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1 

 

An epilogue of night. 

A time capsule of darkness is buried under the duvet. In the dark, a 
fuzz of sleep, an inert animal pleasure. In the sleep, a warm shape 
lies still. 

Shrill metal screeches through the stillness. The crash of the alarm. 

The shock shakes the duvet, cracking the capsule, splitting the 
sheath of sleep. The leftover night leaks away. 

A woman’s hand slips from the duvet. Flaps, a frantic sparrow, 
trying to land on the alarm. A loud object on a small surface is very 
hard to find. 

Her hand hits the clock and stops it. Flops on the bed, its day 
complete. A failing pulse, the bell’s reverberation, trembles up her 
bare arm. 

The natural calm of early light, bleached by the curtains, settles 
again. 

The woman’s free hand folds back the duvet. Her head on the 
pillow is facing the clock, so she looks at it anyway. 

Its round face smiles at her. Its bright bells wink. The shiny steel, its 
old-fashioned style, has a forced jollity that means, must get up 
early, must go to work. 

The woman pouts. She doesn’t believe it. 

She rolls on her back and rubs her eyes. Her fingers thread through 
the labyrinth of her hair, freeing her hands from her face. 

Her gaze blurs in the white ceiling. A temporary refuge. A blank 
eternity. 

 

A weeping willow of water is streaked green by the tiles above the 
bath. Steam sweats from the spray. 
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The woman’s head is bowed, letting the stream rinse away the last 
surf of soap. The water sluicing through it darkens her hair, 
snaking to the nape of her neck. 

She lifts her face. Her lips, her eyelids are sealed. A smile against 
the deluge. 

The jet bounces off her shoulder as she turns and steps aside. She 
cups her face to emerge, her hands closing like curtains. 

 

Stiff folds of curtain swish open. The window frames the sky. Fresh 
light. A collage of clouds. Pink edges on pale blue space. 

The woman’s reflection in the glass is a transparency on the 
morning. Her teeshirt, her cotton drawstring trousers are the same 
soft white as the clouds. Her eyes are microcosmic circles of sky. 

The morning star is as lucid as a gemstone, still on show before 
being outshone by the solipsistic sun. 

The woman stares at the star. A moment of primitive wonder. 

She steps back to the twilight in the living room. 

 

Her eyes are closed. Her face is serene. An after-image of the 
morning star shines in her inner vision, like a third eye, a seeing 
Venus. 

A billow of still-damp hair, lightening to sorrel, drops wisps on her 
cheekbones. 

Her face is an oval portrait. An eighteenth century court painter’s 
pact with nature. 

She is balanced on a hard round cushion. Heel to ankle, her knees 
flat on the carpet, her spine as straight as a sergeant’s. 
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On the floor in front of her, her watch is propped by its strap, 
timing timelessness. 

Her meditation deepens, drying her expression, draining her 
senses. 

 

An arm, straight behind her, slots into the sleeve of a jacket. Her 
other arm twists into its own sleeve. 

The woman shrugs the jacket snug on her shoulders, smoothes it to 
her waist. It is an office outfit, chic and discreet, a blouse and blue-
grey suit, tight jacket and tapered skirt. 

She puts on her office mind. Her armour against the day. 

The first person to inspect her is herself. A reflection in the 
bedroom’s long mirror. 

She is in her early thirties, definite, self-defined. She checks for 
chinks of strangeness. Flicks a speck of fluff from her skirt. 

Her reflection passes the test. 

She buttons her raincoat up to her throat. Ties the belt in a half-
knot that shows the curve of her hips. 

She clicks the clips of her satchel. Her nose wrinkles. She doesn’t 
forget to do things, but she forgets that she has done them. She 
unclips the bag, unzips a pocket and checks inside for a leaflet. It is 
there. Only the memory was missing. She closes it again, slinging 
the strap on her shoulder. 

She pauses for a second. A breath lifts her chest. She leaves. 

 

The slam is muscular. The front door shuts the woman out. 

Keys clink. The deadbolt lock clunks. 
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 

The living room of the apartment is a stuccoed Victorian cube. It is 
a clear space, clean, uncluttered. 

Its white walls tower above a bookcase. A wide shelf of plants. A 
short shelf of ornaments. 

Its window is a sundial. A shadow edge tracks across the carpet. 

The room slowly orbits, beyond shadow and ray, out of sight of the 
sun. The one-eyed giant stomps to another horizon. 

A painting hangs on the wall above the sofa. Plum-purples, browns 
and greens. A summer garden, intensified to abstraction, set ablaze 
by the autumn of sunset. 

The room cools as the light thins. After the extrovert light of 
morning, its exhausted opposite. The flat light of an east window at 
the end of day. Reticent, greying already, an empty light for night 
to fill. 

 

Keys clatter outside the front door. The woman opens it and 
hurries in, juggling the keys and her mail. 

She sifts the envelopes. D. Romand. Ms D. Romand. Delphine 
Romand. 

Two cellophane windows. Bills or statements or offers. 

One letter. A French stamp. Blue French curlicue writing. An old 
school friend who hates computers. 

She dumps the letters, keys and her satchel on the table in the 
living room and leaves in a spin. 

 
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Delphine is already unbuttoning her raincoat as she strides into the 
bedroom. She jostles it into the wardrobe, coats and dresses 
crammed like commuters. 

She steps from her shoes and stops running. Slots them on the floor 
of the wardrobe. 

A look of reverse concentration. She peels back her office jacket. 
Lays it, arms folded, on the bed. 

A yacht’s sail and mast. Her open blouse billows off her spine. She 
bundles it into a basket. 

She swaps it for a teeshirt from a tangle of cotton on a chair. 

The collar sticks to the bridge of her nose. Her head pops clear. She 
shakes her hair loose. 

As she steps back to the bed, she passes a glimpse in the mirror. A 
mermaid duality. She is a free woman above the waist, but the skirt 
is a scaly tail. 

She spreads it next to the jacket and flattens it with her hand. 

A pair of Indian trousers is untangled from the chair. Delphine 
treads into them. She ties the string. 

The smart suit on the bed belongs to a missing person, swimming 
away from dry land. The mermaid spell is broken. 

 

A hard white light bounces off the bathroom tiles. Ricochets off the 
mirror. 

Delphine dips into a bowl of warm water, splashing her eyes, 
washing the day from her face. 

She wipes her face with a towel. Slowly, pulling her skin down, a 
pensive gravity. 

She gazes at the mirror, at a woman she never sees. 
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 

Delphine lies face flat in the living room’s sandy carpet. 

She tilts her head up and back, the length of a breath, chin and 
chest in a curve. A cobra. 

A tree growing upside down. Her arms bracket her back, vertical 
up to her toes. She lowers her feet over her head to the floor, legs 
straight, arms stretched. A plough. 

A boat. Her lifted legs and body balance on her buttocks. 

A cradle. Hands gripping her ankles, she rocks on her pelvis. 

Her tongue lolls. The muscles of her face are taut. A lioness’s silent 
roar. 

Her arms prostrate. She bows her forehead to the floor. A child’s 
prayer. 

Her stomach scoops a breath. She swivels, a slow spinal twist, arms 
and legs in angles and spirals. A careful contortionist. 

A contradictory corpse. She lies supine and still, her skin aerated, 
her muscles awake. 

 

Her profile is serious. Even severe. 

