
something going on.  Daddy often came up here, and
I knew then that something had happened to him.”

It  had  been  a  clever  ploy  of  Elaine's  -  whether
conscious or not - to bring him to that fateful spot.
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He could well appreciate its appeal to an artist such
as  Mervyn Fisher  -  especially  while  in  the  grip  of
melancholia - with its remote beauty and romantic
isolation.

Gavin could visualise Fisher sitting there, hour upon
hour,  attempting  to  drink  that  vast  ocean  of
emptiness into himself to drown the aching personal
loss  that  had consumed him,  and could  imagine  –
artistically,  if  not  personally  -  how  the  hypnotic
swirling of the waves creaming over the rocks below
might lure a desperate soul into dreams of eternal
solace in the dark waters of death.

He could also picture - as a scene from a television
action  series  -  that  cliff-top  rescue  drama,  with
'starburst'  lights,  shouted  commands,  vertiginous
camera angles and close-ups of tense faces.

“After a while the helicopter and lights went away,”
Elaine continued in the same unemotional tone.  “All
I could do was sit and wait.  Eventually - some time
after  mid-night  -  a  police  car  brought  Aunt  Viv
home.  She looked awful, old and haggard.  She told
me  what  had  happened,  that  my  father  had  been
taken  to  hospital  but  might  not  survive.   All  the
while she was telling me she was crying, the tears
simply running down her face.  I'd never seen her cry
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before  -  nor  since,  for  that  matter -  and for  some
reason it annoyed me, perhaps because I couldn't cry.

'I remember wanting to shake my aunt and shout at
her that it was my father who'd lain unconscious on
those rocks for hours, my father who might not live!
But I didn't, of course, and eventually we both went
to bed.  I can't recall whether I slept or not.”

She turned to Gavin then, a slightly wild look in her
sea deep eyes.  “You must think me awful, the way I
treated poor Aunt Viv.”

“Not  at  all!”  he  protested.   “It  was  a  perfectly
natural reaction to the stress of the event.”

It  would  have  demanded  far  more  inhumane
behaviour  on  her  part  for  Gavin  to  have  thought
badly of her.  He had, however, sensed in her plea
something  more  than  an  appeal  for  sympathy  -
something deeper and darker - perhaps an entreaty
for him to understand something about her?

She'd  fallen  silent  again,  and  Gavin  took  the
opportunity to digest what she'd told him.  Although
not as terrible as any of the the wild suppositions
that Gavin had imagined about her 'secret',  it  was
none-the-less quite sensational in its own way, and
had clearly cast a dark shadow upon Elaine's life.
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And not only Elaine's; the Fishers seemed a family
haunted by tragic memories.  It amazed Gavin that
Mervyn Fisher managed to present such a stoic face
to  the world,  having experienced that  fickle  ocean
snatch from him the love of his life,  only to reject
him when he attempted to join her,  leaving him a
cripple.

And  what  of  Vivienne's  situation?   If  she'd  felt
obliged to compensate for her sister's failings when
Marie  was  alive,  how much more  of  an obligation
must be this legacy from her death?

Did Elaine maybe resent her aunt in some fashion?
The notion seemed to come to Gavin from nowhere.
Though he'd little reason to make that assumption,
he  couldn't  help  remembering  his  sense  of  there
being  some  repressed  awkwardness  between  aunt
and niece,  which Fisher had also seemed aware of
and even interacted with.

Allowing  his  protective  instincts  to  override  his
resolution for a moment, he slid an arm comfortingly
about  Elaine's  shoulders.   She  turned to  give  him
another  wan smile  and  a  brief  kiss  on  the  cheek.
“You're very nice.”

The  resultant  flare  of  emotion  inside  him  was
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quickly  dowsed  by  her  gently  but  determinedly
disengaging his arm.

“Please try to understand, Gavin, why I daren't let
you get too close too quickly.  I've never been in love,
but I feel intuitively that when I do I shall be like my
father:  total  and  irrevocable  commitment.   Love
seems to be easy for some people, but for me it isn't.”

“I'm  not  sure  it  is  for  me!”  he  defended  himself,
suspecting  that  she  might  have  been  casting
aspersions upon the depth of his feelings.  The irony
of his present situation might have appealed to his
mildly malicious sense of humour if he hadn't been
the butt of the joke.

One  common  feature  of  Gavin's  previous  success
with women (perhaps even part of his appeal) had
been his emotional detachment;  he'd liked most of
his partners, found them all attractive and desired
them - some, such as Jenny, to a considerable degree
- but hadn't loved any of them.  Now that he'd fallen
in love he was making very slow progress!

He  hadn't  yet  even  kissed  Elaine  properly  by  his
standards,  and  the  prospect  of  anything  more
seemed  remote,  except  perhaps  for  further
occasional  glimpses  of  her  hidden  attractions,
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though she might well be more prudent about what
she let him see now that she knew of his passion for
her.

“This is the first time I've been in love.” he informed
her.

“Really?”  She sounded amazed.  “I had you down as
something of a Don Juan.  I'm sorry if that sounds
rude.”

He smiled, a little sheepishly; there was more truth
in  her  assessment  than  he  would  normally  have
admitted to a new girlfriend.  Although it was true
that he'd loved no-one before, he'd lost count of his
erotic conquests (or - more honestly - preferred not
to calculate the number, which was embarrassingly
large).   Surprisingly  he  didn't  shy  away  from the
prospect  of  Elaine's  having  (limited)  access  to  his
inner secrets.

“I've had a lot of girlfriends, it's true,” he confessed,
“but  I've  never  fallen  in  love  with  any  of  them.
You're the first,  and I don't really understand why
it's happened.”

She sighed.  “I do!  It's something I've inherited from
my mother.  You're not the first man to declare his
love for me.”
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Her admission provoked a small  sharp pain inside
Gavin;  could  he  be  jealous?   He'd  no  opportunity
then to examine his reaction.

“It  was  even  worse  with  Mummy,  so  I've  heard.
Before  she  married  Daddy  she  apparently  had
queues of men throwing themselves at her feet.  A
right little Zuleika Dobson!”

“A  right  little  what?”  Gavin  queried,  conscious  of
censure in Elaine's tone.

“Zuleika  Dobson.   It's  the  title  of  a  novel  by Max
Beerbohm, and the name of the main character.”

She  explained  briefly  -  and  somewhat  impatiently,
making Gavin feel uncomfortably ignorant - that the
novel satirised life at university and the devastating
effect  upon  the  male  population  there  of  the
irresistible young woman of the title.

“It's  one  way  in  which  I'm  definitely  not  like  my
mother.  I couldn't let a man love me - as she did -
unless I loved him in return.  I'm not trying to brush
you off, Gavin, but I can't be other than how I am.  I
could  put  on  my  'party  dress'  persona,  but  that
wouldn't be fair on you; that's what my mother used
to do!
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'If you can accept me as I am and be a little patient,
who knows what may develop.  I like you a lot and I
enjoy your company, but I can't offer you anything
more at the moment, or hold out any promises.  I'm
afraid I'm a hard person to love, even if easy to fall in
love with!”

Gavin wasn't  sure how he should respond; he was
used to having a fairly easy time with his conquests -
even if he wasn't quite a male Zuleika Dobson - and
the experience of being overwhelmingly attracted to
a woman who didn't reciprocate his interest was a
new and not particularly enjoyable one for him.  His
mother's  assertion that  Elaine must  like  him very
much indeed sounded rather hollow to Gavin at that
moment,  though  he  was  sensitive  enough  to
understand  that  he  mustn't  'blow  it'  with  her  by
being unreasonably persistent.

“I can't help loving you,” he told her, “but I shall try
to be patient.  If I can't be anything more to you, I'd
like to remain your friend.”

“You're  already  a  rather  special  friend,”  she
reassured him, with an affectionate  squeeze of his
hand that dangerously undermined his patience.  “It
isn't everyone I tell my family history to!  I felt that
it was only fair that you knew the score.  I want to
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be fair - more than fair - to you, Gavin.”

He dared not reply as he wrestled with an insurgent
craving to grasp her and kiss her passionately, one
that he only just managed to subdue.

“Gavin?  What's the matter?” she enquired, reading
the conflict in his expressive blue eyes.

“You're the matter,” he responded decisively, feeling
rather embarrassed but also wanting her to know of
the effort he was making on her behalf.  “I know you
can't help it, but neither can I!  I love you and I want
to  express  my  feelings  for  you.   It's  difficult
sometimes to keep them under control.  I'm sorry.”

“I'm sorry, too.”  She looked and sounded genuinely
contrite.  “I shall try not to be provocative.”

Gavin was  uncertain whether  that  pleased him or
not,  especially  when  she  put  her  resolution  into
immediate  effect.   Clearly feeling that  it  would be
kinder - if not safer- to avoid too close an intimacy
with  him,  she  jumped  up  and  slipped  into  a
serviceable frock of companionship - if not her 'party
dress' - which Gavin liked, though it failed to satisfy
him now that he'd seen something of the sensitive,
vulnerable personality it clothed.
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“We ought  to  be  starting  back or  we'll  be  late  for
dinner.”   She  had  to  raise  her  voice  against  the
strength of  the  wind,  which  had  increased  during
their tête-a-tête.  “We don't want to put Aunt Viv in
a bad mood!”

He  stood  too,  regimenting  his  wayward  thoughts
into  an  orderly  file  of  pleasant  friendliness.   “You
don't  think this wind is likely to blow us over the
edge on the way back?”

She laughed and shouted back at him, “It can get a
lot worse than this!”

That didn't entirely reassure him - his humour had
masked  a  twinge  of  genuine  concern  -  but  he
returned  no  further  comment;  conversation  was
virtually impossible in any case until  they reached
the more sheltered lee of the peninsular near the car
park.   By  then  Gavin  had  made  up  his  mind  to
maximise  his  time  alone  with  Elaine  in  whatever
alternative ways - his preferred option having been
ruled out - that he could devise.

“Are there any other walks like this that we could do
while I'm down here?” he asked.

“Lots,” she replied.  “Do you like walking?”
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“Very  much,  when  it's  somewhere  like  to-day  and
we're  together,”  he  answered  enthusiastically;  he
would  probably  have  owned  to  a  passion  for
mountaineering  or  cross  country running  if  either
had offered an opportunity to spend time alone with
Elaine!

“There are some nice walks up on the downs behind
Seacombe,” she suggested, “or out to the other point.
That's if the weather holds.  I don't like the look of
Lundy.”

Puzzled, he peered out to where the distant island
seemed to connect sea and sky, but could distinguish
nothing untoward about it.  “What's wrong with it?
It doesn't look any different to me, except that I can
see it more clearly than before.”

“That's what I mean,” she explained.  “It's part of an
old local weather rhyme: 'Lundy plain, sign of rain.'
It sure looks plain to me!”

Gavin was  sceptical;  apart  from a  hint  of  a  cloud
bank on the far horizon the sky held nothing more
substantial  than  the  scattered  herd  of  vaporous
sheep that had been chasing across the heavens all
afternoon.

“It  doesn't  look  much  like  rain  to  me,”  he
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pronounced.  “I wouldn't put too much faith in old
rhymes.”

“The weather here can change very quickly,” Elaine
warned.   “It  could  be  quite  different  by  the  time
we've finished dinner.”

She was right!  As they enjoyed their coffee in the
drawing  room  following  the  meal  -  Fisher  again
supplementing his with a cigar - Gavin observed that
the bank of heavy cloud that had earlier hugged the
horizon  now  obscured  most  of  the  sky,  while  the
wind had grown in ferocity,  whistling  and rattling
around the house.  Dull percussions could be heard
as waves attacked the rocks below Corbenic; maybe,
Gavin mused facetiously, the sea god hated eyesores
and was attempting to shake the house from its rock
foundations!

It had been left to Elaine to enliven that evening's
proceedings, and her efforts had rather misfired, due
in large part -  Gavin freely admitted -  to his  own
touchy  emotional  state.   The  programme  for  her
recital that evening hadn't been dissimilar to the one
she'd  presented  during  his  previous  visit,  but  this
time something in her playing had managed to touch
deeper  responses.   None  of  the  pieces  had  been
overtly romantic, yet one or two had brought him to
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the  verge  of  tears,  every  note  having  set  up
uncomfortable  harmonic  vibrations  in  his
heartstrings (a  cliché rather than a metaphor and
embarrassingly  trite,  but  that  was  how  he  rather
mawkishly visualised it).

One  piece  in  particular  had  evoked  in  Gavin  an
almost painfully nostalgic fantasy of an empty and
neglected  house  -  a  Victorian  mansion  with  a
dilapidated  veranda  opening  onto  an  overgrown
sunlit  garden  -  haunted  by  bittersweet  echoes  of
forgotten  parties  and  lost  childhood.   When  the
recital finished Gavin moved closer to the performer.

“That was beautiful.  Thank you.”

She  smiled  acceptance  of  his  compliment.   “What
would you like to do now?”

He  took  a  deep  breath  and  wrestled  with  his
imagination;  he  dared not  even allude  to  what  he
wanted to do with Elaine in front of her father.  But
Fisher  was  oblivious  to  the  silent  emotional
exchange between his daughter and their guest.

“I  expect  Gavin would appreciate  a  whiskey.”   He
turned to Gavin.  “Or would you prefer a brandy?  I
have a  rather nice  one that  I  keep for guests and
special occasions.”



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 400

Had  that  last  sentence  been  a  mildly  sarcastic
observation  upon  the  fact  that  Gavin  had
remembered to pack a  smart  shirt  and tie  for the
evening meal?  He couldn't be bothered to take issue
over it, having more momentous matters to consider.

“I  was  thinking  of  taking  a  short  stroll  on  the
beach,” he replied.  “So long as I'm not messing up
anybody's plans.”

“Not  at  all,”  his  host  responded  jocularly.   “Good
idea,  as  long  as  the  wind  does  not  carry  you  off.
Take this young woman with you, it might stop her
brooding.”

The young woman in question quickly demonstrated
her superior grasp of the situation.  “I think Gavin
might prefer to be on his own for a while.”

Her  father  raised  his  eyebrows  in  unspoken
comment  upon the  younger  man's  preference,  and
turned  to  his  daughter.   “How  then  shall  we
entertain ourselves?  It will be of no use our looking
to Vivienne if  we want anything more stimulating
than a game of snap!”

“Daddy!”   Elaine  reprimanded  him  (Vivienne,
fortunately, was not present).  “That's not nice, and
it certainly isn't true.  What will Gavin think?”
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Gavin  -  just  leaving  by  way  of  the  glazed  doors  -
thought  that  both  father  and  daughter  might  be
masking their true feelings by adopting a contrary
position:  Fisher a deep regard for his sister-in-law,
Elaine possible resentment.

She was still scolding her father when Gavin closed
the doors behind him, and his mental door on the
question of the Fishers' inter-familial relationships;
he'd  difficulties  of  his  own  that  he  needed  to
concentrate upon.  He crossed the patio and small
scrubby lawn, and descended the steps to the beach.
Elaine had correctly divined his wish to be alone for
a while; he needed to renegotiate terms for peaceful
coexistence  with  his  fractious  emotions,  which
seemed on the verge of open rebellion.

In concert with his wild feelings, the ocean seemed
intent upon fomenting a storm.  The water was a
sullen greyish-green and heaved resentfully, flinging
off  spiteful  volleys  of  spray;  overhead,  the  dark
clouds were making a determined bid to monopolise
the  sky,  threatening  the  meagre  strip  of  summer
blue that still clung to the downs behind the house.

Gavin strode along the wet sand towards the clutter
of rocks and boulders at one end of the bay, where
the headland from which Fisher had jumped issued
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forth into the turbulent water.  The angry snorts and
hisses of the waves executing aggressive feints at his
feet succinctly expressed his own inner agitation as
he mentally wrestled with the question of whether
or  not  he  really  wished  to  continue  his  -  so  far
unsatisfactory - relationship with Elaine.

His major difficulty lay in his inability to determine
the basis upon which he should make his decision, so
uncertain  was  he  of  his  own  feelings.   He'd  told
Elaine  that  he  loved  her,  but  couldn't  at  that
moment have sworn - even to his own conviction -
that he did.  What was love, and was what he felt 'it'?

Although he'd discarded - finally - his earlier cynical
definition  of  the  state  as  nothing  more  than
gentrified  lust,  Gavin  had  yet  to  formulate  a
convincing  replacement,  and  knew  only  that  his
emotions were being driven to jump through hoops
that  he'd  previously  not  even  acknowledged  as
existing.   Elaine might hold  the whip that  goaded
him  but  seemed  an  extremely  reluctant  ring-
mistress,  apparently  playing  the  angel  she
sometimes  resembled,  treading  fearfully  where  he
was ready to rush in.

Perhaps she was being genuinely kind to him, her
reticence  motivated  by  real  concern  about  the
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unhappiness  she  might  cause  him;  clearly  she
couldn't  guarantee -  and neither could he -  that if
she gave him now what he desired, that she might
not end up making him as miserable as her mother
had her father.  Yet the option of giving up Elaine
was  every bit  as  painful  a  prospect  to  Gavin,  and
more immediately so!  Should he steer towards the
dangerous whirlpool of emotional uncertainty or the
hard rocks of cynical self-preservation?

Lost  in  uncharacteristic  introspection,  he  reached
the jumble of hard rocks at the foot of the rearing
headland sooner than he'd expected.  Shelving – yet
again - any decision about his feelings, he scrambled
up onto the boulders, stepping and jumping from one
to another until he achieved the summit of a large
conglomeration that had once been part of the cliff
but  had  sheered  off  and  now sprawled  across  the
beach to challenge the attacking waves.  The wind -
harsh with salt - stung his exposed skin and tugged
at his hair and clothes; the sea, surging along that
crenellated shoreline, threw up intermittent plumes
of spray as waves died with dull thumps on the stone
ramparts.

Here  was  Nature  (with  a  capital  'N')  as  snatched
from the dry rationalism of  the Age of  Reason by
nineteenth  century  Romantics,  who'd  blown  the
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cobwebs off the clockwork mechanics of God's garden
and revealed in their poetry, paintings and soaring
symphonies the glorious beauty, wonder and terror
of Nature.  But all that was now considered rather
passé,  Gavin  knew;  the  twentieth  century  had  hit
back with a  blitzkrieg of reductive science that had
torn  apart  nature  (now reduced to  all  lower case)
into atoms, molecules, evolution and gene warfare.

Conscious that the light was failing, Gavin turned to
make  his  way  back,  but  was  halted  by  sudden
awareness of the drama in the sky.  The low cloud
near  the  horizon  had  rent  apart  and  from  this
ragged wound poured the crimson and orange blood
of the dying sun, splashing like spilt oil  across the
dark water below, while some of the colour seeped up
to  stain  the  slaty  cumulus  overhead  with  random
streaks  of  cerise  and  magenta.   This  flamboyant
display contrasted with the delicate subtlety of the
narrow band of clear sky above the dark sage and
russet hump of the downs, where a lucid duck-egg
blue faded down to deep indigo just above the hill
top.

The primeval breathtaking beauty of those heavenly
pyrotechnics  ignited a  reciprocal  fire  inside Gavin,
and  his  longing  for  Elaine  reasserted  itself,  with
interest.   He  was  forced  to  acknowledge  that  his
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feelings  for  her  had  completely  overturned  his
former  attitude  to  sex.   Not  only  was  he  now
prepared  to  renounce  his  furtive  passion  for
masochistic  fetishism  (not,  maybe,  a  particularly
significant gesture as, apart from his brief fling with
Jenny, he'd rarely owned up to it!), but he was also -
he'd discovered, with a mixture of elation and dismay
- ready to make even greater sacrifices in his pursuit
of Elaine,  to the extent of  accepting celibacy until
such time as she might be inclined to reward him!

If  that  didn't  constitute  love  he  could  think of  no
other suitable label.  Romantic sentiment might well
be the illusion - the fairy glamour - that he'd always
suspected  it  to  be,  but  it  was  offering  him  an
experience  that  he  couldn't  afford  to  pass  up.   If,
ultimately, it proved to be nothing more than 'fool's
gold', he was, he realised, prepared to make a fool of
himself for Elaine.

Having reached a decision - at last - he was gripped
by a compulsion to  share it  with the object  of  his
desire.  Scrambling his way back across the rocks, he
returned at a sprint along the shore to Corbenic; as
he  climbed  the  steps  from  the  beach  his  heart
pumped vigorously, a result of both his exertion and
his elated state.
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The house loomed large and pale like its own ghost
in  the  deepening  twilight,  its  numerous  windows
blindly  reflecting  the  dull  red  afterglow  of  the
sunset,  except  for  the  uncurtained  bay  window
where a strange silent drama was in progress.  The
warmly lit scene might have been a tableaux from
some medieval mystery play; two contrasting figures
were hunched in concentration over a chess board -
one  dark,  worldly  and  diabolic,  the  other  fair,
virginal  and  angelic  -  locked  in  silent  combat,
perhaps for the soul of a young man?

As Gavin opened the glazed doors and stepped into
the room both players looked up, Elaine registering
his return with noticeable relief.

“My  gallant  knight  come  in  my  hour  of  need  to
rescue  me!   Will  you  take  on  this  battle  on  my
behalf?”

Gavin grinned before realising, as Elaine's expressive
green  eyes  continued  to  plead  with  him,  that  her
appeal  had  been  genuine.   Dismay  and  irritation
doused his inner fire; the last thing that he felt like
undertaking  just  then  was  a  half  completed  chess
match  against  his  host,  particularly  when  he  was
being asked to champion the loosing side (there were
considerably more of Fisher's dark pieces still in play
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than there were of his daughter's light ones).  On the
other  hand,  could  he  creditably  refuse  this
opportunity to serve Elaine and then expect her to
treat sympathetically his declaration of devotion?

But even as he wrestled with his reservations about
taking  up  her  cause  a  suspicion  blossomed  in  his
mind,  prompted partly by the intent manner with
which both contestants regarded him.

“This isn't another test, is it?  Like last time?”

“No,” Fisher assured him, “this time you will lose!”

A particularly persistent sylph of night wind groped
its way across the front of the house at that moment,
testing in turn each window and the glazed doors.

Conscious that he was still the focus of attention of
both the Fishers, Gavin acquired the discomforting
impression  that  he  was  being  viewed  as  an
instrument  in  some  obscure  game  between  father
and daughter, a human equivalent of the pieces on
the chess board.  The irritation that he already felt
transformed into competitive  aggression,  though it
was  Fisher's  arrogant  self-assurance  -  however
justified - that clinched the matter.

“If  I  lose  I'll  go  down  fighting!”  he  accepted  the
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challenge, moving round the small table to Elaine's
side.

As they exchanged places she brushed his cheek with
her  lips  to  signify  that  he  carried  her  favour,  a
gesture that produced the opposite effect from that
intended, distracting him as much as it encouraged
him.

“She's left you an impossible task,” her father told
him with  misogynistic  smugness.   “Typical  of  her
sex!”

That  did  seem  to  be  the  case,  unfortunately  for
Gavin; it would have required the talents of a real
champion to retrieve from anyone more skilled than
a  novice  the  situation  he'd  inherited.   His  host's
pieces dominated the board, outnumbering his own
meagre  forces,  and  whatever  moves  he  attempted
were effectively blocked by the strategically placed
red chessmen.

Despite  Gavin's  determination  to  uphold  Elaine's
honour, his opponent was too experienced a player to
let  him  redress  the  balance  and  the  best  that  he
could achieve was a deferment of defeat.  Upon the
inevitable  coup  de  grace Elaine  appeared
surprisingly disappointed, which hurt Gavin a little
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as  he'd  performed to  the  best  of  his  abilities  in  a
difficult situation largely of her making.

Her  father,  in  contrast,  was  complimentary.   “You
fought an excellent rearguard action, Gavin.  I can
see that you possess a well developed spatial sense.”

“As a designer I need one,” Gavin replied, flattered
by the older man's praise.

Fisher nodded.  “To play chess really well, however,
you need to perfect your sense of time as well.”

“Time?” Gavin queried, puzzled; his host might have
been referring to dancing rather than chess!

“Chess is a four dimensional game with patterns of
movement  in  time  as  well  as  in  space.   When  to
make a move is  as critical  as  where to  place your
pieces.  The two intertwine in a complicated dance, a
dance that one must master to play well.”

“Which  is  why  you  beat  me,  I  suppose?”  Gavin
asked, attempting to keep the bite of sarcasm from
his voice.

“Naturally,”  Fisher  concurred  with  the  same
disconcerting  candour  that  he'd  displayed  when
announcing his cup as the Holy Grail.  “I am Lord of
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the Dance.”

His announcement – a calculated piece of theatre, in
Gavin's opinion - was greeted by the crisp applause
of  rain  suddenly  gusting  on  the  glass  of  the  bay
window, suggesting almost that the older man could
control the elements.

Gavin was having none of it.  “What's that supposed
to mean?  Lord of the Dance?”

“I  have  said  all  I  wish  to  say  on  the  subject  for
tonight.   If  you  cannot  work  it  out  for  yourself,
young  man,  I  suggest  you  ask  my  daughter  to
employ her university trained intellect.”

Gavin  was  not  surprised  that  the  other  man  had
refused to enlighten him - he was learning that his
host had a predilection for making such enigmatic
statements and leaving them unexplained – but he
was  somewhat  shocked,  and  offended  on  Elaine's
behalf, by her father's condescending chauvinism.

“I hear my bed calling to me and have no wish to
keep it waiting,” Fisher declared.  “I shall bid you
both a very good night, and thank you both for an
interesting game.  It was – as I believe is sometimes
said about football – a game of two halves.  Sweet
dreams!”
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Fisher  wheeled  himself  out  into  the  hallway  and
Gavin turned Elaine.

“Why did your father try to put you down like that?”
he demanded.

She  was  clearly  embarrassed,  but  shrugged  the
question aside.  “He often gets like that when he's
tired.  I think he's a little sensitive about not having
had much of a formal education.   What he knows
he's largely taught himself, but I've met quite a few
people with a university education who were far less
knowledgeable.”

“Does  he  resent  your  having  been  to  university?”
Gavin asked protectively.

“No, I'm sure he doesn't,” she answered defensively.
“He paid for me to have a good education.  I think he
was just tired.”

“Do you know what he meant when he said he was
Lord of the Dance?  It sounds to me like an Irish
dancing team!  Was he sending me up?”

Elaine  seemed  reluctant  to  address  his  question.
“He might have been teasing you, I suppose.  I'm not
sure where he got that name from, or what it means.
I believe it's the title of a hymn, but I'm certain that
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wasn't what he was thinking of.  Maybe he was using
it  to  try  to  make  a  serious  point  about  the
relationship between space and time.”

Gavin was incredulous.  “Really?  In what way?”

“It really is a bit late to go into it tonight, Gavin.
Ask me about it tomorrow if you still want to discuss
it.  I'm going to follow my father's example and head
for bed.  It's been quite an emotional day.”

She  stood  and  stretched  in  an  alluringly  feline
fashion,  projecting  Gavin's  feeling  for  her  to  the
front of his consciousness (not that they'd ever been
further  away  than  just  below  the  surface!),
reminding  him that  he'd  not  yet  communicated to
her his momentous – in his personal world, at least –
decision about their relationship.

Realising, however, that to announce it to her at that
juncture,  when  she'd  just  expressed  her  tiredness,
wouldn't  be  the most  considerate  action,  he put it
back into abeyance.  “Good night, Elaine.  I hope you
sleep well.”

She favoured him with a wan smile and an almost
yearning look.  “You too.  I'm afraid I've given you
rather  a  hard time today.   It's  not  what I  want,  I
just....”
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She let her statement dissolve and shrugged, clearly
not  wanting  to  venture  into  emotionally  murky
water at  that  time of  night.   “I'll  try to  be  better
company tomorrow.  Good night.”

She denied him any opportunity to demonstrate his
affection for her in any physical fashion by moving
directly to the door.  He wanted desperately to call
her back, to hold her there while he expressed his
deep  feelings  for  her  and  his  decision  to  commit
himself  to  her,  but  he simply stood in silence and
watched her leave the room.  He was jeered by the
harsh cackle of rain blown against the window.

Gavin went up to the guest room feeling defeated.
The curtains hadn't been drawn and raindrops - like
replete tears silvered by the light in the room - ran
down  the  window  glass  trailing  wandering  snail
paths, phosphorescent against the darkness outside.
The wind had discovered a slight gap between two
parts  of  the  poorly  fitting  metal  window  frame,
through which it moaned to be let in; the elements
prowling  outside  the  house  reflected  his  inner
turmoil.

Irritably  closing  the  curtains  -  shutting  out  the
lachrymal darkness - he undressed and climbed into
the  neatly  made  bed,  but  was  unable  to  find  the
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hoped  for  relief  and  comfort.   Falling  in  love  had
changed his life more abruptly and completely than
he'd  have  dreamed  possible,  the  effect  not  unlike
seeing  in  colour  for  the  first  time  after  years  of
vision in monochrome.

His present emotional landscape was both wonderful
and  terrible  at  the  same  time;  he'd  never  have
suspected that his longing for a woman could be so
intense, and this persistent craving was punctuated
by recurrent moments of doubt about the wisdom of
his chosen course of action (or, rather, inaction!).

After the best part of an hour's wrestling with these
disturbing influences -  the worst of  which was his
ache  for  Elaine  -  he  reluctantly  yielded  to  the
necessity  (if  he  was  to  sleep  at  all  that  night!)  of
abandoning his previous evening's strict definition of
celibacy  by  allowing  himself  manual  alleviation  of
his sexual tension.

He got out of bed and stood naked before the hand
basin,  viewing  his  flagpole  erection  in  the  mirror
with deliberate detachment; he'd determined that he
would deny himself  any sensual  pleasure from his
moral  climb-down,  and  would  apply  the  required
remedy  as  clinically  as  he  might  take  a  sleeping
tablet.  His stimulation was brief and businesslike,
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with only a subdued grunt and grimace of release as
his  semen  splashed  into  the  basin,  to  be  washed
away without ceremony.
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A FALSE CHALICE????
The intermittent  rapping of  the rain on the guest
room  window  pane  woke  Gavin  the  following
morning.  His remedy to dissipate his sexual tension
had been successful to a degree – he'd managed a few
hours of broken slumber - but now that he was fully
awake his  ambivalent  feelings  about  loving  Elaine
resurfaced.  His craving for her company was an itch
that being with her aggravated rather than relieved,
and he could think of no suitable safety valve - no
emotional equivalent of masturbation - to lessen his
torment.

When he opened the guest room curtains it appeared
likely that the weather would remain much as it had
been the previous evening; the scene before Gavin's
jaundiced  gaze  was  a  depressing  monochrome  of
lowering grey cloud, restless lead-coloured ocean and
the pearly haze of steadily falling rain.

He was disappointed, having hoped to escort Elaine
on another walk; he wanted a suitable opportunity
to inform her of his decision about her.  There would
doubtless be occasions for him to be alone indoors
with her, but such situations would be more stressful
than  when  out  walking,  where  the  scenery,
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navigating the terrain and even the physical act of
perambulation  would  provide  necessary  diversion
from  his  inner  compulsions.   While  closeted  with
Elaine  he  felt  somewhat  akin  to  a  starving  man
tantalised by a plate of appetising victuals!

He washed and dressed - thankful that he'd thought
to include a jumper in his frugal selection of clothes -
and  went  down  to  breakfast.   Elaine  sat  at  the
kitchen table and greeted him brightly.  “Would you
like some porridge, Gavin?  Aunt Viv has made some
as the weather's turned nasty.”

It was only then that he noticed the presence of the
older woman, busy at the stove, and - with a twinge
of guilt - belatedly wished her, "Good morning"; she
seemed to possess a knack for engendering guilt in
him, something that apparently ran in the family, on
the female side at least!

Gavin's  fascination  with  Elaine  was  beginning  to
impinge upon other areas of his normal functioning
as well, such as his appetite (for food!), which had
been  considerably  diminished  by  the  increased
emotional strain.  He never-the-less accepted a small
bowl of the offered porridge and settled himself at
the table beside the source of his difficulties.
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“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

“Not  too  badly,  thanks,”  he  lied,  not  wanting  to
make her feel responsible for his disturbed slumber.
He harboured a strong desire to acquaint her with
his  feelings  about  her,  but  not  over  the  breakfast
table with Vivienne listening in.

After  breakfast,  he  and  Elaine  took  their  coffee
through  to  the  drawing  room  where  someone  -
Vivienne presumably - had lit a small fire.  In that
huge fireplace it looked very insignificant - a heap of
barely  glowing  embers  -  but  a  stack  of  dried
driftwood  stood  in  the  hearth  and  when  Elaine
added  a  few  pieces  a  cheering  blaze  was  soon
achieved.   It  contrasted agreeably  with the dismal
panorama just about visible through the rain blurred
bay window.

Settling  himself  into  one  of  the  comfortable
armchairs,  Gavin wrestled with the problem of his
personal 'plate of appetising victuals'.  Now that an
opportunity to appraise Elaine of his commitment to
her had presented itself he felt unable to broach the
subject; his elation had faded a little and it seemed a
considerably more problematic communication!

Instead - in the absence of any physical distractions -
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he resorted to intellectual diversion.

“You said last night to ask you this morning about
your father's calling himself Lord of the Dance,” he
reminded her.

Her expression suggested that she would rather he'd
forgotten  about  it,  but  she  visibly  called  her
thoughts to order and kept her promise.

“I  think,  in  retrospect,  that  he  was  being  a  bit
provocative,  to make you consider the relationship
between  space  and  time,  using  dance  as  an
illustration.   You  said  yourself  that  you  visualise
chess as a series of geometric patterns; I think my
father was probably highlighting the fact  that you
need to consider temporal patterns as well.  Dance is
the bridge between geometry, in the pattern of steps
- mathematical patterns in space - and music, which
is basically mathematical patterns in time.”

“Music  mathematical?”  Gavin  queried,  surprised.
“I've  never  thought  of  music  and  maths  as  being
linked before.”

“Most people don't,” Elaine argued.  “They think of
music  as  a  form  of  emotional  free  expression  in
which notes are somehow plucked from the air and
arranged  'artistically'  into  a  pleasing  montage  of
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sound.   It's  not  like  that  at  all!   There's  more
structure and control in music that in any other art
form,  and  the  underlying  structure  is
mathematical.”

Stretching  back  in  her  chair,  Elaine  proffered  her
legs to the fire.  Fortunately for Gavin's equanimity
she'd put on a  pair  of  dark green slacks,  relieving
him of the added struggle of having to wrest his gaze
from her hem line.

“How  much  musical  theory  do  you  know?”  she
asked.

“About that much,” he replied, holding up one hand
with  his  thumb  and  forefinger  a  few  millimetres
apart;  he  was  a  member  of  Elaine's  'most  people'
when  it  came  to  music.   “I  just  about  remember
'doh',  'ray',  'me',  etcetera  from  school,  as  made
popular by Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music!”

She smiled indulgently.

“That's actually quite a good place to start.   What
you're describing is the octave - the basis of all music
- and like the laws of mathematics, it was discovered
rather  than  invented.   If  you  stretch  a  length  of
string taut and pluck it you'll get a note from it.  If
you  then  halve  the  length  of  string  and  pluck  it
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again you'll get another note that sounds the same
but higher.   In  fact,  you've  doubled the  frequency,
giving you the same note but an octave higher.  That
part is pretty straightforward; it's when you come to
divide up the octave that  things start to  get more
complicated, I'm afraid.”

“Things  sound  pretty  complicated  already!”  Gavin
retorted,  bemused  by  the  extent  of  her  musical
knowledge, though he should have expected her to
be  at  least  as  well  versed  in  music  as  he  was  in
design.   He  knew  that  he  wouldn't  be  able  to
comprehend half  of  what she told him, but  wasn't
altogether unhappy that  the subject  demanded his
concentration;  as a  means of keeping his mind off
other things it was proving reasonably successful. 

“Presumably,  as  it's  called  the  octave,  it's  divided
into  eight,”  he  suggested,  pleased  to  be  able  to
contribute an intelligent suggestion if nothing else.
“Is that down to nature, too, or is it a mystic number
or something?”

Elaine rewarded him with an encouraging smile.

“It's actually seven - the steps, or intervals, between
the notes - and seven is supposedly a mystic number,
but I don't think it's anything to do with that.  In



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 422

fact,  the  octave  can  be  divided  into  almost  any
number  of  intervals  and  some  cultures  -  Oriental
music, for example - use quite different scales.”

“Is that why oriental music sounds weird to us?”

“Yes, that's right,” she confirmed.  “Although we all
respond innately to music, we learn - as we grow up
in a particular culture - to recognise that culture's
music.   The scale that we use in Western music is
based  upon  two  things,  both  of  them  natural
phenomena.”

Now that she'd got started, Elaine settled into her
subject with enthusiasm.

“The first of these is harmonics.  When you play a
note on most instruments you hear not only the tone
itself but also a series of tones on either side of it -
sympathetic  vibrations -  something  like  the fading
ripples that spread out from a stone dropped into a
pond.  Those are the harmonics of the main note.

'The other factor is the 'fifth', the note that you get if
you divide your original length of string into three
and pluck two-thirds of it.   I'll  spare you the gory
details, but by combining the harmonics of a note,
plus those of a fifth below it and a fifth above it, you
end up with seven unequal steps, the white notes on
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a piano.  I'll show you.”

Jumping up, she crossed to the piano and played a
short set of rising notes that even Gavin was able to
recognise as a scale.

“That's the scale of C.  The trouble is, the intervals
are  uneven,  so  that  if  you  had  a  piano  with  only
white notes and you tried to shift the key - to D, for
example - you'd end up needing to play a note in the
crack between two others.  That's why sharps and
flats - the black notes - were added, which in practice
gives you an octave divided into twelve equal semi-
tones,  allowing  you  to  play  the  same  sequence  of
notes in all keys.  Do you want to know any more?  I
could  go  into  detail  about  equal  temperament  or
different scales if you wish?”

“If  you want to lose me completely,  go ahead,”  he
joked,  but  with  serious  intent;  he  was  already
beginning to suffer from mild mental indigestion and
knew that if he tried to absorb too much at once his
intellect  would  simply  switch  off,  leaving  his
unprincipled emotions free reign!

“I'd  no  idea  music  was  so  complicated,”  he
complained.   “I  thought  designing  was  difficult
enough - having to ensure that what I put up won't
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fall  down in  a  hurry -  but  I'll  take  my hat  off  to
anyone who masters music.  Especially when they're
as good looking as you are!”

She  smiled modestly  -  accompanied by the  merest
hint of a blush - almost defeating his diversionary
tactics.

“There may be more similarities between design and
music  that  you  realise,  Gavin.   I  read  somewhere
that  the  great  medieval  cathedrals  were  built  on
musical principles and that the soaring architecture
of the later Middle Ages is sometimes referred to as
frozen music.”

“If that's the case, perhaps I'm more musical than I
thought,” Gavin quipped.  “When I'm working on my
designs I'm really composing!”

She laughed appealingly, inducing thrilling harmonic
vibrations inside Gavin's abdomen.

“With all due respect to your probably considerable
talent, I doubt if your designs can be compared to
cathedral  architecture,  any  more  than  my
improvising  could  be  likened  to  a  Beethoven
symphony!

'But it does bring us back to your very first question
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about  what  my  father  meant  by  dance  marrying
space and time.   There are  a number of examples
that illustrate how music may be part of a hidden
universal pattern, one that at a deeper level may link
everything in nature.  The dance of existence, if you
like.

'Did  you  know  that  if  you  scatter  fine  sand  on  a
metal plate and then vibrate it by playing a musical
tone, the sand forms an attractive geometric pattern
-  something  like  a  snowflake  -  and  that  different
tones create different patterns?”

For  reasons  he  couldn't  begin  to  guess,  Gavin
suffered a sudden fugitive shivery sensation at the
notion  Elaine  had  presented,  as  if  he  had  been
granted  the  briefest  of  indefinable  glimpses  of
something  vast,  profound  and  not  for  human
comprehension.  Was it conceivable that her 'dance
of existence' was more than simply a metaphor?

Mentally shaking himself to rid his thoughts of such
disturbing  speculations,  Gavin  refocused  his
attention upon Elaine's discourse.

“I'm  not  boring  you,  am  I?”  she  asked,  having
perhaps noticed his brief lapse of concentration.

“Not at all!”  Apart from the fact that he wouldn't



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 426

have been bored listening to her voice even if she'd
been reciting nothing more riveting than last week's
shopping  list,  he  needed  to  keep  the  discussion
going.  He was also discovering aspects of music that
he'd  previously  not  even  suspected  exited.   Until
then it had always appeared to him as a near magical
art, whereas it now seemed that it might almost be
considered a science, and was - perhaps - something
fundamental to nature.

“Why  is  it,  then,  that  music  doesn't  play  a  more
important  part  in  people's  lives?”  he  asked.   “It's
different for you, I realise - being a musician - but
for most of us music is something we listen to when
we've nothing more important to do.”

Elaine  considered  his  question  a  moment  before
replying;  behind her  the gusting  rain performed a
bright  staccato  on the  bay  window in  competition
with the erratic spitting and popping of the fire.

“Part  of  the  reason  may  be  the  way  our  culture
treats music as something separate from daily life,”
she suggested.  “I suspect, though, that most people
experience a lot more music in their lives - in one
way or another - than they realise.

'I also think - if you want my personal view - that it's
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something to do with the dominance of language in
man's evolution.  Language developed as a practical
tool  -  an  efficient  way  of  describing  things  and
communicating  ideas  -  but  its  form  is  arbitrary.
That's why there are so many different languages in
the  world;  virtually  every  culture  has  created  its
own.  Music, on the other hand, is a more primitive
mode of communication,  expressing feelings rather
than ideas.  It's also more universal, an extension of
musical type patterns in nature.

'I  see rhythm as the most basic level,  to which we
respond  instinctively;  melody  and  harmony  sit  on
top if this and speak to our emotions.  Rhythm and
melody are associated with the two oldest parts of
our brains, which have been overlaid by the cortex,
the  new brain.   This  has  evolved to  use  language
instead.”

As she explained her ideas to Gavin she illustrated
them on the piano, presenting him first with a jazzy
rhythm  and  then  grafting  onto  it  a  slightly
sentimental little tune.  He wrestled with a wayward
impulse to jump up and sweep her into his arms for
a  dance,  which  inspired in  him an amusing  -  and
distinctly  personal  -  observation  upon  the  matter
they'd been discussing.
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“You could say, I suppose, that you and I represent
space  and  time,  me,  as  a  designer,  representing
space,  you,  as  a  musician,  time.   So  if  we  danced
together, wouldn't we be uniting space and time in
the way your father suggested?”

Elaine couldn't help laughing.  “That must take the
prize for the most original manner in which I've ever
been  propositioned!   I  don't  think  that  was  quite
what Daddy had in mind.”

As  she  spoke the door opened and Mervyn Fisher
entered.  In his ability to appear as if on cue (and, in
Gavin's  opinion,  when  least  wanted),  he  might
almost  have  been  the  demon  king  he  resembled,
lacking  only  the  accompanying  flash,  bang  and
sulphurous smoke!

“What was it I did not have in mind?” he demanded
with assumed severity.  “What are you two plotting?”

Before  Elaine  could  respond  Gavin  leapt  to  her
defence.   “Elaine  was  explaining  to  me  what  you
were talking about last night, about time and space
dancing together.”

“Aha!   The  dance  of  life,”  Fisher  responded
enigmatically,  a  deliberate  piece  of  showmanship,
Gavin suspected.  “I trust that my daughter has not
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been leading you too much of a dance?”

Gavin shot a quick querying glance at Elaine, who
responded to her father's heavy-handed teasing with
a loud, disapproving discord on the piano.

“I was explaining to Gavin the importance of music,”
she pointed out.  “You can't dance without music!”

“True,”  Fisher  conceded,  his  eyes  glinting  with
humour.  He returned his attention to Gavin.  “Did
you understand it?”

“Not entirely,” the younger man confessed, conscious
that  he'd  rather  overreacted  to  his  host's  initial
inquisition,  which  he  now  realised  hadn't  been
serious.  “But I blame that on failings in the pupil
rather than the teacher.”

“Very  diplomatic,”  Fisher  chuckled  and  wheeled
himself across the room to stare out through the bay
window.

There  was  little  to  be  seen;  visibility  had
deteriorated noticeably in the short time that Gavin
and Elaine had occupied the room.  With each gust of
wind the rain obscured the glass, scrabbling at the
panes  like  a  hoard  of  tiny  creatures  desperate  for
entry, while beyond the vaguely visible landmarks of
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the garden lay a grey void, out of which issued the
constant,  slowly  modulating  white  noise  of  the
primordial  ocean.   Corbenic  might  have  been  the
setting for some occult or science fiction fantasy: the
house at the very edge of existence!

“I'm sorry that the weather has turned like this for
you, Gavin,” the older man commented, wheeling his
chair about.  “One cannot expect good weather all
the time, but I consider it a shame for it to be so bad
when you are here for only two days.”

“I  shan't  hold  you  responsible  for  the  weather!”
Gavin  replied  with  a  small  grin.   “Do  you  think
there's a chance that it might improve later on?”

“I fear you will be disappointed,” Fisher answered,
dashing Gavin's hopes of taking Elaine for another
walk.  “When the weather turns like this it generally
sets in for a day or two, at least.  Have you put your
motorcycle in the garage?”

“No.”  It hadn't occurred to him that he might.  “I've
put a waterproof over the seat, but it would certainly
be better off under cover.”

“I am surprised that Elaine neglected to suggest it,”
her father said.  “These women have no idea when it
comes to machinery.”
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Elaine looked as though she might take issue with
him,  but  simply  replied:  “I'll  show you  where  the
garage key is kept, Gavin.”

When  he  returned  from  stowing  his  motorcycle
Gavin was wetter than he'd expected to be from such
a short time out in the rain.  He shook himself in the
hall like a damp dog before re-entering the drawing
room, where he found Fisher setting up the chess set
on the occasional table.

“As we shall have to entertain ourselves indoors, it
occurred  to  be  that  you  might  like  to  take  this
opportunity for a return joust on the chess board,”
he offered.  “Without the handicap you were landed
with last night!”

“I  second  that!”  Elaine  applauded  the  suggestion,
apparently  unoffended  by  her  father's  jocular
sarcasm;  she  hoped  no  doubt  that  Gavin  would
eventually redeem her constant defeats at the older
man's hand.

For  his  part,  Gavin  had  never  been  confident  of
meeting  her  expectations  and  now  felt  even  less
certain,  having  discovered  how  formidable  a
contestant  he  would be  facing.   Never-the-less,  he
acquiesced, partly to please Elaine and his host, but
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largely because it gave him something to concentrate
upon other than his enthusiastic - and very desirable
– sponsor.

Despite  the  distraction  of  Elaine's  presence  he
managed to  play  fairly  well,  he  thought.   He  was
defeated  -  almost  inevitably  -  by  Fisher's  superior
tactical skill, but had put up a creditable fight.  As
their  contest  had  filled  the  remainder  of  the
morning,  he  was  reasonably  satisfied  with  the
outcome.

“That  was  a  good  game,  young  man,”  his  host
commended him in a  hearty 'man-to-man'  fashion,
then propelled  his  wheelchair  across  to  the  glazed
doors to inspect the weather conditions, which had
not  improved.   Elaine  had  slipped  out  to  freshen
herself up in readiness for lunch.

Gavin took the opportunity to tackle the the older
man  about  a  conundrum  that  still  bothered  him.
“May I ask you something?”

“Ask whatever you like.”  Fisher turned back to face
his  guest,  his  eyes  seeming  colourless  and  as
informative as blank television screens.  “I am free
to answer or not as I choose.”

Although a little  disconcerted by that reply,  Gavin
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was growing accustomed to the older man's mildly
sarcastic teasing (a trait his daughter also exhibited
on occasion) and pressed ahead with the enquiry.

“When you set me that chess problem last time I was
here - you remember - you intimated that it was a
kind of test, a lesson almost.”

Fisher inclined his head in acknowledgement.

“You said it was about sacrificing something valuable
to me; my red queen in the game.  I'm afraid I didn't
fully understand what you were getting at.   I  still
don't.”

Apart from briefly entertaining the possibility that
his host had somehow divined his entanglement with
Jenny - which he'd quickly dismissed - he'd failed to
recognise  any  relevance  in  the  words,  though  he
suspected that they might have been intended as an
oblique comment upon his position with Elaine.

“Can  you  explain  what  you  meant,  otherwise  the
lesson's rather lost on me.”

Fisher  smiled  condescendingly.   “I  explained  it
satisfactorily at the time, Gavin, I am not prepared
to add any more.  But do not underestimate yourself.
You may not realise it yet, but I can see signs that
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you have taken my message to heart, and will soon
reap the benefits, if I am not much mistaken.”

Still  dissatisfied,  Gavin  would  have  persisted  with
his  questioning  -  his  host's  ambiguous  reply  had
revived  the  uncomfortable  sensation  that  he  was
being  used  in  some  obscure  game  -  but  he  was
prevented by Fisher's wheeling his chair around to
present  his  guest  with  his  back,  effectively
terminating their exchange.  “Vivienne should have
lunch just about ready, I calculate.”

Irritated by the older man's manner, Gavin followed
him to the dining room, pointedly offering him no
assistance.

Vivienne  had  improvised  a  delicious  hot  vegetable
soup, which Fisher irreverently called 'witches brew',
warning Gavin - with a conspiratorial wink - not to
ask  what  had  gone  into  it.   Gavin  was  uncertain
about how he should respond; he was angered still
by the older man's arrogance, but as a guest in his
house felt that he shouldn't express his resentment,
an inhibition reinforced by Elaine's presence.  So he
rustled up a grin, but made a point of complimenting
Vivienne upon her soup.

After lunch, father, daughter and guest all returned
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to the drawing room where Elaine built up the fire
so that it softly roared and crackled in competition
with the constant audible reminders of the dismal
conditions outside.  Unfortunately it produced more
heat than was required - the day wasn't that cold -
which abetted the natural consequences of Gavin's
disturbed night  and enhanced  his  susceptibility  to
the soporific sounds of the fire, the rain and the sea;
if he wasn't to embarrass himself by falling asleep he
needed to take some action.

“I  need  some  fresh  air.”   He  addressed  this
observation to Elaine.  “If it wasn't raining so hard
I'd suggest a walk.”

She grimaced sympathetically.

“I've  no helpful  ideas,  I'm afraid.   I  can't  think of
anywhere  we  could  go  without  getting  absolutely
soaked.”

Her father, however, had a suggestion.

“If fresh air is your only requirement, why not try
the summer house?  The quick dash there and back
will not offer a great deal of exercise, but you will
obtain plenty of fresh air if you leave the doors open
while you are there.”
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Gavin was doubtful; to be cloistered in the summer
house with Elaine - however romantic the situation -
hadn't been his intention.

She liked the idea, however, and jumped up.  “Come
on, Gavin, don't be a spoilsport!”

“Okay, if that's what you'd like to do.”

He fetched his leather jacket from the guest room -
by  which  time  Elaine  had  donned  a  bright  green
anorak - and followed her at a brisk jog through the
gusting curtains of  rain,  across  the soggy grass  to
the summer house.

The  little  hut  was  relatively  dry  inside,  but  their
dripping  clothes  and  the  open  doors  -  fortunately
angled  away  from  the  prevailing  wind  -  quickly
introduced a slightly chill dampness.  If alone, Gavin
would  have  returned  almost  immediately  to  the
indolent  warmth of  the  drawing  room,  but  Elaine
was  delighted  to  be  out  there  amid  the  elements.
Her small face - flushed from the dash through the
rain,  eyes  bright  with  joy,  and  surrounded  by  a
tawny halo of wind-tossed hair - looked so beautiful
to  Gavin  that  he  had  to  turn  away to  reduce  the
physical  ache  that  her  proximity  promoted.   He
longed  to  proclaim  the  strength  of  his  desire  but
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feared the result of even acknowledging his passion
in such intimate circumstances.

The wildness of the scene outside resonated with his
inner  turmoil;  the branches  of  the  deformed trees
flailed and clattered, attempting to grasp hold of the
errant wind,  while  the walls,  roof  and windows of
the summer house were assaulted by blasts of liquid
shot.

“This is rather fun, isn't it?” Elaine proposed, and
even  her  voice  -  alive  with  childlike  enjoyment  -
caused him discomfort.  If their situation had been
different  he'd  have  been  overjoyed  to  share  that
small  place  with  her,  the  external  conditions
heightening  their  sense  of  snugness  in  the  tiny
shelter.

“Don't you like being here with me?” she asked, a
little plaintively, when he failed to answer; it was as
if  she'd  caught  his  thoughts,  distorted  by  the
strength  of  his  frustration.   He  realised  that  he
should  have  credited  his  misgivings  more  and
remained indoors.

He turned to confront her,  looming darkly against
the  open  doorway,  almost  menacing  in  his  bulky
black leather jacket.  “I wouldn't be here if I didn't
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want to be.”

He  thought  that  he'd  managed  to  filter  all  the
bitterness from his voice, but to a woman of Elaine's
sensitivity it was clearly still audible.  She stepped
back as if threatened.

“Is it so very difficult for you, being here with me?”

His inclination was to lie - to pass it off as nothing
important - but he desperately needed an outlet for
his  pent-up  emotions  and  if  actions  were  not
permitted, words would have to suffice.

But how could he possibly put into words what he
was feeling, that this remarkable little woman before
him - dressed in slacks and a rather large anorak,
and without any make-up - managed to engender in
him  greater  sexual  arousal  than  could  most  girls
wearing  provocative  party  frocks  and  seductive
cosmetics?

“Yes, it is difficult!  Being with you, but unable to
touch you,  is  very  hard  at  times,”  he  complained.
The  one  feminine  aid  that  Elaine  did  use  -  her
seditious perfume - was affecting him even through
the  sharply  pungent  tang  of  their  damp  clothing.
“Last night - when I went for my walk - I considered
seriously  whether  I  should  leave  and  not  see  you
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again,  but I decided that not seeing you any more
would be even worse.”

She  looked  stricken  by  his  revelations  -  he'd  not
intended to present his conclusion to her in such a
bald fashion, not to sound so distraught -  and she
reached out to touch him, calming him as she might
a frightened animal.

“I wish it didn't have to be like this, Gavin.  I like
you a great  deal  and I  love your company.   But  I
explained  yesterday  why  I  can't  consider  anything
more at the moment.   If  you want what might be
possible between us, you will have to be patient.”

“Of course.  I  came on a bit heavy just then.  I'm
sorry.”  He attempted to shrug the matter aside, and
resorted to humour, his customary defence in such
situations.  “You could say I've decided to sign up full
time as your champion, to serve you as my Lady in
whatever way you desire!”

She  smiled  her  appreciation.   “That's  beautiful,
Gavin.  And you needn't apologise, I asked because I
want  to  know.   Thank  you  for  being  honest  with
me.”