Her pose is an open pyramid, knees pointed wide, bare feet tucked 
between her thighs. Her arms are straight, hands flat on her knees, 
thumbs and forefingers circled. 

Her mind is a star cloud of not thinking. On her meditation 
cushion, her magic carpet, Delphine is drifting in space. 

A smile of light suffuses her face. 

 



 

7 

 

Voices of virgins float from the small speakers. A song of such 
serenity it threads through the tissue of silence left by her 
meditation. 

On the living room table is a bowl of yellow soup. A plate of a 
cheese gel on grainy toast. 

Delphine sits at the table, alternating her supper. A slurp of soup. 
A crunch of toast. 

She pushes the empty bowl away and opens an envelope. 

A unique opportunity to apply for… 

Her lips lift slightly. A higher level of disdain. She tosses the leaflet 
on the soup bowl, rips the second letter. 

Her monthly phone bill. Her mouth droops. She leaves the 
envelope on the bowl, files the bill on a pile at the back of the table. 

She unfolds the letter from her friend, reads the beginning and end, 
then sits back and enjoys it. The treat of ink and paper, of 
handwriting, almost a living thing, as precious as a bunch of 
flowers. 

 

A reading lamp draws down a cone of light. A dim haze diffuses 
round the living room. 

Delphine slouches on the sofa. A long slope from her shoulders to 
her knees. She punches a number on a wireless phone and waits for 
a response. 

 “Hello, Mark, it’s Delphine…” 

A twitch of annoyance traces her face. But it doesn’t translate to her 
voice. 

She speaks English with a perfect French accent. It rolls round the 
words, breathes on them, tones them. It is too precious to lose. 
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 “Very well, thanks. How are you?” 

Delphine doesn’t dislike him, but she wants to speak to her friend. 

 “That’s good. How’s work?” 

She tries to make it sound like a question that should be answered 
quickly. 

She listens to his in-depth analysis. He even wants to know about 
her job. 

 “Oh, fine. The same as you. Is Susan there?” 

He yodels. As though they live in a vast mansion. As though he 
isn’t sure if she still lives there. She is on her way. 

 “Thanks. See you soon… Hi there!” 

Her voice leaps like a salmon. 

“So what were you doing? Sleeping in the cauliflowers?” 

A private joke. Susan betters it. She explains her new idea. 

 “No!” 

Her giggles spurt. Spilling through a hole of surprise. 

 “But you can’t, it’s…” 

Delphine overacts. An ingénue in a radio comedy. 

 “Susan, you’re totally crazy! I mean it!” 

The reason is strangely sane. 

 “Well, no, I suppose so…” 

Susan changes the subject, as simply as a change of serve. 

 “Bof! You know, the usual…” 
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And she asks the usual question. 

 “No!” 

The usual answer. She tries again. Delphine laughs. 

 “That’s why I called. I’m hoping you can help me.” 

 

Delphine slides a finger and thumb down the cable to a trip switch. 
She clicks off the reading lamp. 

A tide of night floods in, its dark wake still translucent. A jetty of 
light juts from the hall through the open living room door. 

She holds aside a curtain and gazes up at the sky, bruised by the 
city’s glare. The bigger the city, the fewer the stars. As though they 
migrate here too, seeking work as streetlamps and signs. The neon 
names over theatres. The white windows that shine from bars, 
restaurants, apartments. 

The moon is missing too. The last stubborn stars, the remnants of 
constellations, glimmer at the summit of the sky. 

A shoal of cirrus clouds gusts across, ghostly grey, too thin to veil 
the void. 

A spiritual friend once told her that electricity makes angels 
invisible. Is it only the stars? Or miracles too? Disappearing like 
doves in the conjuring tricks of technology. 

Delphine lets the curtain close, leaving the room to the night. 

 

A bedtime penitent. Her bare feet. An unbleached nightshirt.  

Delphine’s wet hands chafe a towel. She spreads it to dry on the 
hot steel rail. 
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She tugs the cord of the mirror strip light. A black wave fills the 
bathroom. 

 

Her wan feet skip through the hall. A young girl dreaming of 
dancing on her way to bed. 

She flicks off the hanging basket of light. 

Darkness rises deeper in the apartment. Only a bedroom bulb still 
scatters a sallow path. Delphine follows it. 

 

Safely wrapped in the duvet, she puts out the last light. 

It is blind night. The black imagination of the invisible. 

Delphine shuffles on her side till she finds a snug line. A slide 
down a steep slope to sleep. 

 

Early morning mists the living room. 

Delphine sits in the centre, erect on the ascetic cushion. She is a 
pale presence, immersed in her meditation. 

An impulse, an awareness, rises up her back. 

Through the triangle of her sacrum, unlocked by the wider triangle 
of her legs. 

Through the rungs of her spine, a waking Jacob’s ladder, tiny 
angels of energy wafting up and down. 

Through the nape of her neck. Through a thicket of hair. 

Through the root of her skull, the tail of the animal brain, the 
oracular optic nerve. 
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She frowns. The awareness falls slowly down the front of her body. 

Through her forehead, the judgement seat of her soul, seeing, 
separate. 

Through her throat, where the body cries to the soul. 

Through her heart, expansive, romantic, a vast virgin space. 

Through the knot of her solar plexus, as sensitive as a sense. 

Through her sitting belly, curved like a world, earthing in its own 
origin. 

Delphine is barely breathing. A deep wave as impalpable as a beat 
of a butterfly’s wing. 

The new ideas queue in her mind. Waiting to ask her intellect when 
it starts thinking again. 

 

Delphine leans against the kitchen counter, speed-eating a bowl of 
fruit and yoghurt.  

She has changed into her office uniform and is on a countdown to 
leave. 

The grey half-light is a soft blur. A shade of day through the west 
window. It is easier on her eyes than an electric light. 

She drops the yoghurt-smeared bowl on the worktop by the sink. A 
small drumroll as it settles. 

Her heels squeak as she twists and speeds out. The front door 
thuds. The lock clicks. 

 

The silent apartment counts the seconds. The time it takes to 
remember. 
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A key ring jingles. Keys clash in the locks. The door swings open. 
Its own grand entrance. 

Delphine stomps in, tutting and muttering, fumbling in her satchel. 

She confronts the living room table, a word of French reproach on 
her lips. It isn’t her who forgets things. 

She tears a sheet from the pile of papers, crumples it in her satchel 
and leaves at the second attempt. 

The journey to work is so unpredictable. 

 

The living room is dark, abandoned. The curtains are still open. 

Cold black air spills through the glass. White moonlight etches the 
edges of things. 

It is a noise chamber of night. Scratches and creaks like a cat and an 
owl. 

The front door unlocks and opens. A sudden strip of light slants in 
from the hall. 

 

Delphine steps through the kitchen’s narrow galley. Her heels are 
bold mice on the lino. 

Spring water splashes from a plastic bottle into a glass. 

She drinks it in a single gulp. Feels its freshness waking her like a 
flower. 

A waterfall from the tap. Delphine rinses the glass. She upends it 
on the draining rack to dry. 

 
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Slow fingers unbutton her raincoat. Delphine stuffs her hands in 
the pockets and pulls out a ticket stub. 

She leans a shoulder against the wardrobe. A shade of blue, a 
wistful mood, quiet and distant, refines her face. 

She sticks the stub to her lips like a kiss. 

In her life in London, Delphine thinks in English, but she has seen a 
French film, so she thinks in French now. 

The idea melts away. She leans over, holds out the ticket and 
watches it float to the waste basket. 

Cinema tickets aren’t aerodynamic. It sheers off in a tailspin and 
misses its target. 

Delphine’s smile is lopsided too. She bends at the waist, long legs 
like a heron, and skims the stub into the basket. 

She shakes her shoulders out of her raincoat. Hooks it in the 
wardrobe. 

A ballet for shoes and sore feet. One hand on the bar of the chair, 
she lifts her left leg in a plié and prises her foot from the shoe. She 
rests, less tall on one side, and repeats on the right. Her height 
evens down. 

Her balance shifts backwards, down to her hips. Her feet, flat on 
the floor, feel huge. Strong and free. 

She sheds the jacket of her navy suit and drapes it on the chair. As 
it falls, she steps from her skirt and layers it on its partner. 

Button by button, from collar to tail, a finger and thumb flick down 
her blouse. It unfurls and tangles behind her, cuffing her wrists for 
a moment, then falling on the carpet. Delphine runs the narrow slip 
of her knickers down the slope of her thighs, over her bumpy 
knees, round her white calves and prances clear. 
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Her shoulder blades rotate, tightening into her back. She unclips 
her bra, shuffles off its webbing. 

She sits on the bed with a bounce. Bends back, legs stretched, toes 
flexed. 

Her head is a hanging weight. Her hair wafts in its own breeze. 
Her upside-down eyes stop seeing, stop thinking. 

Awareness awakes in her body, her skin’s subtle sensors. Her pores 
breathe. Her muscles relax. 

She smiles and opens her eyes. An eternal girl again. Always new. 
Always herself. 

Her back arches. A slow spring forward to standing. 

She kicks her blouse, bra and knickers together. Rolls them in a ball 
and drops the ball in a basket. 

A hanger is plucked from the wardrobe. Delphine dresses its wire 
skeleton in her office suit. She holds up the metal woman, 
smoothing the creases, tweaking its collar, then hides it out of sight. 

She lifts up her arms and surrenders to her nightshirt. 

 

Her fixed grin froths white. A purple toothbrush shuttles round her 
mouth. 

Her elbow jabs the air. Her left leg lolls on tiptoe, her hips set in a 
sway. 

The bow of her back curves lower. Water jets from the tap. She 
swills and spits, swills and spits. 

Delphine leans closer to the mirror, her face and reflection almost 
touching. She scrutinises a tooth. Rubs her gum with a finger. 

 



 

15 

 

She turns out the bedside lamp. The thin curtains sieve the 
moonlight. A fine phosphorescence dusts the room. 

Delphine lies on her back, propped by the pillow, eyes open, one 
arm above her head. 

Her skin is a brighter shadow in the darkness. The whites of her 
eyes are blatant. Her pupils gleam. 

A lyrical logic links her from the film this evening, to the director’s 
first film, Les Amants De La Lune, to the first time Delphine saw it. 

It was early autumn, when she was sixteen. Inchoate, inquisitive, 
awakening to her inner identity. Les Amants gave her something to 
aspire to, a name for her new ideals. 

She was so naïve, she really believed her life would be like that. But 
the belief brought her here, to her life as it is now. Naivety is a 
good nursery for dreams. 

Or, at least, she is still dreaming. 

After Les Amants, Delphine was a muse-in-waiting. A positive, non-
tragic heroine. She renounced materialism. She despised cynicism. 
She wanted a true life. To be pure. To be romantic. 

That was why she learned to meditate. She wanted to be beautiful. 

A wry smile slides across her lips. She flips on her side. Her cheek 
contours the pillow. 

Meditation was meant to be her secret weapon. To make men fall 
in love. 

Instead, she fell in love with her own soul. And beauty? She 
internalised it, along a path of light, to the source of all beauty, of 
true romanticism. To the original radiance of eternal being. 

Her finger flicks a corner of the pillow. What was it she used to 
say? 

Nous sommes les nouveaux romantiques, les romantiques mystiques. 
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We are the new romantics, the mystical romantics. 

Except it wasn’t new, it was a return to the first romantics. The 
source she saw inside was the historical source too. Worshipped by 
the great Sufi mystics in a poetry of divine love that was whispered 
by the Moors of Spain over the mountains to Provence and 
disguised, womanised, in the songs of the troubadours. 

What is romantic is really spiritual. And what is spiritual is 
romantic. A romanticism that is real. 

 

The living room table is old English oak. Rescued from a junk 
shop’s disrepute and restored like an old master. The dark varnish 
of time has been stripped away. The veins of wood are vibrant 
again. 

A dinner plate on it is pushed aside. A white slick of salad oil and 
curds. 

Delphine rubs a big red apple on her stomach. She presses it to her 
nose and sniffs its skin. 

She crunches through the peel. The flesh dribbles juice. 

 

The apple core sticks to the scum in the plate. 

The main light is dimmed. It draws a shadow over the plate. An 
inadvertent délicatesse. 

The chairs are all pushed in, straight against the table, a symmetry 
of verticals and horizontals. 

Delphine sits on the sofa, her legs tucked in a sidelong fold. To one 
side of her shoulder, the reading lamp half lights, half silhouettes. 

It is a day and night’s light and shade. Her face is planetary. 
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Her satchel is open on the cushion beside her. She pulls a sheet of 
paper from a plastic folder in it. 

It has the printed header of a web page. The title of a poem. Work. 

Her eyes run across, from line to line, the slow zigzag of reading. 

A working life, no days to dream, between 
The trivial importance of the office 
And weary warmth, the womb of entropy, 
Bathing in streams of light, screen to the screen, 
Or any Lethe of the mind’s defences. 
No time to wait for timelessness, to face, 
In the blind burrow of initiation, 
The gentle, terrible shattering of gnosis. 
Since childhood, we’ve lost subtlety of senses, 
Power to see – though still our falling loves, 
In pale films, naked in our eyes, lay bare 
Their secret moments of illumination – 
The shimmering soul world. Angels, like white wolves 
Prowling the purple forest, light the air, 
Colossal fiery beings orbit space, 
Grey ghosts, of other sources than the grave, 
Electric spirits, elemental forces 
Quiver like cosmic nerves in living skin, 
A spectral web of energy and causes. 
Animate Nature breathes out, a new wave 
Of soul materialising ripples in 
– A world as blue and soft as memory. 

When we were younger, our ideals were easy, 
Safe in the future, now they stand like stone 
Statues of gods, cold shadows on our faces. 
Ideals grow older too, slow down, turn real 
– That’s when the work begins, a transformation 
To what may not be possible. Like asses 
Waiting to eat the roses of black Isis, 
We sit in stubborn hours of meditation, 
That top and tail our office hours for years. 
The weight of light, the baby sleep of growing, 
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A new and delicate intensity 
– All need a city asceticism, till 
The life we sacrifice, the space to heal, 
Needs healing too. The loneliness of freeing 
The soul to love, the ligaments of fear 
That tense against the sacred Juggernaut 
– The dark momentum of the cosmic will – 
Quickening in us. Till old instincts trust 
What we know we don’t know. A wiser wonder, 
The fire to burn the vision to the bone, 
Austere desire, profane humility 
To be the new and now of self-surrender. 
Hot tears fall, lotus petals of white light 
Dazzling seeing, flooding heart and throat, 
The mind’s designs dissolving in unknowing 
– The spiritual dream world, Earth’s dark heaven, 
The solid matter of illusion, lost – 
We wake from waking, silent, empty. Even 
The inner self is starburst, infinite, 
Drowned in superexistence, beingless being. 