At that moment he felt so close to her that it would
have been wonderful if only he could have enfolded
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her  in  his  arms;  as  things  stood  the  sensation
brought him close to tears.  He cast around - almost
frantically - for something to say that would lessen
the tension between them, and was rewarded by his
memory  reminding  him about  the  little  book  he'd
made so much effort to read.

“I've read quite a bit of that book you lent me about
Joseph of Arimathea.”

Elaine's  eyes  widened  in  surprise  but  she  didn't
challenge  his  abrupt  change  of  subject,  perhaps
sensing  that  he  needed  to  introduce  a  little
'normality' into the situation.

“That was quick,  you've only had it  a day or two.
Where have you got to?”

He had to concentrate to remember, even though the
question referred to something only the night before
last;  an enormous amount had taken place in that
short interval, in his mind if not in the real world.

“Joseph  had  reached  Glastonbury  and  had  just
planted  his  staff  in  the  ground,  the  one  that
miraculously becomes a thorn tree.”

Elaine ignored his cynical gloss.  “That's very nearly
the end, there isn't a great deal more.  I can tell you
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what happens, if you like?”

“Why not?”

Hard as  he found it  to  be  ensconced in that  little
summer  house  with  her,  there  was  –  he
acknowledged wryly – nowhere else he'd rather be.
Watching the captivating movements of her lips as
she spoke intensified his longing to kiss them; it was
emotional  torment,  but  not  to  be  in  her  presence
would be even worse!

Displaying considerable knowledge of the contents of
the  little  volume,  she  recounted  –  with  only
occasional  brief  pauses  to  remind  herself  of  the
narrative - how Joseph had built a small wattle and
daub chapel  at Glastonbury and had lived out the
remainder of his life there.  Upon his death he'd been
buried in the little churchyard, the site of which had
later become Glastonbury abbey.

As a distraction for Gavin it was successful, though
not because he'd any interest in the subject; it was
Elaine's  obvious  familiarity  with  the  matter  that
resonated with his earlier suspicions concerning her
true motives for lending him the book.

“Do you think it might be useful for your game?” she
asked when she'd finished.



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 442

“It might be,” he answered non-committally.  “Was
that really why you wanted me to read it,  because
you thought it would help me with my game?  Or
were there other reasons?”

“What other reasons could there be?” she enquired,
green eyes wide with surprise, but her tone carried
nuances  of  teasing  rather  than  of  genuine
bewilderment.

“For a start, I think it was written by one of your
ancestors,” he confronted her.

She smiled a devastatingly coy admission.  “Was it
that obvious?  I suppose it was, as you'd seen Daddy's
cup and been told about where it came from.  We're
not sure exactly who wrote it, but it's another family
heirloom.”

“But you don't believe the story's true?” he dared to
ask.

She subjected him to one of her searching stares.

“I believe its a valid account of how my father's cup
came to be on Drake Tor.  The writer, whoever he
was – or it might even have been a she, the women
in our family have always been quite forward - has
included a number of much older traditions to create



THE TANGLED THICKET PAGE 443

a coherent story.  And Saint Joseph is a key figure
for a number of reasons.  He not only links the Holy
Grail  to the Crucifixion,  but also to the coming of
Christianity to Britain and to Glastonbury, as well as
to my father's cup and Drake Tor.”

Gavin  was  mildly  confused,  not  an  uncommon
sensation when debating  anything  with Elaine,  he
found.

“How  can  he  be  a  key  figure  when  it's  not  even
certain that he actually existed?”

“That's my whole point, Gavin.  Whether or not he
actually lived and breathed is immaterial, his virtual
existence and the adventures recounted about him
are  the  vital  link  between  the  various  elements.
Without  these  Glastonbury  would  be  just  another
ruined abbey and the Grail would be a little known
mysterious  treasure  in  medieval  romance,  not  the
cup  used  by  Jesus  at  the  last  supper.   And  my
father's cup would be a simple Roman relic, nothing
to do with either.”

Gavin suppressed his naturally cynical retort that he
considered the last to be the case; apart from having
no  wish  to  upset  Elaine  he  was  -  despite  the
distractions - beginning to grasp her meaning.
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“What you're saying is that even fictitious characters
and  events  can  have  an  influence  on  history  if
enough people believe in them?”

“That's part of it,” she agreed, “but not the whole of
it.   Every story that's created adds a new layer to
reality.  The story in the book about Saint Joseph is
a truth, but it's only one of many.  That's what life is
all about, the stories we tell.  All equally valid and all
true to the people telling them.”

Her answer had deepened his confusion and he was
beginning  to  regret  broaching  the subject.   “What
about the actual truth, what really happened?”

“Is there an actual truth?” she asked; Gavin felt like
a fish being played by a skilful angler.  “All we know
about truth is what we each believe it to be and the
stories we tell.   How can we judge which truth is
more  valid  than  another,  unless  you  want  to  call
upon  God's  truth,  the  truth  as  known  by  an  all-
seeing entity who stands outside the universe.  Even
historians  –  like  my  father  –  cannot  define  an
absolute truth.  They simply compare all the stories
and create a new one from the bits that more or less
agree, a sort of collective truth.”

Gavin  wasn't  able  to  present  a  robust  rebuttal,
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though  he  felt  that  he'd  been  outsmarted  by
sophistry rather than logic.  It didn't help that his
opponent was so distractingly desirable!

“I  don't  think  you  need  to  bring  God  into  the
equation  to  believe  in  an  objective  truth,”  he
complained, “but I don't want to argue with you any
more.  I don't seem able to make sense of anything at
the moment!”

“I think I understand,” she replied with compassion.
“I'm sorry.”

He wished that she wouldn't apologise; her pity did
little  to  console  him  but  actually  aggravated  his
plight  by  making  him  feel  ungrateful  for  her
kindness towards him.

“Do you want to stay here any longer?” he asked,
keeping his tone light, though he was now keen to
escape from that uncomfortably intimate enclosure.
“Or shall we make the dash back to comfort?”

“I think I know what you'd rather do,” she replied
sympathetically,  and  sidled  past  him  to  the  open
doorway. “Come on!”

He followed her back out into the stinging rain and
they returned to the house at a run.  She led him
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round to the landward courtyard doors rather than
the slightly shorter route to the patio doors, perhaps
to  avoid  walking  through the  drawing room while
wet,  though Gavin  wondered  whether  it  wasn't  to
avoid more of her father's heavy innuendo.

Once back indoors, Gavin followed Elaine upstairs,
he to the guest room, she to her bedroom, ostensibly
to change and tidy herself, though Gavin suspected
that she might also be giving him a respite from her
presence.

He hung his damp jacket behind the guest room door
to dry off,  and gave his  hair  a quick rub with his
towel, but didn't go straight back downstairs.  What,
he pondered, was the best way for him to deal with
his current predicament?

Would it be best for him to leave right away?  Much
as  he  wished  to  remain  at  Corbenic  in  Elaine's
company  until  the  last  possible  moment,  he  was
finding  the  situation  harder  to  handle  than  he'd
expected.   Yet  he  hesitated.   It  was  proving  even
more difficult for him to walk away from the object
of  his  emotional  turmoil;  he  just  couldn't  bring
himself to leave before necessity dictated.

Although he didn't feel at all in the mood for polite
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conversation with either Fisher or Vivienne, Gavin
never-the-less returned to the drawing room; short
of sitting alone in the guest room there was really
nowhere else for him to go!

“You managed to avoid getting blown away?” Fisher
observed  jocularly  when  Gavin  entered  the  room.
“Sit down, young man, there is something I wish to
discuss with you.   Before you do,  though, chuck a
couple more sticks on the fire.”

Gavin rebuilt  the fire,  which had burned low,  and
settled himself into an armchair, more than a little
apprehensive  about  what  his  host  might  wish  to
discuss with him.  His opinion of Elaine's father was
decidedly  ambivalent;  he  respected  Fisher's
considerable  talent  for  painting  and  generally
appreciated the other man's eccentric humour (even
when  directed  at  himself!)  but  also  found  him
insufferable at times.

Fisher regarded his guest with eyes that were dark
and slaty, reflecting the complexion of the day.   “I
presume you remember our discussion the last time
you were here, about how my Grail cup might have
found its way into the altar of the church on Drake
Tor?”
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Gavin nodded,  relieved that  he wasn't  about to  be
quizzed  -  in  any  capacity  -  over  his  feelings  or
intentions towards Elaine.

“You  were  rather  sceptical  about  my  theory  I
remember,”  his  host  continued  evenly.   “I  had
realised  all  along  that  the  weakest  part  of  my
hypothesis was the doubtful validity of the tradition
that Joseph of Arimathea had buried the cup on the
tor.   I  will  admit that I had tended to ignore that
unwelcome fact.  Your scepticism prompted me into
seeking  some  confirmation  for  the  tradition,  so  I
decided to do a bit of digging.”

Gavin was flattered that the older man had taken so
much notice of his challenge; it appeared that Elaine
hadn't been humouring him in the restaurant with
her assurance that her father had been impressed by
his comments.

“I may not be able to move around a great deal, but I
have  developed  quite  a  comprehensive  network  of
useful contacts,” Fisher boasted.  “I keep in touch by
letter.   Elaine is constantly nagging me to 'update'
myself and use email - or what have you – but I still
prefer  ink on paper.   I  do have a  typewriter,  with
which I am comfortable as I can see how it works.
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'But I digress.  Elaine assists me a great deal, using
her  computer  to  access  some  of  the  libraries  and
collections that I could never hope to visit.  She will
also visit on my behalf libraries with collections of
old  manuscripts  that  cannot  be  accessed
electronically.   Although  many of  my contacts  are
extraordinarily  helpful,  most  of  them  are  busy
people,  so I  cannot expect them to spend hours of
their time searching dusty archives for me.  I sent
Elaine up to London last week to check on some old
accounts of the Joseph of Arimathea story.”

The heat from the fire was beginning to make Gavin
drowsy again; he hoped that his host would get to
the point fairly quickly.

“What  she  unearthed  caused  me  something  of  a
dilemma,” Fisher admitted.  “You, no doubt, will be
pleased  to  hear  that  your  scepticism  was  fully
justified.  I discovered not only that the Drake Tor
tradition is a very local one - not even mentioned in
any  of  the  mainstream  literature  -  but  that  the
whole legend of Joseph's having visited these islands
cannot  be  traced  back  any  earlier  than  the
thirteenth century, and may well have been dreamed
up by the monks of Glastonbury to attract tourists!
Pilgrims they called them in those days.”
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An accomplished story teller, Fisher emphasised his
predicament  with  an  exaggerated  display  of
resignation.

“What was I to do?  The provenance of my grail cup
was  based,  it  appeared,  upon  a  fallacy.   Yet  there
remained the question of how and why my cup had
been  hidden  in  that  altar,  together  with  the
persistence of the local tradition concerning Joseph
and the Grail.  The only hope of finding an answer
that I could think of was to re-examine as much local
history as possible, looking for clues.”

Despite  his  professed  disbelief  Gavin  was  not
entirely disinterested in the other man's  discovery,
his cynicism adopted as much as a protection against
accusations of gullibility as it was an expression of
personal conviction.

“The critical clue that I found was in the origin of
the name, Temple Dractham.  The Dractham bit is
simply a contraction of 'Drake-tor-ham' - the village
of Drake Tor - but the Temple part indicates that the
place  once  had  associations  with  the  Knights
Templar,  the  order  of  crusader  knights  who  had
their headquarters in the Temple in Jerusalem.

'As  you  can  imagine,  I  recognised  at  once  the
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possibilities  in  that  line  of  enquiry  and  set  about
finding out as much as I could about the order.  Do
you know anything of the history of the Templars,
Gavin?”

Gavin shook his head.  “I've heard of them, of course,
and  I've  seen  pictures  of  that  strange  goat-devil
creature they were supposed to worship.”

“Ah, yes.  Baphomet,” was his host's rather guarded
response.  “That particular aspect of their history is
somewhat  problematic.   Some  historians  seem
convinced that they were devil worshippers, others
that Baphomet was part of  a complicated ritual to
test  the  faith  and  loyalty  of  individual  knights,
something  akin  to  the  initiation  rituals  of
Freemasonry.   Yet  others  insist  that  it  was  all
invented by opponents of the Templars to discredit
the  order;  they  were  very  influential  in  medieval
Europe  and  made  some  dangerous  enemies,
including kings and popes.

'At the start of the fourteenth century the order was
dissolved,  their  lands  and  wealth  confiscated,  and
many  of  their  leaders  tortured  and  burnt  at  the
stake for heresy.”

“You  think  the  Templars  brought  your  cup  to
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England from the Holy Land?” Gavin suggested.

Fisher smiled.  “You are quick on the uptake, Gavin.
I like that.

'In 1308 - I think it was - when the Templars were
under papal scrutiny shortly before the dissolution
of their order, King Edward the Second confiscated
all Templar lands in England.  He was short of funds
at the time - like many a medieval monarch - and the
Templars were credited with having been fabulously
wealthy.   They  were  also  said  to  have  been  in
possession  of  other  priceless,  spiritual  treasures,
including the Ark of the Covenant, the mummified
head of John the Baptist and the Holy Grail.”

Gavin couldn't resist a little smile of his own; these
findings were a godsend to his host, providing him
with much better credentials for his beaker than the
dubious  traditions  surrounding  Joseph  of
Arimathea.

They failed, however, to convinced Gavin.

“Aren't  they the sort of  stories that gather around
any secretive organisation like the Templars?”

“Indeed,” Elaine's father was not at all fazed by the
younger man's questioning, “but it is recorded that
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the  Templars  excavated  beneath  the  temple  in
Jerusalem and that they found something significant
there.   What  exactly  that  was  is  not  recorded,
unfortunately,  though it  is  known that  the Jewish
temple  treasures  were  hidden  by  Zionist  rebels
shortly  before  the  temple  was  destroyed  by  the
Romans in 70AD.  One of the places where these are
said to have been hidden was in a secret chamber
beneath the temple.”

“But  would  the  Jewish  temple  treasures  have
included Christian relics like John the Baptist's head
or the cup from the last supper?” Gavin challenged;
it seemed unlikely to him.

“Quite  possibly,  I  should  think,”  Fisher  argued.
“You are forgetting that Christianity was a Jewish
sect to begin with.  After all, Jesus was a Jew and
worshipped in the temple, as no doubt did the other
early Christians.  It was only later, when the church
became a tool of the Roman Empire, that Christians
turned on the  Jews and blamed them for  Christ's
death.

'But to return to the matter of my cup, Elaine is very
thorough in her research, and found for me what I
needed:  confirmation that  the lands  around Drake
Tor had at one time belonged to the Templars.  They
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had  a  preceptory  there,  one  of  their  centres  for
raising funds for their campaigns in the Holy Land.”

With  the  skill  of  a  seasoned  music-hall  conjurer
Fisher  shifted  from  recorded  fact  to  doubtful
speculation in a manner that barely showed any join.

“I am convinced that the Templars did possess the
Grail - the actual cup used by Jesus - and that when
they were being persecuted and were looking for safe
hiding places for their most precious treasures, the
church on Drake Tor was being built.  Where more
natural for them to hide their most holy relic than
beneath the altar of the new church?

'Somehow someone got wind of that fact,  which is
how the tradition started that the Grail was hidden
on the tor.  I think it is significant that all this was
taking  place  soon  after  Glastonbury  started
marketing its own version of the legend of Joseph of
Arimathea.   I  suspect  that  as  the  Joseph  legend
spread across the West Country -  at just the right
time  -  it  somehow  became  conflated  with  local
rumours about the Grail and that was how Joseph's
name became associated with the Grail.”

Gavin  almost  applauded  the  panache  with  which
Fisher pulled his new 'white rabbit' of a theory out of
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the battered hat of the old, but refused to allow it
any  more  credence  than  its  predecessor,  and  for
similar reasons.

Gavin  could  accept  the  proposal  as  a  possible
solution to the mystery of how the silver cup came to
be hidden in the old church on Drake Tor, but that
didn't substantiate his host's claim for it.  Because
the Templars had believed it to be the Holy Grail -
assuming that they had - was no proof that it had
ever been used by Jesus of Nazareth!

He was about to voice his objections, as tactfully as
he could, when the door opened to admit Elaine, and
his interest in debating the matter -  never great -
instantly evaporated.

Fisher, however, was keen to continue the discussion.
“I have been telling Gavin what I - what we - have
discovered  about  the  Knights  Templar  and  their
connections with Temple Dractham.”

Elaine  seemed  no  more  excited  by  the  topic  than
Gavin  was.   “I  still  prefer  the  other  version  with
Saint Joseph.”

“That has now been discredited by the new facts!”
her  father  objected,  clearly  irritated  by  her
recalcitrance.   He  reiterated,  as  if  lecturing  a
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wayward student, the evidence against the validity
of the Joseph legend.

“I'm  not  arguing  with  that,”  Elaine  replied,
unmoved.  “I unearthed most of those facts for you,
in any case.  But even if you managed to prove that
the legend couldn't possibly be true from an historic
point of view - which you can't - that still wouldn't
rule out its being true in other ways.”

If  Gavin  was  a  little  startled  to  hear  Elaine
disagreeing  so  forcibly  with  her  father,  he  was
severely taken aback by the older man's vehemently
disparaging response.

“Your virtual truth, I suppose?  What is it about the
Grail that drives people into wanting to hijack it for
their own pet theories all the time?”

Without  allowing  his  daughter  an  opportunity  to
answer  his  veiled  accusation,  Fisher  turned  his
attention back to his guest and resumed his diatribe.

“This has been going on for centuries, you know!  As
far back as the thirteenth century a German named
Wolfram  von  Eschenbach  -  he  who  invented  the
Parzival  legend  so  beloved  by  Wagner  -  tried  to
appropriate the Grail for alchemy by making it out
to  have  been  a  fabulous  stone,  related  to  the
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Philosopher's Stone, and accounted capable both of
transforming  human  nature  and  of  transmuting
base metal into gold!  About the only accurate thing
he wrote was that the Grail was in the possession of
the Templars.”

His temper beginning to simmer, Fisher trained his
disdain  upon  the  next  pretender.   “You  doubtless
know about the most recent outlandish claims, in a
book that reached the best selling lists, such is the
perspicacity of the British book buying public!

'Some half-baked academic proposed that San Graal -
Old French for 'Holy Grail' - was a mistranslation of
Sang Réal, meaning 'Royal Blood'.  The reason this
was supposed to have happened, would you believe,
was that Jesus fathered a child - either in a secret
marriage or illegitimately -  upon Mary Magdalene.
The descendants of this blessed union are supposed
to have guarded this sacred blood-line down to the
present  day  with  a  secret  society  which  included
many  famous  philosophers  and  artists,  such  as
Leonardo  da  Vinci  and  Sir  Isaac  Newton.   All
complete nonsense, of course!”

“That's been discredited,” Elaine interjected.  “The
whole business of the secret society and the coded
documents hidden in the church were shown to be a
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hoax.”

“That may be,” her father retorted, refusing to me
mollified.  “People still believe it, though.  And that
ridiculous theory has inspired even more outlandish
fantasies involving the Rosslyn Chapel in Scotland
and  Vatican  secret  societies,  rubbish  that  a
depressing  number  of  the  public  at  large  have
swallowed, despite its being presented to them in a
work of mediocre fiction!  At times I despair.”

Gavin - actually sympathetic to his host's  scathing
denunciation - prudently refrained from remarking
that the anonymous author of the pseudo-history of
Joseph  of  Arimathea  had  been  guilty  of  a  similar
crime,  nor  that  until  recently  the  other  man  had
been convinced by it.  Elaine was more outspoken in
defence of her beliefs.

“My truth isn't like those at all, as well you know!”
Her  face  tightened  into  a  startlingly  unyielding
expression.  “You of all people should appreciate the
concept of virtual truth.  What are your paintings, if
not virtual truths?”

Her  father's  face  darkened,  looking  even  more
diabolic  that  customary.   “It  is  not  your  place  to
lecture me about that, my girl!  I was paying homage
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at that particular shrine long before you were born,
and look how I have ended up.  All that is illusion,
the stuff of dreams and fantasies!”

Gavin  was  shocked  by  the  older  man's  bitterness,
realising then that  his  usual  stoicism was a  social
mask worn to  hide  a  permanent  grimace  of  inner
pain.

A sudden violent fusillade of driven rain upon the
glass behind Gavin heightened his consternation, as
if  his  host  were  supernaturally  manipulating  the
elements to vent his personal anguish (that was the
second time that thought had occurred to him!).

Impulsively,  Elaine moved closer to her father and
touched  his  shoulder,  her  voice  almost  pleading.
“But you must have something to believe in!”

“I  do!”  Fisher  growled,  his  eyes  as  bleak  as  the
weather.  “I believe that my cup is the true Grail, the
very cup from which Jesus drank at the Last Supper.
I have faith that one day I shall be able to prove that
to  the  satisfaction  of  Doubting  Thomases  and
sceptics like Gavin here!”

“I  hope  sincerely  that  you  do,”  Elaine  responded
sympathetically.   “But  even  if  that  happens,  it
doesn't mean that my truth isn't equally valid.  The
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Grail  stories may have been inspired by an actual
relic  -  perhaps  even the cup used by Jesus  at  the
Last Supper - but the Grail has become something
much greater and more universal,  which is  why it
can be absorbed so successfully into the doctrines of
so many different philosophies.

'Perhaps you're right and the Templars did bring the
cup to England and hide it here; perhaps they had to
because the Joseph legend made it necessary.  You
taught me yourself that sometimes ideas and beliefs
seem  to  pre-date  events  in  the  physical  world
because  they  resonate  throughout  the  space-time
continuum.”

Gavin stared  at  her,  astonished,  and more  than a
little  dismayed.   Although  he  considered  Elaine's
vision of the Grail slightly more acceptable than her
father's  Christian  relic,  her  excursion  into
metaphysics  -  not  dissimilar  to  the  eccentric  ideas
she  had  expounded  in  The  Riverside  Pavilion  and
more recently in Corbenic's summer house - caused
him some disquiet.

Gavin was unable to comprehend how the Grail - if
not a supernatural object, which he found incredible
-  could  be  anything  other  than an empty abstract
symbol.  If it possessed any real power - he concluded
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cynically - it was that of inspiring incredible notions
in people who were then prepared to defend them
almost to the death!

Fisher  suddenly  appeared  to  crumble,  seemingly
outmanoeuvred by his clever daughter and hoist by
his  own  metaphysical  petard.   He  abandoned  his
adamant stance; and even his physical frame seemed
to shrink slightly.

“You are right, my dear, though sometimes I find it
difficult  to accept the cards that  destiny has dealt
me.  I wish to go to my room for a while.  Will you
wheel me there?  I cannot find it in myself to make
the effort.”

Gavin  started  forward  to  offer  help  but  Elaine
deterred him with a small shake of her head.  She
wheeled her father to the door, where he stopped her
and  turned  back  towards  their  guest;  Gavin  was
disconcerted to find himself looking into the haggard
face of an old man.

“We come into this life, Gavin, with few talents and
insufficient knowledge to meet even half the dangers
that lie in wait for us, from unscrupulous politicians
making wars upon us to microscopic viruses taking
over our bodies as breeding factories.  We are under
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constant threat, but I can offer you a warning - if
you are prepared to listen - that may save you from
one of the worst fates that can befall a man.”

Fisher's eyes seemed very dark, in keeping with his
mood.   “There is  a powerful  force  at  large in this
world, even more devastating and terrible than war
or  disease,  because  it  can  maim  a  man  without
killing  him  or  impairing  his  ability  to  suffer  and
reproach  himself.   Yet  far  from  being  feared  and
reviled  as  it  should  be,  this  monstrous  thing  is
actually revered and actively pursued by idiots of all
ages.”

He paused to acknowledge the crisp applause of rain
upon glass.

“The malady to which I refer, Gavin, is the madness
that goes by the name of 'love'!”
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by following the guiding light of the Grail!
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The Secret SHRINE
The violent weather that had assailed Corbenic all
day showed no signs of abating; wave after wave of
assaulting shards of rain – goaded to a frenzy by a
malevolent wind – hurled themselves at the house's
high curving frontage,  lending it  something of  the
aspect of a liner battling through a storm at sea.

In the guest bedroom, as Gavin hurriedly packed his
few belongings into his travel bag, he once again felt
that  the  conditions  outside  reflected  his  inner
emotional turmoil.  Fisher's theatrical speech upon
the  nature  of  love  had  planted  in  Gavin's  mind  a
seditious seed that was starting to grow, and because
he  didn't  want  its  potentially  bitter  fruit  to
contaminate his relations with Elaine, he'd decided
to  leave  immediately,  despite  the  inclement
conditions;  his  ride  back to  London wouldn't  be  a
comfortable one, either physically or emotionally.

He  was  uncertain  whether  his  host's  speech  had
genuinely reflected the older man's attitude to love,
or whether Fisher had some other, personal reason
for wanting to warn his guest of the dangers of mal
d'amour.
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Could  that one  that  harked  back  to  his  earlier
intimation  that  Gavin  should  sacrifice  something
valuable to him?  Some of Mervyn Fisher's 'eccentric'
behaviour began to make more sense to  him, in a
decidedly negative fashion.

Retrieving his motorcycle helmet and leggings from
the  wardrobe,  Gavin  turned  to  lift  his  still  damp
jacket from behind the open door but stopped when
he found Elaine watching him from the doorway.

“Do you have to leave already?” she asked, her voice
expressing disappointment.

“No,” he answered honestly, “but I think perhaps I'd
better.  I'm not sure I'm welcome here.”

Elaine's eyes flashed a green warning light.  “What's
that supposed to mean?”

Gavin  caught  undertones  of  both  dismay  and
resentment in her question.  It hurt him to subject
her to such aggrieved frankness but he felt that he
had to make his case.

“Your  father's  warning  about  love  just  now,  the
denigrating comments he's  made to me about you,
and his hinting last weekend that I could gain from
sacrificing something valuable to me.  I think he was
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telling me that I should give you up.”

“Why on earth should he want to do that?”  She was
visibly shocked by Gavin's accusation.

“Perhaps  he's  afraid  of  losing  you,”  he  surmised.
“It's  not  uncommon  for  fathers  to  see  their
daughter's  boyfriends  as  rivals,  and  you're  very
useful  to  him,  helping  him with  his  research  and
what-have-you!””

“That's  not  what  he  was  doing,  I'm  sure!”   She
moved  closer  to  Gavin  -  her  wide,  golden  haloed
pupils  expressed  unrestrained  sincerity  -  and
grasped his hand.

“I'm afraid Daddy loses it every so often.  It's due to
his  frustration  at  being  confined  to  a  wheelchair
when he used to  be  so active  before.   I'm sure he
wasn't warning you off; he would never stand in my
way, in anything.  Besides, I'm his daughter - flesh of
his  flesh  -  he  can't  lose  me,  wherever  I  go  or
whatever I do.”

“Okay, I believe you.”  Gavin wanted to be convinced
but that seditious little growth was proving hard to
uproot.  And he was struggling again with his inner
impulses, exacerbated by the touch of her soft flesh
upon his,  though he didn't want her to release his
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hand.  He was disappointed when she did.

He  decided –  reluctantly  -  that  his  best  course  of
action at that point would be to withdraw gracefully
and think things over.

“I'm  sorry,  I  just  don't  know  where  I  am  at  the
moment.  I think perhaps it would be better if I left
now, though I'm not looking forward to the ride back
home.”

“I'm sorry it's turned out like this,” she responded
sympathetically,  which  might  have  been  simply  a
reference  to  the  weather,  but  which  he  hoped
signified empathy for his predicament.  “It really has
meant a great  deal to  me your being here,  Gavin.
And I'm sorry I can't offer you anything more than
friendship at this point in time.”

He  startled  her  by  seizing  her  upper  arms  and
staring  directly  into  her  eyes.   “Please  stop
apologising, Elaine.  I'm here because I want to be
here.  It may be difficult for me, but it's my choice!”

He released her and stepped back, wondering if he'd
offended her, but she responded with a half smile.  “I
understand.  Thank you, Gavin.  Would you like to
visit again next weekend, or would you find it easier
if you didn't?"
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Despite his assertion only moments before, it wasn't,
Gavin knew, a matter of choice for him.  “I'll only not
come if you don't want me to.”

“I very much want you to come next weekend.  I'd
love  to  have  your  company  again.   But  I  will
understand if you think you'll find it too difficult.”

“I'll  be  here,”  he assured her with (slightly  bleak)
conviction.

She  left  him  then  and  he  finished  dressing  -  as
protectively as he could against the wind and driving
rain  –  before  going  downstairs,  where  Elaine  was
waiting for him.

She'd donned her anorak and accompanied him up to
the garage,  so  that she could lock up behind him.
With the garage doors open there was room for them
to  shelter  from  the  weather,  the  building  having
been constructed when the model of motorcar driven
by  people  who  could  afford  Corbenic  had  been
considerably  longer  than  today's  average  saloon.
There was sufficient space for both Elaine's small car
and Gavin's motorcycle, with a little to spare.

“Please take care, Gavin, I'd hate to lose you,” she
confided to him.
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“I  intend  to!”  he  responded,  smiling  reassurance
despite the painful conflict  still  smouldering inside
him.  He grasped the handlebars of his machine to
push it out into the rain.

“Don't I get a kiss this time?” she asked teasingly,
but also a touch wistfully.

Gavin fought down an upsurge of aching tenderness
– overlaid with bitter harmonics - and turned back to
her.  “I didn't think you liked that sort of thing!”

“I'm finding perhaps that  I  do.   It  hasn't  been an
easy weekend for you,  I  know.   I  wish it  could be
otherwise.  I don't make you suffer from choice.”

She offered her small face up to him and - wishing
desperately  that  things  could  be  otherwise  -  he
kissed her  with imposed restraint,  struggling  with
passion that clamoured to be let out.  She responded
more  than  she  had  before  -  not  ardently,  but
affectionately - and he again carried the after-taste
of  her  kiss  as  a  comfort  during  his  homeward
journey,  much  as  a  medieval  knight  might  have
carried his lady's favour.

Once back at his flat he hung up his sodden leather
clothing  so  that  it  could  dry  for  the  following
morning, raided his cupboard for a tin of soup and
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his freezer for some sliced bread that he could toast.
This warm - if simple - meal improved his dampened
spirits  considerably,  though  it  did  little  for  his
battered emotions; he needed diverting.

He'd  developed  a  tried  and  tested  method  for
overcoming  the  customary  'downer'  of  returning
from  a  weekend  away  to  the  parlous  state  of
domestic affairs that invariably greeted him, not - as
one might logically expect - to tackle the offending
confusion  (that  generally  had  to  wait  until  the
muddle  prevented his  functioning  properly)  but  to
immerse himself in a game on his computer.

On this occasion, however, his usual antidote failed
to work; the challenge of defeating an evil wizard in
a subterranean realm of enchantment didn't hold his
attention  (maybe  resonating  too  closely  with  his
recent skirmishes with Mervyn Fisher) and he wisely
switched off his computer before he slipped up and
lost his hard won magical items.

He cast around for an alternative – other than the
accumulated  household  chores  -  but  there  was
nothing that caught his attention when he sampled
the television channels and he didn't fancy venturing
out again to visit a cinema.  Even his less respectable
fallback  remedy  for  boredom  and  listlessness  –
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immersing  himself  in  salacious  appreciation  of
alluring  images  of  women  in  various  degrees  of
bondage  –  were  proscribed  by  the  self-imposed
discipline of his covenant with Elaine.

In desperation he  switched  his  computer  back on,
not to play a game but to try working on his own
opus,  despite  not  being  in  a  particularly  creative
frame of mind.  He switched on the radio as well;
he'd  learned  that  a  background  of  music  acted  as
lubrication for his creative engine, allowing him to
be more productive.   Popular classical  was usually
most effective he'd found, but tonight he selected a
pop  station  as  he  feared  that  some  of  the  piano
music  played  might  provoke  overwhelmingly
poignant recollections of Elaine.

He  decided  to  tackle  some  outstanding  texts
describing the game's locations, one of which was a
rather forbidding castle, and he was inspired by his
recent  experiences  to  set  it  upon  a  rocky,  storm-
lashed headland.

Working on his game proved to be a wise choice; the
evening  was  well  advanced  when  tiredness  drove
him  to  leave  the  task,  by  which  time  he  felt
considerably  more  cheerful  and pleased with  what
he'd achieved (so long as he didn't look too closely at
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his surroundings!).

Unfortunately, the rest of that week was less easily
managed.   Tension at Monarch Interiors increased
as the date of the planned visit to Mark Cornwall's
new house approached.  The firm dared not ignore
its  other  customers  and had taken on one  or  two
extra commissions that would have to be 'slotted in'
somewhere;  it  was largely Gavin's  responsibility to
engineer the 'slotting in'.

He needed to be fully focussed on these tasks, and
was  alarmed  to  find  himself  suffering  lapses  of
concentration  similar  to  those  he'd  experienced  at
Corbenic  and  the  Riverside  Pavilion,  when  some
insignificant trigger - the flash of sunlight through
the limp leaves of the tree in the yard, for example -
provoked  startlingly  vivid  daydreams  of  the  hazy
blue-grey cyclorama visible from Corbenic and of a
certain  small,  fair  haired  woman  standing  close
beside  him.   These  were  accompanied  by  intense,
claustrophobic  surges  of  emotion  resembling  over-
ripe nostalgia.

These unpredictable attacks hit Gavin with a 'double
whammy'.  Not only did the dislocations themselves
interfere  with his  ability to  produce suitable  ideas
and  creative  solutions  to  order  -  necessitating
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greater recourse to the frustrating and far more time
consuming  process  of  trial  and  error  –  but  their
increasing frequency generated in him anxiety about
his  mental  health,  which  itself  hampered  his
concentration.   Both  Art  and  Gary  were  growing
noticeably less tolerant of his increasing oversights
and their tempers were wearing a little thin.

On top of all that, about half way through the week
another  -  potentially  explosive  -  problem arose,  in
the form of increased attention from Jenny.  Gavin's
fascination  for  her  had  declined  markedly,  and  he
now found it vaguely embarrassing that he'd lusted
after her so ardently, her erotic enticements seeming
to  his  reformed  sensibilities  as  obvious  and
distasteful as that of crude pornography.

Unfortunately,  that  rebranding  of  her  attractions
failed  to  quieten  his  more  disreputable  elements.
Gavin  sometimes  gained  the  impression  that  his
brain  was  inhabited  by  a  committee  of  disunited
factions,  a  few  of  whom  seemed  to  support  his
questionable  relationship  with  Jenny,  sneakily
advising  him  to  keep  her  'on  hold'  in  case  Elaine
ditched  him!   Attempting  to  banishing  these
unwanted thoughts  only  drove  them underground,
where their seditious mutterings were still audible.
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Although Gavin knew that he should confront Jenny
and  sever  all  intimate  connections  with  her,  his
determination to do so was undermined,  partly by
those disreputable voices in his head, but largely by
uncertainty about how best to present his decision to
her?

He could, he supposed, focus upon the inherent risks
of their continued fraternising - both to her marriage
and his employment - an approach that appealed to
him as it absolved him from having to tell her about
Elaine.  He was uncertain, however, about how she
might react; he believed her capable of acting quite
outrageously and recklessly when provoked, possibly
precipitating the very catastrophe he was desperate
to avoid.

On the other hand, he could appraise her honestly -
and fairly – of the true situation and hope that she'd
understand that as a married woman she was unable
to offer him the long term commitment that Elaine
could.  That option found favour with Gavin's more
honourable  aspects,  but  what  he  knew  of  Jenny
warned  him  that  to  do  so  could  provoke  a  very
unpleasant response!

It was hardly surprising, therefore, that he'd no wish
to encounter Jenny.  Unfortunately for his peace of
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mind she seemed to be manufacturing opportunities
to come and see him, visiting the studio on minor
clerical missions of the sort that she'd normally have
delegated to Gail.

By Thursday this had become so obvious that Gary
noticed,  pointing it  out  to  Gavin in  the form of  a
caustic  joke.   Gavin  managed  to  parry  the
observation  with  feigned  surprise  and  an  equally
humorous  and lewd riposte,  but  realised that  he'd
have to confront Jenny.  She provided him with an
opportunity by dropping into the studio - yet again -
while Gary was at lunch on Friday.

“Aren't you being rather obvious?” Gavin challenged
her before she'd a chance even to voice her excuse for
being there that time.

“What  are  you  talking  about?”  she  asked  with
innocent bewilderment.  “Obvious about what?”

“About coming in here every five minutes to see me,”
he told her frankly.  “Your motive is what's rather
obvious!”

“D'you think I  come in here just to see you?” she
demanded with astonished indignation.   “What on
earth  makes  you think  I'd  chase  after  you,  Gavin
Dulake?”



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 476

He  was  unconvinced  by  her  apparently  fierce
rebuttal.  “If you've been in here once this morning,
you've  been in  five  times,  at  least!   I'm not  blind,
Jenny, or daft.”

To his surprise - and relief - she smiled smugly.  “I
didn't  think you'd  noticed me half  those  times!   I
thought perhaps you were developing immunity to
me.”

Had he been feeling less defensive,  he might have
appreciated the irony of the situation - a few weeks
ago he would have been far more appreciative of her
increased attention - but as things stood, his prime
concern was to deflect her uncomfortably accurate
intuition.

“I'm not the only one who's noticed!” he confronted
her.   “Gary  made  a  smutty  joke  about  it  this
morning, and Art keeps giving me funny looks.”

The bit about Art had been an impromptu addition -
intended  to  highlight  the  riskiness  of  continuing
their relationship - and it proved an effective ruse.

“What  sort  of  funny  looks?”   Jenny  appeared
uncharacteristically  alarmed  by  this  observation,
suggesting  that  she  was  more  worried  by  the
prospect  of  her  husband's  learning  about  her
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indiscretions that  she'd led  Gavin to  believe.   Was
this the key to an exit strategy for him?

“The sort of looks a suspicious husband might give
me!” he told her, secretly relishing the discomfort his
words  might  cause  her;  he  considered  that  she'd
inflicted enough upon him!  “For your information,
I've  been  putting  in  around  ten  hours  a  day  to
ensure that Art meets his design commitments.  If I
let  myself  be  distracted  by  other  things  and  the
Pendragon Project fouls up, we'll all be in it!  What
do  you  think  Art  would  say  then if  he  found  out
about us?”

“Okay, I get the message!  I'll keep my distance for a
bit.”   She  was  clearly  unhappy  at  having  to
capitulate, and refused to be scared off completely.
“I just wanted to be sure you're still  interested.  I
don't  want  to  be  replaced  by  that  tart  from
Guildford!”

Her intuition was working well, but - fortunately for
Gavin - was still locked onto the wrong target.  He
looked directly into her dark eyes.  “I promise you,
Jenny, I haven't seen, spoken to or heard from the
secretary of Astolat Furnishings since I finished the
job there.”
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She  held  his  gaze  with  an  sceptical  stare,  but
appeared convinced by his honesty.

“Just make sure you keep it that way!  I don't trust
any of you bleeding men.”

He  was  relieved  when  she  left  without  further
complaint,  and  also  secretly  pleased  with  his
performance.  He knew that he couldn't hope to keep
his involvement with Elaine secret from Jenny for
much  longer,  but  he'd  managed  to  postpone  that
crisis for a while, and it seemed that he'd found her
Achilles  heel,  making  her  suddenly  a  much  less
significant problem in his life.  He'd also managed to
silence his  lascivious internal  critics  by avoiding  a
complete break with her.

He woke early on Saturday morning, having enjoyed
his best night's sleep for a week.  Eager to see Elaine
again, he decided to forego his customary weekend
lie-in and rose at his usual weekday time, setting the
pattern  for  the  rest  of  the  morning.   Due  to  the
compounding effect that long journeys often seem to
have  upon  travelling  times  -  exaggerating  ten
minutes (early or late) at the start into an hour or
more  at  the  other  end  -  Gavin  arrived  in  Devon
considerably before his expected time, so instead of
going straight to his destination he continued down
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the hill into Seacombe.

His  initial  intention  had  been  to  procure  himself
lunch  before  going  on  to  Corbenic  -  the  main
deterrent  to  his  going  directly  there  was  fear  of
abusing his host's hospitality - but the impulse that
had  driven  him  there  early  argued  (convincingly)
that it would be foolish for him to waste the extra
time.

He managed to assuage his concern by purchasing
two large Cornish pasties as a contribution to lunch,
which he hoped would placate Vivienne, and a large
bunch of summer flowers for Elaine.

He was feeling quite light headed with anticipation
as  he  parked  his  motorcycle  by  Corbenic's  garage;
the weather was bright and warm, and apart from a
residue of nervousness about arriving too early, his
mood was buoyant.  Quickly unpacking his offerings
and weekend bag, he hurried down the steps to the
open doors of the house.

As he stepped inside he was once again arrested by a
resonant emptiness, as if Corbenic were a deserted
ruin.  He called inquiringly, but the only answer he
received  was  a  faint  echo  of  his  own  voice.   He
opened the drawing room door - blinking against the



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 480

light and the flood of sea noise - and searched the
room with his gaze.  He found it unoccupied.  The
glazed doors  in  the bay window had been secured
open,  but  the  patio  beyond  was  equally  devoid  of
people.

After  standing  undecided  for  a  minute  or  two,  he
called again -  a little  louder -  but evoked no more
effective response.

He could, he supposed, take his bag up to the guest
room  and  remove  his  travelling  clothes,  but  with
only  two  previous  visits  behind  him  he  didn't
consider  himself  sufficiently  familiar  with  the
Fishers  to  be  able  to  presume  use  of  the  same
facilities as before.  So he deposited his luggage in
the hall and set about finding someone to whom he
could announce his arrival.

Stepping  back  out  into  the  sunlit  courtyard,  he
walked round to the garden, but the summer-house
was  shut  up  and  there  was  no-one  in  sight.   He
followed  the  flagstone  path  round  to  the  front  of
house - the patio was still deserted - and strode to
the top of the steps to the beach,  where he hoped
that  he  might  spy  Elaine,  if  not  the  rest  of  her
family.
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He stopped abruptly,  startled by what he saw, or -
more accurately - what he couldn't see; in place of
the  expected  panoramic  view was  a  wall  of  white
nothingness.

Perplexed, Gavin turned about, attempting to make
sense of the scene.  Corbenic stood there, lit by the
sun, while the sky overhead was clear and blue but
for a few small clouds; to either side he could see the
twisted trees of the garden and the rise that hid the
house from its neighbours,  but when he faced the
sea again he was confronted by blank whiteness, out
of which issued the hushed noise of the waves.  He
was unnerved by this apparent actualisation of his
fantasy  from  the  previous  weekend,  when  he'd
imagined Corbenic  to  be  the  house  at  the edge  of
existence.

As he stood there, giant vaporous fingers suddenly
groped their way over the top of the bank, breaking
up into ragged patches that scudded off across the
grass  like  fleeing  spectres.   The  white  wall  was  -
Gavin realised - a dense sea mist that was gradually
advancing upon the shore.

To either side of him now pale streamers flowed up
from  the  beach  and  across  the  garden.   He
shuddered involuntarily although he knew them to
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be harmless, reminded of a film he'd seen as a boy in
which  a  biblical  plague  had  assumed  the  form  of
similar - but deadly - fingers of mist.

Mocking  his  unease,  he  returned  to  the  house,
entering by the open doors in the bay window and
pulling  them  closed  behind  him;  the  mist  was
gradually enveloping the house and its inhabitants
wouldn't want it indoors as well.  Striding through
the  house to  the  other  doors,  he  closed these too.
Shut  off  now  from  the  outside  world,  the  house
seemed even more empty and forsaken.

Gavin called out again, but received no reply.  Where
was everyone?  He couldn't imagine that they'd gone
far, having left all the doors wide open.  He checked
the  dining  room  and  kitchen,  but  neither  was
occupied, though in the kitchen he saw indications
that  someone  -  Vivienne  presumably  -  had  been
working there not long before.

That  impression  of  recent  abandonment  evoked
thoughts  of  the  Marie  Celeste,  an  uncomfortable
association  in  that  nautical  setting,  with  the
isolating  white  mist  diffusing  and  reducing  the
daylight  to a mysterious gloom; it  would not have
seemed  altogether  inappropriate  if  the  house  had
sounded off a fog horn!
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Convinced  that  there  must  be  someone  around,
Gavin ventured along the other corridor, at the end
of  which  a  door  stood  open.   He  peered  into  the
room,  which  was  evidently  Mervyn  Fisher's
bedroom,  containing  a  narrow,  hospital  style  bed
complete  with  a  hanging  hand-hold  by  which  he
could haul himself in and out of it unaided.  Gavin
knocked  on  the  open  door  and  -  when  no-one
answered - stepped inside, curiosity overcoming his
sense of decorum.

The murky light allowed him only an impression of
the room, but it seemed cluttered with piles of books
and  other  paraphernalia,  like  a  wizard's  den.
Vivienne's  passion  for  order,  which  dominated  the
rest of the house, was clearly not allowed to extend
to Fisher's personal domain.

About  to  withdraw,  Gavin  was  startled  to  observe
what  appeared  to  be  a  fair-haired  woman's  head
sitting on the dressing table set against one wall of
the room.  A moment later he realised that it was a
wig on a stand.  Intrigued - the colour and style of
the  wig  matched  Elaine's  hair  -  he  threw a  swift,
guilty  glance  over his  shoulder  to  ensure that  the
passage was still deserted and crept across the room
to investigate.
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The dressing table was of traditional design with a
triptych mirror, and - apart from the wig - held an
untidy  array  of  cosmetic  bottles  and  jars.   This
discovery  puzzled  him;  what  were  such  feminine
articles doing in Fisher's bedroom?

A couple of possible solutions were quickly supplied
by  Gavin's  active  imagination,  vying  for
consideration.   Had  the  items  belonged  to  Marie,
retained maybe as a form of shrine to her memory?
They  looked  too  disordered  and  recently  used  for
that supposition,  resembling rather the workbench
of  a  professional  actress.   Were  they,  then,
Vivienne's?  If so, why were they in her brother-in-
law's bedroom?

Gavin's attention was drawn to a small collection of
garments  piled  haphazardly  onto  a  small  chair
beside the dressing table.  These were unmistakably
a  woman's  clothes,  including  underwear  -  a  fussy
lace  trimmed  slip,  a  stoutly  stitched  corset  and  a
trailing wisp of nylon stocking - and had obviously
been worn.  They surely couldn't be Marie's things
still  lying  there,  a  conclusion  confirmed  by  a
moment's reflection; Fisher and his wife would have
used  one  of  the  upstairs  bedrooms  prior  to  her
disappearance and his 'fall'.
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Gavin  returned  to  his  other  supposition,  that
Vivienne  was  the  user  of  those  female
accoutrements.   Was  she  compensating  for  her
sister's  disappearance  in  more  that  her  publicly
acknowledged domestic capacity?

The presence of the wig suddenly suggested another
possibility to Gavin, a rather shocking but plausible
one.   Perhaps  the  true  user  of  those  things  was
Fisher himself, trying to recapture the essence of the
dead woman with whom he was still infatuated!  It
was an idea that caused Gavin a surprising degree of
discomfort  (had  it,  perhaps,  touched  a  personal
nerve?), and he felt himself colouring slightly.

A  growing  self-conscious  awareness  of  his
impertinence  in  prying  like  this  into  his  host's
privacy added to his unease and he turned to leave,
but stopped - the hairs on his neck prickling - when
he  saw  the  painting  hanging  opposite  the  bed,
hidden  from  casual  view  by  the  door.   It  was  a
companion piece to the canvass above the fireplace
in the drawing room, but this second 'portrait' was as
appalling as the other was alluring.

Against a background of sombre ocean depths and
shadowy marine forms - intensified by the dim light -
floated the mermaid's corpse.  Both her rotting fish
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tail and her torso had been ravaged by the tide and
predators,  with gaping,  bloodless  cavities  revealing
the  whiteness  of  bone;  weed  had  tangled  in  her
matted hair  and small  sea creatures had taken up
residence  there.   One milky,  bloated eye  fixed the
viewer in its vacuous gaze, while the other had gone,
leaving a staring black hole.

Fisher had achieved in this work the wish that he'd
expressed  to  Gavin  when  discussing  the  'living'
portrait;  he'd captured that eerie quality of watery
light.  The mermaid's skin, where it survived, almost
glowed  with  the  lurid  phosphorescence  of
putrefaction, and the hideous face was a masterpiece
of  artistry,  the  memory  of  her  former  beauty  -
wrought in translucent cold hues - superimposed like
a ghostly mask over the reality of her decomposing
skull.  A rigor mortis induced grin parodied the other
mermaid's enigmatic smile.

The  brilliance  of  the  technique  had  rendered  the
result truly horrific - almost nauseating - and Gavin
groped  for  a  convincing  motive  for  why  Fisher
should wish to create such a monstrous memento.

He was,  in fact,  so absorbed by it  -  having moved
closer to view it properly in the half-light - that he
failed  at  first  to  notice  that  he  too  was  being
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observed.  When he did spot the watching figure in
the doorway he started violently.

“I  -  I'm  sorry.   I  was  trying  to  find  out  where
everyone was,” he stammered, embarrassed.

Vivienne  -  for  it  was  she  who'd  discovered  him  -
ignored his apology and seemed not to have noticed
his startled reaction either.

“That's  his  masterpiece,”  she  stated,  in  a
surprisingly unemotional tone, “and his swan song.
He won't paint any more.”

Gavin  was  completely  bewildered;  having  been
caught  trespassing  in  his  host's  bedroom  he  was
prepared  for  a  lecture,  but  not  one  reviewing  the
artist's  life  and  work!   He  was  uncertain  as  to
whether or not he was expected to comment upon
Vivienne's  observation,  and  if  so,  what  he  could
possibly say.

“It's  also  his  altar-piece,”  she  continued,  clearly
disinterested  in  Gavin's  opinion.   “Dedicated  to
Saint Marie!”

Her voice had acquired a distinct bitterness, leaving
Gavin  in  no  doubt  that  she  considered  her  dead
sister to have been anything but saintly.  Her cryptic
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allusions  intensified  his  confusion,  implying  -  it
seemed  to  him  -  all  manner  of  dark  emotional
undercurrents, and that Fisher wanted to remember
his wife as a rotting cadaver!

“I think it's a brilliant painting,” he offered, feeling
that  he ought to  add something to  the discussion,
“but I don't understand why he painted it.”

“Of  course  you don't!”   It  was  the  first  time that
Gavin  could  be  certain  that  she  was  actually
addressing him; she demonstrated her contempt for
his judgement with a biting question.  “Why does he
keep it hidden away in here, do you think?  Do you
parade your skeletons in public?”

Gavin could well appreciate why the canvas hadn't
been  displayed  in  a  more  public  setting;  what  he
couldn't comprehend was why (could hardly believe
it possible) Fisher should wish to wake each day to
such a hideous representation of his wife.

An  inner  voice  warned  Gavin  that  it  would  be
unwise  for  him  to  become  too  embroiled  in  the
retrospective of Fisher's marriage that Vivienne was
apparently conducting; it seemed to be heading for
waters  as  deep  as  those  in  which  Marie  had
drowned!
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“I was looking to see if there was anyone at home,”
Gavin explained.  “I found all the doors wide open.
Perhaps I'd  better take my things up to  the guest
room and change.”

Vivienne  made  no  move  to  let  him  pass,  lost  in
personal reminiscence; if she hadn't spoken directly
to him a minute before, he wouldn't have known that
she  was  aware  of  his  presence.   Uncertain  as  to
whether or not he should attempt to push his way
past  her,  he  was  arrested  when  she  restarted  her
introspective monologue.

“She had all the advantages, you see, the looks and
the personality, even age!  I used to think that I was
the  lucky  one,  being  the  older  sister,  until  I
discovered  there's  a  premium on  youth,  by  which
time I'd let mine go.  But she didn't.  Oh, no!  She
clung onto hers, just as she clung onto anything else
she ever wanted.  But she lost him in the end, and to
me!”

Gavin understood enough of Vivienne's soliloquy to
appreciate  that  she  and Fisher  harboured a  guilty
secret, one which seemed in imminent danger of not
remaining secret!  Intrigued though he was by the
implications  of  her  unsubtle  hinting,  he  was  also
growing  extremely  uncomfortable,  and  less  than



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 490

certain  that  he  wished  to  be  privy  to  any  further
intimate  disclosures;  they  might  prove  a  severe
embarrassment for him in his dealings with Elaine
and her father.

He moved purposefully forward as if  to barge past
the older woman, who seemed then to wake from her
trance and swiftly stepped back, flustered, realising -
presumably - that she'd revealed rather more than
she should.  It was the first time that Gavin had seen
her composure ruffled.

“I've things to do in the kitchen,” she said brusquely
and  strode  off  along  the  passage,  leaving  him
distinctly relieved, if still a little curious.

Taking  his  belongings  up  to  the  guest  room  (as
Vivienne  hadn't  told  him  otherwise  he  felt
reasonably  safe  in  assuming  that  arrangements
would  be  as  previously),  he  stripped off  his  heavy
leather garments and unpacked.  He'd seen no sign
of either Elaine or her father,  which was probably
just  as  well;  he  needed a little  breathing  space  in
which  to  assimilate  the  impact  of  Vivienne's
revelations  and to  decide  how best  he  should  deal
with what he'd discovered.

Her disclosure had raised many questions for Gavin,
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some  extremely  pertinent  to  his  relationship  with
Elaine.  Did the animosity (if that's what it was) that
she  displayed  towards  her  aunt  originate  in  her
knowledge of the family scandal?  If so, what other
secrets might she be keeping from him?

There was no real reason why Elaine - or her father -
should bring out all the family's dirty washing for his
perusal and judgement, but the fact that Elaine, in
particular,  hadn't  done  so,  altered  to  some  extent
how he felt about her.  Moreover, he couldn't dismiss
his suspicion that this mystery was darker and more
involved  than  it  initially  appeared;  if  Fisher  were
simply sleeping with his sister-in-law following his
wife's death, would that demand such concealment?
Or had their  affair  started before  Marie  drowned?
Had it, even, played a part in her disappearance?

His speculating generated further questions - some
quite unpleasant - about what really had transpired
seven  years  before;  Vivienne's  remarks  and  the
appalling painting in Fisher's bedroom suggested all
manner of bizarre possibilities.

And  what  of  the  female  clothes  and  effects?   It
seemed  that  Gavin's  surmise  that  they  were
Vivienne's may have been accurate, but the presence
of  the  wig  also  provoked  other  -  even  more
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disturbing - conjectures.  Did Vivienne wear it - and
her  dead sister's  clothes  -  in  order  to  recreate  for
Fisher a living impersonation of his deceased wife?
Perhaps  it  was  only  under  such  unwholesome
conditions that he could perform sexually!

In  Gavin's  opinion  such  behaviour  exceeded  the
acceptable limits of eccentricity, verging upon that of
a seriously disturbed individual.  Should he therefore
reconsider  his  uncritical  acceptance  of  Fisher's
daughter?  Had her father's real motive for warning
him about loving her – which he still half believed to
be the case – been due to Fisher's knowledge of some
hereditary disability (madness even?) that made her
an  unsuitable  partner?   Vivienne,  with  her  few
words  to  Gavin  that  morning,  had  -  whether
intentionally or not - cast a spell of doubt over his
relations  with  Elaine  as  effectively  as  the  wicked
fairy  pronouncing  doom  at  Princess  Aurora's
christening!

He grimaced  at  his  own credulity;  he  was  scaring
himself  with  horror  stories,  building  mental
sandcastles  that  a  single  wave  of  rational
explanation might sweep away.  How, though, was he
to  judge  the  truth  of  the  matter?   He  could,  he
supposed, confront his host with what he'd seen and
heard,  and  demand  an  explanation,  but  that  was
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hardly reasonable behaviour for a guest; nor was it
likely to further his cause with Elaine!  He'd no idea
what he should do.

He  was  equally  unsure  about  what  to  do  with
himself then and there;  waiting in the guest room
fretting about things until Elaine appeared seemed
particularly fruitless.  Had the weather remained as
pleasant as it had been when he'd first arrived that
morning  he  would  have  waited  for  Elaine  in  the
garden; as things stood, the drawing room was the
only alternative that suggested itself, but he was in
no mood for another brush with Vivienne.

He  went  out  onto  the  upper  landing  and  loitered
there - pretending to examine the paintings again -
while debating whether or not to go downstairs.

The upper landing of Corbenic reminded him not so
much of a ship as the interior of a nineteen-thirties
cinema  (though  that  might  have  reflected  his
unfamiliarity with the interiors of ocean liners).  The
long curving corridor, carpeted in dark red plush - its
walls  adorned  with  pictures  and  lights  that
resembled halves  of  cut  glass  vases  -  suggested to
him  that  through  the  triptych  of  tall,  narrow
windows above the stair-well he ought to be able to
see  part  of  a  neon  sign  reading:  ODEON  or



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 494

GAUMONT!

It  was  then  that  his  memory  unexpectedly
regurgitated an item of information imparted to him
by Elaine during their first date.  She'd told him that
her father had converted one of the bedrooms into a
studio, and he decided - impulsively - to try to find it.
That  morning's  incident  in  his  host's  bedroom,
should - one would have thought - have dampened
his  curiosity,  but  instead  it  seemed,  perversely,  to
have sharpened it.

He tried one of the doors - virtually opposite the top
of the stairs - which opened, onto a room only a little
smaller than the drawing room, over which it was
situated.   This  was  clearly  the  room  Elaine  had
referred  to,  equipped  to  function  as  a  studio  and
evidently used as one, though not for a considerable
time.

Boxes  of  paints,  palettes  and  brushes  lay  neatly
ready on one of the work tables, and there was little
sign of dust or cobwebs,  but the room felt  unused
and  sterile,  like  a  museum  reconstruction  of  the
studio of a long-dead painter.  Gavin almost expected
to see a model rat staring at him from one of the
murky corners.
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A  slightly  smaller  version  of  the  downstairs  bay
window  took  up  most  of  one  wall  and  would
normally  have  presented  him  with  the  same
panoramic view, but each pane now offered only a
blank,  diffusely  opalescent  radiance  -  not  unlike
illuminated  wall  panels  -  which  exaggerated  the
artificiality of the setting.

The centrepiece of the room was a large unfinished
canvas, supported on a double easel, an underwater
scene  with  a  similar  atmosphere  -  where  it  was
reasonably  complete  -  to  that  depicted  in  the
painting Gavin had seen in Fisher's bedroom.  There
was, however, no mermaid in this picture - alive or
dead - it's subject being a submerged medieval castle
or city, one which clearly had been beneath the sea
for many years, if not centuries.  Fisher had finished
some of the detail  on the encrusted ironwork of  a
weed festooned drawbridge chain.

Gavin rather liked the painting and wondered why it
had been abandoned.  Had Fisher been working on it
when Marie disappeared, and was that why - instead
of  completing  it  -  he'd  created  a  parody  of  it  to
portray his hatred of what the sea had inflicted upon
him?   It  certainly  seemed  a  more  reasonable
explanation  of  Fisher's  motive  for  painting  the
rotting mermaid than some of the wild fantasies that
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Gavin's brain had been manufacturing earlier.

Hearing  a  door  close  downstairs,  Gavin  hastily
returned to the landing; he'd no wish to be caught
snooping twice in one morning!  He was about to go
down to the drawing room when he was halted, this
time by a movement up on the hill behind the house,
seen through one of the narrow windows.  He could
just distinguish - heavily veiled by the mist - a large
van-like vehicle parked up by the garage.  It was, he
presumed,  an  ambulance,  as  two  men  in  uniform
were manhandling Fisher - in his wheelchair - down
the steep slope.  Elaine was with them, carrying a
bundle of her father's belongings.

Gavin hurried down the stairs, suppressing his own
concerns  in  the  face  of  Elaine's  possible  distress
should her father have suffered anything untoward.
Hooking  open  the  metal  framed  doors,  he  located
and set in place the wooden ramps that Fisher used
to mount the step into the house.  The small party
had by then reached the bottom of the hill and the
wheelchair  was  set  down;  Elaine  saw  Gavin  and
hurried across to him.

“Hello Gavin, I'm sorry we weren't here when you
arrived,  but Daddy slipped this morning as he got
out of bed.”
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She hurriedly explained - not even allowing Gavin to
interject  an  expression  of  sympathy  -  that  their
doctor had insisted upon her father's being taken to
the  hospital  for  an  X-ray,  though  fortunately  he'd
suffered nothing more serious than a little bruising.

The patient, meanwhile, was attempting to persuade
the  ambulance  crew  to  stay  for  a  cup  of  coffee.
Refusing politely,  they strode back up the steps to
their  vehicle,  and  Fisher  wheeled  himself  over  to
Gavin and Elaine.

“I see that you have brought the bad weather back
with you!” he rumbled jocularly.  “It was lovely here
earlier this morning.”

“Perhaps  I'd  better  go  again!”  Gavin  suggested,
partly returning his host's banter but also as a sly
test  of  Elaine's  keenness  to  have  him there.   She
replied  to  his  swift  enquiring  glance  with  a  brief
shake of her head; Fisher remained impassive, giving
away nothing of his feelings.

“I  should  stay  if  I  were  you,”  he  advised,  “the
weather will be vastly improved again tomorrow.”

“Then I shall,” Gavin acquiesced, directing his reply
as much to Elaine as to her father.  Fisher swung his
wheelchair to face the open doors and struggled up



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 498

the ramps into the house.  Gavin made no attempt to
assist him, but followed the Fishers inside.

There was no opportunity before lunch for Gavin to
discuss  with  Elaine  what  he  had  inadvertently
discovered  about  her  family;  he'd  decided  that
honesty  would be  the  best  policy  with  her  in  this
instance.

He  also  feared  that  Vivienne  would  report  the
incident  and  maybe  provoke  an  unpleasant  scene,
but there were few indications during lunch that his
concern  was  justified.   Fisher's  fall  from bed  had
done nothing to destroy his bonhomie and he was in
high  spirits,  making  much  of  Gavin's  donation
(Gavin had, rather diffidently, produced the pasties)
teasing  Vivienne  with  provocative  questions  about
why she never shopped at that baker's nor provided
such excellent pasties!

Vivienne's  lack  of  response  to  this  badinage  -  she
neither smiled, replied nor showed any resentment -
was  the  only  sign  that  anything  was  amiss,
suggesting  to  Gavin  that  she  was  treating  his
presence rather as she might that of a bad odour.

He was still  unable to catch Elaine alone after the
meal  as  her  father  joined  them  for  coffee  in  the
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drawing  room.   Deprived  of  a  chance  to  talk
discreetly  with  her,  he  decided  to  make  a  public
presentation to her of the flowers he'd bought, and
excused himself for a few moments so that he could
fetch them.

“For me?” she exclaimed when he handed them to
her, clearly touched by his gesture.  “They're lovely.
Thank you, Gavin.  I'd better put them into water
before they wilt.”

She left the room to attend to them and Gavin began
to dare to hope that their relationship might blossom
to match them.

“Would you care  for a  brandy to accompany what
you have left of your coffee?” Fisher asked him.  “It
will help to keep the damp of this mist out of your
bones.”

Gavin hesitated - it was a little early for him to enjoy
spirits - but only briefly; Fisher was a hard man to
refuse  and  the  weather  conditions  were  certainly
conducive  to  such  indulgence.   Under  his  host's
supervision he poured out two generous measures,
while Fisher lit himself a cigar.

Once he'd taken his drink, the older man sat back in
his wheelchair and regarded his guest with a serious,
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interrogative  look  in  his  eyes,  which  were
disconcertingly bright and piercing.

“While Elaine is out of the room, there is a matter
that I need to discuss with you.”

Gavin's stomach tightened; the verbal gun that his
host had levelled at him was loaded with either his
intentions  towards  Elaine  or  -  more  likely  -  that
morning's uninvited viewing of the hidden painting.
He was doubly correct and Fisher discharged both
barrels at once.

“I have noticed that you carry something of a torch
for my daughter, of which I heartily approve.  I have
also been told by Vivienne that you saw the other
painting of Marie this morning.”

Feeling  terrible,  Gavin  fumbled  for  a  suitable
apology, but his host waved it aside.  “No apology is
necessary.   It  is  for  the  best  that  you  did  see  my
other mermaid, and I think that you ought to know
the  truth  of  what  happened  concerning  Elaine's
mother, though you need to bear in mind that Elaine
is unaware of the whole story.”

Gavin  was  mildly  shocked  and  perturbed  by  his
host's revelation, which seemed to confirm his more
extreme imaginings about a secret so  terrible that
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Elaine mustn't learn of it.

“Are you sure you want to tell me?  I'm not part of
your family and may never be.”

Fisher  smiled  suddenly,  disarmingly.   “Perhaps  I
simply feel the need to unburden myself.  Will you at
least hear me out?”

Gavin nodded, unable to refuse.  Apart from the fact
that he felt obliged to accommodate the older man in
recompense for trespassing into his private domain
that morning, he couldn't pretend that he was totally
disinterested  in  what  Fisher  wanted  to  tell  him;
having  made  numerous  wild  guesses  about  the
matter, he was curious to learn the truth.

“Elaine may have revealed already something of my
wife's  character,”  his  host  began,  reiterating  what
Gavin had already learned of Marie's feckless nature
and  childish  tantrums.   “What  I  have  never  told
Elaine is how much I began to resent her mother's
selfish  behaviour,  especially  when  my  attempts  to
curb her  excesses  led to  some ugly scenes.   Marie
could  fight  very  dirty  and  was  not  above  using
physical violence.  She knew I would never retaliate.
But  neither  could  I  stop  myself  wanting  her;  it
became a real love/hate relationship.”
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He fell silent for a few minutes, contemplating the
smoke as it rose in lazy coils from his cigar.  What,
Gavin  wondered,  was  the  true  motive  for  these
revelations?   Suspicions  that  his  host  might  be
attempting  to  discourage  his  affections  for  Elaine
reasserted  themselves,  despite  her  father's
declaration  of  approval.   On  the  other  had  -  it
suddenly occurred to him - Fisher might be priming
him for closer affiliation to the family!

“It  was  then  that  I  cast  my  eye  upon  Vivienne,”
Fisher confessed dramatically, confirming for Gavin
some  of  the  speculations  that  the  Welsh  woman's
hinting had generated.

“Vivienne was - is - everything that her sister was
not:  considerate,  frugal and an excellent organiser.
She came here originally to help Marie with Elaine
as a baby, but stayed on - I discovered only later - on
my behalf.  I had always assumed that she felt sorry
for Marie, who was pathetically unable to cope, and I
had  begun  to  compare  the  two  women  -  nearly
always  in  Vivienne's  favour  -  to  the  extent  that
Marie's suspicions were aroused.

'If I am to be completely honest with you, Gavin, I
must confess that I wanted Marie to be aware of my
admiration for  her  sister.   I  had,  at  that  time,  no
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guilty desires to hide and I hoped - perhaps naively -
that  the  knowledge  might  shame  my  wife  into
improving herself.  I should have known my Marie
better than that!”

He  wasn't  looking  at  Gavin  now,  but  stared  with
intense resentment at the beautiful aloof face of the
mermaid over the fireplace.  “It all came to a head
one day when Vivienne fell ill; the flu, I think it was
that  she  had.   She  was  quite  unable  to  raise  the
necessary strength to get out of bed, but Marie - far
from showing her any sympathy -  was vile  to  her,
calling her decidedly unsisterly names.

'I am ashamed to admit that I lost my temper.  How I
prevented myself hitting Marie I shall never know.  I
frightened  her  enough  that  she  took  herself  off
somewhere out of harm's way for the rest of the day.
Vivienne burst into tears.”

Her  brother-in-law's  saturnine  features  were  fixed
and  expressionless  as  he  delivered  his  solemn
monologue, like those of a classical sculpture in dark
stone.

“I  admit  that  I  was  overcome;  I  had  never  seen
Vivienne  weep before  and it  did  terrible  things  to
me.  My first thought was that her distress was due



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 504

to the way I had attacked Marie, but when I tried to
apologise for my outburst, she informed me that it
was  not  for  her  sister  that  she  was  crying  but
because of my kindness to her.

'That instant was - for both of us, I think - a critical
moment  in  our  lives,  perhaps  comparable  to  the
crisis  of  a  fever,  beyond  which  the  patient  either
recovers or dies.  We certainly both discovered then -
in a kind of stunning flash, for me, at least - how we
felt  about  each  other.   I  had  previously  admitted
admiration  for  Vivienne,  but  realised  then  that  it
was considerably more than just that, and that she
was declaring a similar regard for me.”

Gavin started to fidget;  despite his curiosity about
the  subject  he  was  beginning  to  feel  decidedly
embarrassed in the role of confessor.  Unaware - or
choosing to ignore the fact - his host continued, his
stern  countenance  softening  noticeably  at  that
particular reminiscence.

“I cannot remember now what we said to each other.
It  was  probably  neither  particularly  original  nor
uplifting, but I suddenly found myself with Vivienne
in my arms,  kissing her passionately,  and she was
responding just as ardently.”
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Although  he'd  been  mentally  flirting  with  similar
speculation  concerning  Elaine's  father  and  aunt,
Gavin found it  difficult  to  stretch  his  imagination
sufficiently to accommodate a believable image of his
host and 'Aunt Viv' in passionate abandon.  He was
startled by the door opening – he'd been drawn into
the world of Fisher's past – and when Elaine entered
he  was  attacked  by  acute  discomfort,  as  if  she'd
caught him in some dubious act.

She  brought  into  the  room with  her  not  only  the
flowers  that  Gavin  had  given  her,  now  neatly
arranged  in  a  cut  glass  vase,  but  an  obvious
eagerness to promote their friendship.  Placing the
vase on her piano, she turned to Gavin.  “If Daddy's
right and it is fine tomorrow...”

“It  will  be!”  her  father  interrupted  arrogantly,
having switched effortlessly back into his customary
ebullient mood.

“If  it  is,” she continued, unfazed,  “how would you
like  to  have  a  walk  along  the  shore  to  Seacombe,
where  we  could,  perhaps,  have  some  lunch?   We
could be back in plenty of time for you to drive home
at a reasonable hour.”

“That  sounds  a  great  idea!”  he  accepted
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enthusiastically, encouraged by her positive attitude,
though his pleasure was attenuated by the burden of
knowledge that her father had given him.

Fisher had told him that Elaine was unaware of the
full story, but not how much she did know.  He felt
decidedly uncomfortable with both of them together
in  the  room,  but  could  think  of  no  polite  way  to
change the situation.  Corbenic had become a ship
becalmed in a thick sea fog; no-one could escape and
those trapped on board had to endure each other's
company until the fog eventually lifted.

Desperately trying to think of something to divert
his  uncomfortable  thoughts,  Gavin  fell  back  upon
the original excuse for his invitation to Devon.

“Would you like another game of chess?” he asked
his  host.   Although  hardly  keen  upon  the  idea
himself, having to concentrate upon the game would
keep  his  thoughts  from  other  less  salubrious
subjects.

Fisher's  expression  noticeably  brightened;  perhaps
he  felt  the  same  way!   “That  is  an  excellent
suggestion, Gavin.  It will,  I  do not doubt, enliven
this otherwise dreary afternoon.”

Elaine, too, seemed pleased with his proposal.  “I'll
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get the board and pieces.”

These  were  fetched  and  set  up  on  the  small
occasional  table.   Gavin  again  borrowed  Elaine's
piano stool and prepared to take on the demon of
chess.

“Shall I play red for a change,” he offered.

“Thank you,  but  no.   Red is  the  home team,  and
visitors always play white.”

“I played red during the chess problem you set me,”
Gavin  reminded  him,  hoping  that  the  other  man
might explain that exception.

“Indeed,”  Fisher  concurred.   “For  a  particular
reason, which I believe you are at last beginning to
appreciate.”

The  knowing  look  that  he  gave  Gavin  caused  the
younger  man  considerable  discomfort.   Was  it
conceivable that his host had somehow been aware
of  his  relationship  with  Jenny?   Fisher's  look had
implied something along those lines!

Gavin focussed his  attention onto  the  chess  board
before his speculations grew too outrageous.  On the
previous  occasions  that  he'd  played  against  Fisher
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he'd  felt  pressure  to  try  to  win,  especially  as  he'd
been playing as Elaine's champion; this time he was
indifferent  to  whether  he  won  or  lost.   Perhaps
because of this, he attacked a little more aggressively
and played slightly more risky gambits, and before
long  it  was  his  opponent  who  was  forced  to  play
defensively.   Of  course,  Fisher  might  have  been
distracted by his recently disinterred mental ghosts.

Whatever  the  reason,  it  was  clear  that  the
contestants  were  more  evenly  balanced  this  time,
neither  able  to  manoeuvre  the  other  into  a  quick
defeat.  It became a drawn out tournament of mental
attrition.

To  start  with,  Elaine  was  delighted  by  Gavin's
apparent mastery, but as the game dragged on with
neither man able to take the advantage, she began to
fidget.  Eventually, she stood and stretched herself.

“I'm going to get myself ready for dinner.  It won't be
that long.”

As soon as she'd left the room, her father looked up
from his scowling contemplation of the chess board
and fixed his gaze upon Gavin.

“I am prepared to accept a draw, if you will, young
man.  You have certainly been a far more formidable
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opponent this afternoon.”

Surprised, but not unamenable to the suggestion –
he, too, was tiring of the game – Gavin agreed.

“Good,”  Fisher  said.   “That  will  allow  me  time,
before Vivienne calls us for our repast, to complete
my account of what occurred between myself, Marie
and Vivienne seven years ago.”

Gavin was surprised (and dismayed!)  by the other
man's return to his indulgent - in Gavin's opinion –
unburdening.   He'd  assumed,  despite  their  having
been interrupted by Elaine, that Fisher had more or
less reached the end of his confession.  How much
more murky material was there?

The  older  man  sat  for  a  moment  gathering  his
memories, and then continued his story as if there'd
been no interval.

“I suppose what happened was inevitable, but it is
sometimes surprisingly  difficult  to  see  the obvious
when you are involved in a situation.  It was a short
lived affair – mine with Vivienne - as Marie learnt of
it.  How, I do not know.  I did not confess to her and I
do not believe that Vivienne did either, and she never
caught  us.   I  can  only  assume  that  it  was  her
uncanny intuition at work.  She seemed at times to
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know what I was thinking and doing better than I
did myself!”

Gavin could relate to that, having himself been the
target of accurate female intuition!

“However she found out, Marie was determined not
to forgive me,” Fisher continued.  “We had a vicious
row, and I believe that she would have killed me had
she been strong enough or had the means to hand;
the  thought  that  she  had  been  rejected  had
unbalanced  her.   Fortunately,  I  am  moderately
strong - more so then than now - so I managed to
hold her and prevent her doing too much damage,
though I acquired a number of bruises, scratches and
bites that day, I can tell you!

'She ran off then - down to the beach - and when I
had recovered a little,  I  followed her.   I  found her
clothes  scattered  across  the  sand  where  she  had
discarded them on her way to the sea, all of them.  I
knew then that I would never see her again.  She
had returned to the one place where she felt really at
home!”

“Are  you  trying  to  tell  me  that  she  deliberately
drowned  herself?”  Gavin  demanded  sceptically,
unable to interpret the other man's remarks in any
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other  way;  this  was  one  possibility  that  he  hadn't
entertained!  “Elaine told me there was a storm in
which her mother was swept away.”

Fisher  snorted  disdainfully.   “So  there  was,  much
later in the day, and only a small one, nothing that
Marie  could  not  have  handled  easily.   She  was,  if
anything, more at home in the water than she was
on dry land.   I  met her originally on a beach - in
Wales - and the only reason I was able to persuade
her to come and live in Devon was by finding this
place right on the coast.

'The police at first thought that she might have come
ashore further along the beach somewhere, or been
picked up by a passing boat, but when she failed to
return, the coroner accepted that she had drowned
in the storm.  Neither Vivienne nor I gave them any
reason  to  think  otherwise,  but  we  both  knew the
truth!  I might not have killed Marie with these two
hands but I am every bit as responsible for her death
as if I had!”

Gavin  began  to  understand  something  of  the
distorted emotions that had motivated the painting
of the drowned mermaid, but he wasn't prepared to
let his host's assumptions pass unchallenged.
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“If her body was never found, how can you be sure
that  she's  dead?   In  the  circumstances,  isn't  it
possible – even likely, I would have thought – that
she went off to live somewhere else.”

“Both Vivienne and I are sure that she is no longer
in this world,” Fisher assured him.  “I knew from
the start that she had returned to the deep ocean,
but Vivienne  made some discreet  enquiries  among
her  relatives  and  former  friends.   None  had  seen
Marie nor heard anything from her.”

Gavin  wasn't  convinced,  but  was  beginning  to
appreciate  why  Fisher  hadn't  revealed  the  whole
truth to his daughter.  How could he have confessed
to her that he'd been instrumental in her mother's
death - as he clearly believed he had - or even that
he'd driven her away.   On the other hand, Marie's
disappearance  had  taken  place  seven  years  before
and  however  traumatic  that  event  had  been  for
Elaine she was now a mature and reasonably level
headed woman; wouldn't she now be able to view her
father's  actions  with  understanding,  if  not
sympathy?

“Don't you think that Elaine might be able to accept
the truth after this amount of  time?” he dared to
suggest.
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“Perhaps,”  the  older  man  conceded.   “The  main
reason  that  I  have  refrained  from  facing  that
question is because I have no answer to the one that
she would inevitably ask me.  Why?  That, for me, is
the really monstrous part of it all, the thing that I
find  most  difficult  to  live  with.   At  one  stage  I
decided that I could bear it no longer, but I  was -
rightfully - refused the solace of oblivion.

'No sooner had Marie gone than I  realised what a
dreadful  mistake I  had made,  that my feelings for
Vivienne  were  as  nothing  compared  to  the
consuming love I  felt  -  had always  felt  and would
always feel - for Marie, however she chose to treat
me.  I sometimes think that Marie was not entirely
human, that she was one of those seal maidens from
Celtic folklore who take human form and live with a
man,  but  only  for  as  long  as  he  loves  her
unconditionally.   I  failed in my love for Marie and
she returned to her native element.”

Despite  his  recourse  to  whimsy,  there  was  no
frivolity in Fisher's bleak tone, which was reinforced
by his unnervingly blank eyes - almost white where
they  reflected  the  desolate  mist  beyond  the  bay
window -  and it  was now apparent to Gavin what
had motivated his diatribe against love the previous
weekend.
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“I have atoned for both of my moments of weakness,
for betraying Marie and for attempting to escape my
just punishment in death with no thought for those
who still lived and still loved me!”  The older man's
remorse had intensified almost into caricature and it
occurred to Gavin that he maybe obtained release -
satisfaction even - from scourging himself with his
guilt in a kind of moral masturbation.

“I  have paid the price  -  in both physical  suffering
and mental  anguish -  and my bungled attempt  to
take  my  own  life  repaid  me  with  the  final
humiliation;  there  can  be  no  possibility  of  further
indiscretions!”

The bitterness with which this final denouement of
his personal melodrama was delivered -  even more
astringent  than  before  -  alerted  Gavin  to  the
implications  of  his  statement;  the  injuries  that
Fisher had sustained during his fall  had destroyed
his ability to enjoy physical sex.

The thought of such maiming horrified the younger
man (should it happen to him) even more than that
of losing his mobility.  His host's secrets had equalled
-  if  not  exceeded  -  his  earlier  speculations,  and
because of  this  he felt  even more resentful  at  the
older man's burdening him with them.
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“It's  a  bit  unfair,  asking  me to  keep all  this  from
Elaine  when you  know that  I  admire  and  respect
her,”  he  complained.   “I've  always  been  open  and
honest with her.”

That  was  not  entirely  accurate,  Gavin  knew  -  he
kept his own guilty secrets from her - but that was
what he wanted her father to believe.

Fisher was unmoved and offered no apology.  “I do
not swear you to secrecy, Gavin.  You must judge as
to whether or not you tell Elaine.”

“That's not fair, either!  It isn't my decision to make.
She's your daughter and it's your secret!”

“I made my decision seven years ago,” he told Gavin.
“I cannot make up your mind for you.  Sometimes in
life  you  need  to  make  decisions  that  you  would
rather avoid.”

“Thanks for the advice!” Gavin retorted, standing.

He knew that he was being rude as he marched from
the room, but considered that Fisher's  actions had
also  breached  the  limits  of  polite  behaviour  by
unloading  that  emotional  burden  onto  him;  he
conveniently  disregarded  the  part  that  his  own
curiosity had played!
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Gavin felt as if he'd been initiated into a very select
brotherhood (the  Ancient  Order  of  Keepers  of  the
Grail,  perhaps?).   He'd  been granted knowledge of
their most closely guarded secrets, only to find that
membership of that order brought with it obligations
and responsibilities that he was far from certain he
was ready to shoulder.
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the Grail King'''s Daughter

Gavin sat on the bed in the guest room of Corbenic,
simmering.  He'd have liked a brisk walk along the
shore to work off his irritation, but couldn't face the
clinging dampness of the sea mist, besides which he
needed to change for dinner.  The contrast between
his  arrival  in  Devon that  morning  –  cheerful  and
optimistic in bright sunlight, his only worry that he
might have been too early – and his current position
was  marked.   He  felt  like  breaking  something  to
alleviate his frustration.

It  was  now  clear  to  him  that  Fisher  hadn't  been
trying to  discourage him from wooing Elaine with
his  disparaging  remarks  and  chess  problems  but
preparing him for closer union with the family; what
her  father  had  presented  to  Gavin  that  afternoon
was Elaine's dowry of deceit and betrayal.  One he
would have to accept if he was to have any sort of
meaningful relationship with her.

How much should he tell her?  His inner committee
was  having  a  'ding-dong'  disagreement  about  that,
his fair-minded faction insisting that she had a right
to know the truth.  And telling her, this part of him
argued, would allow him to occupy the moral high
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ground, and possibly reduce her father's prominence
in her life.   Might she not then turn to Gavin for
support and protection?

And pigs  might  fly!  His  internal  cynic  cabal  was
unconvinced.  Far more likely, it postulated, was that
she'd dislike the message, and because of that, turn
against the messenger.  She might even accuse him
of trying to discredit her father for his own personal
advantage!  It would serve his purpose far better if
he kept quiet.

“What's wrong, Gavin?”

He looked up – startled out of his dark introspection
- to find Elaine in the open doorway, her expression
as troubled as his own thoughts.

“I've  upset  your  father,”  he  confessed,  unable  to
pretend that  nothing was wrong (it  appeared that
she'd sensed that much, in any case).  He felt as if he
were stepping into a minefield.

“Did  you  beat  him?”  she  asked,  her  demeanour
transforming into something like eagerness.

Gavin frowned in puzzlement before realising that
she was referring to  his  recent chess  contest  with
her  father.   He  was  tempted  to  grab  that  offered
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escape route, but knew that he must present a more
convincing explanation for his troubled mood.

“Nothing to do with that,” he told her.  “We agreed
on a draw.  It was something I did this morning.”

She moved forward into the room.  She'd changed
ready for dinner, and had evidently remembered the
promise she'd made to him the previous weekend to
do nothing to provoke his desire for her.  She'd set
herself  an  impossible  task;  the  simple  dark  green
woollen dress that she'd selected - high necked, long
sleeved and mid-calf length - was probably the least
revealing she owned, yet to Gavin's eyes it made her
look dangerously desirable.

“This  morning?”  she  queried,  her  eyes  dark  with
concern.   “Daddy  and  I  were  at  the  hospital  this
morning.”

“It was because you weren't here when I arrived –
and Vivienne wasn't around, either - I went to look
for someone and found your father's bedroom door
open.”   He  related  that  morning's  incident  in  the
hope that it would prove sufficient explanation for
the disagreement between himself and his host.  He
added nothing about their subsequent conversations.

“I  see,”  Elaine  commented  warily.   “You  saw  the
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painting, the other mermaid one?”

“Yes, I saw it,” he admitted, equally warily; what - he
wondered  -  was  her  understanding  of  her  father's
motive for painting it.  “I shouldn't have gone into
his room, I know.  I'm sorry.”

“I'm sure that if you apologised to Daddy he won't be
upset  for  long,”  she  reassured  him.   “He  was
probably  embarrassed  about  your  seeing  the
painting, it's not something he would want visitors
to see.”

Especially not prospective suitors for his daughter,
unless as a test of the strength of that person's love
for Elaine!

“That  was  the  last  painting  he  ever  did,”  Elaine
continued,  echoing  her  aunt's  commentary.   “He's
started one or two since his accident, but that's the
only one he's completed.  I think it's horrible, and I
can't begin to understand why he wanted to paint it.
I  think  he  must  have  felt  guilty  for  some  reason
about Mummy's death,  but it  wasn't  his fault  that
she drowned!”

Gavin swore silently.  He'd noticed that she referred
to  her  father's  attempted  suicide  as  'his  accident'
even though well aware of the facts.  If she couldn't
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accept after seven years that truth about her father,
perhaps Fisher had been wise to conceal the whole
story from her after all!

Gavin stood to help dissipate his irritation.

“Sometimes  people  feel  guilty  about  things  even
when they've no reason to,” he prevaricated, hoping
to close down the discussion.

“I suppose so,” Elaine conceded,  uncertainly.   “It's
affected  Aunt  Viv  too.   Since  Mummy  went  she's
shrivelled up inside,  until  now she's  all  bitter and
martyrs herself by waiting on Daddy hand and foot.
She must have loved Mummy a great deal.”

Gavin glanced at her speculatively; did those words
conceal  darker  thoughts?   Did  Elaine  sense  her
aunt's part in the affair?

She moved closer to him and gazed up into his face
with something of her little girl lost look.  “I'm glad
you saw the painting,  even though it  caused some
friction with my father.  As I've tried to explain, I'm
the product of my family, and I want you to see us all
for  who  we  really  are.   I  don't  want  to  offer  you
anything under false pretences.”

Gavin almost laughed at the unintended irony in her
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statement  and  struggled  to  present  Elaine  with  a
reassuring  response; he could not be the one, he'd
decided, to shatter her comforting illusions.

“I do accept that your father's first concern is your
happiness, something that I share.  And I can assure
you,  it  would  take  more  than  a  painting  –  or  a
disagreement  with  your  father  –  to  put  me  off
coming here.  There isn't anywhere in the world I'd
rather be than here with you.”

He  wondered  whether  he'd  overplayed  his  hand  a
little and quickly added,  “I'm sorry if that sounded a
bit over-the-top.”

“I  think it  sounded sincere,”  she  approved with a
small,  coy  smile,  “and  rather  touching.   I'm  very
pleased that you are here,  whether from choice or
because I really am so irresistible that you couldn't
stay away!”

“Believe me, Elaine, you are!” he assured her with
feeling.

Dinner  that  evening  was  distinctly  uncomfortable
for Gavin.  Although Mervyn Fisher appeared quite
unaffected by the younger man's earlier rudeness - at
least  as  far  as  visibly  taking  any  offence  -  the
charged  atmosphere  that  permanently  seemed  to
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surround the three members of that odd household
(not,  it  now  transpired,  imagination  on  Gavin's
part!) had insidiously spread like a sinister miasma
to envelop their guest.  He could almost feel Fisher
and Vivienne covertly watching both him and Elaine,
presumably wondering just how much he'd told her -
or might yet tell her - and how she would react.

It aggrieved Gavin still that he'd been placed in that
position, though he'd more or less reconciled himself
to  carrying  that  knowledge  and  protecting  Elaine
from its  emotional  impact  as  part  of  the  price  of
loving  her.   Clearly  the  role  of  a  Lady's  champion
demanded more than declarations of devotion and a
little sexual abstinence!

The  Lady  in  question  seemed  intuitively  to  have
recognised  the  repressed  drama  in  the  situation,
otherwise  her  choice  of  programme for  their  after
dinner  recital  was  a  most  uncanny  coincidence.
Gavin didn't recognise any of the pieces but they all
sounded  thick  with  sentiment,  like  the  cloying
fragrance of incense.

While Eliane played, the wide, monochrome filtered
landscape of misty forms vaguely visible through the
bay window was suddenly suffused with a blaze of
pearly  silver light  that  transformed it  -  in Gavin's
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fancy -  into  a  luminous  cinema screen.   He could
easily  visualise  bold  title  lettering  appearing  to
accompany  Elaine's  performance,  the  lush  piano
melody underscored by swelling sensual strings with
a  counterpoint  of  passionate  brass:
C O R B E N I C ,  starring  Mervyn  Fisher  and
Vivienne  Morgan  in  a  harrowing  drama  of  a
tormented artist haunted by the dark secret of his
wife's tragic drowning!

Fisher's account of those events - if packaged in an
eye-stopping  paperback binding,  with a  little  more
explicit sex and some brooding doom - could pose as
a passable romance of sinister passion and forbidden
lust.  As a true confession it was less convincing and
Gavin had begun to wonder if the older man hadn't
been  painting  in  word  and  gesture  a  picture  as
remote from reality as his mermaid portraits.

For a start, his assertion that Marie had deliberately
drowned  herself  was  unrealistically  melodramatic.
Either Fisher had exaggerated his wife's prowess in
swimming to reinforce his seal maiden fantasy about
her, and she'd drowned accidentally in the storm (as
Elaine believed),  or she hadn't  drowned at all  and
was still living somewhere, not wishing to be found
(as Gavin suspected).
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How  much  else  in  Fisher's  account  might  be
considered  'artistic  licence'?   Gavin  had  only  his
host's  oblique  allusion  to  the  emasculating
consequences  of  trying  to  kill  himself,  and  such
'divine punishment' added an almost tragic gloss to
what was otherwise just a bungled suicide attempt.
If  couched  in  the  style  of  a  police  incident  report
rather than that of romantic fiction, the whole story
sounded less dramatic and more mundanely sordid.

The  author  of  this  potential  'best  seller'  was
uncharacteristically  subdued  that  evening,
attributing this to the effect upon him of his rather
less traumatic fall that morning.  He didn't propose
another game of chess - to Gavin's relief - and even
went without his customary cigar.  After a glass of
brandy he asked his daughter to wheel him to his
room for the night.

Elaine returned looking tired and drawn, and went
to the drinks cupboard to pour herself a small glass
of  brandy,  the  first  time that  Gavin  had seen  her
take anything stronger than wine or cider.

“I  wish  Daddy  could  somehow get  over  Mummy's
death and rebuild his life,” she confided to Gavin;
clearly his 'shoulder to cry on' was in demand, and
his  pleasure  at  that  situation  was  blunted  only  a
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little by what he knew.  “I know that they loved each
other very much, but it is seven years since Mummy
drowned and I would have hoped that by now Daddy
could have found a way to move on.  Am I being too
hard on him, Gavin?”

Gavin  was  pleased  to  have  been  granted  some
intimate time alone with Elaine,  though it seemed
that  the  ghost  of  Marie  Fisher  was  haunting
Corbenic that evening as pervasively as the first Mrs
de  Winter  had  haunted  Manderley  in  Daphne  du
Maurier's Rebecca.

“Maybe  your  father  has  his  own  reasons  for  not
moving  on,”  Gavin  suggested.   “We  can't  judge
exactly what happened as we weren't there.”

If he could prompt Elaine into asking her father a
few searching questions, that might help her develop
a  more  realistic  view  of  what  had  happened,  and
would pass the responsibility for telling her back to
where it belonged!  

She  stared  at  him,  horrified   “Are  you  suggesting
that Daddy hasn't told me the truth about Mummy's
death?”

There was a hard glint in her yes that warned him to
be careful where he stepped next.
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“I'm not suggesting anything.  It was you who told
me last weekend that we all tell our own stories, and
that these may not match other people's stories, but
that  they're  all  valid.   When you think  you know
something  yourself  it's  very  easy  to  assume  that
other  people  see  it  the  same  way,  but  they  don't
always.”

She  appeared  to  deflate  slightly.   “You're  right,
Gavin.  I should practice what I preach, but it can be
hard when it's your own family.”

He  was  relieved,  but  also  overcome by  a  surge  of
compassion, wanting to enfold her in his arms and
comfort her.  It caused him almost physical pain to
restrain himself.

“Do you mind if we have an early night?” he asked,
standing.  “It's been quite a day for both of us, one
way and another.”

She  smiled  up  at  him  tenderly.   “Of  course.   I
understand.   Good  night,  Gavin,  and  thank  you
again for being here.”

“I told you, I couldn't be anywhere else.  Good night
and sleep well.”

Gavin's  scepticism  might  have  been  making  an
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attempt  to  assert  itself  that  evening,  but  the
sentimentality of the situation had polluted even his
usually  cynical  sensitivities,  and  he  was  almost
choked with emotion as he climbed the stairs to the
guest  room.   While  he  cleaned  his  teeth  and
undressed  for  bed  he  attempted  to  recover  his
rational equilibrium by reflecting  upon the facts of
what he'd learned that day.

In  retrospect  the  whole  sorry  saga  appeared
considerably  less  sensational  than  Fisher  had
painted it,  though it was still  sufficiently shocking
that Gavin was hesitant about how much he should
confide  to  Elaine.   One  key question  affecting  his
decision  was  whether  or  not  her  mother  was  still
alive, something that he could work out no way of
verifying.  It was partly this unresolved possibility
that inhibited his  telling Elaine anything about it;
that scenario could either raise unrealistic hopes in
her, or make her feel totally rejected by her mother.

Another  angle  on  that  particular  issue  suddenly
presented  itself  to  Gavin.   Did  Vivienne  maybe
believe that  her  sister  still  lived – despite  Fisher's
assurances that she didn't - and was that the cause
of  the  awkwardness  between  Vivienne  and  Elaine
that Gavin had sensed?  Vivienne was probably the
least  blameworthy  of  that  unfortunate  ménage  à
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trois, and she'd been left holding the baby.  Not that
Elaine  had  been  a  baby  at  the  time  of  Marie's
disappearance, but resentment at having been left to
pick  up  the  pieces  might  have  coloured  the
relationship between aunt and niece.

And what of Elaine?  The family secrets that Gavin
had learned that afternoon must colour his relation
with her to some extent; did it constitute sufficient
reason for him to question again the wisdom of the
path  he'd  chosen  in  pursuit  of  her?   She  clearly
believed herself  to  be  the product  of  her eccentric
background, which – he had to acknowledge - must
to some extent be true.  What Gavin feared was that
her belief might drive her to behave in ways that she
would  never  contemplate  if  free  from  her
overbearing sense of inherited destiny.

Obviously she wasn't a carbon copy of either of her
parents – nor her aunt – as she quite often exhibited
traits  that  seemed  untypical  of  her  family.   Her
feminism, for example.  It didn't appear that she'd
acquired  that  from either  of  her  female  relatives.
Her mother might have been anything but domestic,
but only in a 'spoilt child' fashion, while her aunt was
hardly  a  champion  of  woman's  rights,  running
Corbenic  like  a  hotel  for  the  Fishers  and  their
guests.
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There  was,  of  course,  one  possible  solution  to  the
question of Elaine's emancipation that Gavin didn't
want  to  consider,  that  it  was  just  another  social
garment that she wore, like her 'party dress' persona.
Her  'business  suit',  maybe?   He'd  more  often
observed that aspect of her personality while they'd
been together in London.   He had to acknowledge
that possibility, but apart from its being unpalatable
for him, he found it genuinely hard to believe that
she was actually  an Aunt Viv clone who disguised
her true nature behind a series of masks.

These  uncomfortable  speculations  -  and  his
disrobing - were arrested by a light tap on the door;
he hadn't bothered to lock it and was only just able
to make himself minimally decent before it opened to
admit the debatable feminist.

“I'm  sorry,  I  should  have  waited,”  she  quickly
apologised,  concerned that  she'd  embarrassed him.
“Would  you  prefer  it  if  I  came  back  in  a  few
minutes?”

“No,  you're  one  person  I  don't  mind  catching  me
with  my  pants  down!”  he  reassured  her  jauntily;
whatever his doubts about Elaine, her presence was
always welcome.   “I  can't  pretend that  your being
here doesn't affect me, but it doesn't make me feel
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embarrassed.”

That wasn't entirely true, though she accepted it as
such.

“I'm glad.   I  came to see you,  in fact,  about those
other ways that I affect you.  I've been thinking quite
a lot this week about what you told me last weekend,
that being in my company is difficult for you.  I want
to help if I can.”

Gavin couldn't prevent an upsurge of anticipation at
her  words,  though  common  sense  loudly  'pooh-
poohed' the idea that her presence in his room might
imply  anything  like  the  wild  notions  that  were
jostling for a place on his mental stage.

“I'm sorry that I don't feel able to let you have sex
with  me,”  she  continued,  quickly  confirming  his
scepticism, though her green eyes were troubled on
his behalf.  “If it would be any help, I'd be happy to
masturbate you.”

He was shocked.  Much he craved physical intimacy
with Elaine, the rather clinical frankness of her offer
transgressed his expectations of how women of her
calibre behave.  He would no doubt have responded
with ribald delight had it been Jenny making that
proposition, but for Elaine - who'd refused to let him
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make  love  to  her  (a  decision  he  reluctantly
respected) – to offer so casually to handle his genitals
seemed to him highly indecent!

Reading  his  expression,  Elaine  apologised  again,
colouring slightly.   “I  didn't  mean to offend you, I
thought it might help.  I'd better go.”

He recovered swiftly and caught her arm to prevent
her leaving, realising that he had blundered badly.

“I'm not  offended,”  he  lied,  quickly  formulating  a
plausible  excuse  for  his  reaction.   “I'm  just  a  bit
startled.   I'm not  used to  girls  who  don't  want  to
sleep with me offering other sexual services!”

“Why not?”  She seemed genuinely surprised.  “I've
no problem with the thought of having sex with you,
you're a very attractive man, in all  ways.   It's  the
emotional implications that give me trouble.  For me
to be able to give myself to a man, the act has to be -
cannot but help be - meaningful.  And that raises all
sorts of other questions, as you know.  To give you a
little sexual relief would not be the same thing at all.
I expect you do it for yourself occasionally, I know I
do.  I thought it might compensate a bit if I did it for
you.”

He stared at her in amazement; there was logic in



THE WASTE LAND PAGE 533

her  statement,  but  not  of  the  sort  that  he'd  ever
before heard a woman expound.

“There aren't many girls who think the way you do!”
he told her.

She raised her eyebrows, uncertain as to whether he
was offering her praise or criticism.  “As I've told you
before, Gavin, I can't be other than what I am.”

“I'm  not  suggesting  that  you  should  change,”  he
reassured her quickly.  “I love you as you are.”

He was beginning to feel slightly breathless and light
headed  at  the  prospect  of  her  performing  the
suggested act for him.  He'd considered the previous
evening using that same outlet himself to reduce his
frustration before  coming  to  Devon,  but  had  been
deterred by the slender hope that Elaine might allow
him something.  Now, it appeared, she was - even if
not  his  first  choice  -  and  his  appreciation  was
starting to make itself felt; his physical reaction was
barely  constrained  by  his  brief  underpants  which,
apart from his socks, were his only garment.

He sat on the bed to retain his dignity and to allow
his agitated emotions a chance to settle a little.

“Are you all right?” she asked, concerned.  “Would
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you like me to leave?”

“No!  Don't go!” he begged.  “I've never met anyone
like you before.  You're amazing!”  He couldn't bring
himself to remind her of her tempting offer.

Elaine,  however,  was  becoming  quite  adept  at
reading his physiognomy and reassured him with a
gently conspiratorial smile.

“Lie back on the bed.”

A tremulous agitation engulfed him as he complied
with  her  directive,  similar  to  what  he'd  felt  when
submitting to Jenny.

Gavin  swiftly  pushed  that  memory  aside,  not
wanting any previous sexual experiences to interfere
with what he was about to receive; having accepted
Elaine's invitation he wanted to maximise its impact,
and was unconcerned now that she should witness
his eagerness.

She sat beside him on the bed.  “Do you have some
tissues handy or shall I fetch some?”

He always carried a  travelling  pack with him and
roused himself to produce them.

“Close you eyes,” she instructed him gently, once he
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was  supine  on  the  bed  again.   “Think  about
whatever turns you on.”

He should have experienced no difficulty in calling
up  a  suitable  fantasy  featuring  suspenders  and
seamed  stockings  -  if  not  something  more
complicated  and  extreme  –  but  discovered,  to  his
surprise,  that  he  couldn't  imagine  anything  more
arousing than what was happening to him as Elaine,
with business-like efficiency, slipped his pants down
to release his rigid penis.

To be thus exposed and handled by the object of his
unfulfilled  desire  -  while  she  remained  modestly
clothed  in  her  dark  green woollen  gown –  excited
Gavin  even  more  than  the  indecent  games  he'd
played a few weeks before with Jenny.

Why  did  that  damned  woman  keep  invading  his
thoughts?   Hard as  he  tried  he  couldn't  eliminate
unwelcome comparisons with his earlier – and still
unconfessed – indiscretions with her.  It was almost
as if Elaine engineered these uncomfortable parallels
as some sort of test for him!

He  was  rescued  from  further  unwanted  mental
activity  by  the  strength  of  his  physical  response,
releasing  in  him  powerful  undercurrents  of
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masochistic  submission.   He  abandoned himself  to
these,  visualising  his  limbs  bound  with  sensual
cobwebs, so that although physically unrestrained he
was  unable  to  do  anything  but  surrender  to  the
salacious urges that were engulfing him.

Elaine exhibited satisfying skill in her manipulation,
an unusual accomplishment - Gavin considered - for
someone  as  inexperienced  as  she  was.   Unless,  of
course, her innocence was a sham and she was more
practised than she let on!  His cynic cabal refused to
be  docile  and  broke  into  his  erotic  daydream,
threatening the whole experience.

Forcibly  switching  off  that  part  of  his  mind,  he
relaxed  back  into  the  sea  of  sensation,  only  to  be
assailed  by  another  difficulty:  moderating  his
involuntary vocal appreciation.  He'd no wish to be
overheard by the other inhabitants of Corbenic, who
might well hold less enlightened opinions about how
a young lady should conduct herself!

Despite  these  distractions,  Elaine's  ministrations
were goading him irrevocably towards orgasm, and
he opened his  eyes  to  gaze in wonderment at  this
goddess  who  was  coaxing  such  incredible  pleasure
from his  body.   He was surprised to find her in a
dreamily detached state, similar to that she adopted
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when  playing  the  piano.   Hardly  astonishing,
quipped his inner Smart Aleck; she was playing his
organ!

It  was  certainly  with  the  deftness  of  a  virtuoso
performer that she moved from adagio to  moderato
as his climax approached, followed by a brief passage
in presto for the grand finale.  As the lingering deep
chords  of  fulfilment  faded,  Gavin  applauded  her
performance with a  grateful  smile,  but then froze,
mortified  to  observe  the  product  of  his  fierce
ejaculation glistening like a cluster of liquid pearls
on the dark wool of her dress.

“God, I must have come like a fire hydrant.  It's all
over you!  I'm really sorry...”

She pressed her forefinger to his lips to quieten his
anxious  protestations.   “Don't  worry,  it  will  wash
out.  Was if as good for you as it seemed to be?”

“It  was  fantastic!”  he  assured her,  relaxing  again.
“Thank you, my darling.”

Smiling down at him, she mopped up the remainder
of his  spillage and stood.   “At least you should be
able to sleep a little better tonight.”

He sat up and watched as she crossed to the door.  “I
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think you're wonderful!”

She accepted the compliment, with a small smile, as
her due.

“I'm very glad.  Just keep thinking that.  Good night,
Gavin.”

Once  she'd  departed,  Gavin  quickly  washed  and
settled himself  into bed,  where he lay savouring a
lingering lasciviousness.  He might - as Elaine had
predicted  -  be  able  to  sleep  better  that  night
(eventually), but at that moment he was wide awake
with  the  implications  of  her  sensual  largess.
Without recourse to  any fetishistic  trappings she'd
managed  to  imbue  straightforward  masturbation
with  greater  erotic  satisfaction  than  he  usually
obtained from far more extreme indecency.

But as the delicious sensations gradually subsided,
concern began to take their place.

Had Elaine realised what dark passions she'd roused
in him?  He doubted that she had - which was how
he  preferred  it  -  but  that  conclusion  raised  the
spectre  of  possible  problems  in  any  future  sexual
relations  between  them.   On  the  other  hand,  she
may have been well aware of how he'd reacted to her
teasing (his cynic cabal had switched itself back on).
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What  was  the  true  extent  of  Elaine's  sexual
experience?

Gavin tried to wish that question away - not wanting
to examine the matter too closely – but it refused to
oblige.   Elaine  had  admitted  to  having  had  other
men in love with her, though that didn't, of course,
imply that all - or any of them - had been allowed to
express their desire for her physically.  Her declared
attitude  to  emotional  commitment  suggested
otherwise.

His cynic cabal was not satisfied, however.  Even if
Elaine had not given herself sexually to her previous
suitors, her not having loved them didn't necessarily
preclude her having indulged in some sexual activity
with them; he'd just experienced her willingness to
indulge  in  peripheral  indecency  with  a  man  she
didn't love.  Who was to say that masturbation was
all that she'd offered to previous boyfriends?

Another  member  of  his  in-head  committee  waded
into the debate; since when had he worried about the
previous sexual experiences of any of his conquests?
It had long been a ground-rule of his relationships
that  he didn't  enquire  into a   girlfriend's  amorous
past on the understanding that she didn't question
his.  With Elaine, however, he felt differently.  The
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thought of her having given to another man what
she'd  bestowed  upon  him  that  evening  made  his
stomach knot with resentment.  Could he be jealous?

He refused to pursue that train of ideas any further,
irritated by the intrusion of  doubts into what had
been, to date, the most promising development in his
uneasy  relationship  with  Elaine.   He  forcefully
suppressed his reservations and abandoned himself
to  more  positive  contemplation  of  that  evening's
experience, rather as a questing Knight of the Round
Table might have meditated upon a fleeting glimpse
of the Grail!
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The TWOFOLD PATH

When  Gavin  awoke  the  following  morning  it  was
not,  unfortunately,  to  further  sensual  meditations,
but to a continuation of those contrary speculations
that had plagued him since he'd first met Elaine.

As he lay luxuriating in the now familiar environs of
Corbenic's  guest  room,  he  couldn't  prevent  his
thoughts  riding  the  roller  coaster  of  doubt,
irrespective  of  his  having  apparently  made  up  his
mind  on  the  matter.   His  quarrelsome  mental
factions refused to recognise his decision, each loudly
declaiming its opinion, so that one minute he was on
the  crest  of  the  switchback,  confident  that  his
relationship  with  Elaine  was  developing  –  albeit
slowly - in the right direction, while a few minutes
later  he'd  plunged  to  the  bottom  of  the  dip,
wondering whether to leave and never return!

One  observation  that  did  improve  his  demeanour
considerably - and raised his hopes of what the day
might  deliver  -  was  that  Fisher's  weather  forecast
had  proved  accurate;  he  opened  the  curtains  to
reveal a day of bright and sunny prospect, if a little
more breezy than it had been.  He washed, dressed
and went down to the kitchen - expecting to be told
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that  Elaine  had  gone  for  her  customary  pre-
breakfast  swim  -  and  was  pleasantly  surprised  to
find her at the kitchen table, chatting to her aunt.

“Good  morning,  Gavin,  did  you  sleep  well?”  she
asked with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

“Very  well  indeed!”  he  replied,  his  look
acknowledging  her  part  in  his  improved  slumber.
“No swim this morning?”

“The wind has taken the edge of the temperature,”
she explained.  “Not enough to put me off, normally,
but when I added in the chance of being here when
you came down this morning, that decided it.”

“I'm  flattered!”  he  declared,  and  would  have
expressed  his  pleasure  even  more  effusively  had
Vivienne not been present.

“Are you still interested in a walk to Seacombe this
morning?” Elaine asked, her own enthusiasm for the
project clear in her expression.  She was radiant this
morning,  and Gavin found it  easy to be optimistic
about their relationship.

“You bet!”  There were other activities that he would
rather be contemplating - all involving Elaine – but a
walk  along  the  strand  sounded  a  reasonable
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substitute.   Elaine  suggested  that  they  take  their
coffee out to the patio as they had on his first visit,
and he happily agreed.

The weather was clear and bright, the sky almost too
brilliant and painful to the eyes.  The breeze had a
slight  edge  to  it,  though  not  sufficient  to  make
sitting  outside  uncomfortable.   Gavin  watched
Elaine  sipping  her  coffee;  she  appeared  to  him so
beautiful  that  he  was  close  to  tears.   Part  of  him
ached  to  hold  and kiss  her,  while  the  rest  of  him
simply delighted in her company.

“How is  your  game  coming  along?”  she  enquired,
catching him a little off guard.  It seemed a long time
since he'd even thought about his game, though in
reality less than a week.

“It's going okay,” he informed her.  “I managed to do
a  bit  this  past  week,  mainly  backgrounds  and
descriptions.”

“I'm glad you're finding time for it,” she commented,
and then changed tack.  “Have you ever considered
that the world of your game - and the others that
you play –  may be  microcosms of  the  unconscious
mind?”

Gavin was flabbergasted by her observation, which
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he  considered  to  be  way  off  the  mark.   “Hardly!
They're  pure escapism.  The worlds  in  the sort  of
game I play are fantasy worlds.”

Elaine  was  undeterred  by  his  dismissive  attitude.
“That doesn't necessarily invalidate my proposition.
Are you familiar with the Collective Unconscious?”

“Do  you  mean  the  rock  group?”  he  asked  with  a
straight  face,  but  then  grinned  at  her  frown  of
puzzled irritation and relented.

“Sorry, I couldn't resist that.  I think I know what
you're  talking  about,  though  I  don't  know  much
about it.  Isn't it some sort of race memory?”

“Sort  of,”  she  acknowledged,  still  ruffled.   “It's
certainly not a rock group!