 

A groove of music, Anglo-French art pop, fills the apartment. Its 
guitar motor, moog burbles. A voix blanche, ice-cold and cool. 

It is a party for one, unannounced, on a Sunday morning. Delphine 
dances round the bathroom. 

Yellow gloves scrub the sides of the tub. The shower head sluices 
the scurf till the white enamel shines. 

The toilet seat is raised. Delphine stands over it. A duck squirts 
blue detergent round the bowl. 

She squeezes cream on a pan scrub, circles the washbasin, fusses 
under the taps. 

A red mop sloshes in a red bucket. She scrunches the dripping tails 
of its head in the bucket’s draining cone. 
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Stepping backwards to the music, with the mop for a partner, she 
retreats from the glistening floor. 

 

Evening twilight grains the living room. Eyes closed in the gloom, 
Delphine sits meditating. 

Her neck whips. Her skull snaps back. Like lightning striking a 
sapling. 

A second spasm. Her body trembles in its charge. 

Her face, upturned and taut, is strained white. A sightless stare. 

She feels a vast cloud of energy pressing down on her forehead. As 
heavy as heaven. Her head tilts forward. 

Earth energy, its equal opposite, pushes up, through the root of her 
spine. Her sacrum is sore and overloaded. Her solar plexus throbs. 

 

She lies flat on the carpet, her feet apart, discharging. 

A hand shields her eyes in the darkness. 

 

Delphine ambles into the kitchen in a daze. 

She buzzes between the food cupboard and the fridge, as aimless 
as a fly, rummaging, rejecting. 

She needs to eat something, but doesn’t know what. She doesn’t 
have the energy to cook. 

A carton of yoghurt is an easy option. She pulls it from the fridge. 
The carton slips from her grip and splatters across the floor. 

Tears surge up through her throat. An absurd grief. A minute sense 
of vulnerability. 
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She is safe if she stands still. She stares at the white splash pattern. 

The carton was unsealed, a couple of spoonfuls from full. She 
didn’t pick it up properly. She even watched herself do it. It was 
because she felt so diffuse. Because she felt so fragile. 

As she cries, the stupidity and waste make her angry. Two seconds 
that needn’t have happened, that she could easily correct, if time 
permitted. 

The pettiness of thinking about it annoys her even more. 

Delphine rubs the veins of her hand across her eyes. She tells 
herself to stop being a child and clean it up. 

She plays a game of stepping stones. Long strides round the mess 
to the sink. 

A cloth bulges under the tap. The loose water is squeezed away. 

Squatting on her haunches, she wipes a swathe of speckled floor, 
waddles forward and wipes again. 

 

The living room is silent, the lamp’s glow muted, its beam tilted to 
the wall.  

Delphine rests her head on the sofa’s shoulder. She gazes at the 
ceiling, not seeing it. 

Her mind is still overpowered by the density of her meditation, 
blurred, dispersed, drained. She can’t focus to read a book, or write 
a letter, or sort her bills. So she does nothing, sits and wonders, a 
peripheral vision of thinking. 

In the haze, an image arises, a visible idea. 

It is a family tree of her soul, growing upside down, its roots in the 
air. An ancestral oak of all her old lives. Growing into the world. 
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Her hands rest on her temples. Her fingers wander like lost 
children in the woodland of her hair. 

 

The Hairbrush, The Mirror And The Sensitive Princess is a tale told by 
the fireside on long evenings. Or by the light of a bedside lamp. 

Delphine sets the bedroom chair in front of the tall mirror. She sits 
there, brushing her hair, untangling, smoothing, soothing. 

She looks in the enchanted glass. It is a mysterious mirror of 
memory. 

 

Evenings in the week are short and simple. After the slow struggle 
home, after meditating and eating. Before an early bedtime. 

The phone rings. 

Delphine prowls from the kitchen to the living room. She lifts the 
handset from its holder. 

 “Hello?” 

A doubtful pout. A bud that blossoms as a grin. 

 “Philippa! Excellent.” 

She bounces onto the sofa, gets comfortable for a long conversation. 

 “No, I was just clearing up. Anyway, how are you?” 

They are spiritual friends, so the answer is spiritual. A weather 
report about the state of her consciousness. Mostly dull and cloudy, 
a promise of sunny spells. She asks Delphine. 

 “Oh, you know, I’m fine. The usual. It’s all right.” 

As understated as an Englishwoman. 
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Delphine is always careful not to outshine her friend. If Delphine is 
a seeker by experience, Philippa is a seeker by belief. Though what 
drives her devotion is just as strong. She is seeking warmth as well 
as light. 

So they don’t share their experiences or their emotions. What they 
really like sharing is gossip. The latest spiritual scandal. 

“So tell me who you’ve been seeing. Who’s the guru du jour?” 

Philippa tells Delphine about a new meditation group she has 
joined. And about two talks she has heard. The profound silence of 
the speakers. 

The first is a second generation teacher. The second is a surprise 
guru, who got enlightened by accident and teaches it as a 
technique. 

She tells her about some mutual friends and acquaintances. Who is 
looking radiant. Who is transcending whom. 

Then a casual but rhetorical question. 

 “No! Where did you hear that?” 

An anonymous but reliable source. And everyone else. 

 “That’s amazing! Do you know the details?” 

Delphine blows bubbles. A pantomime of disapproval and delight. 

 “Really? Both of them? No! So what did his wife say?” 

A low snigger in her throat. 

 “How is he explaining that?” 

A shriek of laughter. Like a soprano splitting an apple. 

She slaps the cushion, shaking, her head rocking back. Her fingers 
pinch her nose. 



 

23 

 

“You don’t still think he’s an incarnation of Truth, do you?” 

The motives of the masters are always unfathomable. 

Delphine’s eyebrows lift. It is her only reply as she listens. 

Philippa pauses, breathes, then describes an article about celebrity 
meditators. 

“Yes, I’d like to see it. Can you email it to me at work? Thanks. 
I’ll email you something too.” 

Philippa stays in her social tribe, so she assumes this is too. 

“No, it’s a poet I’ve found.” 

Is he dead? Preferably. 

“Actually, he’s contemporary, he’s English, but the poems are 
very spiritual.” 

Philippa senses an extra interest. She tries a spiritual tease. 

 “Pouah! No way.” 

A snort of French scorn. 

“A poet isn’t a guru. It’s totally, totally different. Anyway, he’s 
not my type.” 

 

Delphine’s apartment is on the first floor. The living room window 
films the street. A natural time-lapse photography. 

A stray squirrel skates down the trunk of a spindly pavement tree. 
The leaves are her apartment’s garden in the air.  

A white and powdery wig of cloud piles up above the slate 
forehead of the terrace opposite. Its tall columnar townhouses are a 
row of metropolitan faces. Meticulous or brash or shabby. Their 
interior lives inscrutable through blanks of unlit glass. 
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A glaze of late sunlight glows gold on the brown bricks of the 
upper floors, then only the roofs, grey-yellow. 

A new film starts at nightfall. A slow sequence of lights like a 
morse code of homecomings. 

 

Delicate cocoons, Delphine’s eyelids are sealed. A secret 
metamorphosis works inside, vague ephemerae flitting through 
her mind from her meditation’s imagination. 

The evening’s drawn curtains define a separate space, a single unit 
of being. The living room starts to believe it is a living room. 

It assumes that everything in its space is a part of itself. And that 
everything thinks the space is a part of themselves, that its inner 
space is their outer space. It imagines Delphine as furniture and 
Delphine imagining the furniture as her. 

Her hair is tied at the back of her neck, a bushy tail bursting from a 
brown elastic band. The spines of the books in the bookcase are the 
straight hair she wishes she had. She often pulls them out, strokes 
them and looks at them. But her own hair doesn’t learn. 

Her shoulders are the corners of a picture frame, like the painting 
on the wall, though her sweatshirt is an empty canvas. Perhaps the 
painting became too big, the picture of her heart, so she hung it on 
the wall. 

Her forehead is as smooth as the door, though no one opens it. 
Instead, when her mind is full, or an idea needs to exist, she puts it 
on the mantelpiece. 

Her old ideas are all there. A dancing god in a ring of flames, in a 
small cast of tarnished brass. A girl and boy grinning as their 
photograph curls over. A blue postcard of New Zealand. A clock 
that has lost its numbers. 

 
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Delphine sits cross-legged in the centre of the sofa, out of the 
lamp’s downlight. 

She presses an energy point in her palm, holds it, lets go. The static 
releases. She trembles. 

She pushes points along her arm, as though joining the dots of an 
invisible electrical body.  

Her index fingers drill either side of her jaw. It clicks. She gasps. A 
stale emotion discharges. 

She plays a run of notes like a clarinet down her breastbone. 

Her fingers stop at her solar plexus. She prods it gingerly. It is a 
little pregnant ball. She feels its tense residue of instincts, its 
atavistic memories. It stays as tight as a frightened hedgehog. 

Delphine flicks her hands in the air, shaking away the loose energy 
tingling in her fingertips. 

She wraps her face in the hot mask of her hands. 

 

Newly-woken daylight stretches out, thin and bleary, in the 
bedroom. Delphine gazes at the ceiling. It is the same milk-white as 
the morning. 

 The squash of birth, the giant land of childhood… 

She loves that line. The spongy softness in the first phrase. The 
echo in the second. 

Even a spiritual path has to go back there, where the past is most 
impacted. When the glacier of the soul melts in a new body. A 
moraine of all our lives. 

What did Rilke write about destiny and the density of childhood? 
Childhood is a microcosm of the universe of karma. 
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The freedom of the future starts there too. The new body of 
enlightenment. 

Delphine looks round the room. 

A silk screen print hangs on the wall nearest to her. A gaudy 
Indian wheel of worlds, human worlds, heaven worlds, hell 
worlds. A hundred gods sit on lotus thrones. A hundred golden 
suns knot the worlds in one. 

On the opposite wall is a Tibetan scroll, faded calligraphy on 
fraying parchment. A prayer of death and healing. 

She has a small shrine in a corner of the room. A waxy batik creates 
its space. 

It is a clutter of secretly-sacred keepsakes. Ashes of incense. Dust-
dry petals. A pebble. A pine cone. A feather. A bell. A tearful 
candle in a brass stick. A scarlet tassel on a string of beads. 

 

An hour of free time in the evening is almost an afterthought. 

Delphine sits on the carpet, leaning against the sofa, one leg bent, 
one leg straight. The elbow of her phone arm rests on her knee. 

Her voice rises, in a higher gear, when she speaks her first 
language. 

“No, I know, that’s not what I said… It’s completely the 
opposite!” 

Her free hand waves to emphasise her case. She is debating against 
her sister. 

“Of course not… Isn’t it obvious?... But that’s exactly why!” 

Delphine is two years younger, but she lacks the deference her 
sister expects. 

“Oh! How can you say that? It’s not the reason, it’s the cause!” 
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The sheer pleasure of exasperation is something the English have 
yet to appreciate. 

“Yes, all right, I agree. But that doesn’t mean it’s a good thing. 
It’s just a fear of change.” 

The discussion is theoretical. But her sister bristles anyway. She is 
the one who stayed at home. Her pride is vulnerable. She asks 
Delphine a question deliberately to annoy herself. 

“Oh, nothing special. I’ve seen a few films, a few friends. And 
you?” 

It is deeply irritating that, despite the obvious opportunity of living 
in London, Delphine has not had sex with a rock star or tea with 
the Royal Family, or vice versa. Her sister doesn’t have a social life. 
She has a family life. 

 “Doesn’t mother babysit for you?” 

Delphine’s sister would only let their mother babysit if her children 
were drugged and asleep, their bedroom doors were padlocked, 
and there were armed guards outside. Delphine is more tolerant, 
but she lives in another country. 

But that isn’t why Delphine’s question infuriates her sister. She 
should know there is nothing to do there. They don’t need a 
babysitter. Their children are the only comédie in town. 

 “Now you’re exaggerating…” 

A sharp slap of a laugh. 

“No, honestly, I like it now. It’s my hometown. Though…” 

Delphine grins. A cue of complicity. Her sister choruses. 

 “It’s not exactly New York.” 

The dream city of their childhood. Delphine got diverted to 
London instead. A student in the old world of European literature. 
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 “Anyway, how are the monsters?” 

She listens to the news. 

Headline. Her nephew is doing well at school, despite minor 
ailments, which are described in detail. 

Sport. He spends all his time playing computer games and football. 
The same as his father. 

Arts. He had his first flute lesson yesterday. The trombone lessons 
were overambitious. 

Other news. Her niece is doing well too. 

 “What about her ballet class?” 

Delphine’s niece has found an activity more appropriate for a 
serious young woman of the future. 

“Oh well, she’s got a logical mind. She’ll make a good 
programmer.” 

 

It is the gentle slope of a Saturday afternoon. 

Buttery sunlight, fractured by frosted glass, flickers like candlelight 
round the bathroom. 

A white mousse of shampoo on her head, Delphine kneads her 
hair’s dough. Her fingertips fret her scalp. 

It is the first stage of an artist’s preparation. Cleaning her canvas. 

She runs soap streams down her arms, swirls round her shoulders, 
her neck, her ears. 

A daze abstracts her mind. Not even a thought about her dinner 
date. 

She rubs her snub breasts. The nipples rebound. 
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A shower gel bottle, almost empty, hangs upside down. An extra 
squirt fills her palm. 

She froths the gel on her belly and scrubs the trim triangle of hair. 
Sudsy fingers slide down her vagina. 

She wonders which to buy next. The exotic blend with ylang ylang? 

A pink razor peels the down from her calves. A fawn loofah mitten 
buffs her skin. 

Her head bent, receiving, Delphine stands motionless under the 
shower. A water music plays down the cello of her back. 

 

Naked and misty, a perfume of lavender, Delphine treads into the 
bedroom. 

Her water-soft footsteps wander to a big old chest of drawers. She 
kneels and opens the lowest drawer. 

The bell jar of her buttocks balances on her heels. 

She burrows beneath a yarn of faded cotton. To her newest, most 
expensive underwear. 

The silk string of the knickers sits on the bone of her hips. The wire 
scallops of the bra scoop her breasts together. She tests her new 
cleavage. As white and soft as Keats’ sonnet. 