'It's  also  great  deal  more  than  just  a  collective
memory,  in much the same way that  our personal
unconscious  minds  are  a  lot  more  that  just  our
memories.  They're also repositories for all the drives
and 'programs'  -  for  want  of  a  better  word  -  that
make us the people we are.  The psychologist, Carl
Jung,  postulated  that  the  Collective  Unconscious
acts for all mankind in much the same way as our
personal subconscious does for each of us, and forms
a network of all our individual unconscious minds.”
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Elaine's eyes were alight with the possibilities of her
supposition,  though  Gavin  found  it  hard  to  see
beyond  the  beauty  of  her  expression  to  grasp  the
significance of what she was saying.

“According to Jung, the Collective Unconscious also
has programs in it - he referred to them as 'psychic
complexes'  and called them Archetypes - and these
influence  a  number  of  mental  areas  common  to
everyone.   They  not  only  control  the  forms  and
symbols of myths and religions, but can also affect
our thinking, our dreams and many of our actions.”

Gavin was sceptical; he subscribed to a philosophy in
which things were either 'real'  -  a provable part of
the material world - or 'all in the mind', though he
didn't  apply  that  label  dismissively.   He'd  read (or
heard  expounded  on  television)  sufficient  popular
psychology  to  appreciate  the  power  of  mental
impulses  on  physical  actions,  as  in  hysterical
paralysis  and  blindness,  or  some  of  the  more
astounding feats displayed during hypnotic trances.

So long as  those  influences didn't  appear  to  reach
outside the human body by magical means he could
accept them.  The Collective Unconscious, with its
vaguely sinister Archetypes,  was an uncomfortably
borderline case, with one foot securely planted in the
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'scientific'  world  of  psychoanalysis,  but  the  other
resting  in  the  imaginative  realm  of  myth  and
dreams.   The  latter  might  be  a  realm that  Gavin
enjoyed exploring in his fantasies and games, but the
notion  that  it  could  somehow  break  through  into
reality was disturbing.

“What has all this got to do with my game?”

“Jung identified a number of  different Archetypes,
each with a specific set of characteristics and ways of
behaving,” she continued.  “They have names that
reflect their type of influence,  like Hero,  Trickster
and  Wise  Old  Man.   Don't  they  remind  you  of
characters in a role-playing game?”

“I suppose they do sound somewhat similar,” Gavin
conceded.   Certainly  most  of  the  games  that  he'd
played  tended  to  be  peopled  by  stereotypical
characters  with  a  stock  repertoire  of  behaviour;
heroes  were  always  brave,  thieves  cunning,  and
dwarves strong but dour.  But that didn't imply that
they were based upon Jung's Archetypes!  “I think
the  similarity  is  coincidence.   The  characters  in
games are just fantasy stereotypes.”

“That  may  be  true,”  Elaine  acknowledged,  “but
when you play one of those games, don't you take on
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one of the roles and are then limited to acting as its
characteristics permit?  You can't play the hero and
be a coward; if you tried it either wouldn't work, or
might even destroy the fantasy world in which you
were playing.  I believe that in a similar fashion we
sometimes 'take on' an Archetype and then act as its
characteristics dictate.”

Gavin  was  still  unconvinced,  and  called  her  to
account.   “What  you're  saying  is  that  whenever
someone  does  something  a  bit  out  of  character,
they've been taken over by one of these Archetypes
and that's  what's  making them act that  way?  I'm
sorry,  but  I  can't  buy  that!   People  act  out  of
character for all sorts of reasons that have nothing
to do with the Collective Unconscious.”

“How do you know that?” she challenged him, but
with  more  than  a  hint  of  mischief  in  her  eyes.
“When you ask someone who's acted out of character
why they did so, they frequently can't tell you why
they  behaved  as  they  did.   They  were  driven  by
unconscious urges, some of which, I admit, may have
been personal – from their upbringing, perhaps – but
often they are so out of character that they seem to
come from nowhere.   In the past such urges were
attributed  to  possession,  and  it's  been  noted  that
Archetypes bear more than a passing resemblance to
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some of the ancient gods and goddesses.”

Elaine  had  clearly  inherited  her  father's  ability  to
move  effortlessly  from  one  area  of  argument  to
another  and  make  them  appear  unquestionably
linked.

“The  old  gods  each  had  a  particular  attribute  or
sphere  of  influence,  and  those  with  the  same
attributes  in  different  cultures  were  often
remarkably  similar.   Isn't  it  likely  that  they  were
outward  manifestations  of  Archetypes,  and  that
their power to influence human behaviour may have
been more than just myth.”

“Are  you  talking  about  gods  as  labels  for  natural
forces or subconscious drives?” Gavin queried.  “If
so,  I'll  go  along  with  you,  but  if  you  mean actual
entities capable of wielding thunderbolts,  sorry,  no
way!”

She smiled.  “I think I mean something somewhere
between the two.  Back to virtual reality again!  I
suspect that the Collective Unconscious is somewhat
similar to the Internet.  Each of us is like a single
computer, with its own programs and data, but each
is  also  connected  to  millions  of  others  and
information can be exchanged between them.  The
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Internet  isn't  a  physical  entity,  yet  it  exists  and
things  happen  on  it  that  can  affect  any  of  the
individual computers attached to it.”

“I  think  I  see  what  you  mean,”  Gavin  replied,
struggling a little.  “The Internet only really exists
on  a  number  of  connected  computers,  though  it
seems  to  have  a  life  of  its  own.   But  it  isn't
intelligent.”

“Perhaps it's not big enough yet,” Elaine suggested.
“The number of connections on the Internet is tiny
compared  to  the  number  of  connections  in  our
brains, but they work on a similar principle: millions
of individual neurons working together to create a
virtual entity that is  intelligent.  More so in some
people than others!”

“I hadn't thought of it like that before,” he admitted,
adding  with  a  grin:  “Maybe  I'm  one  of  the  less
intelligent specimens!”

She  exhibited  the  length  of  her  pointed  tongue,
adding: “I've one more thing to say, then we can go
and get ready for our walk.  Just think how much
more  powerful  than  the  average  computer  your
brain is,  then imagine what the Internet would be
like  enhanced to that  degree.   That  perhaps  gives
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you  some  idea  of  the  potential  power  of  the
Collective Unconscious!”

“It  would  certainly  be  some  network!”  Gavin
acknowledged.  He stood and collected their empty
mugs  to  return  them  to  the  kitchen.   “That's
assuming that it exists, of course.”

He was quite pleased with his performance in that
morning's exchange; he'd managed to insert one or
two witty responses and had more or less understood
Elaine's proposition (not that he was convinced by
it!).

He hurried up to the guest room for his wallet, so
that  he  could  buy  lunch  in  Seacombe,  and  met
Elaine in the hall.

She'd changed into her vivid sun dress, over which
she wore a dark green cardigan, both to protect her
from  the  gentle  but  noticeably  cool  breeze,  and
maybe – Gavin speculated facetiously –  to keep in
check the visual cacophony of her dress!

When  they  reached  the  beach  she  slipped  off  her
sandals  to  walk  barefoot  on  the  sand,  not  an
affectation,  as  Gavin  quickly  discovered;  the
powdery sand infiltrated his sandals and walking on
that film of fine grit inside his footwear soon became
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uncomfortable.   He  followed  Elaine's  example.
Beneath his feet the top sand was slightly warm and
powdery,  but  just  below the  surface  it  was  firmer,
damp and cool.

That  morning  was  for  Gavin  beautiful,  the  sun
burned warmly on his exposed skin, the expanse of
beach was almost deserted and the only sounds were
the soft grumble of the wind in his ears overlaid on
the  constant  sensual  sighing of  the distant  waves.
And, best of all, the most wonderful woman in the
world  was  walking  beside  him!   He felt  alive  and
alert, and was acutely conscious of himself and his
companion as young(ish) physical beings, happy(ish)
in each other's company and with the potential to be
so  much  more.   In  contrast,  his  life  in  London
suddenly seemed unreal and faded, like scenes from
a remembered film.

He  attempted  to  explain  this  feeling  -  as  best  he
could - to Elaine.  It was hard for him to articulate
exactly  what  he  did  feel,  and  found  it  all  rather
embarrassing.

She  listened to  his  stumbling  account  with  mildly
amused interest.

“I understand what you're feeling, Gavin.  You are
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creating a new story for yourself, one that split from
your old story a few weeks ago when you decided to
ask me out for  dinner.   The two paths  have been
slowly diverging since then.  At present they are still
close enough that you can step from one to the other
and back again without too much difficultly, but as
they move further apart there will come a time when
you have  to  decide  which  path you want  to  make
your story.”

Gavin stopped walking and turned to face her, mildly
alarmed.   Not  because  she  had  disconcerted  him
with her  eccentric  notion (that  was  nothing new!)
but  because  her  words  raised  serious  implications
that he had – until then - failed to consider; he was
suffering for that omission.

He hadn't  seriously speculated about the future of
his relationship with Elaine beyond obtaining sexual
intimacy with her; any vague projections that he'd
entertained had consisted of more of the same, with
weekends  at  Corbenic  and  occasional  visits  to
London by Elaine.  Now that it had been brought to
his attention, however, he saw clearly that his strong
attachment to her would not allow this relationship
to follow the path of most of his others.

“Are you all  right?” Elaine enquired, concerned by
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his  stricken  expression.   “Did  I  say  something
wrong?”

“No!”   He  swiftly  marshalled  his  thoughts.   “You
made me realise that there are things about how I
feel about you that I need to think about.”

“I think I follow you,” she answered with a quizzical
frown.  “Is that bad?”

“I don't think so.  I hope not.”  He resumed walking.
“I'm sorry if I startled you.”

“I  think  I  startled  you  more,”  she  replied  with  a
grin.  “But we don't have to worry about the future
today.   Today  is  for  us,  to  enjoy  each  other's
company.”

She  reached  out  and  clasped  his  hand,  and  they
walked side  by side  and hand in  hand,  and Gavin
was convinced that  they were somehow walking  a
good few feet above the sand!   But the shadow of
their future had fallen across the brightness of the
day, and Gavin couldn't ignore it entirely.

If their relationship developed as he hoped, he would
need to make some considerable changes to his life,
and thinking about that unsettled him.  Could that
be – he wondered in a moment of inspiration – the
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real  meaning  of  Mervyn  Fisher's  chess  problem
lesson?  Gavin had assumed that the something he
needed to give up was a person (hopefully Jenny and
not  Elaine)  but  maybe  it  referred  instead  to  his
carefree bachelor lifestyle, which he must surrender
if  he  were  to  have a  future  with Elaine.   Had he
already unconsciously recognised this, and was that
why  he'd  felt  compelled  to  tell  his  mother  about
Elaine?

When they reached Seacombe they sat on the steps
up to the promenade, dusted the sand from their feet
and put their sandals back on.

Seacombe was not a large town, consisting mainly of
hotels  and  guest  houses,  plus  a  proliferation  of
retirement  bungalows.   The  promenade  was  lined
mostly with Victorian hotels, but also boasted a few
shops - selling postcards, souvenirs, Seacombe rock
and  other  holiday  paraphernalia  –  an  amusement
arcade and a handful of cafés and small restaurants,
none of  them particularly  busy now that  the high
holiday season was over.

They explored the promenade in a desultory fashion,
peering into some of the shops and idly observing the
other  holiday  makers.   Normally  such  mundane
activity  would  have  bored Gavin  very  quickly,  but
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Elaine's company lent it a pleasurable gloss.  For a
while, at least!

“What  would  you like  to  do  for  lunch?”  he  asked
once  they'd  walked  the  length  of  the  short
promenade.  None of the eating establishments had
looked  desperately  inviting,  but  neither  had  they
seemed  too  forbidding.   A  few  hadn't  bothered  to
open.

“There's a small park just off the road back there,”
Elaine pointed out, “with benches looking out over
the sea.  How about we buy ourselves something to
eat - fish and chips, maybe - and take it up there?”

“That  sounds  like  a  fantastic  idea,”  he  concurred.
“We passed a chippie about half way along the prom.
I think it was open.”

It was, and offered an eclectic choice of traditional
fish  and  chips,  hot  pies  and  pasties,  and  Chinese
take-away.   Gavin  was  tempted  by  an  appetising
looking  steak  pie,  but  decided  that  fish  and  chips
were more appropriate to the seaside setting.

Having purchased them each a portion and a can of
cola,  he  followed  Elaine  to  the  other  end  of  the
promenade where a flight of sandy steps led up to
the  park,  little  more than a wide  grassy headland
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overlooking the beach, punctuated with concrete and
slatted wood benches.  Gavin was extremely pleased,
as  they settled themselves,  that  none of  the other
benches was occupied.

As he sat there, in the open, eating greasy fish and
chips  from  the  polystyrene  container  with  his
fingers, the simple food seasoned with the salty tang
of  the  sea  air,  he  experienced  something  of  the
untrammelled pleasure of childhood.  He turned to
his bewitching companion, whose evident enjoyment
of  her  own  makeshift  meal  made  her  appear
suddenly  more  accessibly  ordinary;  every  previous
meal  he'd shared with her  had been prepared and
presented either by a restaurant chef or (with equal
finesse) by Vivienne.

The surge of tender lust that Gavin experienced he
quickly channelled into an acceptable outlet, telling
Elaine about visits to the seaside as a boy and trips
to North Devon for surfing in his student days.  He
enjoyed once again that  fugitive  tingle  of  exposing
himself to her.

“Perhaps we should buy you a surf board for when
you're down here,” she suggested.  She'd attended to
his  reminiscing  with  interest,  though  she'd  not
reciprocated in kind.
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“I  wasn't  much good  at  it,”  Gavin  confessed.   He
decided, impulsively,  to test his companion a little.
“I  was  more  interested  in  the  girls  who  were
attracted by our manly activities.”

Elaine  subjected  him  to  a  surprisingly  admiring
glance.  “I wouldn't blame them!”

Gavin  was  glad  that  he  was  sitting  down  as  his
lightweight  trousers  couldn't  have  hidden  his
embarrassing  physical  reaction  to  her  flirtatious
innuendo;  she'd  managed  with  just  that  look  and
comment  to  rouse  him  as  much  as  a  far  more
suggestive  response from most  women would have
done.

“I'm very glad that I decided to come back down to
Devon again this weekend,” he told her.  He'd hoped
that he might elicit an equally committed reply from
Elaine,  but  instead  she  subjected  him  to  teasing
scrutiny.

“You told me that  you had no choice  but  to  come
here again!”

“I  didn't  have any choice!” he confirmed, grinning
back at her, “but I decided that if I did have a choice
I'd have come in any case.”
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She  responded  to  his  humorous  sophistry  with  a
brief display of her tongue (evidently her - very cute
–  stock  response  to  having  been  momentarily
outsmarted)  before  returning  her  attention  to  her
eating.

“Am I going to get an invitation to come again next
weekend?” he dared to ask.

“I suppose I'd better,” she conceded coquettishly, “as
you won't have any choice but to come anyway!”

Ripples of sensual poignancy flowed up through his
body  from  his  groin,  almost  overwhelming  him.
Being  in  love  was,  he  concluded,  both  the  most
wonderful and the most tormenting state.

“I really don't want to go back to London tonight,”
he complained,  sounding – even to his own ears –
like a rather petulant child.

Elaine  graced  him  with  a  sympathetic  smile.   “I
know.   But  it  isn't  yet  time  for  you  make  your
decision.   There are still  things you need to do in
your other life.”

“What sort of things?” he demanded, perplexed by
her recourse to Sibylline vagueness.  For a moment
her eyes seemed to flash indignantly, but then she
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smiled.

“There's that project you told me about, for a start.
The house of that software designer.”

He  was  unconvinced,  certain  that  she'd  not  been
referring to the Pendragon Project in her enigmatic
statement.   He suddenly felt like an inexperienced
teenager being carefully groomed by a much older
woman, but groomed for what?

That incidental thought released two spectres from
their mental graves to rear up threateningly before
him, contaminating his contentment.

The first was one that had attacked him last night
(how  sexually  experienced  was  Elaine?),  and  was
fairly easily laid to rest.  Whatever she might have
indulged in  with  other  men before  he'd  met  her  -
whether she'd had no previous lovers or hundreds -
couldn't  detract  from  his  pleasure  in  sharing  her
company, and everything else she'd given him.  Even
if he discovered that she'd been as promiscuous as he
had – an unlikely prospect, he thought – it wouldn't
deflect him from his chosen course as her champion.

The second was a wraith that he'd wrestled with a
few  times  already:  exactly  how  old  was  Elaine?
What he'd now learned about her – that she'd been at
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university when her mother disappeared, only seven
years ago – indicated that she was at the lower end
of the possible age range that Gavin had allocated
for  her,  and when he looked at  her beside him in
carefree  enjoyment  of  her  lunch,  that  supposition
seemed entirely reasonable.  On the other hand she
might have attended university as a mature student,
which  aligned  better  with  his  unreasonable
conviction – supported by no real evidence – that she
was much older.

Gavin chastised himself  severely  and banished his
imaginary  phantoms.   Any  doubts  he  harboured
concerning  Elaine's  age  were  immaterial;  he  loved
her whether she was twenty-five or forty-five!  He'd
enjoyed the weekend more than he'd dared to hope
he might, and even the emotional burden that Fisher
had  saddled  him  with  the  day  before  felt
considerably  less  weighty in  the  cheerful  sunlight.
The  last  two  days  had  seemed  to  fly  past  more
quickly than ever before.

His reverie was interrupted by a gull – wearing still
the mottled attire of youth and more brazen than its
wiser  companions  –  which  approached  his  feet  to
demand a share in his meal.  He tossed it a small
chip, which it just about managed to swallow before
being mobbed by its fellows,  trying the snatch the
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remains from its beak.

The  nearby  agitated  fluttering  of  feathers  caught
Gavin's  attention and he  looked round to  discover
that  the top rails  of  the benches on either side  of
them were lined with avian spectators, all hoping to
be invited to the feast.  It might have been a scene
from  Hitchcock's  The  Birds;  there  hadn't  been  a
single gull in sight when he and Elaine had sat to
have their lunch, now they were surrounded!

He pointed this  out  to  his  companion.   “I  haven't
noticed  them  being  quite  so  pushy  around  your
house.”

“They don't get fed there,” she explained.  “This is a
popular  tourist  spot.   They  know  where  the  easy
pickings are.”

When  they'd  finished  eating,  Elaine  gathered  up
their cartons and empty cola cans to deposit in one
of  the  litter  bins  provided,  while  Gavin  playfully
chased away the remaining, still hopeful birds.  He
followed Elaine back down to the beach, where they
both removed their sandals again.

She didn't offer him her hand to hold this time as
they trod the warm sand back to Corbenic, and he
felt  sufficiently  uncertain  still  of  their  fragile
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relationship to push himself onto her.  It seemed to
him almost as if the sun had gone behind a cloud –
though  it  still  commanded  the  sky  –  and  in  a
moment of uncharacteristic empathy he wondered if
Elaine struggled with their relationship as much as
he  did.   If  so,  she  needed  his  understanding  and
support;  her  spectres  were  even  more  potent  and
gruesome than his own, as he'd discovered!

She'd spoken to him on the walk to Seacombe of his
making  a  new  story  for  himself,  and  although  he
couldn't bring himself to believe in her proposition
as a material fact, the idea resonated with his own
experiences  of  late,  and  he  was  happy  to  accept
Elaine's theory as metaphor.  He was convinced that
his  life  was  changing  and  that  Elaine  was  the
fulcrum  of  that  development;  what  they'd  shared
that weekend had offered Gavin a strong hint that
there could be a future for him with her.  What that
future might contain was still vague and unformed,
but just  the possibility  was something  positive  for
him to hold on to.

They arrived back at Corbenic with sufficient time
for coffee before Gavin had to depart;  they took it
out to the patio.  The sun had now retreated behind
a growing bank of cloud and the wind was noticeably
cooler, but Gavin was determined to make the most
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of those last few minutes together.

“Elaine, there's something I want to say to you,” he
began tentatively.  “I've realised this weekend that
our relationship is difficult for you as well as it is for
me.”

She smiled at him, a little sadly, he felt.  “I've been
trying to tell you how I feel, but I didn't want you to
think that it was somehow your fault that I couldn't
simply give myself to you.”

“Thank you.”  He struggled not to sweep her into his
arms,  and  used  his  customary  defence.   “Perhaps
what I said this morning after breakfast is right and
I'm not one of nature's brightest specimens.  But the
penny has dropped at last!”

“Don't  belittle  yourself  too  much,”  she  gently
reprimanded him, covering his hand with hers and
nearly undermining his resolve.  “I think you are a
sensitive and caring man.”

“I do care about you,” he replied, his voice thick with
emotion.  “What I wanted to say was that I'm happy
to take things at your pace.   You're worth waiting
for.”

“Oh, Gavin!”  Elaine appeared as close to tears as
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Gavin felt.  “A number of men have declared their
love for me, but none has ever shown such sweetness
and understanding.  You are a very special person.”

Moisture blurred his vision and he groped blindly for
his coffee to dissipate the intensity of the moment,
but his hand was unsteady and knocked the mug off
the table.  Fortunately it didn't break, but bounced
across the paving slabs, trailing splashes of coffee.

“Shit!”   He  jumped  up  and  retrieved  the  errant
crockery.   “I'm sorry,  Elaine,  I've  made  a  mess  of
everything.”

“Don't worry, Gavin.”  Elaine had slipped into her
'affectionate  friend'  costume.   “The  cup  hasn't
broken, and the next rain storm will take care of the
coffee stains.  Are you going to be all right to drive
home?”

He pulled himself together.  “I'll be fine.  I'd better
get going before I completely wreck the place!”

When the moment came for him to depart,  he felt
sufficiently encouraged to be a little more assertive
with  Elaine  and  not  wait  for  her  to  initiate  their
goodbye kiss.  He clasped her firmly to him, pressing
his open mouth to hers; after a moment of surprise
she relaxed and responded passively to his embrace,
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which  he  reigned  in  to  make  it  a  passionate  kiss
while not an overtly sexual one.  When he released
her  she  looked  up  at  him  with  her  green  eyes
sparkling;  clearly  she'd  enjoyed  it,  too.   He  was
tempted to kiss her again, but desisted.

“Goodbye Elaine dearest,”  he  dared.   “I'll  be  here
again on Saturday.”

“Make sure you are,” she replied with mock severity.
“You do  know that  I  miss  you  when you can't  be
here?”

“Not half as much as I miss you!”  Her turned to
leave but as an impulsive afterthought turned back
and declared: “I love you!”

When  he  reached  his  motorcycle,  parked  up  by
Corbenic's  garage,  he  turned  to  look  back  at  the
house.  Elaine stood in the open doorway still  and
waved  to  him.   He  waved  back  and  mounted  his
'steed', feeling happier than he had on either of his
previous partings, and hopeful for what might await
his return on Saturday.

First, however, he had to negotiate that week -  the
week, as far as Art was concerned - during which the
planned  visit  to  Mark  Cornwall's  newly  acquired
property  in  Surrey  was  scheduled.   The  few
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necessary preparations were undertaken with near
military thoroughness, so crucial was the success of
the event deemed by Art; arrival times were double-
checked and the exact location of Cornwall's house
obtained.

On the day, Art left London at lunch time, though
Gavin  -  struggling  still  with  the  backlog  of  other
work - had to stay there until mid-afternoon; he was
to change at the King's  house as  usual  and would
accompany them in their transport.  Jenny took the
whole day off, presumably requiring that amount of
time for her personal preparations!

It was obvious to Gavin as soon as she opened her
front  door  to  him that  she'd  spent  a  considerable
time creating her look for that evening.  Her figure
hugging dress of polished black fabric gave her the
appearance almost of a piece of erotic sculpture; had
she worn it with high-heeled boots and a whip some
people might have considered it pornographic!  In an
attempt to moderate its brazenness a little, a spray
of  red roses  had been added,  cascading  across  one
breast,  echoed  by  a  single  matching  bloom in  her
dark hair, and the stark impact of primary red and
black  had  been  further  softened  by  flesh  toned
nylons.
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Gavin guessed that her husband had master-minded
her image as further bait for Cornwall,  and was a
little  surprised  by  his  own  muted  response  to  it
considering the pronounced sexual overtones of the
effect Art had engineered.  At one level he reacted as
expected – the level of  his  primitive instincts  over
which he'd limited control – but at the same time he
now  found  Jenny's  overblown  voluptuousness
vaguely distasteful, almost nauseating.

To prevent any unpleasantness he quickly pretended
to  be  as  excited  by  her  exhibition  as  his  inner
caveman dictated - offering her a kiss and a mildly
lecherous caress - though he was relieved that she
didn't  accompany  him  up  to  the  guest  room
(evidently the businesswoman in her had assumed
command and her wiles were being reserved for the
firm's use).

Interestingly,  Gavin's  sexual  detachment,  which he
assumed  to  be  a  consequence  of  his  emotional
involvement with Elaine, seemed to be contagious;
Cornwall  -  in  marked  contrast  to  his  subtly
predatory interest in Jenny at their first meeting -
responded  that  evening  with  cool  gallantry  to  her
unseemly eagerness to offer herself to him.  Gavin
suspected  that  the  millionaire  had  recognised  her
flaunting  as  the  inducement  it  was,  and  that  he
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intended either to avoid it or, conversely, to take full
advantage  of  it  while  hiding  that  fact  from  her
husband.   Neither  scenario  looked  too  healthy  for
Art!

The  time  spent  at  Cornwall's  new  house  felt
strangely unreal to Gavin, bringing to mind Elaine's
theory about parallel time-lines (or stories, as she'd
called  them).   After  his  first  visit  to  Devon  his
memories of his time there had seemed quite dream
like,  while  his  time  in  London  -  especially  when
involved with  work  -  had remained tediously  real,
apart from that one strange moment of dislocation
at the Riverside Pavilion.  Now it was the current
situation  that  seemed  increasingly  less  real  –  not
unlike  it  had  appeared  in  the  restaurant  -  while
Corbenic  and  its  inhabitants  were  becoming
increasingly  more  substantial  and  impinging  upon
his working environment.  The effect reminded him
somewhat  of  the  ghost  images  sometimes  seen on
televisions  in  areas  of  poor  reception  before  the
advent of digital precision.

Cornwall had organised a tour of his new property,
during  which  Gavin  would  normally  have  been
making  copious  notes  so  that  he  had  his  own
evidence  when it  came  to  disagreements  with  Art
about  what  should  go  where.   That  evening,
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however, it all seemed of little interest to him.

For a start, the house failed to excite him.  It was a
rambling  example  of  the  worst  sort  of  Post
Modernism,  where  any  sense  of  creative  integrity
had  been  sacrificed  to  bland  pretension;  even
Corbenic's eccentric styling was preferable to Gavin's
sensibilities.   While Art enthused about decorative
possibilities  and  design  potential,  Gavin  felt  like
suggesting  (but  sensibly  desisted)  that  Cornwall
should  paper the  walls  in  banknotes  to  reflect  his
real character!  He was thankful when the evening
was over!

While  preparing  for  bed  that  night  Gavin  briefly
pondered  his  new-found  resistance  to  Jenny's
dubious allure.  He'd previously hoped, naively, that
his  desire  for  Elaine  would  give  him immunity  to
other erotic temptations, but before last weekend his
good  intentions  -  which  had  steadfastly  resisted
Jenny's blatant window-dressing - had been betrayed
by his treacherous libido's refusal to join the boycott
on  the  grounds  that  its  needs  were  not  being
satisfied.

All  that  had clearly  changed now that  Elaine  had
demonstrated  her  willingness  to  provide  him with
some  sexual  satisfaction.   It  seemed that  she  had
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now become the  sole  focus  for  his  erotic  appetite,
and had - almost magically - broken Jenny's sexual
spell!

Unfortunately,  Jenny  hadn't  yet  recognised  the
altered situation, as Gavin discovered the following
evening.  He was working late - again - in an attempt
to complete a project that had fallen behind schedule
due  to  Art's  almost  fanatical  concentration  upon
Cornwall's  new  house  (Gavin,  of  course,  was
expected to make up the deficit).   The studio door
opened and he heard the warning tattoo of spiked
heels crossing the floor tiles.  He kept his attention
on the computer screen.

“Do  you  realise,  Gavin,  that  we're  the  only  two
people here?” Jenny asked,  her question so loaded
with innuendo that it should have sunk as quickly as
did Gavin's stomach.  He swung round to face her
then and couldn't help observing that the top of her
blouse had 'somehow' become unbuttoned to reveal a
tantalising amount of cleavage.

“The only reason I'm here this late is because I've
got work to catch up on,” he told her firmly.  “We
went over all that last week!”

“I've been good since then, haven't I?” she defended
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herself  petulantly.   “Why  are  you  keeping  me  at
arm's length?  I could see last night you were trying
hard not to look up my skirt!”

“I'm surprised you noticed I was there!” he retorted
sarcastically.

He  remembered  the  incident,  when  he'd  been  an
incidental spectator to her 'accidental' exhibition of
eye-catching stocking top and suspender, exposed in
a desperate attempt to breach their host's defences.
He remembered also that part of him – a part that
he  was  desperately  attempting  to  muzzle  –  had
responded to her brazen display,  and that irritated
him.

“I  assumed  you  were  just  part  of  the  Monarch
Interiors  service  to  their  clients,”  he  continued
spitefully,  “unless  Art  gets  a  kick  out  of  watching
you flash your knickers for other men!”

Jenny coloured deeply, but limited her retaliation to
a sulky pout.

“I was playing up to Mark like that mainly to make
you  jealous,  in  case  you  didn't  realise!   I  can  tell
you're still interested, but I can also tell you're trying
hard not to be.  Why's that, Gavin?   Are you getting
it somewhere else?”
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Once  again  her  intuition  had  hit  the  target,  and
would have caused him some  discomfort a week ago,
but all that he experienced now was a bubbling up of
amusement at her indignation; it emerged as rather
caustic after being filtered though his resentment at
her persistent probing.

“If you want to know what I'm up to do why don't
you strap me in the chair and put thumbscrews on
my testicles?”

She flushed again - his darts were going home - but
stood her ground and for an instant flashed him a
glimpse of the woman he'd once desired.  “You'd like
that, wouldn't you!”

“Once,  maybe,  but not any more,” he replied with
brutal  frankness.   Until  then  he'd  consistently
attempted  to  placate  Jenny,  but  had  discovered  -
with some surprise - just how much Jenny's former
hold on his emotions had distorted his judgement.

Gavin's  anxiety  over  the  possible  consequences  of
Art's  learning  of  their  indiscretions  had  allowed
Jenny  to  use  her  apparent  indifference  to  getting
caught  as  a  form of  subtle  blackmail,  whereas,  in
fact,  she'd  far  more  reason  than  he  had  to  fear
exposure.
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“It's time we both faced the fact that this has to stop.
We both have our own lives to lead.  You don't own
me, Jenny!”

She was clearly taken aback by his forthright stance,
but  made  a  spirited  defence.   “I  know  I  don't
bleeding own you, but after everything I've let you
have I think I deserve a bit better than just to be
casually told I'm yesterday's model!  It's that fucking
little slut at that place in Guildford, isn't it?”

He'd  great  difficulty  suppressing  a  smirk;  Jenny's
tenacious  suspicions  concerning  the  secretary  at
Astolat Furnishings were the essence of farce!  But it
wasn't  only  amusement  that  Gavin suppressed,  he
also  squashed  a  guilty  feeling  that  she'd  some
justification for her complaint.

“What are you going to do about it?” he enquired
derisively.   “Tell  her  mama?   She  hasn't  got  a
husband who might get upset if she opens her legs to
someone else!”

Jenny's face froze into a mask of dislike so intense
that  it  unnerved  him,  and  the  emotional
temperature  dropped  as  if  his  sarcasm  had  been
liquid nitrogen!

“I'd  have let  you do anything you wanted if  you'd
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been  nice  to  me,”  she  taunted  him  coldly  as  she
consigned their friendship to the freezer.  “I know I
haven't ever let you come in my mouth, but I would
now, and swallowed it if you asked me!  Just think
what  you'll  be  missing.   I  bet  Mark'd  like  me  to
swallow his come!”

She appeared disdainfully controlled as she strutted
away across the studio, but the window vibrated as
she slammed the door behind her.

She  left  Gavin  more  unsettled  than  he  cared  to
admit,  as  well  as  vaguely  ashamed  and  a  little
regretful at this bitter conclusion to their short-lived
affair.   He  was  disappointed  that  Jenny  -  as  a
married  woman who'd  affirmed  her  determination
not to endanger her marriage - had failed to accept
the  termination  of  their  relationship  as  the  only
rational outcome.

He also felt a little smug about winning their brief
skirmish and escaping  Jenny's  clutches;  he  should
perhaps  have  remembered  the  warning  in  the  old
proverb about scorning a woman!
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GARDEN of ENCHANTMENT

Having finally severed his connection with Jenny -
or  so  he  believed  -  Gavin  concentrated  all  his
emotional energy upon his blossoming relationship
with  Elaine.   From  his  point  of  view  the  most
significant progress so far had been that unexpected
taste of sexual pleasure that she'd granted him the
previous weekend, though it also presented him with
something  of  a  dilemma.   Should  he  confess  to
Elaine the dark eroticism that her sensual attentions
had  stimulated  in  him?   Would  she  be  able  to
understand - let alone condone - his fascination for
controlled, ritualistic sexual acts and fetishism?  He
scarcely understood it himself!

His brief entanglement with Jenny had obliged him
to confront  this  previously  concealed aspect  of  his
personality,  and  his  reluctant  acknowledgement  of
those  disreputable  traits  was  too  recent  and
embarrassing  for  him  to  be  able  comfortably  to
admit  them to anyone  else.   Especially  when that
person was the woman he loved, who'd unwittingly
(he had to assume) roused those indecent passions.

He concluded – after prolonged internal argument -
that he must be absolutely honest with her if their
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relationship were to have any serious future.  But to
do  so  required  his  finding  a  suitable  method  of
presenting  the  matter;  he  feared  that  if  he  tried
simply to tell her about it he'd become so tongue tied
that he'd be unable to explain it coherently.

It occurred to him that he might be able to put it
across  in  a  slightly  less  personal  fashion  if  he
introduced Elaine to an example from his library of
indecent images, though that idea provoked further
mental  argument  over  which would best  serve  his
purpose.  If it were too artistic or anodyne it would
fail  to  represent  honestly  his  personal  vice,  if  too
blatant  or  extreme  it  would  probably  horrify  or
disgust Elaine.

Eventually,  he  decided  upon  a  small  volume  of
illustrations  originally  published in  nineteen-fifties
underground magazines.  These were, he felt, a little
more  tasteful  than  photographs  while  still
portraying  a  wide  spectrum  of  fetishist  costume,
bondage  and  humiliation.   He  packed  it  into  his
weekend bag, hidden from casual examination under
his clothes.

He woke early on Saturday morning and set out for
Devon  even  earlier  than  he  had  the  previous
weekend.  The roads were much less populated with
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traffic now that the holiday season was nearly over
and  a  new  school  term  begun,  and  as  he  rode
westward along dry and relatively uncrowded roads
he  caught  himself  singing  snatches  of  sentimental
songs.   He  arrived  at  Corbenic  and  parked  his
motorcycle with the best part of the day still before
him.

As he started down the steps to the house he saw
Elaine  waving  to  him from the  garden where  she
was  sunbathing;  Autumn might  be  lurking  in  the
wings awaiting its cue, but Summer still hogged the
limelight.  Dropping his bag at the base of the steps,
he  strode  across  the  coarse  grass  to  where  she
reclined on a vibrantly patterned towel, wearing only
her brief green bikini, complete with top, fortunately
for Gavin's supercharged libido.

“Hello,  beautiful.”   He  greeted  her  cheekily  to
disguise the unease that still plagued him when he
thought  about  the  pornographic  booklet  that  he'd
brought with him; his reaction to the sight of her
displayed before him had reminded him of it and he
was  thankful  that  his  physical  symptoms  were
hidden by his bulky leather clothing.

“It's lovely to see you here so early,” she responded.
“Did you make a special effort?”
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“I couldn't wait to get up this morning,” he told her.
“I was like a kid at Christmas!”

Her  answering  laugh -  sensual  and  mesmerising  -
teased  his  desire  as  effectively  as  a  glimpse  of
underwear would normally have done.

“What would you like to do now that you're here?  I
don't  suppose  that  you'll  want  to  go  for  a  walk,
having just ridden all the way down here.  You could
join me out here, if you like; I expect I can talk Aunt
Viv into laying on some cold drinks for us.”

“That sounds first rate! I'll go and change.”

While he changed he vacillated over whether or not
he should show Elaine the graphic  evidence of his
private sexuality now or later.  He concluded that it
would be better to  wait  for a  suitable  opportunity
later in the day in case he appeared too eager to gain
her approval for the activities portrayed.

A few minutes later, dressed only in shorts, tee-shirt
and  sandals  -  but  with  a  pair  of  tight  swimming
trunks  beneath  his  shorts  as  a  precautionary
measure  against  involuntary  advertising  of  his
emotional state - he re-emerged from the house only
just behind Elaine, who'd been to the kitchen for the
promised  drinks.   Gavin  enjoyed  a  moment  of
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predatory pleasure at  the  realisation that  she  was
unaware  of  his  following  her,  and  watched  her
compact figure undulate across the lawn in front of
him with almost furtive enjoyment.

She  was  mildly  startled  when  she  discovered  him
close  behind  her.   “Are  you  trying  to  take  me
unawares?”

“Not at all!” he quickly apologised.  “I'm not the sort
of guy who jumps on girls when they're not expecting
it...”

She cut him short with another teasing laugh.  “I
wasn't serious!  I'd not altogether mind being taken
unawares by you, Gavin.”

He could find no witty repartee to that - which was
unusual for him - and his hand trembled slightly as
he accepted the tall glass she offered him, filled with
fizzing and frothing orange juice.  “What is this?”

“Buck's  fizz,”  she  told  him.   “To  mark  a  small
celebration.”

“Celebration of what?” Gavin asked, bewildered, his
mind  still  resonating  to  the  overtones  of  her
coquettish banter.
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“You'll  see!”   Her  green-gold  eyes  flashed
bewitchingly as she lowered herself cross-legged onto
the towel.  Gavin removed sufficient drink from his
glass to prevent its spilling easily and settled himself
onto the grass beside her.

“I like your tee-shirt,” she complimented him.  “Is it
advertising your computer game?”

“I  wish!”   Printed upon the  black material  was  a
mock-Celtic  motif  of  gold  latticework,  surmounted
by  a  crimson  dragon's  head  and  medieval  looking
letters: Pendragon Software.

“It's a freebie from our latest client.”

He  explained  briefly  about  his  visit  to  Mark
Cornwall's  house,  emphasising  the  fact  that  the
young millionaire  had persuaded Art into allowing
him a gratifying amount of input to the design, and
neglecting  to  mention Jenny's  presence.   Although
he  felt  mildly  guilty  about  that  omission  -  not  a
promising start to his new policy of total honesty -
he  justified  it  with  the  excuse  that  she  no  longer
played a significant role in his life.

As he talked he relaxed, and began to enjoy Elaine's
company in the same predominantly platonic fashion
that  he  had  on  previous  outings  with  her,
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complementing  rather  than  replacing  his  physical
ache for her.  The Buck's fizz may also have helped!

“It  sounds  like  a  wonderful  opportunity  for  you,”
Elaine commented, seeming genuinely interested in
what he told her.

“The  only  problem  is  that  Cornwall's  bought  the
wrong property,” Gavin opined.  “He should have got
himself  a  neo-Gothic  mansion,  which  would  have
provided the perfect setting for the fantasy elements
he  wants  included.   Unfortunately  the  place  he's
bought  is  nondescript  mock-Tudor-cum-Georgian,
which doesn't lend itself half so well.

'Normally  I  quite  enjoy  the  challenge  of  marrying
period houses and modern design, but Cornwall's a
'pseud';  he  wants  it  to  look  'country  estate',  but
Hollywood style country estate!  He wants his study
lined with books, except that he hasn't got any and
doesn't really want any.  He wants fake bookshelves
with fake books.  We're going to have to buy up a job
lot  of  old  books  and  cut  them  up  to  use  their
bindings to make his wall cladding.”

“That's  terrible!”  Elaine  protested.   “Anyone  who
can treat books like that is a Philistine.  I don't mean
you, of course, Gavin, I appreciate that you have to
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do what the client demands, but don't mention it to
Daddy.  He'd have a real go about it, and more likely
than not tell you that you should refuse to do it.”

“It wouldn't do much good if I did.  Art would simply
find someone else to do it and I'd be out of a job.  I
reckon if anyone's going to get paid for chopping up
books, it might as well be me!”

“That's an eminently sensible attitude,” she assured
him, her voice as caressing as gentle waves on the
sand.   While  they  were  both  seated -  he  reclining
upon  one  elbow  -  their  eyes  were  virtually  level,
allowing the full  impact of her lingering regard to
work its enchantment upon him.  He was gripped by
a  surge  of  lust  -  tempered  with  tenderness  -  that
almost overwhelmed him.

With  opportune  instinct  -  or  skilfully  calculated
timing  -  she  chose  that  moment  to  put  down her
glass,  uncross  her  legs,  and  coil  herself  into  a
traditional  mermaid  pose,  her  sinuous  motion
disconcertingly  reminding  Gavin  of  a  marine
creature or a cat.  She was indecorously close to him,
the sweet muskiness of her perfume assaulting his
self-control.

“Will you kiss me?” she invited.
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He  was  startled  by  her  request,  but  needed  no
second prompting.

Kneeling  up,  he  moved  his  own  glass  aside  and
caught her round the shoulders, drawing her down
onto  his  lap;  she  subsided  into  his  embrace,  her
small face like a cameo set in the spun gold of her
hair.   As  she  gazed  up  at  him,  her  sensual  lips
slightly  apart  in  readiness,  her  eyes  became  pools
filled  with  cool  green  dancing  light  into  which  he
might plunge and drown himself.

“God, you're beautiful!” he complimented her, nearly
overwhelmed by the wonder of what was happening.
Gently – almost reverently – he pressed his mouth to
Elaine's.

Her response was  at  first  disappointing,  giving  no
more that she had on previous occasions, but as he
probed  more  aggressively  with  his  tongue  -  his
passion urgent - she suddenly yielded, opening her
mouth wide to his.  The whole nature of that kiss
then altered  as  she  changed from a  passive  to  an
active  participant,  her  prehensile  tongue thrusting
back into his mouth with an eagerness that matched
his; her hands caressed his shoulders and hair, her
fingers urging him to greater abandon.
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After  a  while  he  pulled  away from her,  breathless
and almost unable to believe what had just occurred,
though  he  could  read  the  truth  in  Elaine's  sultry
expression.   Gavin  had  never  before  experienced
quite  such  a  kiss,  yet  instinctively  understood  its
significance; he'd been kissed by a woman in love!

In any other circumstances, with any other woman,
that kiss would have been the signal to initiate full
sexual advances, with heavy petting and anatomical
groping,  but  when he  moved  it  was  to  turn  away
from Elaine, his face expressing a degree of pain that
jarred with what had just passed between them.

Although  convinced  now  that  she  loved  him,  his
experience of  her warned him that  one passionate
kiss  was  not  an  automatic  green light  for  further
amorous activity and he found the invitation of her
exposed neck and bosom - swelling alluringly from
her  brief  bikini  top  -  too  arousing  for  continued
contemplation when there seemed scant likelihood of
fulfilment.  For the first time in his life he could fully
comprehend  something  of  the  sweet  torment  of
'courtly' love!

Before meeting Elaine he'd privately considered the
heroes of the romantic adventures that he enjoyed
prone  to  inexplicable  'wetness'  when  it  came  to
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wooing women.  Surely a man who was unafraid of
either natural or supernatural adversaries wouldn't
be so reticent when he fancied a bit of skirt!  Now,
though, he'd begun to appreciate how a Lady (he'd
come  to  accept  that  the  term  could  describe  an
almost  divine  aura  of  feminine  self-possession  as
much as  an affected hauteur)  could  command her
lover's abstinence while equally inflaming his desire.

“What's  wrong,  Gavin?”  his  Lady  enquired,  the
concern in her voice intensifying his anguish.

“I  could  do  with  a  swim,”  he  answered,  his  voice
hoarse with restrained passion.  He moved to stand
but she caught his arm, immobilising him with her
touch.

“Is it  because you want me too much?” she asked
gently.

Turning  back  to  face  her,  he  found  it  hard  to
articulate a suitable reply.  “Yes, it is!  I'm finding it
more difficult than I thought.  I think it might be
better if I left!”

Her eyes were dark gold at that moment and filled
with deep understanding.

“What did I tell you last week, when I helped you to
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sleep?  I said that I couldn't let you have sex with me
because  of  my  emotional  uncertainty.   Do  you
remember?”

He nodded mutely; why did she feel it necessary to
remind him?  Was she testing his resolve to allow her
to set the pace of their relationship?

“Didn't  our  kiss  just  now tell  you  anything?”  she
urged  him.   “I  said  that  we  had  something  to
celebrate.”

Gavin's eyes widened; he scarcely dared to hope that
he  was  interpreting  correctly  the  signals  she  was
giving  him.   Inside  his  shorts  his  erection  was
uncomfortably prominent - despite the tight trunks -
but  he  was  past  caring  about  modesty.   “Are  you
telling me you're prepared to sleep with me?”

“To have sex with you,”  she corrected him.  “Yes.
And  seeing  the  state  you're  in,  the  sooner  the
better!”

The flood of his longing - when he released it from
the  aching  grasp  of  his  inner  restraint  -  nearly
drowned him.  Kneeling before her, he gripped her
shoulders so fiercely that she winced slightly.  “You
mean it?  Now?”
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The part of his personality that was responsible for
his  'macho'  image  was  outraged  by  this  display  of
adolescent  eagerness,  but  the  rest  of  him was  too
enraptured to worry about appearing 'uncool'.

“Shall  we  go  indoors?”  Elaine  suggested  calmly.
“Unless you'd rather take me out here on the grass!”

Releasing  her,  he  stood,  feeling  emotionally  'shell-
shocked'.  He was almost unnaturally excited by the
prospect, as if the length of time that she'd kept him
waiting proportionally increased the quality of what
she offered.  He was also a shade nervous, something
unknown in  such  circumstances  since  his  teenage
years; maybe his inner Casanova had withdrawn its
services in solidarity with his image department!

Mistress  of  the  situation,  Elaine  took  his  hand
tenderly and led him - in a daze - back to the house
and up to her bedroom, where Gavin's nervousness
blossomed into  anxiety.   “What  about  your  father
and your aunt?”

Elaine  laughed  -  affectionately  -  at  his  concern.
“Aunt  Viv  will  be  busy  in  the  kitchen  preparing
lunch, and Daddy can't get upstairs.  This house is
solidly built - it  has to be to withstand the winter
storms – so no-one will hear a thing.  Besides - you
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may  not  have  noticed,  your  glasses  are  so  rose
coloured - I am over eighteen!”

He laughed too - a little self-consciously - at his over-
cautiousness.  “I'm sorry.  I don't know why, but I
feel a bit nervous.”

“Me too,” she confessed.  “But you needn't worry, it's
going  to  be  all  right.   Do you want  a  quick  wash
beforehand?”

Coercing his wayward thoughts into a more practical
demeanour,  he  concurred  and  retired  to  the  guest
room  to  strip  and  wash.   At  the  same  time  he
conducted  swift  negotiations  with  his  rebellious
amatory attributes; he would need their expertise if
the forthcoming union were not to run the risk of
embarrassing  failure.   As  it  was,  the  scrupulous
element  of  his  currently  uncooperative  personality
nearly wrecked the enterprise by insisting that he
first  reveal  to  her  his  'kinky'  inclinations.
Fortunately it was outvoted.

Disclosure  of  his  sexual  predilections  would  be
essential for any long term relationship with Elaine
(he promised himself that he'd tell her at the earliest
'suitable'  opportunity),  but should she -  as a worst
case  scenario  -  reject  him  because  of  those
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inclinations, he wanted the memory of at least one
complete sexual act with her as a memento!

Wearing only his towelling bath robe he padded back
along  the  corridor  to  her  room,  where  his  libido
jumped into overdrive.  Elaine had arranged herself
in  readiness  on  the  bed  in  the  coquettish  pose  of
Goya's  Naked  Maja,  but  had  retained  her  bikini
pants  as  a  garnish  of  modesty  to  the  feast  of
proffered nakedness, and perhaps also as a reference
to Gavin's first visit to Corbenic (had that been an
intentional advertisement for what he might have if
he fulfilled her expectations?).

Unconcerned  about  such  details  in  his  eagerness,
Gavin approached the bed and cast aside his robe to
display  his  rampant  readiness.   Elaine  eyed  his
sexual  architecture  with  enthusiasm  and  leaned
forward to bestow a loving caress upon the end of his
erection.

“I think he's magnificent.”

That  gesture  almost  unnerved  Gavin  again.
Although on several  occasions  during  his  amorous
career  he'd  received  ribald  complements  about  his
personal anatomy (typically relating to its size) he'd
never before had it regarded with such affectionate
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admiration.

“Do you mean that?”

She  might  easily  have  laughed  at  his  momentary
lapse  of  sophistication,  but  instead  reassured  him
with  a  smile  and  another  lingering  caress.   “How
could I love a man and not love that which makes
him a man?”

At  her  compliment  his  ego  swelled  to  match  the
object of her approval and he assumed control of the
situation again.  Leering down at her, he tackled his
final uncertainty.

“Are you on the pill, or what?”

She shook her head.  “I'm prepared to take a chance
if you are.”

He was mildly shocked - but flattered also - that she
should exhibit such a cavalier attitude.  He wasn't,
however - at that early stage in their relationship -
eager to take such a risk.  “No need.  I was a boy
scout, I'm always prepared!”

Fumbling in the pocket of his discarded robe for a
condom, he fitted it with practised accomplishment.
Elaine  watched  the  exercise  with  undisguised
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fascination,  as  if  she'd  never  before  witnessed  it.
Was  that  possible?   How could  she  be  so  familiar
with his sexual anatomy while apparently unfamiliar
with its deployment?

Pushing the question aside,  Gavin switched off  all
mental  processes  not  directly  necessary  to  his
impending performance  and sat  on the  bed beside
her.   His  gaze  lingeringly  toured  the  sensually
rounded contours of her body before he allowed his
hands to explore them more thoroughly, revelling in
the  soft  pliancy  of  her  skin,  warm  still  from
sunbathing.

Cupping  the  swelling  mounds  of  her  breasts  -
confirming that  they were as  pleasing  to  touch as
they were to  look at  -  he  teased up their  nipples,
receiving  audible  feedback  of  the  pleasure  his
manipulation gave her.  He bent and applied his lips
and tongue to  arouse her further,  while his  hands
felt  down  between  her  parted  thighs.   He  was
surprised by the wetness of her pants.

Removing this  last token obstacle,  he bent to  kiss
the little tangle of tawny hair.  While not as wanton
as Jenny's shaved pubis,  Elaine's delicately natural
display  generated  in  Gavin  tenderly  carnal  urges
every  bit  as  powerful,  and  he  toyed  with  the
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inclination to pleasure her with his tongue.  But his
own  desire  was  too  urgent;  he  climbed  onto  her,
eating her ears, throat and breasts while his fingers
stimulated her to equal readiness.

She adjusted her position beneath him.  “I want you
inside me!”

He manoeuvred his hips between her thighs and fed
the full length of his penis into the receptive mouth
of her vagina;  Elaine's  hands clasped his buttocks,
urging  maximum  penetration.   The  sensations  of
their coupling were so intense for Gavin - prompting
involuntary groans of animal appreciation - that he
was  obliged  to  concentrate  upon  some  suitably
boring distraction to slow his physical reactions; he
wanted their first union to be a memorable one, but
not  for  his  having  exploded  too  soon  like  an
inexperienced, over-excited youth!  He was thankful
for  once  that  the  condom  failed  to  live  up  to  its
manufacturer's  boast  that  their  products  didn't
reduce sensitivity.

He  couldn't  hold  back  for  long,  however;  his  lust
surged like a river in flood, threatening to carry him
away at any moment.  Fortunately Elaine was now
signalling  with  small  gasps  of  delight  her  own
impending climax, so he let go, thrusting fiercely as
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his senses submerged in an unstoppable torrent of
physical  rapture  that  almost  rendered  him
unconscious.

When he surfaced again to full  awareness both he
and  Elaine  lay  sweating  and  panting  in  the
aftermath  of  orgasm.   Recovering  more  swiftly,
Elaine stroked his damp hair affectionately.

“That  was  wonderful,  dearest,”  she  praised  him,
“every bit as good as I hoped it would be.  You're a
good lover.”

He  focused  his  gaze  upon  her  sated  smile  and
languorous eyes - like those of a cat after a feast of
salmon and cream - and guessed that his own face
reflected similar smug self-satisfaction.

“I've never felt anything quite like that before,” he
told her.

“Have you ever before had sex with a woman who
truly loved you?” she asked him.

“I've  never  before  had  a  woman  love  me,”  he
reminded  her.   Neither  had  he  previously  granted
love much importance in the equation, and realised
then  how  much  of  a  serious  misjudgement  he'd
made.
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He'd already begun to suspect that romantic passion
might be more than eroticism in its Sunday best, but
was  surprised  to  discover  that  they  were  not
mutually  incompatible  (the  remnants  of  his
'good/bad girl' prejudice still showing?).

“I could really get to like this way of doing it.”

Elaine  answered  his  confession  with  a  tender  but
mildly  mocking  chuckle.   “That's  because  I've
bewitched you!”

“I  hope  the  spell's  permanent!”  Gavin  replied
jocularly,  though  he  genuinely  wanted  the
enchantment to last.  If only they could, somehow,
enter another dimension (story?) where this blissful
present  continued  unchanging,  affected  neither  by
Elaine's past traumas nor concerns about the future.

They did lie there for some time in that posture of
shared  carnality,  kissing  and  whispering  further
intimacies,  but  eventually  Gavin's  deflated  penis
slipped  from  Elaine's  vagina  and  he  disengaged
himself reluctantly from her embrace.

That warm aura of sensual contentment lingered for
quite  a  while,  for  Gavin  at  least  (clearly  Elaine's
magic was effective).  So much so that he felt certain
that it must have been visible to Elaine's father and
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aunt at the lunch table, though they seemed not to
notice.   Neither  did  they  catch  the  brief  visual
exchanges  of  affection  that  flashed  between  the
young couple.

After lunch, Elaine proposed a walk up on the high
down  behind  the  house,  to  which  Gavin  readily
agreed;  almost  any  activity  that  allowed  them  to
spend  time  alone  together  would  have  been
acceptable to him that afternoon.

The climb to the summit of the down was, however,
both steeper and longer than he'd anticipated, and
by the time they arrived there he was sweating and
breathing  heavily  -  if  not  actually  panting  -  for  a
second time that day!