A black cocktail dress sheathes her shape. 

An anxiety flutters through her. Does it make her hips look too 
broad? She pulls the dress as straight as she can. 

She slips on her shoes and tests the effect. The stilettos stilt her 
posture, drawing it proud and taut, like an archer bending a bow. 

Delphine rubs a cream till it disappears in her cheeks. It is art 
concealing art. Art completing nature. 
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She pouts at the mirror and pencils a pale kiss on her lips. 

Big blinks. She brushes a blue shadow on her eyelids, like dust 
from her irises. 

The long strokes of her hairbrush sweep her hair away from her 
face. 

Her hands meet blind on her nape and fasten the clasp of a 
necklace. A single pearl on a gold thread. 

She clips a tiny pearl to each ear. Her portrait is ready to be 
displayed. 

Wrapping her raincoat round her, its belt as bold as a cavalier’s 
sash, Delphine looks in the mirror. She adjusts the upturned collar. 

She gives herself a glamorous smile, tosses the keys in her palm 
and goes. 

 

The empty bedroom watches evening arrive. A passion play at the 
end of the day. Blushes of sunset burn the walls. 

The cause of colour descends like the older Persephone. 

A grey web of twilight entwines the air. A transient neutrality that 
is gradually engulfed. 

A black sky stares blankly through the window. 

 

The window in the living room is an exit to infinite space. Its glass 
blinks timidly at the night.  

Delphine flicks the switch in her stride. A flash of light greets her. 
She kicks off her high shoes. Folds the raincoat on the back of a 
chair. 

She shuffles the curtains, shutting out the immensity. 
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A silver CD snaps from its case. It glides into the small black hi-fi. 
Delphine rolls the volume wheel, late and low. 

The music is a modern chanson. A self-conscious années trente style. 
A sincere insouciance. 

Delphine lies along the sofa. Her head rests on its round arm. Her 
heels perch on the other arm. Her toes are the white keys of a 
pianola playing. 

Her cheeks puff. She ponders the ceiling. 

A date is such a delicate thing. Especially when you don’t drink. 

Drinking on a date is like relaxing on the back seat of a limousine. 
The chauffeur, called Mr. Alcohol, drives you wherever you dare. 
No directions, no decisions are needed. 

Delphine on a date is more like riding a bicycle, in a foreign city, 
without a map. She can’t decide which turn to take, or even where 
she wants to go, so she doesn’t go anywhere. 

So there aren’t any mistakes. Only missed opportunities. Not that 
she really minds. It means it wasn’t right. 

Does that describe this evening? She looks along the sofa, so she 
can discuss it with her toes. 

He is pleasant, decent, quite attractive. She thinks she might like 
him. She knows he likes her. But there isn’t an immediate intimacy, 
a real rapport, so far. 

Delphine is too romantic to reduce a relationship to a catalogue of 
common interests. Which is also her way of admitting how little 
they have in common. Unless there is more than he has told her. 
Certainly, there is more to her than she has told him. Not a word 
about her spiritual life. 

She prefers to be discreet. But it was also because the conversation 
never got close to her. 
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That was what was odd. He never asked Delphine anything about 
herself. Even politely, in reply, when she asked him about himself. 
Not that he was taciturn. He was amusing and talkative. But it was 
chatter, anecdotes, ideas. Entertaining and impersonal. 

Maybe he was nervous. Or maybe his mother taught him never to 
question women. Is he another man with defective social training? 

It made the evening enjoyable and easy, but not at all seductive. 
Maybe next time it will be. 

She tilts her head aside and gazes at the music. 

 

Two shades of grey. The slate of the roofs across the road. The inert 
sky. 

The first raindrop flecks the living room window. A wisp of wind 
wakes the tough street trees. 

A wipe of rain rushes across the frame. The window pane liquefies. 

 

The front door swings wide. A rain monster staggers in, dripping, 
spluttering, squelching, hair and clothes soaked black. 

Its fingers slip on slimy laces. It yanks off the knotted shoes and 
drops them in the hall. 

The monster stomps away, sniffling and grumbling. 

 

A soggy morass oozes on the bathroom floor. Her jacket, her jeans, 
her sweater, her socks. 

Delphine’s hair hangs forward. She towels the rainwater out of it. 

She looks in the mirror and wrinkles her nose. The hair of a 
madwoman. 
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The towel’s fleecy friction warms her clammy legs. 

 

Delphine pads into the living room, steadying a mug of herb tea. 

She has changed into dry clothes. A hooded sweatshirt and 
drawstring trousers. Her hair is tied tightly. Her bare feet are 
flushed from the rain. 

She leaves the mug on the low table next to the sofa. A genie of 
steam spirals from the dark green water. 

Her forefinger flits along a line of CDs. She finds the right title and 
tilts it from the shelf. 

The disc blinks rainbows. She flies it through the air and lands it in 
the tray.  

The player signals to start. A red power light. White time numbers. 

The song follows her to the sofa. A guitar’s dry strum. The singer’s 
growl. A piano spilling notes like a stream on a summer day. 

It is American pastoral, from the deep South, a soul lilt in the 
rhythm of its heartbeat. As reticent and tender as lovers in the 
grass. 

Delphine leans into the cushion. A spring sap pulses through her. 
Her skin is in bloom from the rain. She feels like a flesh flower, 
incarnadine, pollen-prime. Swaying to the breeze of the music. 
Rooted in the warm earth. 

 

Her evening meditation is an inner evensong. Delphine sits in her 
silent ritual. The living room is her temenos, her spiritual space, 
through simple accumulation. 

The phone rings. Her spine quivers, tensing to attention. 

She lets it ring, until the answer machine stops it. 



 

34 

 

“Hello, this is Delphine. Please leave a message for me.” 

Susan’s voice pipes through the speaker. 

“Hi Delph, it’s me. Are you doing anything next Saturday? 
We’re having a little dinner party, so it’ll be great if you can 
come. Speak to you later. Ciao!” 

Delphine smiles. 

Her smile slackens. She sinks inside again, her consciousness 
condensing into itself. 

 

Cutlery jangles under the tap. The metal flowers are arranged in a 
plastic vase by the sink.  

Glasses and mugs are upside down in a row on the white wire 
draining rack. A breakfast bowl rests on the rim. A dinner plate 
slots upright on the opposite rim. Three side plates scale down 
from the big plate. 

A small saucepan covers the breakfast bowl. A medium saucepan 
covers the small saucepan. A cream china mixing bowl is tipped on 
top like a lid. 

It has the aesthetic orderliness of a Japanese sculpture garden. 

 

Delphine lolls on the sofa, her head cocked to the phone. 

 “No, I was here…” 

She must have been doing her thing. Susan tries not to name it. 

 “No problem. It didn’t disturb me.” 

The dinner party is not for any specific reason, which somehow 
takes longer to explain. A familiar guest list. No matchmaking. 
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 “Definitely. I’m free. That’ll be great.” 

Susan wonders how Delphine has spent this weekend. A rhetorical, 
almost abstract question. 

Delphine grins impishly. She tucks her knees to her chin. 

“Well, let me see, yesterday evening I went on a date…” 

Susan whoops. Delphine pulls the phone away to save her ear. 

Susan is more excited than winning a free hour in her favourite 
designer shop. 

 “Stop! It was only dinner…” 

Her surrogate sexual imagination isn’t satisfied so easily. 

 “No! It was a first date. Just to see.” 

And what did mademoiselle see? 

 “I don’t know. He’s probably not right.” 

Not right may mean all manner of men. A boring man? A weird 
man? Not a man? Susan decides that the most precise classification 
is to categorise which character from world literature Delphine had 
dinner with last night. Raskolnikov? Gregor Samsa? 

 “He’s quite nice. I just didn’t feel anything.” 

That sounds more promising. 

 “Maybe. I’ll let him call me.” 

It is only a suggestion, but if Delphine invited this fictional 
candidate to their dinner party, Susan could offer a more sensible 
second opinion. 

 “No way! You’d probably like him.” 

 
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The sky is a bold blue through the small window. Sunshine streams 
past it. So the kitchen seems even shadowier, even more detached 
from the day. 

Delphine sidles through the door, too wide to walk straight, a 
carrier bag bulging on both hips. She hoists them on the worktop. 
The fat bags sprawl and spill. 

She unzips her quilted jacket and exhales the heat caught inside. 

Her fingers stick in a tight jeans pocket. She claws out the 
crumpled rose of a tissue and presses it to her nose. The dry-
scented paper soaks up the drops of dew. 

Delphine stretches on tiptoe to the top shelf of a cupboard and 
tosses a packet of pasta. She stacks cellophane-spangled boxes of 
camomile and verbena below it. A new bottle of olive oil clangs 
next to an emptying one. 

Cold air breathes from the fridge. Courgettes, carrots, tomatoes 
spill into the tinted coolbox. Cartons of juice and organic milk fit in 
the door niche. A wooden wheel of Camembert, a pot of cottage 
cheese and a snap pack of fruit yoghurts fit on the upper rack. 

A bear’s paw of bananas grasps an old orange. Hard avocadoes are 
rolled in to the fruit bowl to ripen. 

Delphine shuffles a colander of grapes and apples under the 
gushing tap. She opens a cupboard door under the sink. A carrier 
bag is full of carrier bags. The new bags join the crush. 

The water gauge of the kettle bobbles near halfway. She flips the 
switch. 

 

Delphine shuffles to the edge of her meditation cushion and sets 
her position. She pulls her right heel in line with her crotch, her left 
heel into the ankle hollow. 
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She straightens her spine. Her palms, upturned on her knees, are 
declarations of giving. 

Her symmetrical pose feels centred and strong. A balance of 
cardinal energies. A clear conductor. 

She shuts her eyes. 

The timeless twilight in her meditation imitates the early evening. 
Not day consciousness. Not night consciousness. A supernatural 
state of transition and transcendence. 

A band of warmth spreads across her chest. 

A sudden serpent of power surges up through her tailbone. An 
intense spiritual compression. Her buttocks bump the cushion like 
a rocket on a launch pad. 

Her body twitches, shivers, twists. She watches it corkscrewing, 
out of control, in a chaotic force field. 

In the motion she feels fluid, as though her body is an opaque 
aquarium. Her mind swims through it, sinking, shrinking, a tiny 
sphere of self bathing in a strange, familiar softness. A primordial 
water body. 

She can describe it during dessert at Susan’s dinner party. 

 

The living room’s main light glares from its stucco rose. It is 
incongruous, isolated. A false note against the hushed darkness, 
the silent solemnity at midnight. 

Delphine’s dinner party clothes lie scattered on the sofa. Like clues 
on a trail of passion. 

She lies curled on the carpet. Naked and foetal. 
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Her face is enshadowed by a fall of hair. Her body is a white crest, 
her arms and knees tucked tight to protect her. The soles of her feet 
huddle together like tiny cubs. 

The light’s cold eye stares down at her. Out of the natural cocoon of 
night. A specimen in her own experiment. 

 

Delphine lies awake, gazing through the dawn gauze at the 
curtains’ ghostly glow. Her skin is grey, her arm hugging the 
duvet, her face blurring against the pillow. 

She stretches her neck. 

An insight verbalises. She is confusing emotion and energy. The 
baby and the soul. So she experiences the infinite through an 
infantile memory of pre-separation. Through a fear of helplessness. 
And her real infantile emotions are inflated by an energy from the 
infinite. 

The emotions are only an echo from the past. The small voice of an 
outbreath in its aftermath. 

The vast voice is the silence in her soul. Resounding like sunlight in 
a cathedral. Through every nerve. In every cell. The singing of 
infinite energy. 

But there is still a real fear of the infinite. A fear of the unknown. 

Delphine tries to concentrate. Her mind often surfaces like this, an 
idea appearing through a parting veil of dawn. 

She buries her face in the pillow, into a deep sleep. 

 

Tiny tap bubbles fizz. Fresh water fills a cut crystal vase. 

A paper cone unwraps on a chopping board, spilling a spray of 
white carnations. 
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Delphine chops the ends of the stems. A gash of new sap. 

She spreads the flowers round the rim of the vase. Flounces a frill 
of petals. 

She carries the vase to the living room. A passing guest amongst 
her plants. 

 

On the cusp of dusk, an hour ahead of darkness, a farewell to the 
sky. 

Delphine draws the living room curtains. She inaugurates the 
evening. 

 

Delphine is a statue of meditation. Poised on the plinth of the 
cushion. Her teeshirt is a sculptor’s drape on a work in progress. 

Tears spill through closed eyelids. A free flow, trembling on her 
cheekbones, washing her face in a watery sheen. 

She sits immobile. Her palms cupped on her knees as though they 
can catch the tears. 

Her emotion has a classical elegance. As calm as a rock in a 
waterfall. 

 

It is the outermost orbit of night. The bedroom is as black as a 
catacomb. 

Delphine lies stretched on her side, enveloped by her duvet. She is 
a floating boat on a sea of sleep, bobbing as she breathes. 

A vague luminescence awakens a gleam along her outlined body. 
Light grows from light. A brighter glow. A moon-white casing of 
light. 
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In the air, a light sphere appears, hovering over the bed. Another 
sphere appears by the window. Another sphere. Another. 

The spheres are more subtle than stars. Ethereal, immaterial lights. 

The sheath of light round Delphine shines more and more brightly. 
More and more spheres appear, as though attracted by it. They 
overlay, interfuse, in an intimate intercourse. 

The bedroom is bursting with brightness. Delphine’s sleeping body 
is the eye of the light. 

 

The alarm clock jolts on the bedside table. Its sharp bells shatter the 
pristine peace.  

Delphine jack-knifes in bed. 

She tears down the duvet, the wall of her city of sleep, and stops 
the terrible trumpet. 

She curls back to her drowsy warmth. 

A slow stirring. As tentative as the early morning accumulating in 
the murky air. Delphine stretches, sliding, flat on her back. Her 
eyes open. 

She gasps. Another wall falls. The mental citadel. It isn’t a shock 
like the alarm. The breath on her lips is a trumpet of surprise. 

She sits up and looks round the room. Her gaze is amazed. A new 
seeing. 

The bedroom glitters. A quantum brilliance. 

The earthly constellations of creation are visible. Shining through 
paint and plaster. Through the wood of the wardrobe and chair. 
From makeup jars, brushes, clothes. From the mirror, the carpet, 
the air. 
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Every delicate detail is bright and clear. Every shimmering cell, 
every sparkling atom, is a tiny diamond, illuminated from inside 
by its own intrinsic light. 