He  flopped  down  onto  the  rabbit-trimmed  turf  to
recover and let his gaze range out across the wide
crescent of the bay.  The day was saturated with a
drowsy,  hazy,  late  summer  sensuousness  that
perfectly  matched  his  own  mood;  the  sea  was  a
shimmering,  pearlescent  blue  carpet  stretched  out
before them, and insects droned hypnotically around
them in the softly rustling clumps of tall grasses.

Conscious of Elaine standing close beside him, and
acting upon a mischievous impulse,  Gavin reached
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back  to  slide  a  hand  up  inside  the  skirt  of  her
summer dress to squeeze the top of her thigh.  To his
astonishment  -  and  disappointment  -  she  pulled
away  sharply  and  smoothed  down  her  skirt  with
almost  prudish  defensiveness.   “I  don't  like  that,
Gavin, not where people can see!”

Then, witnessing the innocent hurt in his expressive
blue eyes, she squatted before him and regarded him
with a kindly but firm expression.  “When we're on
our own you can do whatever you like - undress me,
play with me,  have sex however you want -  but  I
don't  like  sharing  those  pleasures  with  all  and
sundry.  You do understand?”

He  nodded,  mortified  as  much  by  his  own
immaturity as by her censure; many more gaffes like
that  and  his  self-image  maintenance  team  would
walk out on him permanaetly!  He tried to apologise,
but she stopped him with a finger on his lips.

“No need to say sorry; I understand.  All men are
smutty little boys at heart.  But if I don't keep you in
order,  the  whole  world  will  know what  colour  my
knickers are!”

He smiled at her sheepishly.  “I promise to be good,
but I bet they're green!”
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She grinned back at him - indulgently - and settled
herself onto the grass beside him.  For a few minutes
they  enjoyed  each  other's  company  in  comfortable
silence,  Gavin  gathering  the  necessary  resolve  to
confess his sexual eccentricities to Elaine.  He'd been
encouraged into seizing the moment by her comment
about his having sex with her however he wanted,
overcoming  even  his  excuse  for  further
procrastination:  that  he'd  left  his  evidence  in  the
guest room at Corbenic.

“'Lundy  high,  sign  of  dry',”  Elaine  quoted
distractedly, breaking into his private struggle.

Gavin turned to find her staring out into the diffuse
distance with that oddly preoccupied air that she not
infrequently  assumed.   Tracking  her  gaze,  he  saw
that  the  distant  island  certainly  looked  'high',
appearing to float above the ocean like a mirage or a
small patch of dense cloud.

“Is  that  another  part  of  the  weather  rhyme?”  he
asked, guiltily pleased to have found a new excuse
for  postponing  his  uncomfortably  intimate
disclosure.

Elaine shook herself, as if waking, and turned to look
at him.  “I'm sorry, dearest, I was miles away.”
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“Out  on  Lundy  island,  I  gather!”  he  teased  her,
partly  to  divert  attention  from  his  action  as  he
surreptitiously encircled her shoulders with his arm.
“You don't mind?”

She laughed affectionately.  “I like it, silly!  It's only
certain things that I want to keep private.  I'm sure
you can work out what they are.”

He bent to kiss her and she responded ardently.

“I'm very happy here with you,” he told her a few
minutes later, and meant it; he'd managed to defer
his need to confess to Elaine and now felt deliciously
content and at ease with her, more so than he could
recall having ever felt in a woman's company before.

“Me too,” she replied, snuggling up to him.  “This is
one of those magical timeless moments that will last
forever.  Whatever may happen to us as individuals,
this fragment of pure happiness will  never fade,  a
jewel woven into the vast tapestry of time.”

Gavin had grown accustomed to Elaine's lapses into
a poetic mode of speech and although he suspected
that it was something of an affectation, it wasn't one
that detracted at all from her appeal.

“I wish you were right, my darling,” he concurred,
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remembering  his  own  fantasy  of  a  timeless
dimension only a few hours before.  “Unfortunately
time keeps churning on and moments like this are
all too transitory.”

“Are  they?”  Elaine  asked,  startling  him  with  an
effortless switch from musing poetess to questioning
scientist.  “Doesn't time just seem like that because
that's how we view it?”

“How else can you view it?” Gavin queried, puzzled;
it was not a subject that he'd ever pondered in any
philosophical manner.

Elaine smiled sympathetically.  “Most people seem to
view time as passing at a fixed rate – the ticking of
the  clock  –  and  the  past  as  a  slowly  fading  wake
trailing behind the boat of the present in which we
all travel, its prow cutting a path into a future that's
not only unknown but actually unformed.”

Gavin withdrew his arm from her shoulders; she had
- he felt  -  popped the bubble of intimacy that had
encapsulated  them,  which  he'd  refrained  from
possibly spoiling with his sexual confession (a crafty
self-justification!).

“I must be one of those most people,” he replied a
little testily.  “I'll grant you there's probably a certain
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amount of psychological distortion involved.  When
I'm  doing  something  I  really  like  doing,  the  time
seems  to  go  so  quickly  it's  over  before  I've  had  a
chance to enjoy it - like my weekends down here -
but I'm sure it doesn't really pass quicker, any more
than it actually slows down when I'm waiting for a
bus or train.”

“That's  an  eminently  reasonable  stance  to  take,”
Elaine conceded, “what you might call the common
sense  view  of  time.   Unfortunately  it's  almost
certainly  wrong.   It  doesn't  square  easily  with
physics since Einstein postulated a four-dimensional
space-time continuum in which time is  really only
another  property of  the universe,  like  space.   The
idea that the future doesn't exist until you reach it is
no more tenable than the notion that a place doesn't
exist until you go there.”

Gavin was surprised once again by the extent of her
knowledge,  and  even  more  concerned  by  the
implications of her theorising.

“Are you telling me that the future is fixed?  That
everything we think or do is pre-determined and free
will is an illusion?”

“Not exactly, my darling.”  Swivelling herself round
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on  the  grass  to  face  him,  Elaine  attempted  to
alleviate  his  all-too-evident ignorance with a  crash
course in physics.

“According  to  Einstein,  the  passing  of  time  is  an
illusion, very like the way scenery appears to move
past the window when travelling on a train.  In both
cases  it  is  we  who  are  moving.   The  only  major
difference is that chronologically we can go only one
way  -  as  far  as  we  know  -  and  can't  see  what's
coming.  It's a bit like having to walk backwards all
the time; things are there in your path, even though
you're not aware of them until you fall over them,
but you can see only those you've already passed.”

“That sounds an unbelievably inconvenient system,"
he  complained  incredulously.   He'd  encountered
Einstein's  theory of  relativity,  of  course  -  he  could
even quote the magic equation, 'E equals mc squared'
- but he'd always assumed that it dealt with matter
turning into energy in a nuclear explosion, not with
the  nature  of  time.   “Are  you  sure  that's  what
Einstein's theory is about?”

She laughed gently at his bewilderment.  “Einstein's
theories, dearest one, are concerned with the nature
of the universe, though they only really apply at the
cosmic level.  Things are very different at the sub-
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atomic level,  a different set of  physical  laws apply
there,  and  relativity  seems  quite  straightforward
compared  with  the  laws  of  quantum  mechanics.
According  to  some  of  these  the  same  event  can
happen  simultaneously  in  different  places  without
any physical  link,  things  can also  happen without
cause, and the observer can influence what occurs,
even retrospectively!”

He  stared  at  her  in  disbelief.   Although  he
understood  very  little  about  sub-atomic  physics
beyond the fact that atoms could be split to produce
nuclear power, and he'd heard of anti-matter (highly
dangerous  stuff  which,  if  it  could  be  tamed  and
harnessed, might drive a space ship faster than the
speed of light!).  He found it hard to accept that the
theories  were  quite  as  weird  as  Elaine  was
suggesting.

“You make them sound unbelievably  way out,”  he
complained, “like ley lines or astrology!”

“They  do  sound  a  bit  eccentric,  I'll  admit,”  she
conceded,  her  smile  a  touch  condescending,  “but
they're mainstream science, I assure you.  Matter at
the sub-atomic level isn't fixed - like we're used to - it
can  be  either  particles  or  waves,  depending  upon
which the observer decides to measure.  If you decide
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to measure the position of an electron - for example -
it will  behave as a particle,  but if you measure its
velocity it behaves like an energy wave.  It can't be
both, and how you decide to measure it determines
what it is!”

“Are  you  saying  that  there's  no  such  thing  as
objective  reality?” Gavin challenged her,  not  at  all
happy with the idea.

“Not  in  any  absolute  sense,”  she  confirmed.
“Newtonian physics was one of immutable laws.  If I
threw a stone into the air it had to come back down;
there was no possible alternative, except a miracle.
In  quantum  physics,  however,  events  have  only  a
statistical probability.  The probability that if I throw
a stone into the air it will come back down again is
sufficiently  high that  I  won't  stand underneath it;
for everyday purposes it can be treated as a law.  But
- and its a very significant but - there's nothing to
dictate that it must always behave that way.”

Despite his general ignorance of physics Gavin had
garnered  enough  -  from  popular  television
documentaries  -  to  know  that  it  accepted  such
outlandish ideas as black holes that could eventually
swallow  up  all  the  matter  in  the  galaxy  and
butterflies causing hurricanes,  so he acknowledged



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 605

that Elaine was probably quoting from established
scientific cannon.

He  never-the-less  found  some  of  her  propositions
extremely difficult to accept, and wasn't at all sure
that  he  wanted  to  spend  their  precious  afternoon
together  -  whether  it  was  really  slipping  past  or
merely felt that way - debating the abstract niceties
of time rather than making the most of it!

“I'm sorry, my darling, but I just can't believe that
how you view something can alter it.  It isn't logical!”
he  stated  with  what  he  hoped  was  a  note  of
masculine finality in his tone.

He stood and stretched himself to demonstrate that
as far as he was concerned their debate had ended.

Elaine, however, was proving to be both a seasoned
feminist - unimpressed by male dogmatism - and her
father's daughter.

“That, my dearest, is because you're a child of your
time and your belief system is based upon cause and
effect.  Modern man has faith in those two principles
as  unquestioningly  as  medieval  man  accepted
Heaven and Hell.  But maybe the universe isn't like
that;  subject  and  object  may  be  protagonists  in  a
complicated dance - neither causes the other to move



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 606

- both move in unison to the prompting of the music.
Perhaps what we really need to understand is  the
music.”

A little irritated by her persistence, he momentarily
considered refusing to answer - perhaps she would
then  take  the  hint  -  but  quickly  discarded  that
course of action, resigning himself to occupying the
all-too-finite present in whatever fashion his beloved
wished.

“I take it that by music you don't mean Mozart or
Tchaikovsky?”  he  quizzed  her.   “I  presume you're
talking metaphorically, as your father was when he
talked about time and space in a dance together.”

She smiled up at him - once again a little indulgently,
he felt - as he continued his struggle to interpret her
statements in terms he understood.

“Yes and no, dearest one.  I am referring to music
and dance in the way you suggest, but not merely as
metaphors for reality.  Music in its mundane form -
Mozart  and  Tchaikovsky  if  you  like  -  is  an
abstraction  of  reality  in  much  the  same  way  as
mathematical formulae in science; both describe and
encapsulate some small aspect of the universe.  In a
wider  context  I  see  music  as  something  akin to  a
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cosmic  computer  program,  an  underlying  pattern
that guides and influences events.”

“We touched on this before, I seem to remember,” he
contended.   “It  sounds  as  if  we're  back  with
Einstein's theory of a fixed future, and to my mind it
all smacks too much of fatalism!”

He  disliked  that  philosophy,  preferring  to  believe
that  he  was  in  charge  of  his  future,  though  he
cynically suspected that a system that rendered all
human aspirations futile was quite likely to be the
true one!  He began to fidget from one foot to the
other, irrespective of his good intentions.

Elaine  scrambled  to  her  feet  and  took  his  hand,
peering into his face with gentle earnestness.

“I think you're being a little  simplistic,  dearest.   I
would  have  thought  that  with  your  knowledge  of
computers you could understand how a sophisticated
program can allow for quite a degree of free will.  In
your  computer  games,  don't  the  individual
characters have a choice of actions depending upon
the circumstances?”

He had to conceded that she was correct about that;
in some of the more sophisticated games even non-
player  characters  –  those  controlled  entirely  by
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algorithms – could exhibit considerable flexibility in
their actions and responses.

“Programs like that are common in nature, too,” she
continued.   “An  acorn  contains  the  'program'  for
growing  an  oak  tree  in  its  DNA,  but  that  doesn't
dictate exactly how any particular tree will develop,
it has freedom to vary quite considerably to suit the
environment.   Man,  on  the  other  hand,  tends  to
think  that  he  has  unlimited  free  will,  but  if  you
think  about  it,  we  are  all  of  us  bound  by  such
programs,  in  our genes and in  social  conditioning.
None  of  us  is  as  free  to  choose  our  future  as  we
would like to think.”

Gavin grimaced.  That was an unpalatable truth that
he  frequently  stubbed  his  emotional  toe  against.
Feeling himself out-argued - though still not entirely
convinced  -  he  decided  to  risk  injecting  a  little
humour into the debate.

“So  life  is  one  vast  game  running  on  a  cosmic
computer.  I  suppose it might be called the Grand
Overall Design program - or G. O. D. for short - and
the Big Bang was boot-up time!”

Elaine  smiled  again  at  his  jesting,  though  a  little
oddly this time.  “That wasn't quite what I had in
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mind,  but  you  may  be  right,  if  that's  what  you
believe.  I suspect that reality is even weirder than
we can guess,  and that  what we know about it  is
simply  the  tip  of  a  multidimensional  iceberg.
Perhaps the world appears the way it does because
we believe it to be that way, and some of the strange
unexplained things that happen from time to time do
so  because  someone  is  able  to  believe  something
different.”

Gavin  could  not  prevent  a  slight  shiver  of
apprehension  at  her  proposal,  similar  to  that  he'd
experienced  a  few  weeks  before  when  considering
the theories of Bishop Berkeley.  As his knowledge of
the  woman  before  him  had  increased  so  had  his
appreciation  of  how  different  she  was  from  his
customary female companions, but she still managed
to  surprise  him  -  not  always  pleasantly  -  with
demonstrations of just how 'way out' her ideas could
be.

“The world can't possibly be like that!” he protested.
“It would be awful, a surrealist nightmare.”

“Why  can't  it?”  she  challenged  him,  though  he
wondered whether she was being altogether serious
and not simply teasing him.
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He was undecided about how he should reply.  He'd
no wish to be caught out apparently appealing to a
higher authority, but without God - or a reasonable
substitute  -  there  was  really  nothing  to  allow  or
forbid  any  state  of  affairs;  all  possibilities  became
equally permissible, however weird.

He wanted to answer that things couldn't be the way
Elaine proposed because he refused to accept them
that way, but considered that to be - intellectually - a
very poor defence (though in accord, perhaps, with
her  most  recent hypothesis!).   Instead he changed
the subject.

“Where do you get all your ideas from?”

Elaine's expression let him know that she'd noticed
his diversionary tactic - as on other occasions - but
she let him get away with it, as she'd done before.

“At school I was good at both maths and science and
I wanted to make a career in science,” she confided.
“Unfortunately  that  wasn't  considered  a  suitable
aspiration  for  young  ladies,  so  I  took  up  music
instead and went on to do my degree in that.  But all
forms of science have remained a major interest with
me.”

Gavin  may  have  succeeded  in  diverting  their
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conversation onto what he'd thought would be a less
disturbing subject, but Elaine's statement had once
more raised the unsettling question of her age.  How
many years was it since such prejudice about girls
studying  scientific  subjects  had  disappeared?   He
couldn't remember anything like it when he'd been a
pupil, but maybe the boarding school she'd attended
- probably an 'all girls' establishment – had been far
more  conservative  than  the  comprehensive  school
that had educated him.

“It  seems  rather  a  contrast,”  he  commented,  not
wishing to follow the route his thoughts seemed bent
on taking  “Science and music!”

“Not really, my love,” she replied.  “If you remember,
I told you on an earlier visit that maths and music go
hand in hand much of the time.  Mathematics is also
the foundations of all science, and I've been trying to
put across this afternoon that the underlying order
of  the  universe  -  which  science  attempts  to
understand  -  may  be  musical  in  essence.   It  was
Daddy who wanted me to pursue a musical career,
perhaps because Mummy was gifted in that direction
but never developed it.  She had a wonderful singing
voice.”

Weren't  all  mermaids gifted in that fashion,  Gavin
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mused inconsequentially to himself.

“It  was  planned  that  I  should  have  a  performing
career, but when my mother disappeared everything
changed.  I play now only for my own pleasure, or for
anyone  around  me  who  thinks  my  playing  worth
listening to.”

“I  think  your  playing  is  well  worth  listening  to!”
Gavin proclaimed with predictable enthusiasm.

“I know, dearest one.”  Her eyes - deliciously green
that  afternoon  -  sparkled  with  mildly  mischievous
sensuality.  “I like to play for you, it's an important
part of the spell I'm weaving around you.”

Momentarily disconcerted by her words, he relaxed
again  when  she  laughed  affectionately,  inducing  a
small thrill of desire in him.  He caught her to him
and kissed her hard on the mouth.  She didn't seem
at  all  upset  by  this  rather  forceful  handling,  a
discovery that excited him almost as much as the act
of kissing her. “You don't need a piano to weave your
spell!”

“I know.  That's how I know it's real magic and not
just illusion.  Real magic needs belief.”

Having changed -  with the ephemeral  swiftness  of
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cloud shadows on the shifting surface of the ocean -
from  mischievousness  to  dreamy  seriousness,  she
transformed  again  with  equal  speed  to  teasing
sauciness,  brazenly gyrating her pelvis against  the
hard ridge of his penis.

“I  can  play you just  like  an instrument,  my love!
Which is  why  is  I  get  the  idea  that  you  wouldn't
mind slipping back to the house for an aperitif before
dinner?”

Catching her  meaning,  he  leered down at  her.   “I
could certainly enjoy a little chèri!”

Gavin discovered that afternoon that a second taste
of love's liqueur could be every bit as delicious and
intoxicating as the first, and without the task master
of  exigent  lust  goading  him to  completion  he  was
able  to  savour  the  offered  delicacies  and  indulge
whims that he'd sacrificed that morning to urgency. 

Often, with previous partners, Gavin had prepared
the passage for his penis with his tongue - it excited
him  because  he'd  always  considered  it  slightly
indecent  -  but  with  Elaine  it  proved  compellingly
different, an expression of homage that he found so
pleasurable that he was actually disappointed when
she stopped him before she climaxed, urging him to
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finish  inside  her.   That  finale,  however,  nearly
equalled for Gavin their earlier union in its intensity.

Dinner that evening was inevitably something of an
anticlimax in the sensory satisfaction stakes – even
Vivienne's  culinary  skills  couldn't  serve  up  any
serious  competition  –  and  after  the  meal  Elaine
added a few more strands to her web of enchantment
with  another  magical  performance  on  the  piano.
Gavin had no doubt this time that she was playing
for his appreciation; between each piece she'd rouse
herself from her semi-trance and flash him a small
quick smile, employing mainly her lively green-gold
eyes accompanied by just a subtle curving of her lips.

He'd agreed - from politeness rather than inclination
- to give Fisher a game of chess that evening, and
now rather wished that he hadn't, while at the same
time feeling a little ashamed at his lack of charity.

His concern was premature, however; when Elaine's
recital finished her father excused himself.

“I trust that you will not think me rude, bowing out
like this, but I find myself more tired that I expected
to  be.   I  fear  that  tonight  I  would  not  make  a
challenging opponent.”

Although relieved,  Gavin  was  also  suspicious;  was
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the older man's tiredness genuine, or was he being
considerate, having observed the increased intimacy
between his  daughter and their guest?  Or – even
more embarrassing - had Elaine maybe tipped him
off?

“How  would  you  like  a  walk  by  the  sea?”  she
proposed, as soon as she and Gavin were alone.  “It
may be the last opportunity we get to enjoy a night
like this; it's a real Indian summer.”

“Sounds  great!”  Gavin  agreed,  readily  persuaded.
He followed her out onto the patio, where they were
confronted by the slow heavy breathing of the ocean,
a gigantic slumbering monster out in the darkness.
As  Elaine  had  remarked,  it  was  a  beautiful  late
summer night,  cloudless yet still  warm enough for
shirt sleeves.

Gavin  insisted  upon leading  the  way  down to  the
beach  as  the  steps  were  uneven  and  a  little
hazardous  in  the  dark.   Although  she  generally
disliked being fussed over, Elaine indulged him this
time, allowing him to play the gallant.

At  the  bottom  of  the  steps  they  discarded  their
footwear; the sand was cool and slightly damp from
the departed tide as they walked barefoot - hand in
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hand - out to the fugitive phosphorescent line of the
water's edge.

The  high  down where  they  had  sat  together  that
afternoon  now  humped  black  against  the  star
peppered night sky, and the sparsely scattered lights
of  the  sea-front  properties  might  have  been  stray
embers fallen from the icy fire overhead.  In the near
distance  shone  the  earthly  constellation  of
Seacombe, a matrix of glowing points enlivened by
the  flickering  ephemera  of  car  headlamps and the
monotonous  pulsing  of  neon  signs;  even  such  a
modest  resort  could  not  escape  altogether  the
vulgarity of seaside gloss.  The sea itself glimmered
subtly as  it  undulated darkly  and sinuously like  a
sequinned siren.

Gavin turned to the woman beside him, as desirable
as any siren and as unfathomable as the ocean; her
features  were  delicately  pearled  by  the  silken
starlight, which caught as silver frosting in the halo
of her hair.  The enchantment of that moment held
faint echoes of their first night-time encounter in the
darkened Kent lane, and Gavin could barely contain
the  exquisite  yearning  that  Elaine's  unearthly
beauty aroused in him in that mystical setting, his
Elven  princess  who'd  bewitched  him  with  loving
sorcery!  He breathed her name like a prayer.
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Turning to smile at him, she was abruptly human
again - though no less beautiful - and he encircled
her shoulders with his arm, holding her close to him.
He  felt  unbelievably  happy,  but  that  interlude  of
supreme contentment was invaded by the 'dark side'
of  his  personality  (maybe  his  conscience  couldn't
tolerate  his  incredible  good  fortune).   In  an
uncharacteristic  snap  decision  he  sanctioned  that
moment as the right time to confront Elaine with his
secret,  even  though  he  risked  destroying  their
wonderful closeness.

“There's something I think you ought to know about
me,”   he  began awkwardly,  struggling  to  suppress
any visible signs of his acute embarrassment.  “It's
something  I  didn't  realise  about  myself  until
recently, something to do with how I view sex.”

“What  is  it,  dearest  one?”  Elaine  enquired,  the
sympathetic concern in her voice as caressing as the
tide upon the sand.

“I tend to think of sex rather like eating,” he began,
cautiously  circling  the  nub  of  the  matter.
“Sometimes -  especially  when you're  hungry -  you
like food straight and simple; bread and butter and a
chunk  of  cheese,  maybe.   But  at  other  times  you
hanker for something a little more exciting, a little
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more dressed up.”

“Are we talking about what I like or about what you
like,  dearest?”  she  asked  (could  it  be  suppressed
amusement that he detected in her voice?).  “What
are you trying to tell me?  That you like a little bit of
sexual variation?”

“Yes, but it's more than that.”  There seemed to be
no way in which he could continue to skirt the issue
and deliver his message, so he plunged in.

“I'm turned on by women dressed in kinky clothes,
and by bondage and that sort of thing.”

Elaine reacted to his confession with neither shock
nor disgust; she didn't even pull away from him.

“What exactly do you mean by 'kinky'?” she asked, in
the  same  detached  tone  that  she  employed  when
discussing  philosophic  theories.   “Are  you  talking
about stockings and corsets, or do you mean rubber
suits, whips and manacles?  Presumably the latter as
you referred to bondage.”

“Both  really,”  he  admitted  self-consciously;  on
previous occasions he'd experienced sensual stirrings
while disclosing personal details to Elaine, but these
paled  before  the  intense  excitement  that  now
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gripped him - even after that day's indulgence - as he
exposed his sexual proclivities to her.

“I'm  not  into  whipping  or  any  sort  of  pain,”  he
explained,  “but I  do get quite  excited by bondage,
and by men submitting to dominant women.”

“That doesn't sound so very different from knights
of old submitting to their Ladies,” Elaine remarked
lightly, but then disengaged herself from his embrace
and twisted  to  study  his  face  with  a  serious  half-
frown on her own; the dark caves of her eyes were
inhabited  by  brightly  burning  nocturnal  insects.
“How  often  would  you  want  sex  in  one  of  those
ways?”

“Want it?” he echoed, taken aback by her directness.
“I'm not really talking about actual sex.   It's mostly
fantasies, pictures and that sort of thing.”

Elaine laughed, but swiftly slipped her serious mask
back  on  when  she  witnessed  the  hurt  surprise  in
Gavin's eyes.

“I'm sorry, dearest - I realise that it hasn't been easy
for you to tell me this - but I'm not a woman who
makes  a  fuss  about  such things.   What you do in
your fantasies - either with me or with other women
- doesn't bother me very much.  But if you want me
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to try some of these things in real life, expect me to
be a little more cautious.  I wouldn't mind wearing
kinky clothes for you sometimes - if it would please
you  -  so  long  as  they  weren't  too  uncomfortable,
though I suppose that would be part of the attraction
for  you!   I'm  not  sure  I  fancy  being  tied  up  or
whipped.”

Gavin couldn't believe what he was hearing; not only
was  this  amazing  woman  -  with  whom  he  was
passionately in love - giving him carte blanche with
his sexual fantasies, she even seemed to be offering
to try a few!

“You're incredible!” he praised her.  “I've never met a
woman like you before, I think you're wonderful.”

The  combination  of  his  former  ardour  and  her
acceptance  of  his  sexuality  generated  a  breathless
emotion that soared within him.  Overwhelmed, he
caught her little face in his hands and venerated it
with  adoring  kisses.   His  passion  flared  and  he
clutched  her  to  him,  stretching  his  head  back  to
drink  in  the  engulfing  vastness  of  the  impending
starscape; he felt its immensity filling and diffusing
him, and his soul pouring out to mingle with it.

When that instant (or was it an eternity?) passed he
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was  left  shaking  and  slightly  dizzy.   He  clung  to
Elaine for security, trembling, unable to express - or
even comprehend - what he'd experienced.  But when
he searched the dark pools of her eyes he saw that
explanation was unnecessary and felt the wonderful
depth of her understanding.

“I love you so very much, Elaine, more than I can
tell you!”

“I know,” she whispered gently.  Leaning her head
against  his  shoulder  she  peeped  up  at  him,  her
expression wistful.  “I feel it too, Gavin.  Whatever
may happen to us, I will always love you.”

“If  what  you  said  this  afternoon  about  time  is
correct, this is another of those moments that will
last  for  ever and ever,”  he  mused,  wishing  that  it
actually could in the reality he inhabited.

“It will, dearest.  I promise you that!  It will.”

Later, when he lay gently floating upon the surface
of the waters of sleep, soothed by the softly rhythmic
lullaby of the physical  ocean beyond the curtained
window, Gavin let his mind range over the events of
that amazing day.  It had been unlike any previous
day in his entire life - from that first surprising kiss
to that last breathtaking 'mystical' embrace - and he
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knew then that his decision, made two weeks before,
to follow the dictates of his affections, had been the
correct one.

His  somnolent  consciousness  lingered,  predictably,
upon their sexual intimacies, not only wallowing in
the  sensual  pleasure  of  recollection,  but  also
attempting  to  forecast  -  with  uncharacteristic
restraint (respect for Elaine kept a close rein upon
his  imagination)  -  the  possible  benefits  of  her
recently revealed sexual tolerance.

Gavin had discovered in his  love for Elaine a new
dimension  of  desire,  a  potent  mixture  of  almost
spiritual yearning and passionate lust that no other
woman had ever aroused in him.  He was extremely
grateful  to  have  experienced  such  joy,  though  to
whom his  gratitude  was  directed he  couldn't  have
said as he gave credit to no deity for his fortune.  He
felt,  at  that  moment  -  if  rather  fancifully  -  like  a
medieval knight who'd taken up the challenge of a
romantic quest, vowing to follow his emotional star
wherever it deigned to lead him, and had discovered
the Holy Grail of love!
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An HOLY PLACE

The world smelt different the following morning.  It
was  a  subtle  difference,  a  dampish,  mildly  smoky
hint  in  the  air  that  was  accompanied  by  a  slight
haziness  that  softened  the  landscape  when  Gavin
looked out from the guest room window.  Autumn
had arrived.

For Gavin that new day brought new hopes that a
fresh, exhilarating phase of his life was burgeoning;
he  vigorously  suppressed  a  small  internal  voice
warning  him  that  the  season  just  beginning  was
autumn rather than spring, with the chill of lonely
winter  approaching.   Such  dark  thoughts  seemed
quite out of place that morning.

At  breakfast  Elaine  appeared  every  bit  as
affectionate  as  she'd  been  the  previous  day,  and
looked  ravishing  in  a  lightweight  lovat  jersey  and
matching slacks.  Her hair - this morning a tawny
gold  perfect  for  the  season  -  cascaded  in  sensual
curls against the dark wool.

“No early morning swim today?” he quipped, longing
to  endow  her  with  endearments  and  compliments
upon  her  beauty,  but  deterred  by  the  presence  of
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Vivienne.

Elaine grinned at him fondly.  “I may go in later; the
haze will most likely clear up soon and it will be like
yesterday.”

Her predictions proved correct; by mid-morning the
temperature was hot enough to lure all but the most
timid into the water, though the sun was noticeably
less  intense than it  had been a few weeks  before.
They both went upstairs to change, but as Gavin left
the guest room in his swimming trunks he stalled in
surprise,  staring  at  Elaine,  who  stood  waiting  for
him on the upper landing.  She wore only her brief
green  bikini  pants  in  a  deliberate  parody  of  his
initial reception at Corbenic.

“You're not going swimming like that, are you?” he
asked, recovering quickly.

“Why not?” she asked, eyes wide in mock innocence,
then grinned at his uncertainty over whether or not
to believe her.  “I would have thought from what you
told  me  yesterday  that  you  would  enjoy  doing
something a little risqué, but if it makes you happier,
I'll slip my top on when there's anyone else around.”

He saw then that she carried her bikini top, and as
she  wriggle  into  it  he  watched  her  with  an
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expression as lustful as if she'd been performing the
reverse manoeuvre; he forcibly ignored her allusion
to the previous evening's confession.  She'd touched a
sensitive nerve, and much as he relished all sorts of
indecent intimacies, he recoiled from public exposure
of that aspect of his nature.

Typically,  he  disguised  his  awkwardness  with
humour.  “You lied to me that first time when I saw
you with nothing on your top.”

His  diversionary  tactic  was  successful;  it  was
Elaine's turn to be disconcerted.

“When did I lie to you?”

He grinned.  “When you told me that your tits were
nothing special.  You're wrong; they're very special!”

She  screwed  her  small  face  into  a  grimace  and
exhibited the length of her tongue, but was clearly
flattered.

“I think we'd better get you into the cold water!” she
chided him, staring pointedly at the prominent bulge
in his trunks.

The water wasn't cold - a benefit of the late season
following a moderately good summer - and once in
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the sea Gavin discovered why Elaine had chosen to
wear  her  bikini  rather  than  a  one-piece  swimsuit
(though her earlier remarks should have given him a
clue).  Leading him out to where the waves surged
around  their  shoulders,  she  slipped  out  of  her
costume, wrapping the small pieces of green fabric
around her wrists like seaweed bangles.

Gavin's  initial  alarm  at  her  public  disrobing  was
quickly  moderated  by  realisation  that  there  was
little  risk  of  her  nakedness  being  observed;  there
were  relatively  few people  on  the  beach  and  even
fewer in the water.  So - excited by the vague sense of
indecency  that  even  such  discreet  exhibitionism
engendered in him – he decided to emulate her.

As soon as Gavin was equally naked, Elaine initiated
a teasing game in which she swam up to him and
brushed against his body before twisting away from
his clumsy embrace.  This - abetted by the sensation
of the current playing with his unrestrained genitals
- considerably enhanced his arousal, and he lunged
after her, attempting to grasp her naked form.

When eventually he managed to catch her (when she
let him),  her skin at first  felt  chilled against his -
almost  clammy  -  though  as  he  held  her  close  a
sensual warmth filtered through.  It was a little like
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biting into ice cream dressed with a hot sauce, but in
reverse!

He kissed her cool lips ardently and toyed with her
nipples, which were very erect and quite hard, the
feel of them exciting him as much as his playing did
their  owner.   She  reciprocated,  fingering  his  rigid
penis with uncanny expertise (that remnant of doubt
wouldn't leave him) inciting him to an intense pitch
of desire.   His hand slid down between her thighs
where his finger was swallowed by something that
felt rather like a sea anemone.

As  his  manipulation  carried  her  towards  climax
Elaine grappled with him, using both her legs and
arms  -  the  sea  helping  to  support  her  -  and
attempted  aquatic  coitus.   This  was,  however,
discouragingly difficult as they bobbed in the surging
water, not helped by Gavin's reluctance to engage in
unprotected intercourse; in the end he took charge
and masturbated her to orgasm, following soon after
himself as she pumped his penis.

Watching his semen dissipate in the water between
their  bodies  like  strands  of  milky  spawn  he
remembered  that  fish  mated  in  that  fashion,
emphasising  the  mildly  disturbing  sensation  he
already  felt  of  having  made  love  to  some  exotic
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marine  creature.   A  water  nymph,  perhaps,  or  a
mermaid?

When they'd slipped their costumes on again, they
left the water and jogged back across the sand to the
house; it wasn't warm enough to sit on the beach to
dry off.  Once back in the guest room and dressed
again, Gavin took the opportunity to pack his other
bits and pieces into his weekend bag so that he could
give  himself  unreservedly  to  enjoying  Elaine's
company for what was left of the day.  

After lunch, they took their coffee out to the patio,
where Gavin was reminded of his previous Sunday at
Corbenic by the pattern of dried coffee stains on the
paving slabs; there'd been no significant rain during
the past week.

“I was thinking about us sitting here last Sunday,
and how different everything is now,” he explained
to Elaine.  “And yet, in many ways, nothing seems to
have changed.  Sitting here talking to you feels much
the same as it did last weekend, except that now I
can tell  you exactly how I feel  about you,  and if  I
want to I can lean across and kiss you.”

“That's  part  of  my  spell,”  she  teased  him  with  a
conspiratorial smile, and reached across to cover his
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hand  with  hers.   “I've  put  Corbenic  into  a  time
bubble so nothing changes.  When you're not here we
fall asleep – like all the people in Sleeping Beauty's
castle – until you return to wake us up.”

Gavin grinned at her whimsy.  “As long as I can wake
you with true love's kiss.”

“Of  course!”   She  reverted  to  a  more  serious
demeanour.  “It's the strength of our love that binds
our two stories together.  As long as neither of us
betrays our love for the other, we cannot be parted.”

He caught the note of warning in her words, but was
uncertain about how to interpret them.  With any
other  woman  he'd  have  assumed  that  she  meant:
behave yourself, or else!  But Elaine was unlike other
women,  and  he  couldn't  help  suspecting  that  her
message carried a more obscure and deeper meaning.
The  problem was  that  he'd  no  inkling  of  its  true
import.

When  the  moment  arrived  for  him  to  depart  he
discovered - to his surprise - that taking his leave of
Elaine was easier that on previous occasions, rather
than harder, as he'd anticipated.  Knowing that she
loved him as much as he did her had removed the
gnawing  torment  and  uncertainty  of  possibly
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unrequited passion, replacing it with a fundamental
sense of belonging.  He'd miss her inordinately, he
was sure, but there'd be none of that corrosive doubt
about whether or not she would truly miss him!

Their  parting  took  longer  than  before  because
neither  wanted  to  stop  kissing  or  embracing  the
other, but eventually Gavin managed to tear himself
away.  With a final wave from the garage forecourt,
he rode back to his other life, carrying in his chest a
glowing talisman of their shared love.

He arrived back at his Forest Hill flat feeling quite
disorientated,  as he sometimes did when surfacing
from an extended game playing session - or from a
vividly  engaging  dream  -  complete  with  that
confusing 'double exposure' effect of simultaneously
inhabiting two disconnected worlds.  He found this
especially  disconcerting  as  it  seemed  to  provide
tangible evidence for Elaine's outlandish claim that
he was somehow moving between two parallel time
streams.

While he toyed with that uncomfortable notion he
was struck by uncanny similarities between his visits
to Devon and those to the even more exotic locations
in  some  of  his  games.   Time  didn't  pass  in  those
other  worlds  when he  was  absent,  something that
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Elaine  had  joked  about  that  afternoon  (assuming
that she'd been joking!).  It certainly felt that way;
on each subsequent visit to Corbenic he seemed to
pick up his life there as if he'd never been away.

Furthermore – now that he thought about it -  the
salient events of each of his visits could almost be
viewed  as  a  series  of  distinct  steps  along  a  path
leading to his  present situation;  without too much
frivolousness they could be interpreted as levels of a
computer game.  His personal progress with Elaine
had been paralleled at each stage by acquisition of
information about the Grail and the Fishers' history,
as  if  it  had been necessary for him to make some
discovery before he could move on to the next level.

If he pursued that analogy to its logical conclusion,
his most recent visit must surely have represented
the final level of the quest in which the treasure is
won, in this case the love of the Grail Maiden.  Could
Elaine  have  been right  when she'd  intimated  that
both he and she were nothing more than characters
in some cosmic fantasy game?

If  so,  what  did  the  future  hold  for  them?   In  a
computer game the final level is followed by nothing
but the credits; he sincerely hoped that there would
be more to his future with Elaine than that!
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But what would that future entail, he wondered.  A
long  term  relationship  leading  to  marriage,  and
maybe  even  children?   Gavin  found  it  virtually
impossible  to  imagine  such  mundane,  domestic
existence with Elaine – Mr and Mrs Dulake in their
comfortable  little  suburban  semi  –  but  he  was
equally unable to visualise any other realistic future
for them outside the almost Arcadian environment
of  North  Devon.   It  was  as  if  she'd  genuinely
ensnared  him  in  a  web  of  enchantment  that
somehow bound his future to Corbenic.

The  residual  nimbus  of  nostalgic  sensuality  and
accompanying sense of dislocation lasted throughout
the  next  few  days.   Gavin  had  hoped  that
consummation of his craving for Elaine might have
released his captive concentration,  allowing him to
focus once again upon other matters, in particular
on his design work for Monarch Interiors, which had
fallen behind schedule.  But as the week progressed
he discovered that he was, if anything, prone to even
more unpredictable moods and mental wandering.

He found himself  almost  constantly bombarded by
recollections  of  his  time  with  Elaine  -  especially
mementoes of the previous weekend – and on more
than  one  occasion  he  was  startled  out  of  a  semi-
trance state,  and his thoughts jerked back sharply
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from Devon to London, by someone walking into the
studio.  Distraction on that scale was contrary to all
his previous experience with women, and he'd begun
to question whether the cause mightn't be something
more than just a side effect of his intoxication with
Elaine.

Gavin  had  tentatively  accepted  her  proposal  of
parallel time-lines as a metaphor for his emotional
state, but what if she were right and his life actually
was splitting into two closely linked realities?  The
concept was a staple of much of the science fiction he
enjoyed  –  and  appeared  occasionally  in  fantasy
games – but to accept it in any sense as real was very
hard for him; he preferred to doubt his sanity rather
than the nature of existence!

Not  that  the  former  alternative  offered  him  any
comfort;  the  thought  of  going  mad  had  always
terrified  him.   He  might  enjoy  flirting  with  alien
worlds  and  impossible  concepts  in  the  movies  he
watched and the games he played, but in his life he
depended upon his rational judgement of what was
real and what wasn't.  If he lost that control he could
easily slip into the sort of situation that Elaine had
postulated where almost anything was possible.  The
fact that it would all be happening only in his head
didn't reassure him at all; for him that would be his
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nightmare reality!

So he left the matter in abeyance, unwilling to face
the  possible  consequences  of  either  diagnosis;  he
hoped – rather naively – that the symptoms might
simply  abate  without  his  intervention.   In  the
meantime  they  were  causing  him  some
embarrassment and problems with his work.  

A minor crisis - though of a far less esoteric nature -
blew up on Friday morning, set off by an incident
that  Gavin  afterwards  considered  he  should  have
foreseen.   He'd been on his  guard against  possible
trouble  from  Jenny  after  his  callous  rebuff  the
previous  week,  but  hadn't  expected  any  from  her
husband.  It  struck -  catching Gavin unprepared -
during a preliminary design meeting with Art about
Mark Cornwall's house.

“I've  arranged  another  trip  to  Cornwall's  house
tomorrow morning,” Art announced, with the casual
presumption  of  one  who  assumes  that  his  own
priorities are also other people's.  “We need to do a
detailed  survey  before  we  can  get  down  to  any
serious work.”

It  wasn't  uncommon for  Art  to  work at  weekends
when engaged upon a major project,  nor to expect
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his staff to do so when required, and normally Gavin
would have rearranged his social  diary around the
demands of the firm.  On this occasion, however -
even  though  conscious  that  refusing  to  assist  Art
could be detrimental to his career - he felt compelled
to  insist  that  he  had  a  prior  engagement  that
couldn't be rescheduled.

His  employer  was  noticeably  taken  aback  by  his
refusal.

“Are you sure you can't fit it in, Gavin?  It won't take
more  than  an  hour  or  so,  and  you  know  how
important this project is.”

“If  I  could,  I  would,”  Gavin  lied,  feeling  a  touch
guilty about doing so, but bolstered by his memory of
Elaine's advice about not sacrificing too much of his
time and talent to the firm.  “I've booked to go away
for the weekend.”

Art's displeasure was obvious.  “It's not going to look
good,  Gavin,  chopping  and  changing  the
arrangements before we've even started!”

Gavin  felt  inclined  to  retort  that  he  hadn't  been
consulted over the arrangements, but instead - and
more diplomatically - offered an alternative.
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“Gary may be free.   I'll  ask him if  you like.   He's
quite  capable  of  holding  the  other  end  of  a  tape
measure.”

Art's eyes narrowed at suspected insolence, but had
to  acknowledge  that  Gavin  had  put  forward  a
realistic substitute, even if one that didn't appeal.

“Have a word with him, then, and tell him to come
and see me.”

Gavin was rather pleased with his solution; not only
might it make Art just a little more careful in future
about making arrangements on other people's behalf,
it  could  also  offer  Gary  an  opportunity  to  combat
Art's prejudice against him.  Had Gavin been gifted
with precognition - an unlikely talent for someone as
dismissive as he was of such ideas - he might have
felt a little less self-congratulatory.

Not being thus gifted he'd relegated the incident to
the back of his mind by the following morning.  At
the  time  that  he  should  have  been  arriving  at
Cornwall's  house  in  Surrey  he  was  four  counties
away, parking his motorcycle in front of the garage
above Corbenic.

A large grey and white gull watched from one of the
concrete gate pillars as Gavin removed his helmet,
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perhaps the same bird that had monitored his very
first  arrival;  it  cocked  its  head,  one  bright  eye
regarding  him speculatively.   So  you've  turned  up
again, have you?  He threatened it with his helmet
and it launched itself into the air with a jeering cry,
wheeling away over the house.

As he watched the bird's  departure Gavin noticed,
for the first time that morning, the subtle patina of
Autumn that dusted the landscape -  the haze that
gathered like cobwebs around any distant object, the
mellow, languid air, and a slight but noticeable chill -
and although none of the signs was yet obvious, they
were more evident here than in London.

Unpacking his bag he started down the steps to the
house,  but  stopped  abruptly  when  he  suffered  a
moment  of  giddiness  and  double  vision.  For  an
instant the scene before him seemed to be overlaid
by  a  transparent  alternative  of  itself,  the  house
appearing empty and dilapidated with blank staring
windows.  He shook his head to clear his sight and
everything looked normal again, but the incident left
him  considerably  more  shaken  than  its  brief
duration and minor dislocation warranted.

Once again he was  confronted by the two unwanted
possibilities he'd be trying to evade all  week.   The
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spectre of mental illness made a repeat appearance;
why else did he keep experiencing these inexplicably
odd moments?  The other possibility – the one that
he found even more alarming – was that the fabric of
reality was thinning and he was genuinely catching
glimpses of other dimensions, as Elaine's theorising
suggested.   Both  scenarios  frightened  him
profoundly.

Taking a few deep breaths to calm his agitation, he
suppressed his anxiety with difficulty and continued
cautiously down to the courtyard.  He half expected
to find the property deserted as he had at the start of
his visit before last, but when he reached the bottom
of the steps Elaine materialised in the open doorway,
a smiling, welcoming green and gold figure.

Hurrying across to her, Gavin dropped his bag and
embraced her, almost smothering her with his bulky
leather clothing.

“Steady  on,  dear  one!”  she  complained  laughingly.
“You'll  squeeze  me out  of  existence.   Do I  take  it
you're pleased to see me?”

“It's  wonderful  to  be  here  with  you  again,”  he
excused himself between kisses to her face and hair,
using  his  passion  to  drive  out  concerns  about  his
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mental health and alternative realities.

She  gazed  up  at  him,  her  face  particularly  elfin
looking.  “Am I really that alluring?”

“Absolutely!”  He released her and picked up his bag
again.  “I stood up my boss to come here today.”

In answer to her questioning frown he told her of his
refusal to assist Art with his survey.

“Are you sure that was wise?” she enquired, clearly a
little  anxious  on  his  behalf  about  possible
repercussions.

“Art's not vindictive,” he reassured her; secretly he
wasn't so sure of that fact, but at that juncture didn't
care.  “I had to get my priorities right.”

She smiled.  “You are nice.  I'm glad you chose to
come here.”

“You  know  I  don't  have  any  choice  about  coming
here,” he joked.  “You put a spell on me, remember?”

“So I did,” she admitted, smiling.  Despite the light-
hearted tone of their banter, both acknowledged that
there was some truth in it; not that she'd bewitched
him (other than metaphorically), but that his being
there  was  more  a  matter  of  necessity  than  of
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preference.   Perhaps  it  simply  reflected  the  true
nature of love?

“I was on my way to the garden,” Elaine told him.
“Why don't you take your motorcycle clothes off and
join me.”

He  was  only  too  happy  to  oblige,  and  when  he'd
discarded  his  leather  garments  and  deposited  his
weekend bag - to be unpacked later - he hurried back
down to the garden where Elaine reclined in one of
two adjacent folding chairs.  He settled himself into
the vacant chair.

“I love you more than I realised it was possible to
love someone,” he told her.

She smiled back at him with affectionate indulgence.

“I feel much the same.  And now that you're here,
what would you like to do ?”

“That's a silly question!” he replied, appraising her
as someone on a diet might a cream cake.

She reached across and touched his hand, sending a
small  electric  current  through  him  to  generate  a
tingle in his underpants.

“You'll get what you want, dearest one - don't worry -
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but I'd quite like to enjoy your company for a while
first.”

He coloured slightly.  “Sorry, I'm being pushy.”

“You don't have to apologise,” she chided him.  “I'm
not averse to the idea myself.  But in the meantime,
how does a walk appeal;  later on, when you've got
your  breath  back?   It's  not  really  hot  enough  for
swimming today.”

“I'm happy to do whatever you want,” he confirmed.
“If you like, I could take you for a ride on the bike
this weekend.  I've brought my spare 'skid lid' with
me.”

He was pleased that he'd remembered her keenness
to ride pillion on his motorcycle when planning the
trip  to  Drake  Tor  during  his  first  visit,  and  he'd
packed his spare crash helmet (kept in the past for
girlfriends who'd no transport of their own).

Elaine  was  visibly  delighted  with  his  suggestion.
“There is somewhere I'd like to go this evening, if
you think you wouldn't mind taking me there.”

His vulgar mental imp inevitably suggested a double
entendre interpretation  of  his  'taking'  her
somewhere, which he vigorously suppressed.
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“I'd love to take you wherever you want to go.  Did
you have somewhere in mind?”

She returned a small self-conscious smile.  “I'd like
to  watch  the  sunset  with  you  from  Drake  Tor,
dearest one.”

He was mildly startled by her choice.  “Why Drake
Tor?  Does the sunset look different from there?”

“You remember my telling you about ley lines and
earth currents?” she reminded him.

He nodded, a shade warily; he wished to please her,
but  was  uncomfortable  about  following  her  into
those areas that both fascinated him - as fantasy -
and unsettled him.  Elaine appeared unaware of his
reservations as she led him deeper into the subject.

“For some reason - I don't know quite why - these
currents are said to be more active around the period
of  the  equinoxes,  and  especially  at  sunrise  and
sunset.  Today is the Autumn equinox and I thought
we might see if we can observe anything.”

It was Gavin's turn to smile at her, indulgently but a
touch condescendingly too.

“If that's what you'd like to do, my darling, though I
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must  say  I'm  not  very  hopeful  that  there'll  be
anything to observe.”

“We'll see.”

She  put  on  the  enigmatic  mask  she  occasionally
wore,  her  slight  smile  strongly  reminiscent  of  her
mother's portrait in the drawing room.  Closing her
eyes  she  settled  back  into  the  low chair,  her  face
tilted towards the sun, emphasising her 'Australian'
profile.   In  that  sheltered  spot  the  warmth  was
pleasant  and  soporific,  and  Gavin  too  relaxed,  as
much as Elaine's proximity permitted.

“Are  you  completely  happy  with  me,  Gavin?”  she
asked unexpectedly, turning her head to observe his
response.

“Of course!” he assured her,  but she'd caught him
unawares and he must have allowed a hint of doubt
to colour his voice, for she promptly took issue with
him.

“What  is  it  you're  not  happy about?   Please  don't
pretend,  Gavin.   I'd  rather  you  were  honest  with
me.”

He  felt  more  than a  little  embarrassed,  and  cross
with himself for letting his petty anxiety show.
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“It's silly really,” he confessed.  “I don't know why it
bothers me, but it does a bit.  You haven't told me
how old you are.”

Her green-gold eyes - looking at that instant more
than  usually  ageless  and  unfathomable  -  widened
slightly at his declaration.

“How old would you like me to be?”

Her question startled and confused him; it wasn't at
all  the  sort  of  reply  he'd  expected  and  he  was
uncertain about how to answer it.  He fumbled for a
diplomatic response.

“As old as you are, I suppose.”

“That solves the problem then!” she retorted matter-
of-factly,  and  closed  her  eyes  again.   She'd  also
avoided  revealing  her  secret,  which  reinforced
Gavin's conviction that she must be older than she
appeared.  What other reason would a woman have
to hide her age?

Her  refusal  to  enlighten  him  cast  a  slight  but
definite shadow upon the rest of the day for him.  It
wasn't that she was probably older than she seemed
that upset him so much as her pretending otherwise
(assuming that's what she was doing!).  To Gavin it
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suggested  strongly  that  she  didn't  trust  him  to
accept the truth and continue to want her, though it
also provoked a more fanciful suggestion.

Her avoidance reminded him of numerous folk tales
about sprites or fairies who cohabited with humans,
in which a magical restriction must never be broken.
Perhaps Elaine herself  lay under an enchantment;
she'd  remain  forever  young  so  long  as  she  never
revealed her true age to Gavin.  If she did, the spell
would be broken and she'd immediately revert to her
natural – ancient – form.

He  didn't  believe  it  for  an  instant,  and  it  was  a
reflection of the strange influence Elaine had over
him  that  he  gave  mental  house  room  to  such  a
bizarre notion.

Gavin increasingly felt that he was caught in a no-
man's-land between two similar but fundamentally
different  realities.   One  was  that  espoused  by  his
bewitching  lover,  in  which impossible  things  could
happen, the other was the world in which he'd lived
all his life to date.  What particularly unnerved him
was the sense that he was being slowly drawn from
his everyday existence towards this other intriguing
but rather scary dimension, with Elaine leading the
way.
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Although Gavin enjoyed their time together that day
almost  as  much as  he had on any previous visit  -
especially their walk along the beach that afternoon,
which  they  punctuated  with  a  romantic  interlude
among the relative privacy of the sand dunes - her
prevarication over her age encouraged other doubts
and  he  began  to  suspect  that  Elaine  was,  for
whatever  reason,  avoiding  further  intimacy  with
him.

Her reluctance to give herself to him amid the dunes
he  could  understand;  powdery  sand  -  mixed  with
small  pebbles  and  sharp  fragments  of  broken
seashell  –  was  neither  the  most  comfortable  nor
convenient of beds, and even Gavin had pretended
more bravado than he'd felt  over the risk of being
caught  flagrante  delicto by  someone  walking  their
dog.   There  had,  however,  been  other,  safer
opportunities that she'd skilfully skirted around.

He couldn't work out why she should keep him at
arm's length, unless either she had her period and
felt too inhibited to mention it (which didn't seem to
be  in  character)  or  she'd  been  put  off  more  than
she'd admitted by his  confession about his  deviant
sexual interests.

Whatever the cause -  which might even have been
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his  over-sensitive  imagination  -  he  couldn't  rid
himself of this irritant, any more than he could stop
himself fretting over her small vanity regarding her
age.  Much as he tried to push them both aside as
unimportant, they remained lurking in a corner of
his thoughts like unwanted guests at a function.

Dinner that evening could almost have been called a
function;  Vivienne  had  prepared  a  special  dish  of
salmon  in  cream  and  wine  sauce  which  -  it  was
intimated to Gavin - had been laid on in his honour.
He was glad that he'd remembered to pack a jacket
and tie!

“You must have done something to charm Aunt Viv!”
Elaine  teased  him in  a  whisper  across  the  dining
table.

He  was  more  than  a  little  embarrassed  by  this
attention  from her  family,  and slightly  uneasy;  he
gained an uncomfortable impression that he'd been
selected  for  some  special  purpose  (marriage
perhaps?)  and  was  being  accorded  the  prescribed
privileges.   This  was  reinforced by  the  attitude  of
Elaine's father, who'd been informed of their planned
trip to Drake Tor that evening and seemed almost to
expect that Gavin should go, as if such visits were a
regular family ritual.



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 648

“You will undoubtedly catch the atmosphere of the
place, whatever happens,” he affirmed.  “I am not in
agreement with my daughter's mumbo-jumbo theory
of currents in the earth, but sunset on the tor is an
experience not to be missed, I promise you.”

The meal had been served a little earlier than usual -
at Elaine's request, Gavin presumed - and as soon as
it  was  finished,  she  hurried  off  to  find  suitable
clothing for the ride, excited by the prospect.  Gavin
went to fetch his own leather attire and the spare
crash helmet.

Unable to remember the route to Drake Tor from his
one previous trip there - he'd been more interested
in his chauffeuse in any case -  and because of the
near impossibility of conversing while the motorcycle
was  in  motion,  he  agreed  with  Elaine  a  simple
system of  signalling  in  which she'd  tap his  left  or
right  arm when  approaching  a  junction  where  he
needed to turn.

Their  simple  code  worked  effectively  and  they
reached  their  destination  without  error.   The
evening was cooler than of late, but Gavin divested
himself  of  his  heavy  leather  garments  before
attempting  the  steep  climb  up  the  tor,  and
recommended that Elaine likewise dispense with her



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 649

anorak.

They'd arrived about half an hour before sunset, and
the  sun  already  hovered  low  in  the  western  sky.
Long  mysterious  shadows  decorated  the  landscape
and  cobwebs  of  mist  were  beginning  to  obscure
details of the surrounding countryside as the lovers
scrambled to the craggy summit of the tor.

There  was  -  Gavin  had  to  concede  -  definitely
something uncanny about the place, which may have
been due to unknown energies in the earth, though
he considered it  far more likely that the influence
was psychological, the effect upon his imagination of
the  wild  scenery  and  its  proximity  to  the  rearing
abutments of bleak moorland.  In the fading light,
the dark tors of Dartmoor looked even blacker and
more  forbidding  than  usual,  bringing  vividly  to
Gavin's mind a dramatic image of Sherlock Holmes –
in great cape and deerstalker – silhouetted high up
on one of those tors in a film version of The Hound
of the Baskervilles.

Elaine led the way to the small church, and this time
they went inside.  It was filled, not with the evening
gloom that  Gavin  had  been  expecting,  but  with  a
flood of coloured light from the blaze of stained glass
in  the  west  window.   This  portrayed  the  church's
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patron  saint  -  in  gleaming  gold  armour  -
triumphantly spearing a dragon with his sword.  The
evening sunlight had elevated Saint Michael into a
truly luminous  figure,  while  the snake-like  dragon
beneath his feet glowed with vibrant primary hues.

There  was  room  inside  that  compact  building  for
only the essentials - the brief chancel, a few rows of
polished timber pews,  a pulpit  that projected from
one of the walls, reached by a short flight of stone
steps, and a pint-sized font – but the interior seemed
lighter and more spacious than Gavin had expected;
the walls were lined with off-white stone, pierced at
frequent intervals with narrow arched windows.

He  approached  the  altar  to  examine  the  glowing
stained glass; the style of the image and the vibrancy
of the tints suggested that it wasn't very old.

“When  was  the  window  put  in,  d'you  know?”  he
asked Elaine.

“It's  Victorian;  it  was  installed  in  my  great-great-
whatever-he-was-grandfather's  time,  during  the
same  renovations  that  led  to  the  unearthing  of
Daddy's cup.”

“I reckon they could have done a better job on their
dragon,”  Gavin  observed.   “It  looks  more  like  an
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oversized worm.  It even seems to be coming out of
the ground.”

“'Worm' was another old term for a dragon,” Elaine
offered in defence.  “As I mentioned on our last visit
here,  the  name,  Drake  Tor,  may  derive  from  the
Latin for dragon, so that could be why this dragon is
shown emerging from the ground, from the tor.”

Her  explanation  awakened  the  memory  of  his
strange hallucination during their previous visit, and
a small  shudder ran through him.   To counter its
effect, he turned to humour.

“Perhaps  that's  the  real  reason  why  they  put  the
church up here.   Maybe they thought there really
was a dragon lurking inside the tor and hoped that
Saint  Michael's  presence  -  even  by  proxy  -  would
keep it in order!”

Elaine  threw  him  a  curious  glance,  her  eyes  like
polished,  green-flecked  amber  in  the  fragmented
light.

“That's probably not so far from the truth, Gavin.
Lots  of  Christian  churches  were  built  on  sites  of
pagan  worship  to  control  the  heathen  influences,
and  this  place  was  a  sacred  site  long  before  the
church was built.
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'I believe that the tor was seen as sacred because it's
one of those places where the earth currents can be
fixed, by driving an iron rod into the ground.  I think
it's likely that the image of Saint Michael driving his
sword into the dragon is a visual representation of
that,  and I  bet that somewhere under the floor of
this building there's an ancient iron rod buried deep
in the ground to fix the currents.”

That could be true, Gavin acknowledged, though it
sounded to  him more  like  the  sort  of  information
that might constitute a clue in one of the games he
played.

That church would provide quite a satisfying setting
for  an  adventure  game;  the  manner  in  which  the
pattern  of  coloured  light  was  projected  across  the
walls and floor of the small nave as the sun set was
reminiscent of an Indiana Jones film.  At the correct
time,  on  the  right  day,  part  of  the  pattern  would
illuminate a hidden pointer to some buried treasure.

That guardian place, however, had already given up
a significant secret - no less that the Holy Grail itself
if Fisher were to be believed - so perhaps there truly
was  some  cryptic  clue  carved  into  the  masonry
somewhere.  If so, no Indiana Jones or Lara Croft
had happened along to decipher it; the cup had been
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unearthed during  mundane renovation work,  such
was the irony of real life!

“Now  that  we're  here,  what  are  you  expecting  to
happen?”  Gavin  asked;  although  entirely  sceptical
about  their  expedition,  he  couldn't  help  being
curious.

She  didn't  answer  immediately,  presumably
pondering  the  implications  of  his  question;  he
noticed  that  her  face  had  assumed  the  detached,
rather vacant look that he'd begun to associate with
her strange moods.

“I feel that something fantastic is about to happen,”
she pronounced, “something that neither of us has
ever  before  experienced.   The  illusion  of  time  is
wearing thin for us, Gavin.  We may not have much
of it left to share.”

“What  are  you  talking  about?”  he  demanded,
puzzled  and  somewhat  alarmed,  all  his  earlier
suspicions  about  her  seemingly  altered attitude  to
him returning with reinforcements.  Was she about
to ditch him?

As he  stared at  her,  perplexed -  remembering  her
telling him that Celts were often considered fey - the
possibility crept into Gavin's mind that she might be
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very slightly mad.  Highly artistic individuals often
were, he'd heard.

He  attempted  to  disguise  his  fear  with  laughter,
which  emerged  sounding  distinctly  forced  and
awkward.  “This hasn't anything to do with the Holy
Grail, has it?”

She ignored his levity and made a serious attempt to
answer his question.

“I'm not sure.  I think it may be something similar to
what  happened  here  last  time,  when  you  saw the
dragon.”

“That had absolutely nothing to do with being here,”
he protested, a shade uneasily; he wasn't as certain
about  that  fact  as  he  sounded.   “It  was  an
hallucination.   Whatever  caused  it  was  inside  my
head.”

“How can you be so sure about that, dearest one?”
she  challenged  him.   “I  accept  that  what  you
experienced  happened inside  your handsome head,
but that doesn't mean it couldn't  have occurred in
response to some external influence, such as earth
currents.   If  you  remember,  last  weekend  we
discussed  the  possibility  of  the  Collective
Unconscious being a network linking all the human
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minds on the planet.   I  believe that the Collective
Unconscious  may  itself  be  part  of  an  even  wider
network linking all living things and perhaps even
the planet itself.  Anima Mundi, the World Soul.”

Her speculations did nothing to ease Gavin's fears.

“Are you trying to tell me you believe that the world
is somehow alive and that we're all linked to it via
the Collective Unconscious?”

"Is  it  such a difficult  concept?” she asked,  looking
slightly  sad  about  his  inability  to  suspend  his
scepticism  for  just  a  little  while.   “People  have
thought for centuries that the world was alive, that
trees,  rocks  and  streams  all  contained  a  small
portion of the planetary life force.  In earlier times
these were thought of as nature gods or spirits.  It's
only since the Industrial Revolution that nature has
been  consigned  to  nothing  more  than  matter  and
energy,  and now even that  is  in  question to  some
extent.”

“Is it?” he queried doubtfully; Gavin's beliefs about
the natural world rested solidly on the foundation of
Newtonian  physics  and  he  took  a  fundamentally
technological approach to material objects.

He was well  aware,  however,  that  Elaine favoured
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rather  different  explanations,  ones  that  tended  to
undermine those laws.  It was to one of these 'way
out' theories (as Gavin perceived them) that she now
appealed.

“Can you remember what I told you last weekend
about quantum physics - if you weren't too besotted
by  the  fact  that  we'd  just  made  love  to  take  in
anything I said to you - about how matter has two
forms, as either a particle or a wave?”

He nodded, not wishing to offend her, though he'd
have  been  hard  pushed  to  recount  any  of  the
substance of what she'd told him; her quip about his
having been besotted wasn't far from the truth!

Unaware - or undeterred - Elaine ploughed on with
her  lecture.   “When  quantum waves  overlap  each
other they interact and create interference patterns,
similar to the way in which two sets of ripples on a
pond overlap.  The fascinating thing about quantum
waves, though, is that when this happens they set up
a field that is greater than the sum of its separate
parts, rather as an orchestra combines the notes of
separate  instruments  to  generate  a  sound  that  is
greater than its constituent parts.

'It's  been  suggested  that  one  place  where  this
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overlapping occurs is in the human brain, and that
the field that emerges is the mind.  It's not dissimilar
to a computer running a program.  The brain is the
hardware  and  the  firing  of  the  synapses  is  the
program running, but what emerges - what comes up
on  the  screen,  if  you  like  -  are  our  thoughts.
Nature's own virtual reality!”

“I thought virtual reality would rear its head again
sooner or later,” Gavin dared to tease her.  “Virtual
reality with you - my precious - is like sex is with
me!”

“Then just be thankful that I'm more sympathetic
towards sex than you are  towards virtual  reality!”
she  retaliated,  softening  her  words  with  a  cheeky
smile.

“Seriously,  dearest,”  she  continued,  “I  think
virtuality is an extremely important but underrated
aspect of nature, hovering somewhere between the
material world and the world of abstract concepts.
Mind is  like  that  too.   Philosophers  have wrestled
with  it  for  centuries,  but  it's  not  so  difficult  to
understand if seen as an inherent property of matter
that  manifests  under  the  right  conditions.   It's
possible that it's there in the wave form of all matter
and  that  when  this  combines  and  interacts  in  a
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particular way, consciousness emerges.”

Gavin stared at her incredulously.  “Are you claiming
that all matter has a mind?”

“I  believe  that  all  matter  can be  conscious  if  it
combines in the right way, just as all matter can be
solid  or  liquid  according  to  its  pattern.   It's  the
pattern that makes it possible - the hidden program,
if you like - the music of consciousness.”

As the sun subsided, the light in the small church
gradually  diminished  and  the  fire  in  the  west
window  faded  to  a  glowing  collection  of
multicoloured embers.   A congregation of  shadows
had gathered in the rows of pews to listen to Elaine's
sermon on universal consciousness.

“It's fairly well established that some insects - ants
and  bees,  for  example  -  possess  a  kind  of  group
consciousness,  a  mental  network  in  which
individuals  are  linked  together  to  form  a  greater
whole.  Isn't it possible that all life is built upon a
similar pattern and interlinked at a lower level?  The
concept  of  the  world  as  a  living  organism  isn't
without  its  supporters  in  modern  science;  they've
even named it Gaia after the ancient classical earth
goddess.”
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“That's something quite different!” Gavin objected,
feeling that he was once more being outmanoeuvred
by this clever young woman (assuming that she was
young;  at  that  juncture  she  seemed  considerably
older - and wiser - that he felt).  “There's a world of
difference...   A  world?   Sorry,  not  intentional.
Seriously, you can't compare an ecological planetary
system to a collection of nature spirits.”

“Isn't  it  only  a  difference  in  terminology?”  she
argued.  “Ecology is about living systems and nature
spirits are metaphors for the life force inherent in a
particular location.  Why do you find it so difficult to
accept that the planet is alive?  Everything around
us  -  including  ourselves  -  is  a  society  of  smaller
entities  living  their  own lives,  and  each society  is
greater than the sum of its parts; man is more than
just  a  collection  of  co-operating  cells,  human
societies  are  more  than  mere  groupings  of
individuals,  and  ecosystems  are  much  more  than
collections  of  animals  and  plants  that  happen  to
inhabit the same part of the planet.”

“I can accept that,” Gavin conceded, though a little
reluctantly.  “I  can  even  accept  that  these  other
systems  might  be  called  'alive'  in  some  kind  of
fashion.  What I just can't accept is that they have
minds,  that  they  think  and  are  conscious.   That
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simply isn't on!”

Elaine regarded him with a strangely pitying look.

“You sound very sure about that, Gavin, when even
science is uncertain of it.  Earlier this century some
psychologists  in  America  denied  that  human
consciousness existed because all that could be seen
and measured when it was observed from the outside
was behaviour, not the intentions that drive it.  That
was an extreme stance, but it's really only because
we  experience  consciousness  from inside  ourselves
that we know it exists.

'I happen to believe that the mysterious energy in ley
lines  could  be  the  life  pulses  of  the  planet  -  its
thoughts  almost  -  but  if  you  don't  like  that
terminology,  you  could  substitute  a  computer
analogy and call it the planetary program.”

“Sounds as if we're back to life as a computer game!”
Gavin  observed,  with  rather  more  condescension
than he felt, to hide the fact that he was really quite
impressed  by  her  arguments.   “But  doesn't  that
presuppose a programmer who set it all up?”

“Not  necessarily,”  she  replied,  untouched  by  his
cynicism.   “You're  talking  about  the  popular
conception  of  God  as  a  super-intelligence  sitting
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outside  the  universe  pulling  its  strings.   But  it's
anthropomorphic thinking to insist that a program
demands a programmer.  Evolution is a program of
sorts, and produces creatures - like ourselves - that
run on programs.

'If there is a God, then It - definitely not a he (or a
she, for that matter, though 'she' is perhaps the more
appropriate sex;  Gaia was, after all, a goddess and
nature is often portrayed as female) - whatever we
call  it,  it's  almost  certainly  unlike  any  human
concept of it.  I'm inclined to think that God  is the
universe, a vast network comprising all the billions
of interlinked minds, or programs.  I believe that we
are all little bits of God, or - as I prefer to think of it
- the Goddess.”

She was managing to undermine the foundations of
Gavin's belief system with proposals that he dearly
wished to reject but  found increasingly difficult  to
refute.  He was wondering what reply he could make
to her last assertion when Elaine - for once - changed
the subject.

“Can you feel something, a very faint vibration like a
silent humming?”

He was slightly startled by her unexpected diversion,
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and intrigued by her suggestion.  He placed his palm
against  the  stone  wall  to  test  for  anything,
understanding  her  meaning,  even  though  a  silent
hum was a contradiction.  He thought that he could
distinguish a very faint vibration in the fabric of the
old building, though not sufficiently definite for him
to rule out the possible effects of his own pulse or
even imagination.

“There might be something,” he confirmed, “though
I can't...”

He stopped, stunned, when he realised what Elaine
was doing; a dark figure moving purposefully in the
gloom, she was pulling off her clothes.  Already she'd
stripped down to her bra above waist level, and as
Gavin watched in shocked fascination - and, despite
his  consternation,  swiftly  mounting  lust  -  she
discarded that and bent to remove her shoes.

“What on earth are you doing?” he demanded.  He'd
known women divest themselves of their clothes in
some  odd  locations  (though  never  before  in  a
church!) - often at his persuasion - but in those cases
their  erotic  intentions  had  been  obvious;  Elaine's
disrobing  was  far  more  detached,  as  if  she  were
about to have a bath or go swimming.
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“Can't  you  feel  it?”  she  asked  him  in  an  excited
whisper, pausing a moment from her undressing, her
disconcertingly  feline  eyes  glinting  amber  in  the
swiftly fading light.  “It's the earth currents flowing;
they're said to be at their strongest at the moment of
sunset  and  sunrise.   I  must  be  ready  for  that
moment.”

A  surge  of  unexpected  anger  possessed  Gavin,
disproportionate to the relatively mild provocation of
Elaine's eccentric - and not altogether unexciting –
behaviour.   Was  anger,  perhaps,  an  acceptable
alternative  to  more  disturbing  emotions  that  he
dared not own?

“There  are  no  earth  currents,  you  stupid  woman!
You almost had me believing it for a moment, but it's
all in your imagination!”

Ignoring his offensive outburst, she wriggled out of
her slacks and pants and moved - a pale phantom in
the thickening darkness - towards the door.

“Where  are  you  going?”  he  shouted  at  her,
experiencing a surge of chill sensation not dissimilar
to panic.  “What do you think you're doing?”

The church door creaked a warning as she opened it
to reveal an arched slice of lighter sky across which
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she momentarily  passed,  leaving  Gavin alone  with
his  anger  (and  other  alarming  reactions)  plus  the
small  pile  of  garments  that  -  like  the  mores  of
civilised middle-class  society -  Elaine had brazenly
discarded.
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WHOM DOES The GRAIL SERVE??
Sitting alone in the darkness that slowly filled the
small church, his head bowed and hands clasped in
urgent contemplation of his situation, Gavin might
almost have been at prayer.  Such deliberation was
the  nearest  that  he  came  to  praying  since  late
childhood  when  his  heartbroken pleas  to  Jesus  to
return a much loved cat - prematurely dispatched by
a speeding motorist - had been ignored.  If, as Gavin
had been taught, God were the all-powerful maker of
the universe, capable of resurrecting Lazarus, then -
the young Gavin had argued - his failure with Tigger
(a  much  less  demanding  challenge)  could  only  be
interpreted as omnipotent indifference.

Ever since  that  disappointment  Gavin had tackled
the problems of life on his own; even other humans -
when able to provide assistance or solutions - were,
in his experience, generally no more inclined to get
involved  than  the  Almighty.   He'd  certainly  have
welcomed some divine advice - if not help - in dealing
with  his  current  predicament,  but  none  was
forthcoming.

His  initial  impulse  had been to chase after Elaine
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and demand from her  an explanation of  what  she
thought she was doing, but something had warned
him  that  in  the  present  situation  -  one  that  he'd
never before  encountered -  such precipitous action
might not improve matters.   Prudence had gained
the  upper  hand  (temporarily,  at  least)  which  was
why he sat in one of the small pews - the only human
among a ghostly congregation of shadows - while he
attempted to untangle his troubled thoughts.

What  was  the  real  motive  for  Elaine's  bizarre
disrobing?  He couldn't accept her stated reason as a
justifiable explanation, but the only parallel for her
actions that he could bring to mind was 'streaking',
which was done - as far as he was aware - either to
make  a  political  or  social  statement,  or  by
pathological  exhibitionists.   If  the  first  had  been
Elaine's  intention,  Gavin  couldn't  imagine  what
statement  -  political  or  otherwise  -  she'd  been
making, and if he'd missed its point then surely it
had  failed?   There  was  no-one  else  present  (he
sincerely hoped) to appreciate her gesture.   Which
left  him with  the  second option,  a  possibility  that
raised disturbing questions that he preferred not to
ask.

Could  he  afford  to  ignore  them,  though?   One
important question that he'd been avoiding for some
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time had now needed to be asked: was Elaine what
she seemed?

She  appeared  to  be  an  attractive  woman  -
somewhere around thirty, intelligent and artistic, an
accomplished musician,  unmarried,  living with her
father and aunt - who'd fallen in love with him but
had  been  reluctant  to  acknowledge  her  feelings
because  of  memories  of  her  parents'  disastrous
marriage.  As a description of Elaine it was – as far
as Gavin was aware - superficially accurate, but, he
had  to  admit,  fundamentally  misleading.   He'd
frequently discovered that she was unlike any other
woman he'd previously dated and there were times
when she perplexed him considerably.

Such as her recent ambiguous comment about their
time together being limited.  Had she been acting,
perhaps  deliberately  using  cryptic  remarks  to
prepare the ground for their parting, or (he found
this  idea  even  more  disturbing)  had  she  been
genuinely  visited with a  moment  of  presentiment?
Gavin dearly wanted to believe that he was wrong on
both counts - that all his concerns were groundless -
but  he  couldn't  simply  dismiss  as  mildly  eccentric
her removing all her clothes in a public place!

There'd been one or two possible precursors to her
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impromptu stripping in those occasions when she'd -
apparently  deliberately  -  presented  herself  to  him
only partially clothed.  He had to face the fact that
she might harbour exhibitionist tendencies, and that
this evening's escapade might be some sort of wild
game to  satisfy  her  deviant  craving.   Perhaps  she
expected that he'd join in, as if chasing naked women
around a windy hill  top were a  common Saturday
night sport!

Gavin had noticed that ever since she'd learned of
his  own  less  than  conventional  erotic  tendencies,
Elaine had seemingly assumed that he'd be keen to
indulge in such pranks.  If that's what she wanted,
why didn't  he simply join in,  and when he caught
her, take her wherever and however she desired, be
it  on the summit of the tor,  on one of  the church
pews or even on the altar?

Much  as  that  scenario  appealed  to  him  as  a
transgressive  fantasy,  his  sexual  inclinations didn't
include  public  performance,  and  he  was  far  from
certain  that  he'd  even  be  able  to  maintain  an
erection  inside  the  church,  where  Saint  Michael's
pervasive  influence  would probably  kill  the fire  in
his 'worm' as effectively as it had in the one beneath
the saint's feet!
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Irritated,  Gavin  curtailed  his  introspection,
recognising that he'd reached the limit of  what he
could  determine  from purely  mental  investigation.
If  he  were  to  resolve  his  problems  he  needed  to
confront the cause of them.  Reluctantly, he roused
himself,  gathered  up  Elaine's  abandoned  garments
and left the church to look for her.

How exactly he'd deal with her when he found her
would depend upon what explanation - if any - she
offered for her bizarre behaviour.  His deliberations
in the church hadn't produced a solution, but had at
least  calmed  him  sufficiently  that  he  was  able  to
undertake  the  search  for  her  with  reasonable
detachment.

Although he'd dallied in the church for little  more
that ten minutes, in that time the sun had nearly set
and now lay swollen and crimson, almost squatting
upon  the  darkened  landscape.   Overhead  the  sky
glowed like  special  effects  lighting;  where  the  sun
still clung to power its bodyguard of cloud wore fiery
vermilion  and  cerise,  but  the  colours  graduated
across the wide dome of the heavens through orange
cream,  chartreuse  and  lucid  turquoise  to  dusky
mauve-grey on the eastern horizon.

Elaine wasn't in sight - he hadn't really expected her
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to be - so he walked around the end of the church to
the  other  side  of  the  tor,  only  to  find  it  equally
deserted.  While considering where best to continue
his hunt for her, he heard her chanting.

It  was  a  strange  sound to  encounter  in  that  wild
place  -  perched on the  boundary between daylight
and darkness - a headland on the northern shore of a
sombre,  unmoving sea  of  desolate  moorland.   The
unfamiliar modulations of that incantation, in which
Gavin recognised both a melodic quality and various
guttural consonants - he guessed it to be Welsh - rose
and fell on the night wind that whispered around the
ancient  granite,  calling  forth  old  ghosts  and
malevolent pixies.

Brushing aside his unwelcome imaginings, Gavin set
about tracking her voice to its source.  He quickly
found her, standing high on the ridge of the dragon's
head,  a  primitive  silhouette  with  arms  raised  in
pagan  supplication  as  she  intoned  her  weird
invocation.  The sun's flaming death throes traced a
thin neon outline around her dark form and set fire
to  her  hair  in  a  parody  of  his  first  sight  of  her
illuminated  by  her  car  headlamps,  her  former
enigmatic  green  here  transmuted  into  passionate
scarlet to suit her altered demeanour.
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She appeared strangely magnified - perhaps an effect
of the acute perspective - resembling a larger than
life bronze statue upon a pedestal, reminding Gavin
at the same time of the semi-erotic illustrations used
to promote the sort of fantasy games that he liked.
A  barbarian  sorceress,  perhaps,  calling  up  the
denizens of chaos!

He called up to her loudly, repeating her name until
she broke off and looked down at him.

“What  are  you  doing?”  he  demanded.   “Trying  to
make the front page of the Sunday tabloids?”

Although  his  earlier  fury  had  abated  during  his
sojourn  in  the  church,  he  still  felt  sufficiently
aggrieved by her lack of consideration to act angry.
“Come  down  before  you're  done  for  indecent
exposure!”

The puerile  little  imp in Gavin's  head managed to
overcome  both  his  anxiety  and  the  resentment
generated by the situation,  quipping  smuttily  that
she was displaying some pretty decent exposure!  As
he watched her come slithering down the steep slope
from the ridge he had to concur; her compact figure,
both  womanly  and athletic  at  the  same time,  was
aesthetically pleasing and sexually alluring.
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“You're not serious, Gavin?” she quizzed him sharply
when she reached him.  “You're not one of those men
who like to see other women in short skirts and see-
through  blouses  while  insisting  that  their  own
partners dress like nuns?”

He flushed; his remonstrations had been deliberately
exaggerated,  but  she'd  struck  a  nerve,  her  sharp
insight  pinning  him  down  as  neatly  as  an
entomological specimen.  Since falling in love with
her he'd caught himself  feeling a little  unhappy at
the idea of other men lasciviously ogling 'his' woman
in the way that he enjoyed watching other women.

“Okay,  I  admit  I  don't  much  like  the  idea  of  the
whole world looking at you.”

“Don't  be  silly,”  she  admonished  him,  displaying
evident disappointment.  “For a start there's no-one
else here to see me.  And I thought that as an artist -
of sorts - you might be more 'with it'!  My wanting to
dance naked on a hilltop doesn't make me a tart.  It's
a means of self-expression.  I don't intent to behave
like a modest little mouse for you or any other man!
If you want me, you'll have to take me as I am.”

“Okay!”  he  agreed  uncomfortably,  resolutely
squashing a lewd aside that his imp had been on the
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verge of voicing.  He was still  feeling grumpy, and
perplexed - only the previous weekend she'd objected
strongly to his  putting his  hand up her skirt  in a
situation  no  more  public  than  this  -  but  decided,
diplomatically,  not  to  press  the  argument.   “What
was that chanting you were doing up there?  And
aren't you cold?”

Her  eyes  flashing  wickedly  green,  she  waved  her
fingers before  his  startled face -  like the sorceress
he'd  just  taken  her  for  -  and  ignored  his  second
question.  “I was casting an ancient spell to call up
the dragon!”

“I think you're teasing me,” he accused her, though
he was uneasily suspicious that she might not be.

Her answer did nothing to allay his mistrust.

“I  want  us  to  experience  the  rising  of  the  dragon
together.”

His  resentment  rekindled,  and  he  was  about  to
disparage  her  fatuous  (as  he  considered  it)
declaration  when  a  possible  -  if  unlikely  -
explanation occurred to him.

“You're not a witch, are you?”
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She seemed taken aback by his question, which had
been  delivered  more  in  the  manner  of  another
indictment.   “If  you  mean,  do  I  fly  around  on  a
broomstick with a pointy hat and a black cat, or do I
cook  up  strange  brews:  'eye  of  newt  and  wing  of
bat'...”

“That's  not  what  I  mean  and  you  know  it!”  he
interrupted her, irritated by her bizarre games.  “I'm
talking about modern witches, the New Age thing.”

“Oh,  the Craft,”  she answered ambiguously.   “You
may think it's a New Age thing, Gavin, but in truth
it's the oldest religion in the world.   Mankind was
paying homage to the Goddess in prehistoric times.”

“You are a witch!”  This time there was no doubt
about his accusing tone.

Elaine  responded with  an  infuriatingly  mysterious
half smile - the same smile that Fisher had captured
on the lips of his mermaid - which Gavin took as an
admission of guilt.

“Why are you a witch?” he wanted to know, finding
it  hard to  credit  that  he was  seriously  asking  her
that question.  “What exactly do you believe in?  You
mentioned a goddess,  which goddess?   Or are  you
talking about the same thing that you were earlier -
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in the church - the universal 'It'?”

“Which goddess is the witch goddess?” Elaine teased
him, before adopting a more serious demeanour to
answer his interrogation.

“I don't think of myself as a witch, Gavin - I don't
think of myself as an anything - I simply believe in
what I consider to be the fundamental truths of the
universe.  These embrace modern science as much as
ancient myth.”

“Including the Holy Grail?” he retorted, puzzled and
a little bitter too, feeling that he'd been deliberately
misled.   “When I  first  questioned  you about  your
father's cup you told me that you believed the Bible
to be true.  How can you believe that if you're not a
Christian?”

She smiled again -  sympathetically this  time -  but
was  unrepentant.   “I  told  you  that  I  believed the
Bible to be historically true, which is not at all the
same  as  saying  that  I  embrace  its  theology.   I've
already  introduced  you  to  most  of  the  things  I
believe in: the oneness of nature and the music of
the universe.  In contrast, you've told me very little
of  what  you  believe  in,  Gavin,  if  you  believe  in
anything at all!”
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The incongruity of his present situation - debating
religious  convictions  with  a  naked  woman  on  a
windy  hill  top  -  reared  up  to  mock  him.   He
wondered if  ought  to  assume an authoritative  'no-
nonsense'  stand  and  demand  that  she  cease  her
ridiculous  performance,  though he  had  to  concede
the  justice  of  her  statement;  she'd  attempted  to
answer his questions about her beliefs, which surely
obliged him - in fairness - to try to explain his own.
Perhaps, if he played along with her, she'd tire of her
game and revert to her 'sensible' persona, with whom
he felt more comfortable.

Unfortunately  Gavin  wasn't  at  all  certain  that  he
could  easily  define  his  beliefs.   He  tended  to  be
sceptical (if not downright cynical) about most of the
notions people held sacred, yet lacked the courage of
conviction necessary to call himself an atheist; it was
relatively untaxing not to believe in any deity,  but
demanded faith - albeit of a negative persuasion - to
assert that God didn't exist!

Apart from some moral detritus from his Christian
upbringing  –  mainly  concerning  the  behaviour  of
women  -  there  was  only  one  doctrine  of  any
significance  in  his  spiritual  closet.   This,  he
acknowledged  with  a  wry  smile,  was  his  own
personal Grail, - after which he'd quested for most of
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his adult life - and wasn't a subject that he was at all
comfortable  discussing.   However,  that  very  ideal
now compelled him to disclose his inner self to this
woman he professed to love, to match metaphorically
her literal nakedness.

“If I believe in anything, I believe in love, I suppose.
Unlikely as it may seem, I think I always have, ever
since my adolescence.  In my teens I used to fall in
love with heroines of films and television dramas.  I
used to lie awake at night yearning for them, though
I doubt if I would have known what to do with them
if I'd had the opportunity!

'Later - when I found out what to do - I put it all
down to sex.  You could say that I lost my way for a
while,  though I  still  half-believed that  one  day I'd
meet someone special who could give me something
more than just a good orgasm.  But I hadn't found
anybody like that until I met you.”

Elaine  smiled  coyly,  rendering  herself  -  in  those
circumstances - distractingly alluring.  Reminded by
that  accenting  of  her nudity  that  he  still  clutched
her clothes, he proffered the bundle.  “Won't you get
dressed,  please?   You'll  catch  your  death  if  you
don't.”
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She waved the offered clothes aside impatiently.  “Do
you think you know what love is now, Gavin?”

He hesitated; how could he ever be sure?

“I think I do.  I admit that your earlier reservations -
and your father's confession - almost convinced me
that it was a force for unhappiness and destruction
rather than the fabulous thing I'd always assumed it
to be,  but when we made love for the first  time I
knew  I'd  found  something  fantastic.   All  my
romantic  feelings and sexual  urges seemed to fuse
into something greater than the sum of its parts, to
use  your  pet  phrase.   Each  seemed  somehow  to
reinforce and enhance the other.  I don't understand
why, but it seems reasonable to call whatever it is,
love.  I know that I don't want to lose it!”

“Keep  focused  upon  that  and  I'm  sure  that  you
won't,”  she  reassured  him  gently,  but  already  his
focus  was  shifting,  commandeered  by  increasing
concern about their  abnormal circumstances.   The
sun had gone down - throwing back lances of fiery
light  in  a  rearguard  action against  the  darkness  -
and the chill was steadily increasing.

“Don't  you  think  that  perhaps  we  ought  to  be
starting back?” he suggested anxiously.  “It'll be dark
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very soon and the path down to the road is  quite
steep and uneven.”

“We haven't  witnessed the  dragon rising  yet,”  she
protested.  “I want us to experience it together.”

Gavin sighed in  exasperation.   “Can't  you at  least
put your clothes back on?  You must be freezing!”

“I'm quite used to being sky-clad; clothes hinder the
earth  currents.   Why don't  you  join  me?   We  can
dance together to the secret music of the cosmos.”

“It'll be more than dancing if I do that!” he warned,
hoping to bring her back to normality with a little
crude humour.

“It  always  is!”  Elaine  retorted  cryptically;  in  the
twilight she appeared a dusky houri - or some dark
underworld fay -  her hair  alone still  gleaming like
spun gold in the warm light reflected from a column
of cerise cumulus that swelled up into the western
sky.

“Haven't you realised yet what I want, Gavin?” she
implored him yearningly.   “I  want us to share the
dance of life, uniting earthly lust and spiritual love,
hunter male with siren female, this mundane world
with the hidden,  mystic  otherworld.   I  want us to
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feel the serpent energy of the earth flowing through
us, fusing us into an indivisible whole.  The moment
of  orgasm is  the  moment  when the  goddess  in  us
becomes  one  with  the  vast  cosmic  divinity  of  the
universal  web  of  consciousness.   I  want  us  to
experience  that,  Gavin,  to  join  together  in  the
ecstatic Eucharist of the Holy Grail of Life!”

There  are  sometimes  occasions  in  a  person's  life
when he or she is presented with a moral dilemma,
the  outcome  of  which  will  drastically  alter  the
future.  Gavin was alarmed to realise that the future
of his relationship with Elaine might depended upon
the decision he made at that moment.  But still he
tried  to  negotiate  -  with himself  as  much as  with
Elaine  -  angered  that  he'd  been  placed  in  that
awkward position; hadn't he made his desire for her
clear  enough?   Did  he  have  to  prove  it  to  her,  in
public on a cold and windy hilltop?

“You know how I feel about you, how much I want
you!”  he  pleaded.   “Why  can't  we  go  back  to
Corbenic?  I'll make love to you there however you
want it.”

“I  want it  here,  dearest  one,  here and now!  Why
can't  you  break  free,  Gavin,  free  from  all  the
restraints of civilisation?  Let yourself go - do what I
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know  you  want  to  do  -  and  to  Hell  with  the
consequences!”

“Someone  has  to  think  of  the  consequences,”  he
defended himself,  peeved that  he was receiving no
credit  for  the  considerable  self-control  he  was
exercising.  He was confused, too, by her apparent
volte-face concerning  public  expression  of  his
sexuality.  “You're not the same person who told me
off for putting my hand up your skirt last weekend!”

“No - you're right - I'm not the same person.”  She
appeared surprised by the discovery, or by the fact
that Gavin had recognised that truth about her.  “I'm
not a simple, straightforward person, dearest one.  I
have  a  distinctly  multifaceted  personality,  and  I'm
afraid  you  can't  have  one  without  the  others.   If
you're to have any of me, you'll have to learn to live
with  them  all.   This  me  that  I'm  wearing  at  the
moment  doesn't  want  you  to  bother  about
consequences, it's my rather wicked, devil-may-care
costume that reveals all my sexy bits.  I should have
thought it might appeal to you, my love!”

She  wriggled  and  strutted  lasciviously  before  him
while she spoke, as if modelling a sexually titillating
outfit, its absence in no way diminishing the impact
of her exhibition.
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“It appeals very much, as you damned well know!  I
love you, Elaine - all the different yous - but I need
time to get used to them all.”

He was rather desperately stalling;  he wanted her
almost more than he could contain, but not like this,
not the snatched satisfaction of tupping her like a
wanton  trollop  in  this  uncomfortable  place,  when
they could linger over sensual love making in cosy
privacy.   There'd  been occasions  in  his  past  when
he'd quite enjoyed rutting in the undergrowth – and
he'd indulged in something very similar with Elaine
in the sea the previous weekend - but their present
location did nothing but dampen his ardour.

“It's  nearly  dark  and  it's  getting  cold.   Please  be
reasonable!”

“Reason has  no  part  in  this,  Gavin,”  she  rebuked
him.  “This is something far more primitive.  Stop
thinking, my love.  Release your basic drives.”

Gyrating  before  him,  she  goaded  him  further  by
playing her hands over her body, drawing attention
to  the  eager  prominence  of  her  nipples  (though
possibly caused, at least in part, by the evening chill)
and  indicating  her  readiness  to  accommodate  his
penis in a manner calculated to break his resolve.
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“You're a bloody provocative bitch!” Gavin exploded,
nearly  succumbing  to  the  surge  of  lust  that  her
taunting  aroused  in  him.   What  prevented  him  -
hitting him like a physical punch in the abdomen -
was the likelihood that a woman who could perform
so  indecently  for  him  had  probably  done  so  for
others, possibly many others!

Until  that  moment  he'd  avoided  examining  the
notion of Elaine giving herself to other men, which
both  pained  him  and  -  perversely  –  excited  him!
That she'd not been a virgin when they'd first made
love had been inescapable, but beyond that fact he
preferred not to delve.  Now he had to confront that
unpalatable possibility.

“How many other men have you had up here like
this?” he asked spitefully, partly as a release for his
pent-up  emotions,  partly  as  a  tactic  to  shock  her
back into behaving rationally.

The attempt exploded in his face.

“Does it matter?  Do you want me less because I'm
not a virgin?  Have I ever taken issue with you over
the number of previous partners you've had?”

Her  riposte  shamed  him,  with  the  untoward
consequence  that  his  frustration  burst  into
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compensatory  indignation.   He'd  struggled  to
restrain his lust and treat Elaine with respect and
consideration  -  as  he'd  also  endeavoured  over  the
past  weeks  to  change  from  his  former  self  into
someone worthy of her - only to have it tauntingly
thrown back at him!

Angrily throwing down the bundle of her clothes - a
significant gesture of abandonment - he grabbed her
roughly and kissed her with resentful fierceness, his
tongue thrusting deep into her mouth as if trying to
rape  her  throat.   She  offered  no  resistance  to  his
assault  but rather the opposite,  pulling them both
down  onto  the  grass  so  that  they  sprawled  there
together with her body spread beneath his; her skin
felt  cool and goose pimpled beneath his aggressive
hands.

Momentarily  overwhelmed  by  his  violent  reaction,
Gavin struggled to regain control.  Perhaps because
of his genuine regard for Elaine he was experiencing
uncharacteristic  difficulty  in  silencing  his  scruples
with  the  usual  justification  (more  that  just  an
unprincipled excuse on this occasion!) that she was
asking for it.

He disentangled himself from her grasp.  “I'm sorry,
I can't do it now.  Not here, not properly.  I haven't
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got anything with me!”

“Let go!” she urged him, clearly unconcerned by his
objection  or  his  assault  upon  her.   She  arranged
herself on the grass in a most debauched posture.  “I
want you totally.  Give yourself to me, all of you!  I
need  to  feel  you  deep  inside  me  with  nothing
between us;  I  want your semen pumping right  up
into me.  Give me everything!”

Gavin was fighting both his own libido and Elaine's
outrageous  inducements;  despite  his  reservations
about  her  possible  sexual  history,  he  found  her
demands almost impossible to resist.  The straining
of  his  penis  -  imprisoned  in  tight  underpants  -
verged upon painful.

Elaine -  eyes glinting with a fanatic light -  caught
hold  of  him and pulled  him down onto  her  again,
sliding  her  tongue  into  his  ear  in  shameless
imitation of what she wanted him to do to her.

Gavin  was  able  to  withstand  only  so  much
temptation  and  that  wetly  sensual  taunt  was  the
straw  that  all  camels  fear.   Fierce  elation  surged
through him as he finally let his lust slip the leash of
his  self-control;  he  thrust  her  back  against  the
ground and ravaged her with his mouth, biting her
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in his frenzy.  She emitted small yelps of protest but
made no attempt to restrain him.

Unable  to  tolerate  any  longer  the  frustration  of
having his urgency restrained, Gavin broke off for a
moment and knelt up to divest himself hastily of his
own clothing.

What are you doing?  His inner voice of reason was
outraged, but no-one was listening.

Heedless now of the consequences, he arched himself
over Elaine's inviting body and manoeuvred his hips
between her splayed thighs.  She guided his hungry
rigid serpent to its moist dark lair and he drove its
full length into her, provoking broken cries of pain
and exultation; her limbs entwined him tightly, her
legs  locked  high  around  his  back  to  facilitate
maximum penetration.  He was only vaguely aware
of her nails scouring his shoulders and back as he
commenced his carnal press-ups - fiercely impaling
her  with  each  down  stroke  -  and  he  allowed  no
consideration  for  her  satisfaction  to  interrupt  his
bestial ravishment. 

His head arched back - eyes staring, breath rasping,
pulse pounding behind his temples - Gavin entered a
trance-like  condition as  he surrendered his  will  to
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the imperative of procreative instinct, monotonously
pumping like an untiring automaton.  The swelling
tsunami  of  his  orgasm  gathered  in  his  lower
abdomen, ready to surge up the narrow channel of
his penis.

Strangely, in a brief interlude almost of detachment
before  the  impending  tumult  of  ejaculation,
fragmented images from his surroundings intruded:
the  ridge  rising  before  him,  black  against  the
evening sky, and the high column of wine coloured
cumulus that he'd previously noticed, rearing above
him.

Sweat ran from his forehead into his eyes, distorting
his vision so that the looming cloud appeared to coil
and  writhe,  transforming  itself  before  his
disbelieving gaze into the fearsome head of a huge
purple serpent with wispy violet horns, tongue and
fangs;  burning  magenta  eyes  glared  down at  him.
The dragon had emerged from the tor!

Startled into momentary immobility, Gavin's climax
was checked.   It  wasn't  possible!   It  had to  be  an
optical illusion, nothing more than a fugitive cloud
picture.  Beneath him Elaine's body heaved - as if the
hill  was  uncoiling  itself  -  urging  him  on  to
completion.
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Wrenching his  gaze  from the vision in  the sky he
shook the sweat from his eyes and looked down at
the woman he was ravishing,  barely visible in the
pool of deep shadow below the ridge, except for her
eyes, which seemed unnaturally luminous in a more
than metaphoric sense!  Her mouth was open, her
lips drawn back in a grimace of consuming ecstasy;
her  face  was  scarcely  human,  its  lineaments
hardened by the dimness into a grotesque mask of
carved stone like a Celtic votive head.

With a sickening, dislocating jolt Gavin realised that
her apparently glowing eyes were not eyes at all but
holes  in  this  petrified mask,  through which a  cool
green radiation shone up from inside the tor!  His
senses reeled and he felt himself falling forward - an
instant of vertigo - followed by a dull impact as he
connected with the earth.

An intense wave of nausea passed over him, leaving
him sick and giddy, but gradually his head cleared.
He opened his eyes, and nearly fainted again at what
he saw.

He  was  grovelling  on  hands  and  knees  in  a  great
cavern - presumably beneath the tor - poorly lit by a
lambent emerald radiance that apparently emanated
from  a  large  jade  bowl  of  heart-stopping  beauty,
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fluctuating rhythmically to the steady pulse of life.

As his vision gradually adjusted to the green gloom
he took in, first, an enormous statue - seated directly
behind  the  lustrous  bowl  -  of  a  naked  woman,
seemingly fashioned from realistically supple looking
pink alabaster; it was a likeness of Elaine.  Then he
noticed  the  figure  standing  beside  the  glowing
vessel:  Mervyn  Fisher,  no  longer  crippled  but
imposing  in  long  white  Druidic  robes  with  a
magnificent  twisted  gold  torque  about  his  neck,
holding in one hand a sprig of mistletoe and in the
other a small golden sickle.  He appeared ready to
officiate  in  some  pagan  rite,  and  Gavin  sensed,
rather than saw or heard, a shadowy congregation in
the  darkness  behind  him.   A  low  repetitive
synchronised drumming throbbed in the confines of
that subterranean womb.

Gavin couldn't work out where he was, though his
bemused faculties  were  functioning  sufficiently  for
him to deduce that he hadn't fallen into any physical
underground  chamber  but  had  somehow  -
fantastically  -  shifted  into  another  parallel
dimension  and  currently  inhabited  some  other
world.   Whether  this  was real  or  hallucinatory he
wasn't able to ascertain, though it felt uncomfortably
real  as  he  crouched  there  naked,  embarrassingly
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conscious  of  the  extreme  erection  that  strained
between his legs.

His attention was drawn - irresistibly - back to the
sculpture of Elaine.  The head was slightly bowed -
surrounded  by  a  rich  cascade  of  gilded  locks  that
radiated a pellucid nimbus like that of an icon saint -
and  the  emerald  eyes  were  lowered  to  something
held  lovingly  in  the  statue's  cupped hands.   What
this was he couldn't see, but it too gave off a gentle
glow -  deep rose  in  this  case  -  palpitating in time
with the pervasive heartbeat drumming.

Although recognisable as Elaine, the effigy seemed
to Gavin a little more voluptuous and rounded than
the  original,  rather  more  like  Fisher's  mermaid
portrait, and as he absorbed more detail Gavin saw -
with a chill shudder - that it resembled that painting
in another disturbing fashion; from the waist down
the figure was not human, having in place of legs not
a fish tail but the coils of an enormous green-scaled
serpent!

Despite  strong  feelings  of  revulsion  Gavin  was
fascinated by this immense serpentine woman, like a
small  animal  confronted  by  a  real  snake,  and  he
found  himself  -  against  his  better  judgement  -
crawling forward.
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As he did so he received another awful shock, for the
'statue' moved, lifting its head and its gaze to fix him
with a compelling green stare; the thing before him
was no effigy but a living monster that had somehow
managed to assume the likeness of Elaine!

Come  closer!  Its  voice  was  undeniably  Elaine's,
though he heard it in his head rather than with his
ears.  He found himself slowly rising to his feet and
stumbling  up  to  the  glowing  jade  bowl,  unable  to
resist the serpent woman's inducement.

As Gavin stood before the vessel, which was as large
as a modest cauldron, his penis reared up in front of
him,  supernormally  extended into  a  thick  lance of
rigid flesh - gnarled with veins like an oak rod - its
glistening  purplish  head tight  like  a  swollen over-
ripe fruit about to burst.  He experienced the heady
inevitability of approaching orgasm and understood
that he was required to ejaculate into the luminous
chalice.

The  sinuous  coils  of  the  reptilian  Elaine  began to
writhe  and  spill  out  across  the  ground,  snaking
around on either side of Gavin, and he saw - with a
mixture of confusion and relief  -  that they weren't
part  of  the  figure  beyond  the  glowing  bowl  but  a
huge snake that had hidden her lower limbs.
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Gavin was mesmerised by the brazenly pornographic
display that was now revealed.  Clad only in green-
toned nylons - the lacy tops of which were patterned
with coiling foliage - and gleaming emerald showgirl
shoes, Elaine squatted with her knees spread wide to
either  side  of  the  jade  bowl,  balancing  her  weight
upon her high spindly  heels.   Between her  parted
thighs - surmounted by its own halo of golden hair -
was  revealed  the  voluptuous,  pink  petalled,  open
flower of her pudenda.

Unable  to  hold  back  the  tremulous  urgency  that
suffused his overstretched penis, Gavin surrendered
to  the  surge  of  orgasmic  overload  that  welled  up
from  his  abdomen  to  flood  his  chest,  making  his
breathing erratic.  His consciousness began to waver
and he panted out small gasping cries as his bloated,
yearning glans throbbed to the insistent rhythm that
pounded  through  his  taut  body;  he  hung  -
tantalisingly - on the very verge of erupting into the
waiting vessel.

Time  seemed  suspended;  the  great  snake  had
surrounded Gavin and Elaine -  closing the ring by
swallowing its own tail - but they were not alone in
that  sacred  circle.   Fisher  stepped  forward  to
consecrate  Gavin's  libation,  holding  aloft  the
mistletoe over the younger man's out-thrust penis in
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blessing of this shameless union with his monstrous
daughter,  while  his  other  hand  raised  the  golden
sickle.

Panic  gushed  up  through  Gavin  faster  than  his
rising  climax  and  he  jerked  himself  back  from
irrevocable commitment.  In that instant he realised
that the sacrifice demanded of him was much more
than just his semen; he was to offer up his manhood
-  his  very being  -  as  Fisher  had done seven years
before!

The constricting coils of the serpent closed around
Gavin's neck and legs - tightening - drawing him to
that fatal consummation; he'd passed the point when
he  could  contain  his  imminent  orgasm.   With  a
strangled cry of terror he tore himself free, slithering
and rolling over hard rough ground until he jarred to
a  halt  against  an  outcropping  of  rock,  where  he
contracted into a tight protective knot, sobbing as he
hugged his ejaculation to himself.

For  a  while  -  he  couldn't  tell  whether  seconds  or
hours had passed - he wallowed in the warmth and
comfort  of  unknowing,  but  gradually  external
stimuli  infiltrated.   A  voice  repeatedly  called  his
name and,  when he attempted to  move,  a  rush of
painful signals from various parts of his body awoke



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 694

him to  full  consciousness.   His  head pounded,  his
throat  and chest  burned  as  he  breathed,  his  back
smarted from the many scratches that  Elaine  had
inflicted, his elbows and knees were grazed and sore,
while his penis and testicles ached as if they'd been
seriously abused.

Reluctantly opening his eyes he found himself back
on the grassy slope of Drake Tor; in the darkening
sky the vaporous violet tail of the dragon traced its
return  to  its  underground  lair,  and  Elaine  -  still
naked - loomed over him, a troubling reminder of his
uncanny experience.

“What  happened?”  she  demanded,  her  voice
unsteady  with  reigned-in  emotion.   “You suddenly
went berserk!”

Gavin  had  no  idea  what  had  happened  to  him,
whether it had all been imaginary - surely the only
sane conclusion - or in some inconceivable fashion
real.   Uncertain  of  his  own  senses  he  sought
reassurance from Elaine, hoping to find in her face a
simple explanation for the unnerving episode, but in
the  deepening  gloom  she  looked  unfamiliar  and
disconcertingly  mature,  with  a  secretive,  knowing
expression.   The  shadows  heightened  the  natural
lines  and  creases  of  her  features,  which  not  only



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 695

seemed more pronounced and more numerous than
he'd previously noticed,  but also carried disturbing
echoes of the mask with the hollow eyes.  Just how
old was she?

As  she  watched  him  her  green  eyes  reflected  the
fading light like those of a cat, or a snake!

“Leave me alone!” he cried, huddling back into the
foetal position.

“What's wrong, Gavin?  What are you frightened of?”

How could he admit the truth to Elaine, that he was
afraid  of  her?   With  her  uncanny  green  eyes,
insouciant nakedness and bizarre sexual ethics she
seemed to him as inscrutable as the sphinx - and in
her  ability  to  arouse  in  him  previously
unexperienced  heights  and  depths  of  passion,
possibly as deadly - an inhuman, alien creature.

“Go away and leave me in peace!” he exorcised her.
“Wherever you're from, go back and stay there!”

She reared above him - her height exaggerated by
the angle of the hill  -  a  voluptuously rounded and
womanly silhouette against a backdrop of slaty blue
pricked  by  one  or  two  precocious  stars.   In  that
ultimate instant she became an earthly incarnation
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of  the  mythic  entity  to  whom  he'd  very  nearly
sacrificed himself.

“If that is what you wish, Gavin.  Good bye.”  Her
voice  was  laden  with  sadness  and  resignation,
piercing deep into his  guts.   He wrestled with his
intractable vocal chords to make them call her back,
but by the time he'd fought them into submission
she'd gone.

Slowly, like a hesitant hedgehog, he uncurled himself
and sat  up.   The chill  of  the evening  -  previously
unnoticed under the urgency of his aroused emotion
-  started  to  prod  his  aching  muscles  into  fits  of
shivering.  He struggled to his feet and stood for a
few moments with his eyes squeezed shut while he
waited for the throbbing in his head - unpleasantly
reminiscent  of  the  drumming  in  that  unearthly
cavern  -  to  subside,  along  with  a  related  bout  of
dizziness.

As soon as he felt able he clambered painfully back
to where he'd discarded both his and Elaine's clothes;
hers had gone but his lay where he'd removed them.
Hunting through his pockets for a handkerchief, he
found  one  and  wiped  himself  as  clean  as  possible
before dressing.  He buried the soiled handkerchief
in  a  small  cavity  beneath  a  rock,  hoping  that  by
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some sympathetic magic he might bury with it his
disturbing memories of that evening's events.

Once dressed, he returned to the small church in the
forlorn hope that Elaine might have gone there.

In marked contrast to when he'd first entered the old
building that evening and had been surprised to find
it  so  light  within,  he  found  it  now  filled  with  an
opaque blackness through which the small windows
glowed dimly.  He could find no light switch within
groping distance of the door, and without a torch or
matches could see nothing inside.  He was uneasily
reluctant to venture in with no light, and settled for
simply calling Elaine's name.  His voice echoing off
the stone walls was the only reply he received.

He  made  his  way  -  with  due  caution  and
consideration for his still aching head and muscles -
back down the rough track, through the intensifying
night,  to  the  car  park.   He  desperately  hoped  –
almost half expected – to find Elaine waiting for him
by  his  motorcycle,  but  couldn't  see  her  anywhere.
There were a  number of  other vehicles  in  the car
park, clustered near the entrance of the pub, but no
other people.

He walked across to the pub and went inside, hoping
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to find Elaine there.  The interior was fairly typical
of that kind of country pub/restaurant; a genuinely
old  building  had  been  fairly  sympathetically
modernised, but then turned into a kitsch museum
of country life, the walls hung with everything from
framed  prints  to  antique  lamps  and  bottles  to
rusting  farm  implements.   There  was  no  real
division between the bars,  which rambled through
the  building,  and  where  customers  sat  in  groups
around  rustic  tables  or  in  couples  in  the  corner
snugs.  There was no sign of Elaine, and such was
Gavin's concern that he asked the barmaid to check
the 'Ladies' for him.

Despondently he returned to his motorcycle, which
still  stood  unattended,  and  when he  unzipped the
nylon  storage  bag  in  which  he'd  stashed  their
helmets and his leather clothing, he saw that he still
had possession of Elaine's anorak.  Surely, then, she
must be somewhere in the locality?  How was she to
get home if not with Gavin?  He experienced a brief
flush of gratitude that fortune had favoured him by
using  his  motorcycle  to  take  them  to  Temple
Dractham; if they'd used Elaine's car he would have
been the one stranded there!

There  were  probably  buses  serving  the
neighbourhood,  he  surmised,  but  these  would  be
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infrequent and unlikely to run at night.  Other than
that, Elaine might have thumbed a lift, perhaps from
someone in the pub.  That scenario rather alarmed
him.

It was then he remembered that he'd programmed
the number of her mobile phone into his when he'd
called  her  prior  to  their  dinner  at  the  Riverside
Pavilion.   He  quickly  scrolled  through  the  stored
numbers until he found the Elaine's and pressed the
call  button.   He  heard  the  beeps  indicating  the
number being sent, followed by a brief silence, but
then, instead of the ringing tone, came an electronic
squeak  and  an  anodyne  female  voice  announcing:
“This person's telephone is currently unavailable.”

He  swore,  put  his  phone  away  and  decided  to
prepare  for  departure.   He  pulled  on  his  outer
clothing,  which  he  found  inordinately  comforting,
even though the night wasn't that cold; it was almost
like wearing armour against anything unspeakable
that might come down from the tor.

He didn't leave immediately, however, but sat for a
while  on  his  motorcycle,  waiting  in  case  Elaine
should  appear,  and  also  attempting  to  call  his
thoughts  to  order.   Although  he  didn't  feel  either
physically or emotionally competent at that juncture
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to undertake a mental review of the recent incident
on the  tor,  he  was  assailed  by  a  pressing  need to
understand what had really transpired and why he'd
reacted as he had.   And it  gave him something to
occupy  his  thoughts  other  than  concern  about
Elaine's whereabouts.

He was convinced that what he'd experienced on the
tor – the supernatural elements of it, at least - had
been  another  hallucination,  similar  to  his  other
'funny  turns'  but  considerably  more  intense  and
prolonged.  The inclusion of high heels and stockings
in  the  scenario  -  accessories  that  he'd  never  seen
Elaine wear - reinforced that theory, suggesting that
it had all been a strange kind of extraordinarily lucid
erotic dream.

Gavin had read descriptions of drug induced 'trips' in
which  similar,  surreal  juxtapositions  apparently
happened.   He'd  never  experimented  with  such
substances  himself  -  eroticism  being  his  'drug  of
choice' – but wondered whether it was possible that
visions of  that type could also be generated by an
abnormally heightened level of sexual arousal.  Had
the  combination of  his  highly  emotional  state  and
Elaine's  erotic  taunting  inspired  his  weird
imaginings?
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That solution was welcomed with feelings of relief by
one  section  of  his  mind,  while  another  part
responded uncomfortably to its implications.  These
related to the second half of his question: why had
he  reacted  as  he  had?   But  rather  that  face  that
aspect  of  the  incident  right  then,  he  diverted  his
attention to the practical question of how he should
deal with his current predicament.

He knew that he must face Elaine and apologise for
his moment of insulting madness; not to do so would
demonstrate  unforgivable  cowardice!   Perhaps  -
considering  that  she'd  declared  her  love  for  him -
there was even a chance that she might forgive him.
Besides -  on a  more practical  note  –  he needed to
retrieve  his  weekend  bag,  which  apart  from  his
clothes,  contained  his  electric  razor  and travelling
alarm.  If Elaine didn't appear during the next half
hour, he decided, he'd return to Corbenic.

That half hour seemed to drag interminably.  When
that  arbitrary  deadline  arrived  Elaine  still  hadn't
materialised,  so  Gavin  started  the  engine  of  his
motorcycle – feeling mildly guilty about not waiting
longer - and made his way out into the narrow lane
that would take him back to A30.

As he followed the high hedged lane away from the
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village  -  alert  to  the  possibility  that  he  might
overtake  Elaine  if  she'd  decided  to  walk  home
(however unlikely) -  Gavin was reminded suddenly
of his first meeting with her on his way home from
The White Hart, and was visited by a strange fancy
that this might be the closing of a circle, an end to
match the beginning.  It wasn't a comforting notion -
that their schism might be irreparable - so he pushed
it aside and concentrated upon finding his way back
to Corbenic.

Once  he  reached  the  main  road,  he  was  able  to
navigate a route to Barnstaple, though it wasn't the
one that he and Elaine had taken on the outward
journey,  and  certainly  not  the  shortest  possible!
From Barnstaple, he knew the way to Corbenic.

He  was  surprised  -  when he  arrived  -  to  find  the
house showing no lights; the time wasn't that late.
Dismounting, he went down the rough stone steps -
cautiously  in  the  darkness  -  and  crossed  the
courtyard  to  the  main  doors,  which  he  found  not
only  closed  but  locked.   These  weren't  normally
locked until  the  last  occupant  went  to  bed,  which
suggested  that  Elaine  had  found  her  way  home
safely.  If not, then surely her father and aunt would
still be awake, waiting for her.
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For  her  to  have  returned,  though,  and  for  the
household subsequently to have settled for the night,
she  must  have  obtained  transport  home  pretty
quickly.

He rapped loudly on the glass a few times, but was
unable to rouse anyone.  He decided to try the other
doors, but as he turned to make his way around the
house,  he  tripped  upon  something  soft  but  bulky,
nearly falling.  The hairs on his neck prickled, his
imagination working overtime as he reached down
into the blackness to feel for what he'd - literally -
stumbled upon.

He discovered only his weekend bag, but his relief
was swiftly  overrun by disappointment and anger;
Elaine could hardly have left him a more eloquent
non-verbal message!  He'd expected better from her.
Fierce  rage  flared  up  inside  him,  consuming  his
other emotions.  He wanted to hammer on the doors
and  bellow a  challenge  to  the  inhabitants  of  that
unnatural house until one of them - be it Elaine, her
father  or  her  aunt  -  appeared  to  give  him
satisfaction.

But the inflammable spirit of wounded pride burned
as  quickly  as  it  did  intensely  and  was  soon
exhausted,  his  fire  subsiding  to  a  smouldering
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resentment as  he realised that  such violent  action
would achieve nothing beyond the loss of his dignity;
he couldn't compel Elaine to consider his feelings.

Dejectedly hoisting his bag - his headache refuelled
by his anger - he slowly made his way back up to his
motorcycle,  though he didn't  immediately  remount
and ride  away.  Settling  himself  upon the  low wall
that surrounded the parking area, he contemplated
the indifferent bulk of the house, which looked eerily
pale against the dark landscape while at the same
time seeming dark where seen against the mystically
shimmering ocean.

He was uncertain why he was loitering; perhaps he
hoped that if he waited long enough the occupants of
Corbenic  might  show  themselves,  allowing  him to
get a message to Elaine, or maybe the house and its
surroundings  had  become  so  much  a  part  of  his
emotional  estate  that  he  couldn't  abandon  them
without the necessary mental disposal.

Now  that  he  had  little  else  for  his  thoughts  to
masticate they mounted another investigation of the
recent events on Drake Tor.

His  initial  theory  -  that  he'd  suffered  an
hallucination  brought  on  by  intense  sexual



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 705

excitement - still seemed to him the most plausible
explanation, though he felt that perhaps he ought to
consider other causes; he was not entirely convinced
that  extreme  arousal  alone  could  produce  such
effects.  He quickly dismissed as fanciful the notion
that  he  might  have  been  affected  by  unknown
energies  focused  upon  the  tor,  but  wondered
seriously whether the whole incident might not have
been engineered in some fashion by the Fishers.

This idea was sponsored by a suspicion that Elaine's
attempt  to  seduce  him  on  the  tor  hadn't  been  as
impromptu  as  it  had  appeared,  and  that  she'd
avoided having sexual intimacy with him earlier in
the day because she'd already planned that evening's
escapade on Drake Tor.

Although inclined to dismiss the proposition as far
fetched, Gavin had to acknowledged that her family's
odd  behaviour  at  dinner  could  be  interpreted  as
support for it, suggesting that they might have been
privy to Elaine's outrageous plan.  Added to which,
her swift return after the event seemed to indicate
that  someone  –  Vivienne  perhaps  –  had  followed
them  to  Temple  Dractham  in  case  she  needed
transport home.

The weak point in Gavin's mental house of cards was
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lack of any obvious motive.  What had the Fishers'
expected would happen on Drake Tor – other than
the sun setting – and how could they have foreseen
his hallucination?

Unless  –  it  suddenly  occurred  to  him  -  they'd
somehow induced it!  Could that special dinner in his
honour  have  been  special  in  other,  more  sinister,
ways?   Had  it  contained  a  drug  to  stimulate  his
imagination?   Maybe  the  whole  family  practised
witchcraft and the incident on the tor had been an
outlandish  ritual  to  bind  him to  Elaine,  a  sort  of
witch wedding.

Hunching his shoulders against the wind - which felt
a degree or so cooler with each passing quarter of an
hour - he endeavoured to bring his speculating back
down  to  earth.   He  rejected  the  witch  wedding
hypothesis not because of strong contrary evidence,
but because it was easier – if no less disturbing - for
him to accept that his brain had malfunctioned than
face  the  fact  that  a  bizarre  event  of  the  sort  he
enjoyed  in  fantasy  books  and  films  had  actually
happened to him!

Returning  -  almost  with  a  sense  of  relief  -  to  his
original hallucination thesis, he did admit that other
(internal) factors might have influenced the nature
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and  content  of  his  uncanny  experience.   His
unconventional sexuality wasn't the only  aspect of
his  personality  that  he  kept  hidden  from  other
people  (and  from  himself  much  of  the  time);  his
mask of cynical scepticism disguised a part of  him
that yearned for a genuinely mysterious adventure.
The  fictional  outlets  that  he  allowed  himself
provided  all  the  necessary  trappings  but  failed  to
satisfy fully his inner hunger; had he, on Drake Tor,
unconsciously  woven  around  Elaine's  admittedly
eccentric behaviour a fantastic fabric of romance and
wish fulfilment?

Whatever the true cause of his alarming vision on
the  tor,  none  of  his  speculations  provided  a
satisfactory explanation for his extreme reaction to
it, or to Elaine's sexual provocation.  Had she been
any  other  woman  –  Jenny,  for  example  –  his
resistance would have been considerably less and the
outcome  more  predictable.   Why  had  he  been  so
reluctant to give in to Elaine's wiles ?

His unwillingness had been driven in part – he was
prepared to admit – by fear that she'd gone slightly
mad, which had roused in him a primitive horror of
the  uncontrolled  irrationality  of  insanity.   Other,
equally dark terrors had also stirred threateningly in
the  silt  at  the  bottom  of  his  mind,  and  these
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unsettled  him  still  whenever  he  considered  the
incident, but he refused to disturb them, preferring
to entertain alternative, less personal possibilities.

His  intense  passion  for  Elaine  -  despite  its  highly
pleasurable moments - had more than once caused
him considerable disquiet.  How had she exercised so
much influence over his emotions?

Was  it  possible,  he  speculated  rather  wildly,  that
their intense rapture - apparently affecting Elaine as
much  as  it  had  Gavin  –  had  somehow  drawn  its
potency  from  events  in  the  past?   Could  the
unresolved  legacy  from  Fisher's  indiscretions  be
somehow driving Gavin's devotion to his daughter?
If Gavin had been able to commit himself tonight to
Elaine  as  she'd  wanted,  might  their  union  have
compensated  for  her  parents'  past  mistakes  and
healed  the  terrible  emotional  maiming  of  the  two
survivors from that earlier trauma?

Outraged by such fantastic musings, Gavin's sense of
proportion forcibly reasserted itself; such a miracle
cure  might  be  acceptable  as  the  denouement  of  a
fantasy film - or even a computer game (he made a
brief mental note for future reference) - but real life
was far less accommodating.  If he'd failed anyone -
other  than  Elaine  -  that  person  was  himself;  his
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cruel  words  to  her  on  Drake  Tor  had  been  the
'dolorous  blow'  that  had  created  an  emotional
wasteland  inside  him,  one  that  he  would  have  to
carry  within  him  for  quite  some  time  to  come,
possibly the rest of his life!

Unless  -  he  rallied  -  he  could  somehow  convince
Elaine of his contrition.   He decided to try calling
her  mobile  phone  again,  and  if  he  could  raise  no
answer,  leave  her  a  text  message.   But  when  he
opened his own phone he discovered that there was
no signal in the lee of the downs behind the house.
That could explain why he'd been unable earlier to
get  a  response  from  her  phone,  if  she'd  left  it  at
Corbenic.

Thwarted by modern technology, he refused give up
and turned instead to old fashioned romance.  If he
remained  outside  the  house  all  night  in  a  private
vigil  of  penance,  might  Elaine  not  recognise  the
strength of his love for her when she found him still
there next morning?

Hope - that irrationally enduring spark that only the
cold fingers of death can finally snuff - flared anew
at this  slight  encouragement.   He'd seen no lights
nor  other  signs  of  life  from the  house,  suggesting
that all inside were asleep - or pretending to be - but
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Gavin  comforted  himself  with  the  possibility  that
Elaine  might  still  be  awake  and  yearning  for  his
company as he was for hers.  He settled himself for a
long and uncomfortable wait.

As the time dragged by he was visited by disturbing
fantasies  -  provoked  by  the  seemingly  lifeless
property  -  that  the  occupants  had  decamped  (a
practical impossibility) or were all lying dead inside,
but  gradually  he  succumbed  to  a  trance-like
detachment, his thoughts following the drift of his
gaze out beyond the pale mass of Corbenic,  across
the  faintly  phosphorescent  rippling  of  the  sea  to
where a pair of distant white eyes winked at him out
of the darkness.  These too were lonely sentinels in
the night - the twin guardian lights of Lundy - each
repeating  its  unique  pattern  of  flashes  in
asynchronous rhythm with its confederate.

To Gavin's overburdened mind it seemed that their
uneven sequence of blinks - a sort of Morse duet -
might  contain  a  hidden  significance  beyond  their
obvious  warning  message,  a  secret  signal  of  great
import  for  him,  if  only  he  could  discover  how  to
translate  it.   Covert  messages  aside,  the  hypnotic
effect of watching those irregularly pulsating lights
induced in Gavin a fitful sleep, but one invaded by a
cloying nightmare.
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He was naked and paralysed as a gigantic snake with
glowing green eyes slowly swallowed him from the
feet up,  an experience that was terrifying but also
inordinately erotic.  He awoke with a convulsive jerk
moments  before  the  sucking  mouth  of  the  snake
smothered him.  For a moment he seemed paralysed
– unable to move at all – but  kinetic function slowly
returned to reveal that the pain in his head had been
augmented by other aches and twinges in his limbs
from sitting uncomfortably in a cold draught.

Corbenic  appeared  unchanged  and  offered  him no
comfort,  looking discouragingly dead and deserted,
its  windows  blank  and  dark,  though  he  supposed
that most houses would appear like that at half past
three in the morning unless inhabited by nocturnal
occupants.

It was then that his internal cynic cabal - abetted by
discomfort and fatigue - staged a mental coup d'état
over his romantic sensitivities, convincing him that
he wasn't  only wasting his  time sitting there,  cold
and  damp,  but  that  he  was  also  playing  the
unenviable role of doormat!  So, when dawn finally
arrived – grey and cheerless  –  it  found Gavin not
demonstrating the stamina of his love on Corbenic's
windswept forecourt, but London bound on the M3!
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He arrived home to  discover  that  returning  to  an
untidy and uncleaned flat on a dark wet morning - a
light drizzle had started about half way home - was,
for someone already in a despondent frame of mind,
thoroughly  depressing.   Almost  overwhelmed  by
despair,  he  discarded  his  wet  motorcycling  clothes
carelessly onto the bathroom floor - to be dealt with
when he could be bothered - lit the small gas fire in
his lounge, and slumped before it with a glass and
half  a  bottle  of  whisky.   He  was  plagued  still  by
images  of  the  previous  evening,  and  of  Elaine  in
various emotional and sexual guises, so he drank the
whisky – too quickly - to counter a rising tide of self-
pity.  He was saved from drowning - in either self-
pity  or  whisky  -  by  the  consequences  of  his
attempted  vigil  and  through-the-early-hours
motorcycle ride; he fell asleep in the chair.
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BANISHED

Gavin was woken by a shrill of pain that entered his
head by his eardrums, rebounded like a bare knuckle
punch off the backs of his eyeballs to skewer through
his brain to the back of his cranium.  He fought his
way to full consciousness and sat upright, a move he
instantly  regretted;  his  skull  felt  as  though it  had
shrunk during sleep and its contents threatened to
burst from the constricting bone case.

Recognising  the  clarion  that  had  called  him  to
agonising wakefulness as the demanding warble of
his home telephone, and irrationally convinced that
the caller would be Elaine (did she even know his
home number?) he struggled to his feet more quickly
than was wise.  In the process he not only enhanced
his  headache  but  also  upset  the  open  bottle  of
whisky which he'd left on the floor beside the chair.
Cursing, and close to tears - caused by both physical
and emotional misery - he lurched unsteadily across
the room to the telephone and lifted the receiver.

He discovered that  he was  speaking  not  to  Elaine
but  to  his  mother.   Recognising  her  voice,  Gavin
experienced  a  small  stab  of  guilt  -  adding
unpleasantly  to  his  suffering  -  as  he  remembered
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that  he'd  neglected  to  warn  his  parents  that  he
wouldn't  be  making  his  scheduled  visit  to  their
bungalow that weekend.

His  mother  was understandably  anxious about his
welfare.  “Are you all right, dear?  You sound a little
upset.”

“I'm fine,” Gavin lied.  “I had a late night last night
and I dozed off in the chair.  You woke me up, that's
all.   And I'm very sorry I forgot to let you know I
wasn't coming.”

He was genuinely regretful  of  his  thoughtlessness;
he'd been so preoccupied during the previous week
by work and the prospect of seeing Elaine again that
he'd overlooked other regular commitments.  “I had
to  help  my  boss  with  a  survey  of  an  important
client's house and it slipped my mind that I was due
to come down to see you.”

“Never mind, dear, as long as you're all right,” she
instantly forgave him.  “We thought that you might
have been seeing your young lady in Devon again.”

His  mother's  mention  of  the  subject  prompted  a
sudden  strong  desire  to  unburden  himself  to  her,
such as he'd not experienced since he was a boy.
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“I'm not sure I'll be seeing her again,” he confessed a
little awkwardly, conscious that he couldn't possibly
attempt to explain to her the events of the previous
twenty-four hours.   “We had a bad row and I was
rather rude to her.  I don't think she wants to know
me any more.”

“If  you were rude to  her you must apologise,” his
mother  advised him in a  kindly  but  matter-of-fact
manner.

“It's probably too late for that, Mum.”

“Nonsense,  dear!”  she  chastised him gently.   “You
men make such a drama out of these little tiffs.  I've
no doubt she's waiting for your phone call, but you
must make the first gesture. You can't expect Elaine
- that is her name, isn't it - to run after you.”

“I've  tried  phoning  her,”  he  complained,  feeling
vaguely let  down by his mother's  refusal to soothe
his injured ego.  “All I get is a message saying her
phone is unavailable.”

“Then  write  to  her,  dear,  or  go  and  see  her.
Sometimes, Gavin, you seem to have no idea!”

He nearly retorted that it was she who'd no idea of
the true situation, but controlled his irritation; how



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 716

could  his  mother  be  expected  to  comprehend  his
predicament when she was  incapable  of  imagining
what  had  occurred  on  Drake  Tor  the  previous
evening?

“Perhaps I'll give it a try.  How's Dad?”

Diverting  their  conversation  onto  more  neutral
topics,  Gavin  was  soon  able  to  round  it  off  and
replace the receiver.  He had to admit, however, that
regardless of his scepticism about the practical value
of his mother's advice, the positive tenor of her mild
castigation had lifted his spirits sufficiently for him
to challenge his despair with some remedial action.

He  started  -  sensibly  -  by  tackling  the  immediate
cause  of  his  physical  distress,  reducing  his  largely
chemically  induced  headache  with  counteracting
chemicals.  As soon as he felt marginally better he
attacked the whisky stain on the landlord's  carpet
(probably - indirectly - the most expensive cleaning
that carpet had ever enjoyed!) and then progressed
to  other  outstanding  chores,  managing  to  replace
some of  his  mood of  failure  with a  small  sense of
domestic achievement.

Later  that  day  he  decided  to  adopt  his  mother's
suggestion - even though considerably less optimistic
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of a positive outcome than she'd been - and composed
an email to Elaine, probably the most difficult that
he'd ever had to write.  He struggled even to start it
until  he  remembered  hanging  her  anorak  on  the
front door handle of Corbenic as a placatory gesture
before  he  left;  asking  whether  she'd  found  it
provided him with a way in, and he managed then –
after  a  few attempts  –  to  express  his  sadness  and
regret at his behaviour.  He wondered whether he'd
receive a reply.

To contain his aching sense of loss during the next
few  days  and  to  prevent  his  brain  fruitlessly
reprocessing the same distressing information like a
computer program trapped in an infinite loop, Gavin
developed a strategy of forcible concentration upon
other  subjects:  the  outline  designs  for  Cornwall's
house during working hours and his computer game
in the evenings.

This  ploy  wasn't  always  entirely  successful;  there
were moments (too many for Gavin's peace of mind)
when  his  overloaded  psyche  regurgitated  choking
lumps  of  bitter-sweet  emotion  that  he  found
embarrassingly  difficult  to  handle.   He  received  a
number  of  questioning  glances  from the  others  at
work  -  particularly  from  Jenny  -  but  didn't  feel
inclined to unburden himself to any of them, least of
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all to Jenny!

Despite  his  concerted  effort  to  keep  thoughts  of
Elaine  at  bay  he  was  unable  to  prevent  himself
frequently  revisiting  the  events  of  that  Saturday
evening on Drake Tor.

He  needed  something  to  divert  his  mind  from
incessant self  recrimination and fruitless  'what if?'
fantasies,  and  in  some  desperation  –  his  usual
distractions having failed in their job - he decided to
try a little mental judo, using the intrusive memories
of his fantastic vision as the source of something to
focus upon; he'd fill the dangerous spare time with a
little on-line research.

Most  of  the  content  of  his  hallucination  -  he'd
concluded that it must have been an hallucination -
could  be  explained  by  his  ambivalent  attitude  to
Elaine's  provocative  behaviour,  though  he'd
conveniently  relegated  any  further  questioning  of
the psychological causes of that attitude to his 'To Be
Dealt With Later' mental drawer.

One detail  in particular of his imagining mystified
him; why had Elaine's father appeared in it in the
guise of a druid?  Fisher's inclusion was not so very
puzzling, nor his role as high priest of that oversized
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Grail,  but  why  as  a  druid?   Gavin  had  always
assumed - his research for his computer game had
been more or less limited to reading the romances of
Sir  Thomas  Mallory  -  that  the  Holy  Grail  was  a
Christian, or at least pseudo-Christian, tradition.  So
why  had  the  atmosphere  of  his  vision  been  so
strongly pagan and what part did a druid have in it?

Starting  his  on-line  research  with  druids,  Gavin
tracked down a website that presented him with a
digest  of  what was known about them,  separating
verifiable  fact  (very  little,  it  seemed)  from
speculation and downright fabrication.

He quickly learned that everything he'd ever heard
about druids fell  into the second category, but was
unable  to  find  any  confirmed  association  between
Druidism and the Holy Grail.  He followed a number
of the links on that page, most of which led him to
intellectual  dead ends,  but  one  took him to a  site
that  while  containing  no  reference  to  the  Grail,
presented  information  that  resonated  with  his
memories of the incident on the tor.

It outlined the myth of the Dying God, in which a
young god sacrifices  himself  to  the  goddess  of  the
earth, usually at harvest time in early Autumn, and
is then reborn in the Spring as the new green shoots
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rise.   Clearly  the  myth  symbolised  the  cycle  of
fertility so important to early agrarian cultures, but
what caught Gavin's attentions was the suggestion
that in some of those cultures rites were performed
to enact the myth.

In those ancient rituals - it  was averred - a young
man was wedded to a priestess of the goddess (the
ceremony  usually  including  public  consummation)
before  being killed and his  blood sprinkled on the
soil  to  ensure  its  continued  fertility,  though  there
was - as the writer of the web article pointed out -
little to associate those doubtful ancient rites with
druids.

For Gavin, however, there were strong similarities to
the debacle on Drake Tor, with himself cast as the
male victim and Elaine as the priestess of the earth
goddess.   That  resemblance  reanimated  his
previously  discarded  hypothesis  about  a  witch
wedding.  Were the Fishers, if not witches, adherents
of  some  pagan  cult,  attempting  to  resurrect  the
fertility  rite  of  the  Dying  God?   If  Gavin  had
consummated  his  union  with  Elaine  that  night,
would he then have been ritually murdered (or, if not
actually  killed,  castrated  perhaps)  and  his  blood
sprinkled on the tor as an offering to the dragon?
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He was insulted by his own credulity; the idea was
preposterous, the stuff of fantasy horror films (The
Wicker Man came into his mind) but not of twenty-
first century reality!  In disgust, Gavin steered his
wayward thoughts onto another aspect of the matter,
one  that  had  been  central  to  his  whole  time  at
Corbenic: the Holy Grail.

Until then he'd considered the Grail to be a medieval
invention, but some of Fisher's assertions had roused
questions in his  mind about its  origins.   Even the
traditions of mythical objects had a history, as Fisher
would  no  doubt  have  enjoyed  pointing  out,  and
Gavin decided to investigate.

He found considerably more material on-line about
the Grail than he had about druids, though hardly
any more concrete facts.  Most of what he uncovered
he'd  either  previously  known  or  learned  from
Mervyn Fisher.  Accounts of the Grail were largely –
as he'd correctly assumed – products of the Middle
Ages,  with  the  Grail  appearing  in  various  forms:
most commonly a cup or chalice,  though also as a
platter or dish, and even (as Fisher had complained)
a magic  stone!   In later accounts  it  was identified
with  the  cup  from  the  last  supper,  and  in  some
stories was also used to catch Jesus's blood from the
crucifixion (evidently the author of the Fishers' little
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book  about  Joseph  of  Arimathea  had  studied  the
bibliography).

What  Gavin  did  discover  was  that  many  scholars
believed that the medieval Christian dressing of the
Grail  stories  concealed  a  pagan Celtic  kernel,  and
that the precursor of the holy vessel  had been the
magical Cauldron of Rebirth.  In an old Welsh tale,
this prize – a cauldron capable of reanimating the
dead  -  had  been  sought  by  Arthur  and  his
companions  (forerunners  of  the  Knights  of  the
Round  Table)  in  the  twilight  Celtic  otherworld  of
gods  and  fays.   The  glowing  jade  bowl  in  Gavin's
hallucination  -  as  he  remembered  it  -  had  been
suspiciously cauldron like, and the name 'Cauldron
of Rebirth' hinted at links with the Dying God myth.

Those tantalising snippets seemed to make a little
more sense of his strange vision, but far from aiding
his  coming  to  terms  with  it,  they  added  to  his
unease.  He'd not previously known the information
he'd  just  discovered,  so  how could  images  from it
have found their way into his  hallucination unless
implanted  by  external  influences?   Which led  him
back  to  his  earlier  suspicion  that  the  Fishers  had
somehow engineered the whole event, possibly with
the use of an hallucinogenic drug.
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If that had been the case, however, what had it all
been  in  aid  of?   He'd  already  rejected  the  witch
wedding, pagan fertility ritual scenario, but that left
him with little else that made any sense.

One possible explanation sidled into his mind at that
point.  Had it, perhaps, been another test-cum-lesson
similar to Fisher's chess problem a few weeks before?
It  seemed  more  than  a  little  elaborate  for  that  –
certainly  requiring  considerably  greater  planning
and effort than setting up a chess board – but if it
had  been  another  test,  and  if  he'd  been  able  to
commit  himself  to  the  demanded  sacrifice,  what
might  he  have  learned  from  the  experience?   He
would probably never find out!

By Thursday evening he'd examined the Drake Tor
incident from virtually every angle without reaching
any satisfactory conclusion.   He'd  also received no
reply from Elaine to his email, which didn't improve
his  emotional  demeanour;  as  each  day  passed  the
likelihood that she would respond decreased.

In an attempt to occupy his mind he was ostensibly
working  on  his  computer  game  –  but  actually
reviewing yet again his situation with Elaine - when
he was interrupted by the facile  electronic  melody
that his mobile phone played to indicate an incoming
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call.

Rousing  himself  from  his  introspection  (he  was
indulging in rather too much of it of late!) he hurried
to where he'd left the instrument, but paused with
his  hand  hovering  over  it,  both  elated  and
uncomfortably  nervous  at  the  prospect  of  the  call
being from Elaine.  Swallowing hard, he picked up
the phone and announced himself.

“Gavin, I must talk to you!”  The voice was female,
but not Elaine's (nor his mother's this time) and it
took him a few seconds to recognise it as Jenny's; she
rarely  called  him  unless  Art  wanted  some
information  from  him,  or  wished  to  change  an
arrangement,  and  she  now  sounded
uncharacteristically agitated.

“What  do  you  want?”  he  demanded,  irritated  -
though also relieved -  that she wasn't  Elaine.   He
was  also  mildly  concerned  about  her  reason  for
ringing  him;  had  something  gone  wrong  with  his
contribution to the Pendragon project?  Jenny had
pointedly not spoken to him since her eloquent exit
from  the  studio  two  weeks  before,  so  he  hardly
expected it to be a social call.

“Can  you  come  and  see  me?”  she  entreated,
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flabbergasting  him.   “I  need  to  talk  to  someone
urgently.”

“What?  Now?” he queried incredulously; it was not
late but by the time he could reach her house the
evening would be well advanced.

“Please  Gavin!”  she  pleaded.   “You're  the  only
person I can think of I'd trust to understand.”

If  he  was  bewildered by her  emotional  U-turn,  he
was more than a little  mistrustful  of  her motives.
“Understand what?  What's going on?  I can't come
now.  Where's Art?”

“He's out,” she replied.  “Gone to Colchester to see
his mother.  He won't be back till late.  I desperately
need to talk to you!”

He'd  never  before  heard  her  sound  so  vulnerable,
which not only aroused his  curiosity and -  he was
disconcerted  to  discover  -  his  protective  instincts,
but also his suspicions.

“I thought I was persona non grata after our recent
contretemps,” he challenged her.

That remark provoked a prolonged silence; perhaps
she  didn't  understand  the  foreign  expressions,  he
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speculated cruelly.

“Are you still there?” he prompted her.

“You were very unkind to me,” she complained in a
little girl voice - he could hear her pouting - which he
took  to  mean  that  she'd  recognised  the
unreasonableness  of  her  own  stand,  even  if  she
wouldn't admit to it.

“With some justification,”  he scolded her,  enjoying
his  unexpected  advantage  and  conveniently
forgetting that his own part in their disagreement
hadn't been beyond reproach.

“A  little,  maybe,”  she  conceded  unwillingly.   “I'm
sorry.  There, I've said it!  I don't often apologise to
men.”

He could believe that!  It suggested that she wanted
his co-operation more than he would have considered
possible,  a  discovery  that  titillated  his  more
reprehensible  element.   The  notion  of  a  contrite
Jenny willing to succumb to whatever demands he
might impose upon her disinterred desires that he'd
assumed were dead and buried, and ought to have
set off fire-station sized alarm bells.

Well  aware  that  it  would be  extremely unwise  for
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him to have any further dealings with her beyond
those  necessitated  by  his  work,  Gavin's  better
judgement was  undermined by curiosity  about  the
nature of the predicament that would drive to her to
make  such  a  docile  appeal  to  him.   He  also
discovered that his interest in that question (surely
that and not the unwanted revenants from his past
affair!)  acted  as  an  efficient  distraction  from  his
other troubles.

He didn't, however, completely abandon his caution
or accept Jenny's appeal at face value.

“This isn't one of your tricks to get me to rush down
there to see you,  is  it?” he dared to ask,  mentally
assuming a protective posture in readiness  for the
anticipated explosion of outrage.

It  didn't  materialise.   “It  isn't  a  trick,  Gavin,  I
promise.  I need your help!”'

That response - so untypical of the fiery female with
whom he'd frequently sparred - succeeded in winning
his  sympathy,  though  it  was,  perhaps,  the  selfish
thought that  in his  present situation any effective
distraction  would  be  worth  pursuing  that  finally
tipped the balance in favour of his complying with
her pleas.  He managed to overrule those voices on
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his  internal  committee  that  warned  of  potential
danger by confidently assuring himself that he was
too alert to the risks inherent in the situation to be
caught out by anything that Jenny might try!

A  little  over  an  hour  later  his  motorcycle  roared
through the Kent village where the Royles' converted
barn was situated.  At the gate to their property he
halted, suddenly uneasy.

He  couldn't  say  whether  it  had  been  Jenny's
distressed manner that had unsettled him, or second
thoughts  about  the  wisdom of  his  being  there,  or
simply the restless evening - a gusty wind stirred up
dust devils, chased rubbish and tested the trees for
early  casualties  of  Autumn  -  but  his  disquiet
manifest  itself  as  nervousness  about  parking
conspicuously on the Royles'  drive.   He decided to
leave  his  machine  in  a  small  lay-by  a  few  yards
further along the lane and walk up to the house.

The  first  thing  he  noticed about  Jenny,  when she
opened the front door to him, was a large purple-red
striped  bruise  across  one  half  of  her  face,  a
disfigurement  rendered  all  the  more  glaring  by
contrast with her neatly made-up features.

“What on earth happened?” Gavin demanded as he
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stepped  into  the  hall  area.   “Did  you  walk  into
something?”

She raised her fingers self-consciously to her cheek,
the  scarlet  lacquered  nails  emphasising  the  lurid
mark.

“Art hit me.”

He stared at her in appalled disbelief; apart from his
personal estimation of Art as a reasonably civilised
man,  the  very  notion  of  violence  to  women  was
obnoxious to Gavin.  He associated such unpleasant
behaviour with the 'yob' element in society and didn't
expect to encounter it in a comfortably middle-class
environment.  Although - as Gavin knew - Jenny was
liable  to  exaggerate  the  drama  of  events  in  her
otherwise  rather  mundane  life,  there  was  no
diminishing the impact of that colourful testament
to Art's brutality.

“What in God's name did you do?” he asked.

However much he was prepared to believe that some
husbands could be roused to physical abuse by such
trivial  provocation  as  having  the  toothpaste  tube
squeezed  the  'wrong'  way,  he  found  it  hard  to
imagine  what  would  incite  Art  to  such  extreme
action.
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“Mark  took  me  out  to  dinner  last  night,”  she
answered  meekly.   “I  was  late  home and Art  was
convinced I'd had sex with Mark.”

“Did you?”

Gavin hadn't intended to ask that question, but had
been taken unawares by a pang of dog-in-the-manger
resentment,  possibly  generated  in  part  by  Jenny's
threat  to  resort  to  just  such a course of  action to
spite him.

“It's none of your business!” she retorted defensively.
“As  it  happens,  I  didn't,  but  Art  wouldn't  believe
me.”

Gavin could appreciate that - he wasn't sure that he
believed her - but that was no excuse for assaulting
her.  He found it hard to adjust to the discovery that
his employer was a viciously jealous man, or believe
that Art could be so naive as to expect to dangle his
wife  as  sexual  bait  for  his  business  deals  without
accepting the risk that one of the fish might take a
bigger bite than was intended.  Mark Cornwall was
an upwardly mobile shark!

“Is that all?” he asked, baffled and mildly outraged.

Jenny's  laugh was  tinged  with  the  merest  hint  of
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hysteria.

“You're classic, Gavin Dulake, you really are!  Wives
have been murdered for less!  But I know what you
mean, I didn't expect him to react quite so badly.  It's
funny how you can live with someone for years and
not really know them.”

Gavin  was  still  struggling  to  picture  what  had
happened.  “Did he just suddenly lash out at you, or
what?  Did he say anything?”

“We both said a lot of things,” she confessed.  “I can't
remember most of what they were, except that they
were hurtful.  It's been building up all day, until at
dinner  it  just  suddenly  exploded  and  we  started
yelling at each other.  You know how it is.”

He'd  no  idea!   On  the  very  few  occasions  that  a
girlfriend  had  started  to  rail  at  him  he'd  simply
switched off and quickly terminated the relationship;
he'd  no  stomach  for  fighting  with  women,  which
contravened  his  personal  code  of  conduct.   Even
when Jenny had irritated him in the past he'd either
channelled his anger into sarcastic retorts or, more
often, placated her with half-truths.

During their exchange he and Jenny had drifted into
the large open-plan lounge, where she broke off the
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discussion to enquire if Gavin wanted a drink.

“I  could  do  with  one,”  he  replied  and  began  to
remove his heavy outer clothing.  “A whisky would
be nice, but make it a small one.  I've got to drive
home.”

She poured him one that strained the definition of
small,  but  he accepted it  with just  a  wry look;  he
wasn't obliged to drink it all.

“Aren't you having one?” he asked when she moved -
empty handed - to the low, Italian designed sofa; she
was probably more in need of alcoholic fortification
than he was.

“I've already had two large gins.  If I have any more
I'll be falling over.”

Now  that  he  observed  her  more  attentively  he
noticed  that  she  seemed  calmer  than  when  she'd
telephoned him.  She settled herself onto the sofa -
looking dangerously alluring (Jenny was not one of
those women who pack away their  'power dressed'
image as soon as they get home from the office) - and
lit one of her long cigarettes.  Gavin sat beside her,
uncomfortably conscious of her proximity - especially
so, as all  sexual feeling for Jenny was supposed to
have  faded  -  but  determined  not  to  display  his
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unease.

“So why did Mark Cornwall ask you out if not for a
bit of nooky?” he probed.

Jenny moved away from him in a graphic gesture of
disapproval.

“It couldn't have been for my fascinating company
and entertaining conversation, I suppose?”

Gavin grinned condescendingly.  “Hardly your strong
suit, Jenny.  Admit it.”

She glared back at him and blew smoke into his face.

“You're here to be nice to me, not to insult me, or
interrogate me.  You're beginning to sound like Art!”

He swiftly retreated.  “I'm sorry,  Jen!  I  won't say
another word about it.”

Her features softened at his persuasive contrition.

“If you must know, I think you're right about Mark's
intentions,” she confessed, “but not about what he
got.  I can be a clever little prick teaser when I need
to be.”

“Don't  I  know  it!”  he  replied  with  feeling.   Her
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confession  sounded  reasonably  convincing,  though
Gavin retained a degree of scepticism; Jenny was far
too  adept  at  intrigue  to  be  totally  trusted.   “But
whether you did or not, it's still no reason for Art to
hit you.”

She turned to smile at his display of well intentioned
sympathy, his earlier gaffe forgiven.

“Especially when I'd done nothing to deserve it.  Not
with Mark, anyway!”

The mischievously salacious glint in her dark eyes
threatened  to  sabotage  Gavin's  supportive
counselling role and he had to concentrate upon her
face  -  with its  lurid  reminder  of  Art's  temper -  to
prevent  his  gaze  descending  to  more  tempting
regions.  He was disturbed by this revival of interest
in her - however superficial  -  and not only for the
obvious question mark it placed over his feelings for
Elaine; Jenny's quip had reminded him of the risk
that he'd been running by cuckolding his employer.

“Thank God Art didn't catch us out!  Judging by his
reaction tonight, my job wouldn't have been the only
thing I might have lost!”

Jenny laughed, a response that cheered him - there
was  little  enough  for  her  to  laugh  about  in  her
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current  situation  -  even though  his  comment  had
been more seriously intended than he'd let it sound.

“Wouldn't  I  have  been  worth  it,  though?”   she
simpered with affected coyness.

Gavin  was  taken  aback  by  her  blatant  lack  of
remorse,  but  then  asked  himself  why  she  should
exhibit any; if Art's respect for her was so minimal
that he could assault her, could he reasonably expect
any from her?

Regardless of any debate about marital respect, Art's
attitude to his wife's suspected adultery allowed only
one  sane  answer  to  Jenny's  leading  question!
Gavin's actual reply was more diplomatic; he was - as
she'd already had to remind him -  supposed to  be
comforting her.

“In the circumstances I think we'd better not pursue
that question.”

“Are  you  still  off  me  then?”   She  sucked  on  her
cigarette  in  a  deliberately  suggestive  fashion  and
pouted a small smoke ring at him.

He stared at her in growing amazement.

“Good God, woman, are you off your trolley?  After



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 736

what Art did to you to-night!”

She shrugged.  “Might as well be hung for mutton as
for lamb.”

Normally her tendency to misquote popular sayings
would  have  amused  Gavin,  but  the  situation  was
acquiring  a  complexion  that  triggered  his  mental
alarms,  rather  belatedly.   Had  Jenny's  motive  for
summoning him been as innocent as she'd made it
appear,  or  had  he  perhaps  been  lured  there  to
compensate  her  for  Art's  (unjust,  by  her  account)
indictment and punishment?

A cold hand began to squeeze Gavin's guts and he
realised  that  he  should  leave  immediately,  but
another  invisible  hand was  already at  work inside
his underpants, inflaming his unprincipled lust and
undermining  his  resolve;  he  surely  deserved  some
compensation for his own emotional pain every bit
as much as did Jenny?

Common sense quickly asserted itself, warning him
that  he'd  regret  enormously  giving  in  to  her
blandishments, but part of his personality assumed
the  role  of  devil's  advocate  and  presented  an
outrageous justification.  Less than a week ago he'd
held  back from giving  himself  to  Elaine,  and ever
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since  had regretted  not giving  in  to  her!   Was  he
about to repeat the same mistake?

Sensing his internal struggle, Jenny reached across
to  reinforce  her  unspoken  invitation  with  a
suggestive caress to the back of his hand.  Startled,
Gavin  jerked  his  hand  away  and  in  the  process
dropped  his  glass,  splashing  whisky  across  the
expensive  beige  carpet;  in  the  past  week  he'd
probably spilt more whisky than he'd drunk!

“Now  look  what  you  made  me  do!”  he  grumbled,
almost  petulantly.   Irritated  and  embarrassed,  he
pulled  out  his  handkerchief  and  reached  down  to
mop up the spilt liquor.  “Have you got a damp cloth?
It'll stain the carpet if we don't get it out quickly.”

Jenny's  reaction  wasn't  what  he  expected;  she
neither jumped up to fetch a cloth nor remonstrated
with him about his clumsiness.  Instead, she moved
her foot forward to trap his busy hand beneath her
high-heeled shoe, though not too painfully.

“Sod the carpet!”

That simple  action -  so  reminiscent of their  erotic
games,  yet  entirely  spontaneous  -  strained Gavin's
resistance to the limit.
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“For God's sake, Jenny, we'd be mad to push our luck
now!”  he  complained,  but  it  was  a  madness  that
enticed him - as an addict is drawn to his fix - and
his opposition was half-hearted.   Jenny went for a
quick kill.

Releasing  his  hand,  she stubbed out  her cigarette,
stood and positioned herself directly in front of him;
with a lascivious wriggle she gathered her skirt up
onto  her  hips  to  confirm  that  she  was  wearing
suspenders.   Gavin  stared  in  frozen  fascination  -
tempted again in less than a week by a provocative
woman flaunting herself before him - as she eased
her  appropriately  scarlet  panties  down  until  they
concealed only her most intimate details.

“Do  I  take  them off  or  pull  them up  again?”  she
asked disingenuously.  “Your choice, Gavin.”

Once again Gavin was confronted by an impossible
choice, and by the opposing counsel of his warring
internal  factions.   Some  were  warning  of  the
considerable  risk  inherent  in  the  action  he  was
considering (to say nothing of how it reflected upon
his  personal  integrity!),  while  others  insisted  that
what  Jenny offered was  the ideal  distraction from
his constant mooning over a woman who'd made her
opinion of him perfectly clear.
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The  implications  of  his  current  dilemma  were  as
complex as those he'd struggled with for some while
on Drake Tor, yet this time he came to a conclusion
in  less  than  a  minute,  and  his  self-indulgent
propensities  celebrated  their  victory  by  lunging
forward  to  snatch  the  thin  fabric  from  beneath
Jenny's fingers, dragging the debated garment down
her stockinged legs.

With  a  small  predatory  smile  Jenny stepped  from
her  unwanted  knickers  and  clasped  Gavin's  head,
clearly  intending  to  guide  his  face  to  her  naked
groin,  but  his  libido,  now inflamed,  was  too  fierce
and urgent  for  those  titillating  games.   He  pulled
away impatiently and began to undo his trousers.

Perhaps  Jenny  sensed  his  need,  which  may  have
coincided  with  her  own  more  than  Gavin  had
stopped to consider; as soon as he'd pushed his pants
and trousers  together  down his  thighs  to  free  his
alert penis she positioned herself astride him on the
sofa and impaled herself on him.  Clearly eager, she
tore a button from her blouse in her haste to release
her breasts for Gavin's attentions - urged on by his
obscenely graphic encouragement - and aggressively
rode his erection, driving them both to orgasm.

Their union was brief, frenzied and intense, and as
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Gavin  ejaculated  he  discharged  his  hurt  and
frustration into Jenny in a violent sexual purging.
Her  climax  -  shortly  after  his  -  was  almost  as
desperate; was she too trying to exorcise her recent
trauma?

That  summary  union  was  for  Gavin  satisfyingly
cathartic,  relieving  considerably  his  emotional
tension, and he felt no guilt about using Jenny as a
means of stress therapy.  After all, he argued, he'd
given  her  the  compensation  for  which  she'd  lured
him there!

He  also  felt  unexpectedly  content  as  he  slumped
against the back of the sofa with Jenny still astride
him, both his fear of getting caught and his pain at
losing Elaine temporarily erased.  He was in no rush
for Jenny to disengage herself, maybe sensing that
this was the final act of their illicit drama.

He  surveyed  her  with  carnal  appreciation;  her
tousled hair, smudged lipstick, skirt hoist to hip level
and blouse unbuttoned to display breasts spilling out
of her bra all contributed to a salacious picture of
unbridled debauchery which even the bruise on her
cheek  accentuated.   She  now  looked  the  kind  of
trollop who might be fair game for such treatment.



THE CHAPEL IN THE GREEN PAGE 741

“You're really are a dirty bitch!  You know that, don't
you.”

“Am  I?”  she  asked  with  exaggerated  coyness,
accepting  his  'insult'  as  the  compliment  he'd
intended it to be.  “You're a dirty fucker yourself, the
things you were saying to me!”

He grinned, but was rather puzzled that he should
find himself so at ease with Jenny when they shared
so  little  common  ground  beyond  a  promiscuous
sexual appetite.  He knew that she was an efficient
secretary,  with  the  potential  to  be  a  moderately
successful  businesswoman  -  a  potential  that  her
husband  exploited  while  deliberately  refusing  to
develop - but, apart from a predilection for expensive
living, she showed little desire to improve herself. 

Although not  generally  too  fussy about his  female
companions, Gavin did prefer them to exhibit some
interests  beyond  those  typical  of  a  woman's
magazine  -  even  if  an  up-market  one  -  and  the
contrast between Elaine and the woman squatting
on his slowly deflating penis was marked.  None-the-
less, he felt comfortably relaxed in her undemanding
(mentally!)  company,  though  the  reality  of  his
situation  gradually  filtered  back  into  his
consciousness, stirring him to action.
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“I think perhaps I ought to be leaving.”

“But  you've  only  just  got  here,”  she  complained,
refusing to get off his lap.  “Talk about coming and
going!  I didn't think you were an 'in, out and away'
merchant.”

“I'm not normally, as you damned well know!  I don't
usually  have  to  worry  about  irate  husbands
appearing unexpectedly.”

“I told you, he won't be back 'till late,” she soothed
him.

“It's  getting  late!”  he  pointed  out,  reinforcing  his
case by showing her his wristwatch.

She laughed at his concern, but levered herself off
his lap, allowing him to re-clothe himself.  She made
no attempt to repair her own indecently dishevelled
state.

“My  God,  you've  filled  me  up!”  she  exclaimed
suddenly, clutching at her groin.  “Now there's two
stains on the carpet I'll have to explain.”

Flushing - unexpectedly embarrassed by the thought
of leaving evidence of his treachery on his employer's
best carpet - Gavin retrieved his handkerchief and
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knelt to tackle the new spillage.

“Leave  it!”  Jenny  commanded  and  strode  to  the
comprehensive drinks cabinet.  Pulling out a bottle
of port (Art's most expensive vintage), she uncorked
it and waved it in front of her, creating a snaking,
sine-wave pattern of crimson on the pale carpet that
might have passed for abstract art if framed.

“Sod  the  carpet,  sod  the  house,  sod  fucking
everything!”

Gavin  stared  open  mouthed;  he  seemed  to  have
acquired  some  anarchic  talent  for  inducing  wildly
antisocial behaviour in the women who had sexual
relations with him!  He had to admit, though, that
he preferred Jenny in  this  mood to the querulous
creature  who'd  telephoned  him;  how  much  of  her
earlier demeanour had been acting on her part?

Perhaps  knocked  into  gear  by  the  shock  of  her
performance,  his  mind  threw  up  a  startling  idea,
though one that appeared to make some sort of sense
of Jenny's otherwise perverse actions over the past
weeks.   Was it  possible that  she'd been seeking in
their exchanges - perhaps unknowingly - something
beyond  mere  physical  excitement?   Was  it
conceivable  -  despite  her  vehement  denials  -  that
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she'd secretly viewed their relationship as a possible
escape  route  from an unsatisfactory  marriage?   If
he'd responded more sympathetically and considered
their liaisons as something a little more meaningful
that two people meeting by appointment for mildly
unconventional sex, then maybe...?

He quickly aborted that embryonic notion before it
acquired life.  It was definitely time for him to leave,
he decided, and stood.  Crossing to the chair where
he'd deposited his motorcycle clothing, he began to
dress.

The time for a discreet withdrawal had passed, as he
discovered minutes later when headlights raked the
front windows of the house and a vehicle was heard
skidding  to  a  halt  in  the  drive.   Gavin's  stomach
began a nauseating impression of a washing machine
loaded with ice blocks, and Jenny froze too - the now
empty bottle held high - looking surprisingly like a
piece  of  erotic  avant-garde sculpture.   Art  should
appreciate that!

Grabbing his  jacket and helmet (he'd succeeded in
pulling on his over-trousers) Gavin ran to the patio
doors, heaved one open and fled across the darkened
garden.
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Gavin's  desperation  to  escape  not  only  smothered
any  concern  he  might  have  felt  about  Jenny's
predicament, it also allowed his agitated imagination
to  sponsor  unrealistic  fantasies.   As  he  scrambled
through  the  darkness  he  pictured  the  installed
floodlights  suddenly  switched  on  and  Art's  voice
issuing from a loud hailer commanding him to halt!
He  reached  the  high  hedge  that  surrounded  the
property and was nearly defeated, but managed to
struggle partly through and party over it, tumbling
on the far side into a bed of nettles.

Cursing  and  complaining  volubly  -  his  undignified
exit  might  have  been  reminiscent  of  a  Brian  Rix
farce but Gavin found little in it to laugh about - he
groped his way blindly through the blackness of the
field  behind  the  converted  barn  and  managed  to
negotiate his way round to the front.  In the wedge
of light flooding from the open front door he could
see  Art's  four-by-four  standing  on  the  gravel;  it's
owner's voice issued from inside the house, raised in
anger.

Keeping to the shadow of the hedge that flanked the
drive, Gavin set off for the lane at a crouching lope,
silently thanking whichever guardian angel, imp or
devil had forewarned him not to park too close to the
house.  When he reached the lay-by where he'd left
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his  motorcycle  he  hastily  donned  his  jacket  and
helmet and fired the engine; he didn't begin to relax
until he'd put a few miles between himself and the
Royles' residence.

Reaction to the evening's excitement hit him once he
was back in the relative sanctuary of his flat.   He
ensured that his mobile phone was switched off and
he unplugged his land line telephone to avoid having
to  face  Art's  self-righteous  anger.   He  couldn't,
however,  switch off  or unplug his  imagination and
had  to  cope  with  disturbing  projections  of  Art's
probable  reaction  to  discovering  his  wife  not  only
compromisingly  undressed  but  also  actively
vandalising his  most personally expressive work of
interior design!

Gavin was also struggling to comprehend – in the
light of what had transpired - why he'd let himself be
seduced  by  Jenny's  vulgar  charms,  rather  as  he
might if he'd succumbed to the temptation to fritter
a  large  sum of  his  hard  earned money  on  a  brief
liaison with a prostitute.  A painfully apt simile, he
felt,  as  he  endeavoured  to  decide  what  action  he
ought to take; he couldn't simply hide in his flat for
days - however attractive that proposition - hoping
vainly that his problems would evaporate.  Sooner or
later he'd have to confront Art.
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His emotional turmoil  was further compounded by
another combatant joining the fray; he may not have
felt much - if any - guilt about deceiving Art, but he
was beginning to suffer an extremely uncomfortable
attack of remorse over his infidelity to Elaine.  He'd
allowed his less reputable elements  to persuade him
that it was she who'd terminated their relationship
and could therefore no longer command his chastity
and fidelity, but in retrospect he recognised that as a
poor excuse.

If he'd truly loved Elaine, he castigated himself, he'd
never have let himself be entrapped by Jenny.  His
suspicions about the latter's motives for luring him
to her house might have been justified, but he knew
that he couldn't honestly blame Jenny for his moral
lapse any more than he could Elaine.   He'd fallen
well  short  of  the  knightly  virtues  to  which  he'd
aspired!

He succeeded eventually in obtaining a little  sleep
that night by formulating a decision that appeared to
tackle - to some extent – the two major aspects of his
dilemma.   He'd  take the  following day (Friday)  as
sick  leave,  which  would  provide  a  short  breathing
space  before  he  had  to  face  Art,  while  making  it
possible  for  him  to  visit  Corbenic  and  hopefully
speak  with  Elaine;  he  had  to  make  a  credible
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attempt to salvage their broken relationship.

When  he  woke  next  morning,  however,  Gavin
revoked the previous evening's decision, at least as
far as absenting himself from work that day.  Much
as he wanted to escape from the situation and avoid
the  inevitable  unpleasantness,  he  knew  that  he'd
have  to  face  the  consequences  of  his  actions
eventually;  he might as well  get it  over with!   He
didn't  want to let  Art  think that he was afraid to
confront  him,  and  whatever  the  outcome,  one
uncertainty  would  be  removed,  allowing  him  to
concentrate  his  emotional  energy upon his  equally
uncertain position with Elaine.

Jenny  wasn't  at  work  that  morning,  which  didn't
unduly surprise Gavin - the lurid bruise on her face
would  have  provoked  embarrassing  questions  for
both  the  Royles  –  but  her  absence  did  prick  his
conscience  about  any possible  retribution that  Art
may  have  taken.   He  managed  to  smother  his
concern  by  rationalising  Art's  jealousy  as  a
manifestation of his love for his wife, which would
prevent his inflicting any serious harm upon her.  In
any  case,  Gavin  was,  at  that  juncture,  more
concerned about his own welfare!

As  soon  as  he  stepped  into  Art's  office  later  that
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morning, in response to his employer's summons, he
was aware of the seriousness of his situation.  Art
traditionally  conducted  their  interviews  informally
at the glass-topped meeting table, but this morning
sat  imperiously  behind  his  intimidating  black  and
chrome desk.

“I  see  from your face  that  you know what this  is
about,”  Art  stated  with  quiet  menace.   “I  have
decided that you are not a suitable person to remain
in my employ.  I've prepared a letter of resignation
for you to sign.  I suggest that you do.  I'll then pay
you a month's wages in lieu of notice and give you a
reference which reflects the standard of your work
here over the past few years.”

Gavin  surprised  himself  by  suddenly  feeling  very
annoyed; he'd expected a severe sentence, but for Art
to  dismiss  him  because  of  a  private  transgression
seemed to  him unjust,  an  abuse  of  his  employer's
authority in an act of personal revenge.  It was not
as  if  his  offence  had  been  especially  heinous  or
uncommon and Art's flaunting of his wife's sexuality
had been almost an invitation to trespass!

The salt in the wound for Gavin, however, was his
knowledge that he'd been caught at the Royle's the
previous evening largely because of his sympathetic
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response  to  Jenny's  appeal,  initiated  by  her
husband's unreasonable jealousy and possessiveness!

“What  will  you  do  if  I  don't  sign?”  he  dared  to
challenge  his  employer;  he'd  little  left  to  lose.
“Whatever I  did happened outside the office.   You
might find that to sack me because of it constitutes
grounds for unfair dismissal.”

Art's  eyes  narrowed  dangerously,  glittering  behind
his  glasses  like  the  artificial  lenses  of  an android.
“You  are  guilty  of  indecent  and  unprofessional
conduct with another member of my staff, which has
interfered with the proper running of my business.
That is a disciplinary offence that warrants instant
dismissal without a reference.”

Art's referring to his wife simply as another member
of his staff seemed almost comical to Gavin, but his
primary  response  was  moral  outrage;  having  been
unfairly sentenced - he felt - for one crime, he was all
the more righteously resentful  at  being accused of
another that he hadn't committed.

“Whatever  I've  done,  it's  not  interfered  with  my
work!” he protested.

“I don't want to hear your excuses or protestations
of innocence!” Art retorted, his temper beginning to
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lift the volume of his voice.  “Your concentration and
attention to detail has deteriorated noticeably over
the  past  few  weeks,  but  what  I  find  most
disappointing  is  your  complete  disregard  for  the
company's interests.  You - of all people - were aware
of the importance of the Pendragon Project.”

“I  don't  know  what  you're  talking  about!”  Gavin
defended  himself,  aware  that  he  was  losing  the
argument  and  that  attempting  to  explain  the  real
cause of his recent lack of concentration would be a
waste of breath.  “I've done nothing to damage the
project.”

Art leaned forward across his desk threateningly.  “I
know where you were on the Saturday before last,
the day that you couldn't come to Cornwall's house
with me because of a vital prior engagement!  Jenny
admitted it,  so  let's  have  no  more  pissing  around!
Either  you  sign  this  letter  here  and  now,  or  face
instant dismissal and lose a month's money.”

Gavin  opened  his  mouth  to  challenge  Art's
accusation  -  he'd  not  been  with  Jenny  on  that
Saturday and could prove it - but closed it without
speaking  when  he  realised  that  he  could  prove
nothing.  Jenny, for whatever reason - with Elaine's
unknowing assistance - had effectively 'stitched him
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up'!

He was witnessing an aspect of his employer's nature
that  he  hadn't  previously  observed,  though  subtle
forebodings might have warned those with greater
insight than Gavin possessed.  Rather in the style of
a medieval monarch, Art was acting as if he owned
his wife and his 'subjects'; he might exploit Jenny's
sexual  attractions  in  the  furtherance  of  his  own
business  ends  -  with  or  without  her  consent,  it
seemed - as he did the time and talents of his staff,
but for one of those minions to dare to sample what
appeared to be on offer was a treasonable offence!

Angry  though  he  was,  Gavin  recognised  that  the
odds were stacked against him and decided not  to
prolong the fight.  It was almost with relief that he
signed the letter of resignation and left.
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THE ABANDONED FOLLY
By the  time  Gavin  returned  to  his  flat  on  Friday
afternoon  his  earlier  resentment  had  faded  into
dejection.  Little more than a week before he'd been
flying so high that the sky had seemed the limit; in
that  short  space of  time he'd managed to lose  not
only Elaine and Jenny, but his job too!  He felt as if
he'd been living a dream and had woken to discover
that his life had fallen to pieces while he slept.

He'd purchased a new bottle of whisky on the way
home to replace the one he'd spilt, and he slumped
into  an  armchair  with  the  bottle  and  a  glass,
promising himself that he'd restrict the amount he
consumed.  He needed to try to understand where it
had all gone wrong and how he'd finished up where
he was, with only whisky for solace.

Everything hinged, he deduced, upon decisions he'd
made  without  foreknowledge  of  their  implications.
If he'd given Elaine what she so evidently wanted on
Drake Tor  that  night  they'd  still  be  together  –  he
presumed  -  and  he  wouldn't  have  been  in  an
emotional  state  that  rendered  him  susceptible  to
Jenny's inducements the previous evening; he'd also
still be have a job.
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Conversely, if he'd not stopped to assist Elaine on the
night they'd first met, he wouldn't have fallen in love
with her, and because of that, tried to terminate his
affair with Jenny.  She then probably wouldn't have
spent an evening alone with Mark Cornwall;  she'd
threatened to do so mainly to spite Gavin.  It was
frustrating to discover how like a house of cards life
could  be;  one  small  part  collapses  and  a  chain
reaction brings down the whole edifice!

There was a flaw in his reasoning somewhere, Gavin
suspected, but he couldn't grasp it, and the whisky
was no help!

One thing was clear to him, though; his downfall had
been due to his inability to resist the attractions of
the opposite sex.  Had Elaine been less bewitching he
almost certainly wouldn't have persisted in trying to
see her again after he'd fixed her car, and had Jenny
been  an  average  thirty-something  secretary  he
probably  wouldn't  have  become  tied  up  (literally!)
with her.

But  should  he  be  punished  -  with  unjustified
severity, he felt - for being the person he was?  He
could no more prevent himself lusting after alluring
women than a dog could resist chasing rabbits, and
although  there  were  clearly  occasions  when  social
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demands made acting upon his urges inappropriate,
if he always repressed his natural impulses he'd most
likely end up popping tranquillisers every night just
to keep himself sane!

How, though, was he to judge which 'rabbits' might
be  safely  pursued  and  which  should  not?   He'd
always acknowledged an element of risk in chasing
Jenny,  but  ironically,  it  had  been  his  pursuit  of
Elaine (a seemingly safe 'bunny') that had ultimately
led to his undoing.  Life could be decidedly devious,
he concluded.

So  was  it  all  his  fault?   Could  he  have  taken  a
different course?  He'd never been comfortable with
Elaine's  fatalistic  proposition  that  the  future  was
predetermined,  and from his  present  position that
premise - that he'd had no choice but to end up in
this  mess  -  looked  extremely  cruel.   Yet  he'd  just
admitted that it was his own personal program - the
interaction of genetic traits and social conditioning –
that had brought him to where he was now.  He was
forced to acknowledge – with some chagrin - that he
couldn't hang on to his greatly revered free will and
claim that he wasn't responsible for his actions!'

Gavin drained his glass and refilled it, hoping that
the fiery spirit would ignite his intellect.  There was
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more  to  it,  he  was  convinced,  than  just  the  long
standing nature versus nurture debate.  He couldn't
rid himself of the impression that during his visits to
Corbenic  events  had  been  following  some  sort  of
hidden  script,  and  Elaine  had  suggested  that  life
might  be  some  kind  of  cosmic  game  (unless  he'd
misunderstood  her  theorising,  which  he'd  seemed
prone to do!).

Ironically, Gavin had not infrequently found himself
in situations analogous to his present circumstances
when playing one of his computer games; just when
he'd thought that he was near to wining he'd made a
bad  decision  and  had  been  rewarded  with  those
dreaded words: GAME OVER.

All that he could do when that happened was start
from  his  last  saved  position  and  hope  that  he'd
learned enough from the experience to prevent his
repeating the same mistake.  Was that the message
that life was now giving him?

He'd drunk rather more whisky that he'd intended
and was beginning to find it difficult to focus on the
arguments, the effects of the alcohol aggravated by
his  not  having  eaten  since  his  meagre  breakfast.
There were some ready prepared meals for one in his
freezer  compartments  but  he  couldn't  raise  the
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enthusiasm  to  tackle  even  the  tiny  amount  of
preparation required to make himself one.  He also
felt the need to escape from the confines of his own
company for a while, so he slipped on a jacket and
walked  to  a  nearby  Indian  restaurant  that  he
sometimes patronised.

The restaurant  was  busy,  it  being  Friday evening,
and Gavin found the amiable chatter of  his  fellow
diners  a  cheering  accompaniment  to  his  chicken
tikka korai.  The evening was well advanced when he
returned to his  flat,  but  he wasn't  ready for sleep
despite  the  amount  of  whisky  he'd  drunk,  so  he
settled himself with another glass of the spirit and
switched on the television.

Apart from news and chat shows – neither of which
he was in the mood to appreciate – the only thing
that caught his attention was a Spaghetti Western,
already well under way; it was one he'd seen before
but  he  was  content  to  lose  himself  in  its
undemanding theatre.  By the time the heroes had
ridden off into the sunset, Gavin was ready to do the
same and found sleep soon after settling himself into
his bed.

He woke  next  morning  with  a  headache,  hardly  a
surprising  consequence  of  the  quantity  of  whisky
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he'd consumed.  In common with many people, he'd
turned  for  comfort  to  a  substance  that  invariably
caused  him  increased  discomfort  the  following
morning!  As he lay in bed, debating whether or not
to  stay  there  rather  than  bother  to  get  up,  he
remembered  how differently  he'd  felt  the  previous
Saturday  morning,  when  the  promise  of  seeing
Elaine again in a few hours time had illuminated his
whole morning.  How his life had changed during the
past week!

To  prevent  his  thoughts  re-exploring  the  well-
trodden  paths  of  fruitless  recrimination  and
speculation,  he  struggled  out  of  bed,  showered,
shaved and dressed himself.  Feeling far from fit for
a long journey, he never-the-less determined that he
would visit Corbenic again and attempt to repair his
relationship with Elaine; if he claimed to love her he
could do nothing less!

So, a few hours later - fortified with paracetamol and
strong  black  coffee  -  Gavin  polished  up  his
determination,  girded  himself  in  his  protective
clothing and set off for Devon.

The first few miles nearly defeated his resolve, but
once his head had attuned itself to the throbbing of
the engine it  ceased to  pain him and he began to
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relax.  The weather was bright, mild and Autumnal,
ideal for travelling, and the roads were fairly clear of
other  traffic,  reducing  the  customary  stress  of
motoring;  by the time he  reached the outskirts  of
Seacombe  he'd  even  begun  to  feel  guardedly
optimistic about his prospects with Elaine.

That  comfortable  illusion  disintegrated  moments
before  he  turned  in  through  the  white  concrete
pillars  marking  the  entrance  to  Corbenic,  causing
him to halt his motorcycle so abruptly that it stalled,
while  at  the  same time kick-starting his  headache
again.

The painted sign which had carried the name of the
house  in  rather  grandiose  Gothic  characters  had
been removed from its pillar, revealing other, older
and simpler lettering that had been cut or moulded
into  the  concrete:  BLEST RETREAT.   That  name
suited the property hardly any better than Corbenic,
though Gavin was currently unconcerned about such
niceties.

Wheeling  his  heavy  machine  through  the  open
gateway,  he  parked  it  and  stood  surveying  the
property  with  growing  mental  and  physical
discomfort.  He'd departed from there the previous
weekend with a headache, he remembered, and had
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now  returned  with  one;  was  there,  maybe,  a
connection  beyond  coincidence?   Could  it  be  an
omen?

The  house  looked  ominously  empty  and  shut  up,
wearing  a  distinctly  shabby  'end  of  season'
atmosphere  despite  the  warm September  sunlight,
and Gavin felt the hairs on his neck prickling as he
recognised the image he'd glimpsed in his brief vision
the previous weekend.  Had he actually experienced
a moment of precognition?

That possibility did nothing to soothe his troubled
state; neither did the sudden jolt when he nearly fell
while descending the steps to the courtyard as one of
them tilted unexpectedly.  He was obliged to wait a
few minutes for the pounding in his head to subside,
and  before  continuing  down  to  the  courtyard  he
knelt  -  cautiously  -  to  examine  the  errant  step,
noting uneasily that its condition appeared to be the
result of neglect.

The  courtyard,  when  he  reached  it,  displayed  a
similar lack of attention - scattered with sand, dead
leaves  and  wind  blown  beach  debris  -  seemingly
unswept for some time.  The only explanation that
suggested itself  to  Gavin's  befuddled,  aching  brain
was that there must have been a storm during the
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past week.

He tried the  doors  but  they were locked -  as  he'd
more than half expected - and Elaine's anorak had
been removed (though whether by Elaine or some
opportunist thief he couldn't tell).  Gazing about him
in bewilderment he recalled his first  arrival there,
when he'd wondered -  on meeting  Vivienne in the
hall - whether he'd walked into the wrong house.  He
was  experiencing  a  similar  sensation  now,  except
that the surroundings were too familiar for him to
be mistaken.

A strident cry drew his attention to the roof where -
as on that first  visit  -  a large gull  glared down at
him.  Was it the same bird each time?

"Where  is  everyone?"  he  demanded  of  this  avian
sentinel  in  lieu  of  there  being  anyone  better  to
question.  The gull's resentful response - as it lifted
from  the  parapet  and  wheeled  away  out  to  sea  -
sounded almost like: "Gone!  Gone!"

Extremely puzzled - and increasingly apprehensive -
Gavin  walked  round  to  the  garden,  where  he
received  another  headache  promoting  shock;  the
grass was considerably longer than he remembered
it and couldn't possibly have grown that much in one
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week!

The  summer  house  -  when  he  inspected  it  -  was
locked and empty, the chairs removed and the glass
missing from one window.  He recalled that one of
the panes had been cracked, but was sure that none
had actually been broken, and he couldn't remember
the  numerous  cobwebs  that  now  decorated  every
corner;  either  spiders  had  been  working  overtime
during  the  past  week  or  he'd  been so  besotted  by
Elaine's company that his view of the real world had
been severely distorted.

Although Gavin found that last possibility hard to
credit, he latched onto it because it sounded rational,
if rather disturbing; it wasn't half as disturbing as
any alternative that suggested itself!

He returned to the house,  with more than a little
trepidation;  he  was  beginning  to  feel  distinctly
unwell again.  Cautiously he peered in through each
of the ground floor windows; every room was devoid
of any sign of habitation.  Most of the furniture was
still there as he remembered it - except for Fisher's
special  bed,  which had been replaced by a  normal
divan  -  but  there  were  no  paintings,  nor  other
indications  that  the  house  had  been  recently
occupied.
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On  the  seaward  side  of  the  house  the  garden
furniture  had  been  removed  from  the  patio,  and
when he looked in through the French doors (locked,
of course) the grand piano had also gone, its absence
evoking  in  Gavin  a  poignant  memory  of  Elaine's
playing a hauntingly nostalgic melody.  Tears came
unbidden to his eyes, and a terrible ache consumed
his  innards,  setting off  a sickening  reaction in  his
stomach.   He  sank  onto  the  back  step,  struggling
against both nausea and self-pity.

Gradually  mastering  his  sentimentality,  he  stood
again - gingerly - his physical symptoms threatening
to erupt as his sense of loss was replaced by even
more unsettling emotions.  He couldn't help noticing
that  a  number  of  the  patio  slabs  were  badly
misaligned and damaged, and that grass and weeds
were sprouting through the gaps between them.

Even more troubling – if that were possible in his
present state – was the fact that he couldn't find any
trace of the coffee stains that had been clearly visible
only a week before.  It seemed as if he'd returned to
the house after a long absence – years perhaps – yet
it  had  been  only  days.   Brambles  and  other
undergrowth  had  invaded  the  steps  to  the  beach,
which were now barely navigable.  Such growth took
weeks, and he was sure that the patio had been in
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good repair  when he'd last  seen it.   Was he going
mad?

Lack  of  observation  might  explain  certain
discrepancies – he'd been far more interested in the
inhabitants  of  Corbenic  than  their  exterior
environment - but he couldn't believe that he'd spent
the last few weekends surrounded by such obvious
signs  of  dereliction  and  not  noticed  them!   How
could  he  and Elaine  have  walked barefoot  up and
down  those  steps  without  his  realising  that
something was amiss?  It just wasn't possible!

Confronted  at  last  by  a  genuine  mystery,  Gavin
found the experience neither exciting nor romantic;
he stood there not knowing what to do, except panic,
which  he  realised  would  be  neither  dignified  -  he
would probably throw up - nor helpful.

It was then - fortunately – that his logical function
made its voice heard, suggesting a possible avenue of
enquiry.

Making the best speed that his  head and stomach
allowed, Gavin clambered back up the steps to his
motorcycle.   Restarting  it,  he  retreated  along  the
private  road  as  far  as  the  entrance  to  the  next
property, a sprawling, white painted conglomeration
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of concrete and glass boxes with a neatly regimented
garden.  Compared with Corbenic (he couldn't think
of  the  house  by  any  other  name)  it  was  order
personified!

The woman who opened the perfectly painted front
door  matched  her  house:  solidly  built,  neatly
groomed and slightly intimidating.  She challenged
Gavin's right to ring her doorbell with a gaze that
explained how such order was maintained.

"I wonder if you can help me?" he dared to ask.  "I'm
trying  to  contact  the  owners  of  the  next  property
along."

"You mean Blest Retreat?" she queried;  clearly the
house was known locally by its older name.

"That's  right.   It's  owned by the Fishers,  but  they
seem to have gone away."

"They  weren't  the  owners,"  the  woman  replied,
seeming surprised that he should think they were.
"Just tenants.  An artist of some sort, I was told."

"Yes,  Mervyn Fisher.   Are you sure he was  only a
tenant?"   It  hadn't  occurred  to  Gavin  that  Fisher
might not have owned the house.
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"Without doubt!  I used to know the original owners -
the  Blesseds  -  quite  well,"  she  informed  him,  her
expression  softening  just  a  little.   "The  wife  -
Branwen  -  was  a  very  pleasant  woman.   Welsh.
Could hardly have been anything else with a name
like that, could she?"

The hint of a twinkle in the woman's stare suggested
to Gavin that there might be a human being hidden
beneath her armour plated exterior.   "Didn't  know
her husband quite so well; something big in the City,
I think.  Head of some giant corporation.  Branwen
sold up when he died, a few years back.  Sold to a
man called... was it Pelling or Pelham?  Something
like that.  Doesn't live there himself.  Lets the place
during the summer months."

"You  don't  know where  the  Fishers  have  gone,  do
you?" Gavin asked.  "I'm trying to find them."

"Can't help you there," she answered disinterestedly.
"Never met them."

"What  about  the  current  owner?"   He  was  getting
desperate.  "Can you tell me how I can contact him?"

"I'm afraid not.  You could try asking in Seacombe."

Gavin returned to his motorcycle feeling thoroughly
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dejected;  it  was  clear  that  the  Fishers  had  been
temporary  visitors  to  the  district  and  would  be
unlikely to return.  There might be methods, if he
had  the  time  and  resources,  of  tracing  their
whereabouts  -  he  wondered  if  there  could  be  a
connection with the original owners as at least one
of  them  had  been  Welsh  -  but  it  appeared  a
formidable  undertaking.   It  was  humiliatingly
obvious that Elaine had no wish to be found by him;
he'd told her to go back to wherever she'd come from,
and she'd gone!

His mood of despairing self-recrimination - that he'd
driven  away  the  woman  he  loved  -  clung  to  him
throughout his dismal journey back to London, but
once back in his flat the rational part of his mind,
perhaps  in  a  healthy  resistance  to  advancing
depression, broke through the wall of black emotion
with  an  unpleasant  fact  that  should  have  been
glaringly obvious to him for hours.  If the woman in
the  house  next  to  Corbenic  had  been  telling  the
truth - and there was absolutely no reason for him to
disbelieve her - most of what Elaine and her father
had told him had been lies!

It  was  fortunate  that  he  wasn't  still  riding  his
motorcycle when that revelation hit him; it sent him
running to the bathroom and it was some little while
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before  he  felt  equal  to  facing  the  distasteful
implications of his discovery.  But, fortified by strong
coffee - he was too fragile to risk even a small whisky
- he began a compulsive mental review of everything
that he'd learned about the Fishers.

Both  Elaine  and  her  father  had  told  Gavin  that
Fisher had bought Corbenic some years before, and
that  both  his  suicide  attempt  and  his  wife's
disappearance had happened during his occupancy of
the house.  It appeared now that this had all been
fabrication or - at the very least - skilful embroidery.

Gavin felt anger rising; why hadn't he seen through
such a tall  story much sooner?  Apart  from a few
brief doubts, he'd swallowed Fisher's fiction!

It  was  conceivable  that  the  essence  of  the  story
might  have  been  true,  Gavin  conceded  as  his
resentment  declined.   Elaine's  mother  could  have
died - or even disappeared (deserted them, perhaps?)
- and her father may have bungled a suicide attempt,
but  it  couldn't  have  happened  in  the  rather
glamorous  fashion  that  it  had  been  presented  to
Gavin by Elaine and her father.

Not  unnaturally,  Gavin  sought  a  plausible
explanation for why he hadn't been told the truth.
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Maybe  -  he  postulated  -  Fisher  had  been  so
unbalanced by the trauma of losing his wife that he'd
not felt able to live with the consequences and had
woven around his personal tragedy a compensating
veil of intrigue and romance.  Why, though - if that
were the case - had Elaine supported the deceit?

Quick to excuse her, Gavin allowed that she might
have been so in the habit of humouring her father
that she'd unthinkingly given him the false account
and had later felt too awkward about the deception
to  confess  it.   Whatever  the  credibility  of  that
interpretation,  it  was  certainly  one  that  Gavin
wanted to believe.

What  was  far  more  probable,  though  -  his
psychological imp taunted him, determined not to let
his gullible sentimentality dictate his thinking - was
that Elaine was as unbalanced as her father.

Concerns  about  her  mental  state  had  certainly
bothered Gavin on Drake Tor the previous Saturday
night, and when he thought about it, her behaviour
had never  matched that  of  any other  woman he'd
dated.   It  wasn't  a  possibility  he  found  at  all
palatable, but he had to concede that if he rejected it
altogether he'd be left with the considerable problem
of accounting for why Elaine and her father -  and
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presumably her aunt as well - had instigated such an
elaborate pretence.

None  of  it  made  any  sense  to  Gavin,  so  he
abandoned  his  uncomfortable  speculating  and
sought  some  meagre  comfort  in  simple  domestic
activity.  He'd eaten nothing for nearly twenty-four
hours and his stomach was complaining about lack
of  food almost  as  loudly as  it  was about the after
effects  of  too  much  alcohol.   Unfortunately,  his
appetite hadn't recovered and the thought of eating
anything made him queasy.

In the end he compromised on a bowl of hot soup as
being  substantial  enough  to  quieten  his  stomach
while  also  sufficiently  comforting  for  him  to
consume and digest without too much difficulty.

He felt a little better after his makeshift meal and
turned his thoughts to the near future.  There were
only  a  few  hours  remaining  of  Saturday,  but  the
whole of Sunday loomed, potentially empty time in
which to indulge in endless regurgitation of the few
doubtful facts he'd accumulated, hoping to construct
from them a believable narrative.

He desperately needed to find something more time-
filling – if not more constructive – to occupy the day,
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and after some debate resolved to visit his parents,
whom he'd neglected somewhat over the past couple
of months.  That decided, he still needed something
to fill  the few hours until  his normal bedtime – it
would  be  counter-productive  for  him to  go  to  bed
early in his current mental state – so he turned to
his  customary  distraction  and  tried  to  immerse
himself in his latest computer game.

Unfortunately,  rather  than supplying an absorbing
alternative  as  he'd  hoped,  the  game's  ambience  of
magic and mystery reminded him a little too much of
his  personal  adventure  at  Corbenic,  which  had  in
some respects resembled such a game.

That  thought  fired  up  his  imagination  again,
without any conscious intention,  to  create another
possible - if highly unlikely - hypothesis to account
not only for the Fishers'  bizarre behaviour but for
the whole Corbenic charade.

Suppose his  host  had been playing a  sophisticated
role-playing  game  with  him,  not  Elaine's
hypothetical  cosmic  'God  game',  but  a  real-life
equivalent  of  a  computer  game!   Gavin  could  just
about  believe  that  he  might  have  been  specially
selected to take part in such an experiment because
of  his  interest  and  experience  in  gaming,  and  he
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recalled Fisher's reference to himself as Lord of the
Dance  (in  the  context  of  playing  a  game,  Gavin
remembered).   Had that  been a subtle  clue to  his
position as controller of events, an extreme version
of the Dungeon Master role?  It had been apparent
that  Fisher  had  relished  presenting  guests  with
obscure puzzles and tests.

From that start, Gavin's imagination took off, sailing
over all the objections of common sense and drawing
into his fantasy any suitably odd incident that his
memory could provide.  Remembering the wig and
female clothes that he'd seen in Fisher's bedroom, he
wondered whether all the objects in that weird room
might  not  have  been  deliberately  placed  clues  for
him to find.  Clues to what, though?

His  overheated  mind  quickly  supplied  an
appropriately weird solution: perhaps the women of
Corbenic - Marie, Vivienne, and maybe even Elaine -
hadn't really existed at all, but had all been creations
of the Game Master, brought to life in the case of
Elaine and her aunt by hired actresses.

As  if  that  notion  weren't  wacky  enough,  Gavin's
imagination  slipped  its  leash  and  raced  off  at  a
tangent, concocting another, even more far fetched
scenario to account for those female accoutrements.
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Had Fisher suffered periodic bouts of psychopathic
dementia,  and  while  in  the  grip  of  one  of  these,
murdered his wife?  The family might well want to
keep this awful truth hidden, which could perhaps
explain why the whole household colluded in such a
complex masquerade, to cover up a secret so terrible
that it must never be allowed to see the light of day!

Fisher,  tormented  by  remorse  -  when  sane  -  had
painted the rotting mermaid to remind himself of his
ghastly crime, as a form of emotional scourge, while
during his mad spells he dressed in his dead wife's
clothes  and  resurrected  her  by  assuming  her
identity!

Gavin forcibly applied the break to his  fantasising
before  it  ran  completely  wild.   A  couple  of  weeks
before  he'd  facetiously  visualised  his  former  host's
sensational  biography  as  a  tragic  screen  romance;
now  he  was  rewriting  the  script  as  a  Hitchcock
thriller!  The fact that his brain was prepared even
to host such a crack-pot notion warned Gavin that
he was in dire  need of  some real  distraction.   His
attempt to play one of his games had failed dismally,
so he decided to try watching one of his DVDs.

The only drawback with that strategy was the fact
that his considerable collection consisted largely of
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science  fiction,  or  fantasy  films  of  the  'sword  and
sorcery'  genre,  both  of  which  carried  unwelcome
connotations for him at that juncture.   He settled
eventually  for  one  of  his  few  comedies,  which
succeeded  reasonably  well  in  keeping  his
imagination docile,  but when he afterwards retired
for the night, no sooner had he drawn his bedroom
curtains  and  climbed  into  bed  than  psychological
curtains parted in his head to introduce a festival of
fantastic visions.

Gavin's  earlier  bizarre  theories  rose  from  their
mental graves to taunt him, joined by even weirder
and  more  frightening  notions  as  remembered
incidents triggered new emotional horrors.

Prominent among these -  predictably  -  were those
relating to Elaine's part in it all.  He'd little choice
but to accept that she'd lied to him - the evidence for
that fact was overwhelming - but he couldn't believe
that  her demonstrations of love had been a sham,
nothing but a skilfully scripted act!

That  was  Gavin's  main  objection  to  the  real-life
game  scenario,  which  otherwise  quite  appealed  to
him; his last complete weekend with Elaine had been
intimate,  passionate  and  tender  to  a  degree  that
would  surely  have  tested  the  talents  of  the  most
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accomplished  actress.   And  would  any  reputable
actress have undertaken such a role, demanding as it
did total sexual intimacy?  The idea that Elaine had
been  little  more  than  a  paid  prostitute  was
something that Gavin just couldn't accept!

Why though - if her emotions towards him had been
genuine  -  had  she  played  such  an  active  part  in
deceiving him?  She must surely have realised that
eventually he would discover the truth?  He ignored
the sarcastic little voice in his head that scathingly
observed that he'd been so besotted by her that he'd
have believed virtually anything that she might have
told him!

Unable to find any convincing rational explanation
for  Elaine's  behaviour,  he  sought  refuge  in  trust,
soothing  his  abraded  emotions  with  reassurances
that she hadn't betrayed his love for her, and that
she'd reciprocated that love, but had been compelled
by  circumstances  to  act  as  she  had.   He  didn't
enquire  too  closely  into  what  those  circumstances
might  have  been,  and  his  moral  cowardice  was
punished  by  an  unwelcome  return  of  his  earlier
doubts about her sophisticated sexual attitude and
her  erotic  skills  in  particular,  suggesting  greater
experience with men than she'd admitted.
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Had his  speculations  on  Drake  Tor  about  Elaine's
apparent eagerness to expose herself been justified?
Was she - the truth had to be faced, however painful
-  even  worse  than  an  exhibitionist,  and  had  his
initial  fantasies  of  her  as  something  of  a  femme
fatale been ironically accurate?

Perhaps, he theorised, she obtained perverse sexual
satisfaction  from luring  men into  her  bed by  first
bewitching them into loving her.  Was she really as
much of a siren as her mother was said to have been,
or  -  the  notion  seemed  to  leap  at  Gavin  from
nowhere - had her criticisms of her mother actually
been her attempt to disavow an unadmitted aspect of
herself, and had the mermaid painting in Corbenic's
drawing room really been a 'Dorian Gray' portrait of
Elaine, revealing her immoral alter ego?

Sleep was impossible while he wrestled with those
distressing  possibilities,  and  his  unprincipled
imagination used the cover of darkness to mount its
most startling offensive so far!  Gavin had already
considered the possibility that what had transpired
between  Elaine  and  himself  on  Drake  Tor  might
have been some kind of witch wedding, but what if it
had been even more than that?

Could its intended purpose have been the conception
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of  a  child  -  a  half-human  changeling  of  some
description  -  in  the  manner  of  Rosemary's  Baby?
The idea was absurd, of course, but he couldn't help
remembering how persistently Elaine had attempted
to have unprotected sex with him.  If she'd succeeded
in becoming pregnant (he realised, with something
of a shock, that he'd no proof that she hadn't!) what
would their offspring be: a monster, a super hero, or
simply another fatherless bastard?

He tossed and turned in his bed, trying to rid himself
of his lurid visualisations, but finally surrendered to
the bleak realisation that he was unlikely to sleep
much – if at all - that night. He needed a strategy to
keep  the  more  unwelcome  images  at  bay,  and
managed to find one in concentrating - in a calm and
detached fashion - upon those puzzling aspects of the
affair  that  didn't  carry  quite  so  many  unpleasant
emotional connotations.

Such as the dilapidated state of Corbenic when he'd
last visited it, as it presumably had been throughout
the  time  he'd  spent  there.   What  none  of  Gavin's
mental concoctions - outlandish or mundane – was
able  to explain was how he'd spent a good deal  of
time in such badly neglected surroundings without
noticing that fact!   It was one aspect of the whole
affair that seemed totally inexplicable.
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Unless - his ever resourceful imagination still had a
trick  up  its  sleeve  -  he'd  been  hypnotised  by  the
Fishers  into  seeing  only  what  they  wished him to
see.

Now that he considered this possibility (admittedly
unlikely,  though  hardly  any  less  so  than  other
scenarios  he'd  already  considered!),  Gavin  recalled
how  struck  he'd  been  by  Elaine's  mesmeric  green
eyes and by the remarkable chameleon-like ability of
her father's.  If he'd been hypnotised - Gavin argued -
most,  if  not  all,  of  the  bizarre  events  that  he
remembered  so  clearly  could  have  been  induced
mental fabrications.  Perhaps he'd imagined it all!

That  possibility,  far  from  providing  any  relief,
generated in Gavin feelings of deep unease similar to
those he'd experienced when Elaine had introduced
him  to  the  theories  of  Bishop  Berkeley.   Any
suggestion  that  everyday  reality  was  not  as  it
appeared  but  was  some  kind  of  illusion  disturbed
him greatly.

He cast around, rather ineffectually, for a convincing
alternative  explanation  but  none  presented  itself,
though wrestling with the question did produce one
beneficial  effect.   Against  his  expectations,  Gavin
slipped into a fitful doze which lasted until morning
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light  sneaked  in  through  the  gaps  around  his
curtains and morning sounds invaded his bedroom;
even on a Sunday the great metropolis woke early
and went about its business.

He was able to eat a modest breakfast that morning,
after which he set off for the small seaside town in
Sussex where his  parents  resided.   As he rode his
motorcycle  south  on  roads  congested  with  other
London escapees  heading  for  the  South Coast,  his
thoughts were occupied not with the events of the
past few weeks but with how much of it all he could
tell his parents.

Visits  to  their  comfortable,  middle-class  bungalow
generally involved Gavin's updating them about his
life (as much as he was prepared to let them know)
and fielding  their  indulgent enquiries,  while  being
well fed and generally pampered by his mother.

He knew that his mother would ask after Elaine and
mentally prepared a carefully edited version of the
Fishers'  abrupt departure from Corbenic  to  satisfy
(hopefully!)  her  concern;  he'd  already  decided  to
postpone  saying  anything  about  his  job  until  he'd
managed to secure another, when he could present
the current hiatus as a career move.  How could he
possibly confess to his parents that he'd been sacked
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for  inappropriate  sexual  behaviour  with  his
employer's wife?

When he arrived at their neatly kept home he was
dismayed to discover that – for the first time in his
memory  –  he  felt  uncomfortable  in  his  parents'
presence.  Until then he'd never needed to conceal a
great  deal  from  them  –  excepting  a  few  sexual
peccadilloes  –  but  suddenly  his  life  had  gone  into
meltdown and he felt unable to explain the causes to
anyone, least of all to his mother and father.

The  answers  that  he  gave  his  mother  when  she
asked about Elaine were met with a look that told
him that she knew she'd not been given the whole
story,  though  she  didn't  press  him  on  the  matter.
She  did,  however,  accost  him  as  he  was  about  to
leave.

“Are you sure everything's all right, Gavin?”

“Yes,”  he  quickly  lied.   “I  think  maybe  I've  been
working a bit too hard recently, but apart from that,
I'm fine.”

She subjected him to a searching stare, questioning
him  with  her  eyes  in  a  manner  similar  to  that
employed  by  Elaine  (a  mildly  embarrassing
experience for Gavin).
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“You seem a  little  different,  dear.   I  can't  put  my
finger on it, and I'm not going to pry.  Just remember
that you're our son, and whatever happens to you or
whatever you do, this is always your home.”

He struggled to hold back tears; he embraced her in
an emotional hug,  almost smothering her with his
heavy clothing.  He was disconcerted to discover how
much like holding Elaine it felt – his mother was of
similar height and build -  and he quickly released
her.   Had  that  similarity  been  a  part  of  Elaine's
appeal for him?

That was a psychoanalytical byway he'd no desire to
explore at that juncture, so on his journey back to
the  capital  he  concentrated  instead  upon  his
mother's words.  Was he different now?  Had recent
events  changed  him?   He  was  certainly  feeling
emotionally battered, and a little lost, but was not
convinced  that  he'd  changed  in  any  fundamental
way.

Once back in his flat he switched on his computer,
partly in the vain hope that he might find an email
from  Elaine  waiting,  but  mainly  to  help  combat
unwelcome mental activity.  He'd thought of a few
lines of enquiry that might produce a clue to what
had really happened at Corbenic, so he engaged in a
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little more on-line research.

He  began  with  Drake  Tor,  and  was  surprised  to
discover that many of the things that Elaine and her
father  had  told  him  about  the  tor  were  at  least
recorded tradition,  if  not fact.   It  seemed that the
name had most likely derived from the old word for a
dragon, probably in association with Saint Michael
(the dedication of hill top churches to that saint was
not uncommon), and he also found one reference to
the devil's having been instrumental in moving the
church to the top of the tor.

Among the collected information Gavin unearthed it
was recorded that the stained glass window had been
replaced during renovation work in the nineteenth
century, and he even found mention of the ley line
that Elaine had told him about, which was supposed
to  run through –  or nearby,  depending  upon one's
degree of tolerance – the tor.  What he was unable to
uncover  was  anything  about  either  Joseph  of
Arimathea  and  the  Grail,  or  of  an  antique  cup
having been found during the renovations.

Not  that  he  expected  to  find  confirmation  of  the
latter.  Gavin was now convinced that the silver cup,
the story of its discovery and the little book about
Joseph of Arimathea were all fakes manufactured by
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Fisher to support his Grail story.

Gavin did have to admit, however, that it could all
have  happened  the  other  way  around,  that  the
beaker  may  have  been  found  by  one  of  Fisher's
ancestors as he'd claimed (it might even have been a
Roman relic) and that this piece of family history -
combined  with  Fisher's  fascination  for  Arthurian
myth  -  had  inspired  the  creation  of  the  Joseph
fantasy, as well as providing the incentive for renting
the house in Devon.

When  he  Googled  Joseph  of  Arimathea,  Gavin
learned that there was a tradition that Joseph had
visited Britain, possibly bringing with him a sacred
cup  that  may  have  been  the  Grail,  although  not
named  as  such.   There  were  recorded  links  with
Glastonbury,  but  none  with  Drake  Tor.   Gavin
concluded  that  both  Fisher  and  his  daughter  had
been  adept  at  embroidering  existing  material  into
attractive fiction.

Mervyn Fisher clearly possessed an active and fertile
imagination;  his  paintings  were  proof  of  that.
Unless  he  hadn't  really  painted  them  but  had
hijacked  someone  else's  work  for  his  own  ends,  a
possibility  that  was  lent  some  support  by  Gavin's
being unable to find any reference on-line to either
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Mervyn Fisher or his paintings.

That  supposition,  however,  only  complicated  the
issue; if they hadn't been painted by Fisher, then by
whom?  They were the work of a talented artist  -
that much had been obvious to Gavin - so why were
they not better known?  Was the answer to the whole
mystery  an  obsessive  reaction  on  Fisher's  part  to
public rejection of his work?  Gavin could imagine
art  critics  being  particularly  scathing  of  the  older
man's representational style and romantic subjects.
Had this disturbed the balance of his mind so that he
had redirected his creativity into weaving a fantasy
life about himself to obscure his humiliation?

Gavin felt as if he were trapped in a mental maze,
desperately attempting to find his way to the truth
at its centre, but each time he tried a new avenue he
ran into an improbable dead end.

Unable to find any his  former host's  paintings on-
line,  he  tried  an  oblique  approach  and  called  up
pictures  of  mermaids.   He  was  presented  with
dozens, a few of which were almost as disturbing –
and as erotic – as Fisher's, but none that resembled
Elaine.

Of course, if what she'd told Gavin about her father's
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paintings not being popular were true, then few of
them would have found their way onto the Internet,
but that thought did unlock another possible avenue
of further enquiry; he'd retained the business card
for the Hermitage Gallery that Elaine had given to
him.  He'd make enquiries there in the morning.

Before  he  could  do  that,  however,  he  had  to
undertake the ordeal  of  his  public  departure from
Monarch Interiors.  He received a phone call early on
Monday morning from Gail  Chambers,  who'd been
delegated by the Admin. Director to process Gavin's
leaving papers.  She suggested that he go in to pack
his  personal  belongings  and  collect  his  papers  at
around eleven o'clock, when Art would be holding a
briefing meeting in his office with Gary.  Gail was, he
realised with some surprise,  showing consideration
for  his  situation  by  minimising  the  likelihood  of
embarrassing encounters with either his assistant or
his former employer.

He  was  even  more  taken  aback  when  -  having
completed all the necessary formalities in the poky
office which Gail normally shared with Jenny - she
expressed regret at his going.  He regarded her with
new interest.  Moderately pretty, with an attractive
figure of the slightly overripe variety, she might have
appealed  to  Gavin,  but  he'd  previously  failed  to
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notice  her  charms,  blinded  whenever  he'd  entered
the office by her superior's intense presence.

At  that  moment  his  mischievous  rebel  put  in  a
fleeting appearance and he nearly invited Gail for a
drink when she'd finished work as a symbolic 'V' sign
to both Jenny and the firm, but thought better of it.
Jenny  was  still  absent  from  the  office,  which
belatedly  revived  Gavin's  concern  about  how  Art
might have dealt with her.

He arrived home feeling a mixture of sadness and
relief.   He'd  purchased  a  ham and  salad  baguette
from the little shop where he customarily bought is
lunch –  probably  the  last  time that  he  would  use
their services – and he flopped into an armchair to
eat it, with a cup of strong coffee, before tackling the
telephone calls that he'd decided he needed to make.

The first  was  to  Jenny,  partly  to  reassure  himself
that  she  wasn't  lying  dead  on  her  lounge  carpet,
though he also wanted an explanation for why she'd
told Art that they'd been together on the Saturday
before last.  The ringing tone went unanswered for
so long that he was resigning himself to failure when
she picked up the phone.

"I  thought  you  might  call,"  she  said,  sounding
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uncharacteristically awkward and subdued.  "I'm not
sure I want to talk to you at the moment."

"Why not?" he demanded.  "Everyone seems to think
I'm to blame for everything.  It wasn't my fault Art
caught us out, and I lost my job over it!"

"I'm not blaming you, Gavin, and I'm sorry you lost
your job.  I just want to forget last Thursday."

Her obvious unhappiness softened his tone a little.
"What happened after I left?  Did Art hit you again?"

"I really don't want to talk about it," she hedged.  "He
didn't hit me again."

"What did he do?"  Her manner suggested that her
husband had extracted some retribution.

"I said I don't want to talk about it!" she reiterated.
"I can't tell you.  If I have anything more to do with
you - or any other man - he's threatened to divorce
me.  He'll do it, too."

It  was  a  threat  that  Gavin suspected would prove
effective; Jenny was married to the lifestyle as much
as to her husband!  So much for her flamboyant bid
for freedom, he thought sarcastically,  but then felt
mildly  ashamed;  he'd  offered her  nothing  to  make
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leaving Art a viable proposition.

Whatever Jenny's feelings about the matter, she was
demonstrating  one  of  her  best  survival  traits:
pragmatism.  But Gavin couldn't help contrasting -
with disappointment - the woman on the telephone
with Jenny as he'd last seen her, defiantly writing a
personal  declaration  of  independence  upon  her
lounge carpet.

"It wasn't very pleasant, I'll tell you that much," she
volunteered  unexpectedly,  perhaps  in  a  residual
gesture of that former defiance.  "Talk about making
the punishment fit the crime!  Now I've said more
than enough.  I'll survive, don't worry.  I must go."

"Hang on a minute!" he interjected.  "Before you go I
want to know why you told Art I was with you on
the Saturday before last, when I was supposed to be
helping him at Mark Cornwall's house."

"I  didn't,"  she  defended herself.   "He assumed you
were with me and refused to listen to what I said.  I
paid for that as well, you know."

Gavin  was  not  altogether  convinced  by  her
disclaimer, though in the light of what she'd already
suffered - something violently sexual, he suspected -
he didn't altogether blame her for taking the line of
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least resistance.  "I'm sorry, Jen, sorry it's turned out
as it has."

"So am I, more than you know!  Look after yourself."

As their connection was severed Gavin found himself
surprisingly saddened by the near certainty that he'd
never see Jenny again.  Although he'd not become
especially  attached  to  her  -  he'd  often  found  her
infuriating - he had grown quite fond of her, in an
offhand  sort  of  fashion,  and  would  certainly  miss
their sexual games now that he'd no-one else to turn
to!   It  seemed cruelly  ironic  to  Gavin that  having
only encountered two women who'd been prepared to
accept  –  perhaps  even share,  to  some extent  -  his
deviant eroticism, he'd met them more or less at the
same time and hadn't been able to enjoy either fully.
And now he'd lost both of them!

His second call - to the Hermitage Gallery - offered
him no  more  encouragement.   The  condescending
female  who  answered  his  enquiries  -  sounding  as
though  she'd  much  better  things  with  which  to
occupy  her  time  -  admitted  to  no  recollection  of
Elaine and denied any knowledge of Mervyn Fisher,
whose name she couldn't find either in the gallery's
catalogue  or  its  directory,  assuming  that  she'd
actually bothered to look!
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Gavin  was  surprised  –  and  more  than  a  little
suspicious – at the gallery's  blank denial  as it  had
been  only  a  couple  of  months  earlier  that  he'd
phoned  Elaine  there,  when  it  had  appeared  that
she'd been well known to the staff.  Had they been
instructed not to pass on any information about the
Fishers to him?

Gavin was now feeling quite dejected; more than a
week had passed since the incident on Drake Tor,
and in that time he'd been unable to work out what
had happened to  him,  despite  his  almost  constant
reviewing  of  the  facts  and  quite  extensive  on-line
research.

Unsurprisingly, he slept only fitfully that night, but
next  morning  -  despite  a  lowering  sky  and
intermittent drizzle – he set out again for Devon.

Gavin anticipated that the trip would be a waste of
time, but felt compelled to revisit the house and its
attendant  memories,  ostensibly  to  search  for  any
small clue that might help him ascertain what had
really  been  going  on,  but  largely  to  allow  him  to
wallow for a while in the bitter-sweet sentimentality
of what might have been.

Both  house  and  garden were  unchanged  since  his
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last  visit.   As  that  had  been  only  three  days
previously major changes were unlikely, but after his
uncanny  experience  on  that  occasion  he'd  been
prepared for almost anything!

The  air  of  dereliction  that  now  hung  over  that
nautical  looking  property  lent  it  something  of  the
appearance  of  an  abandoned  liner  that  had  run
aground during a recent storm.  The wind was cold,
wet  and  gusty,  and  the  waves  hissing  around  the
rocks on the beach sounded decidedly angry; it was
not  a  day  for  loitering  and  even  the  formerly
watchful gull had taken the hint.

Walking resignedly round to the seaward side of the
house,  Gavin stood for a  while  at the head of  the
steps to the beach, gazing down at the waves sparing
with  the  projecting  fists  of  rock.   The  steps  were
virtually choked by the brambles that smothered the
bank and flanking slopes, and these rustled in the
wind with sinister undertones; it was almost as if he
could hear them growing at an accelerated pace, an
embryonic  wall  of  thorns  -  like  that  around  the
Sleeping  Beauty's  castle  -  that  would  soon  engulf
Corbenic.

That  mental  image  triggered  his  memory;  Elaine
had  suggested  that  Corbenic  fell  under  a  similar
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spell  to  that  in  Sleeping  Beauty  when  Gavin  was
absent.   If  only  that  were  so,  then  Elaine's  love
might  lie  dormant  behind  that  barrier  of  natural
barbed  wire,  waiting  for  him  (or  maybe  another
more  worthy  suitor?)  to  find  a  way  through  to
reawaken it with a kiss of true commitment.

It was an appealing fairy tale – especially for Gavin -
but was it nothing more?  Folklore accounts of fairies
recorded  many  instances  of  the  inhabitants  of
Elfland,  and occasionally humans, passing between
the two realms, usually at certain magical locations.

Gavin's subconscious had been systematically fitting
together  little  pieces  of  information  dropped
(deliberately?) by Elaine during their time together,
completing a mental jigsaw puzzle that revealed an
explanation to account for all the inconsistencies of
his  strange  experiences  without  recourse  to
elaborate  game  playing  scenarios,  dark  family
secrets  or  the  supposition  that  his  brain  had
malfunctioned.

It  did,  however,  necessitate  his  modifying
considerably his former unquestioning materialism,
something  he  would  not  normally  even  consider.
However, the seemingly inexplicable nature of recent
events in his life  -  particularly those featuring the
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recent inhabitants of Corbenic – had begun to blunt
his  ingrained  scepticism,  allowing  him  at  least  to
examine alternative realities.

Was it  conceivable that he'd stumbled upon a rare
natural phenomenon, a place where the boundaries
of  this  reality  were thinner  than normal,  allowing
him access to another dimension?  The resemblance
to  tales  about  visiting  fairyland  was  obvious;  had
Fisher  named  the  house  Corbenic  –  in  the  Grail
romances  a  magical  castle  that  could  appear  and
disappear at will – as an indication that it was one of
those special locations, a portal between worlds?

Could there  be  two Corbenics  occupying  the  same
physical space – overlapping like a double negative
image  –  but  in  different  parallel  dimensions?   It
could  explain  why  he'd  been  surrounded  by  such
obvious neglect but unaware of it; the Corbenic that
he'd visited whenever he'd come to Devon was in the
other world and was still as he remembered it, while
its  counterpart  in  this  world  –  little  more  than  a
physical anchor – had been allowed to deteriorate.

It  was  a  notion  that  Gavin  found  very  hard  to
swallow,  and  one  that  he'd  have  ridiculed  a  few
weeks ago, but extensive analysis of the weird events
that  he'd  suffered  had  stubbornly  resisted  any
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convincing  mundane  explanation.   Elaine  had
suggested  –  more  than  once  –  that  they  were
inhabiting parallel time lines, a proposition that he'd
been able to accept  only as a metaphor.   Suppose,
however,  that  she'd  been  speaking  from  superior
knowledge, aware that her reality and Gavin's were
different but linked by a portal that allowed him –
and Elaine - to move between them.

From  their  very  first  meeting  Gavin  had  been
conscious of Elaine's 'otherworldliness', almost from
his first glimpse of her in the White Hart.  Had that
been a genuinely chance meeting, or were his earlier
suspicions that it had been contrived accurate?  Had
those photographs of Fisher's Grail cup – and Elaine
herself  –  been bait  to  lure  Gavin to  Corbenic  and
into their world?

Even  if  he  could  bring  himself  to  believe  it,  that
scenario  raised a question (the same one that had
bothered him when considering the possibility that it
might all have been an experimental game organised
by Mervyn Fisher); why had he, Gavin, been chosen?

He'd  speculated  –  when  postulating  the  real-life
game theory - that it could have been his fascination
for  adventure  games  that  had  led  to  his  being
selected,  but  that  seemed  unlikely  as  there  were
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surely  thousands  of  equally  qualified  candidates.
Suppose,  however,  that  it  wasn't  the  games
themselves  that  were  the  critical  factor  but  the
subject  of  the  game  he  was  making!   Maybe,  by
focusing  upon the  Grail  -  an  object  with  inherent
power,  according  to  Elaine  -  he'd  unconsciously
forged a metaphysical link with the Fishers, opening
a way for Elaine to enter this reality and lead him
back into theirs.

However  unlikely  this  theory  –  the  only  reason
Gavin hadn't rejected it  out of hand was that he'd
run out of better ideas - it could perhaps provided a
coherent reason for the strange ritual on Drake Tor,
something  that  his  earlier  suppositions  had
noticeably failed to do.

Assuming  that  Gavin  had  found a  way  –  through
Corbenic – to this other dimension, he'd never-the-
less  been  only  a  visitor  and  had  been  obliged  to
return to the everyday world of work, his computer
games and the Royles whenever he'd left the house
in Devon.  Could the ceremony on the tor have been
a sort of 'rite of passage', conducted to open a more
substantial portal between the two worlds?

If  Gavin had been able  to  commit himself  fully to
Elaine,  to  believe  in  her  and  give  himself  to  her
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physically, emotionally and intellectually, might then
his ties to this world have been severed so that he
could have joined Elaine permanently in that other
world.

His cynic cabal was outraged, though it could find no
solid arguments to counter the proposition and fell
back  upon  petulance:  Things  like  that  just  don't
happen in real life!

Gavin,  however,  was  tentatively  starting  to
acknowledge  that  -  maybe  –  he'd  allowed  his
cynicism to colour too much of his thinking.  Was his
world  view  too  blinkered?   Might  there  not  be
parallel  dimensions,  in  one of  which Corbenic  still
waited for him - where Fisher, Elaine and Vivienne
continued to live the story of their existence - less
than an atom's thickness from where he stood?

If so - he reminded himself bitterly - it was as good
as a million miles away when judged by his ability to
find his way there again!  He'd failed on Drake Tor
that night to complete the final act of commitment -
to accept the death of his former self - and now he
was  in  exile  both  from  Elaine's  world  and  from
everything he'd previously been, left to wander in an
emotional waste land.
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That  final  example  of  self-dramatisation  was
perhaps the first indication that Gavin had begun to
appreciate  how  much  his  experiences  -  whether
they'd  taken  place  in  this  world,  some  other
dimension,  or even his  imagination – had changed
him.

His mother had been correct in her observation that
he was a little different. He was, he had to concede,
no longer that boyishly extrovert opportunist who'd
impulsively invited Elaine to dinner after knowing
her  for  less  than  ten  minutes;  he  was  more
thoughtful  now  -  with  less  self-assurance  but
increased self-awareness -  and maybe a little more
mature.

Whether this change in him would prove beneficial
or detrimental would depend a great deal upon how
he  tackled  the  next  level  in  the  game  of  life,  the
game that was never finished until one confronted
the implacable figure of Death, and not even then if
some people were to be believed.  Might there not be
levels beyond this physical world?

His philosophising brought him - boomerang fashion
- back to his current situation.  For the Corbenic he'd
experienced to be in some other dimension overlaid
upon the 'real' world inferred a connection between
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the two, otherwise he couldn't have found his way
there in the first place.  Was it possible, then, that
despite his having failed Elaine's test of commitment
on Drake Tor,  he might yet be able  to  find a way
back  to  her  world?   If  only  he  could  accept
unconditionally  the  multi-dimension  hypothesis  –
and he wanted desperately to do so -  he might be
able  to  believe  that  what  had  happen  once  could
happen a second time.

There  was  now more  to  link him with  that  other
world – assuming that it actually existed - than just
his interest in the Grail; there was also his love for
Elaine and, he was convinced, hers for him.  In his
mind he could still  hear her voice telling him that
she  would  love  him  always;  he  had  to  hold  and
nurture that tiny dim ember of hope.  If  he could
prove  himself  worthy  of  her  love,  might  he  not
somehow find a way back to that magical haven?

The path wouldn't be easy, he realised; he'd need to
abandon  his  promiscuous  lifestyle  and  commit
himself  to  loving  Elaine  with  little  hope  of
immediate  reward,  a  challenge  that  would  test
severely his devotion and resolve (he'd hardly got off
to  a  good  start!).   Being  her  champion  could  no
longer be just a game; he must apply himself to his
chosen new life with the dedication of a true knight
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on a quest to find that ever elusive Holy Grail!

At that moment a small break appeared in the low
ceiling  of  dark  cloud,  far  out  over  the  sea,  and  a
narrow shaft  of  sunlight  pierced the  greyness  like
the eye of God peering down from Heaven in an old
religious painting.  Where this distant spotlight fell
it illuminated the faint sparkle of wave crests and an
even less distinct smudge of land.  Lundy Island, but
no longer  floating  high above  the  water  as  it  had
appeared when Gavin and Elaine had viewed it from
the downs where they'd shared their love.  Now it
was just a bare, thin line on the horizon, apparently
about to sink into the ocean like one of those magical
fairy islands of Celtic folklore, that supposedly rise
from  the  depths  for  a  while,  only  to  be  just  as
mysteriously submerged again.

The sunlight faded and the transient smudge of land
disappeared back into the overall green-grey of the
ocean.  All that Gavin could see between one distant
headland and the other was an infinite arc of ever-
changing  water,  a  metaphor  for  man's  own
unconscious otherworld: vast, deep, frightening and
ultimately unknowable. 

GAME OVER
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