Every living thing is a heart of light. And everything is living. 

Delphine skips off the bed and tiptoes through the glitter. Barefoot 
in an extraordinary meadow. 

She pulls apart the curtains. 

A flood of light engulfs her. The white-gold radiance of the 
universe. 

 

Delphine is a phantom of wonder, her white nightshirt billowing, 
her silent feet. She dances into the living room and opens the thick 
curtains. 

The same effulgence washes over her. A wave of exquisite 
pleasure. 

She wanders to the table, the mantelpiece, the bookcase, dazed by 
her dazzling world, by its infinitesimal suns. 

The vase of carnations is on the small table by the sofa. She kneels 
in front of it. 

Her gaze draws her closer and closer, entranced by the lucid 
flowers, by a beauty beyond scent and fading. The white petals are 
rays of light. The rays of light are petals.  

In the tight folds of a bud, in its iridescent core, Delphine sees a 
tapering vein of light, spiralling through immanent space, through 
supradimensional realms, to its own original seed of being. 

 

The sun, at its quarter angle, tilts above the terrace roofs and 
through the living room window. 
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Delphine lifts the phone. She waits for a moment, rehearsing her 
lines, then dials. Her free hand holds the base of her throat, 
stopping her voice from rising. 

 “Hello. Extension 394, please.” 

Identification is required. 

 “Delphine.” 

The receptionist is name-dyslexic. She transfers her latest fictional 
character. 

 “Caroline? Hi, it’s Delphine…” 

Not the mysterious Englishwoman. 

“What? Daphne!” 

Delphine isn’t allowed to laugh. She presses the heel of her hand 
hard against her chest. 

“I’m sorry, I’m not feeling very well…” 

 

A stripe of sunshine spreads across the living room carpet. 

Delphine lies inside it, twisting and curling like a cat, flexing her 
spine in the yellow heat. 

 

She stands, her buttocks pressing a line, against the windowsill. 
Her gaze encompasses the room. A smile of blissful tranquillity. 

 

The indirect light of the afternoon is as cool as an analytical mind. 

Delphine sits cross-legged on the sofa. Her gaze is motionless. Her 
bright eyes are concentrated stars. 
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Her arms hug a small cushion to her belly. 

 

She lies flat on her back, arms and legs outstretched, a starfish on 
the carpet. 

Her eyelids are lightly closed. Her face is attentive. 

 

Delphine sits straight and steady, a yoga tripod, propped by her 
cushion. 

She shuts her eyes, obedient to her practice. 

The translucence of transcendence is instant, intimate, translating 
like breath and air. She is meditating in a meditating world. 

Her sacrum opens. A lily on a white lake. Flowering as energy 
flows through it. 

 

A flickering ribbon of water pours from the kitchen tap. Delphine 
screws it shut. 

She slices a wet carrot. The slick knife is quick and sharp. She keeps 
her fingers safe. Her feet are firm on the floor. 

The phone rings. 

Delphine stops chopping. She counts the bell. 

Her breath puffs reluctance. She pushes away from the worktop. 
Out of the kitchen. 

 

Her slow meander through the living room, a wary eye on the 
phone, is a way of waiting. 
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Three more rings. Her taped voice. 

“Hello, this is Delphine. Please leave a message for me.” 

A whirr prepares. A beep cues. 

“Delphine, it’s Susan, I need to…” 

Delphine picks up the handset. 

 “Hi there!” 

She stays standing, pointing her toes, stretching her calves. 

 “No, I was in the kitchen.” 

She stops. Susan is in tears. 

 “Susan? What’s happened?” 

Susan’s brave voice breaks. She sobs down the line. 

Delphine soothes her, softly shushing, structuring her own esoteric 
emotions. 

 “It’s all right… There now… Tell me.” 

Susan sobs to a murmur. A small voice emerges. Mark has left her. 

 “No…” 

He had been thinking about it for a long time, discussing it with 
himself, maybe with someone else. But he had waited to tell her 
until a final decision had been made. 

 “That’s terrible! Just like that?” 

He said goodbye. He said he didn’t love her any more. 

 “Where has he gone?” 

A divorced workmate is letting him sleep on his sofa. 
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“Okay. Do you want me to come round? I’ll stay overnight if 
you like.” 

Susan is brave again. 

 “Are you sure? Are you sure you’re sure?” 

Susan wants to be alone. So she can get angry and cry. So there are 
no witnesses when she smashes his playstation with a hammer. 

 “What else did he say?” 

Delphine paces in eights. Her head bobs to the phone. 

He insisted he would have left her anyway, probably even sooner, 
if he hadn’t met someone else first. 

 “Right…” 

He said it was synchronicity. Susan almost laughed at the word. 
But she saw the emphatic look on his face. 

 “Of course. Do you know her?” 

She is a marketing assistant in his office. She is ten years younger 
than Susan. 

 “I don’t know what to say.” 

Susan knows exactly what to say. 

 “I’m sure you would.” 

Susan sighs. She wishes she could hate him for it. It would make it 
easier to lose him. But she can’t. She still loves him. 

She always thought it would be harder to have her heart broken 
decently. To separate amicably. Being deceived would free her. It 
would let her be angry. But it doesn’t help her now. 

“I don’t know. You seemed so happy. Wasn’t there anything 
that made you suspicious?” 
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Susan knew about it. But she was too ashamed to tell her friend. 

 “Right. I didn’t know.” 

She apologises. And apologises for apologising. She doesn’t know 
what she is saying. 

 “Whatever. Just say what you’re feeling.” 

She isn’t feeling what she wants to feel. She is feeling what he 
wants her to feel. 

 “It isn’t fair.” 

 

The sky is a burnished blue, as noble as an ancient evening. A 
silver braid of stars honours it. 

Delphine stands at the living room window, thinking about her 
friend. 

She had never understood Susan’s relationship with Mark. It 
seemed so domesticated. Deliberately unromantic. As though they 
were too embarrassed to be lovers. 

It had been like that from the start, so she assumed it was what 
they wanted. What happened? Did Mark get bored? Or did it 
suddenly scare him? 

She draws the curtains. But it isn’t cold. And no one can see into 
the room. It is only a habit. Why not leave them open? She drags 
the folds back. 

The cobalt sky gleams through the glass. The apartment welcomes 
night like daylight. 

 

Delphine is a sleeping statue in her bedroom’s sepulchre. Her body 
lies in a limbo of abeyance. A ghost of a breath away from death. 
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The night is not a night. A soft glow glimmers like the soul of 
darkness. It is an eternal light of active energy. 

Her sleep is not a sleep. It is an eternal awareness of pure 
consciousness. 

 

Delphine’s fingers tremble. She grips the stiff collar of her blouse 
and fastens the top button. 

A navy jacket encases her blouse. She buttons it into her waist. 

The bedroom mirror watches her. Delphine questions it even more 
carefully than usual. Does she look different? Will she be 
protected? 

She wants to see an ordinary woman. A hand flips her hair from 
her temples. 

She remembers her routine. Her office outfit. Her raincoat. Her 
satchel. She ticks an unconscious list. Keys, cash, travel pass, 
tissues, credit card, address book.  

One last reflection. Her mirrored surface. Her secret stranger. 

She could call in sick again. Or not go back at all. Trust her fate and 
escape. 

She steels herself and sets out. 

 

The bedroom window looks at an angle of red brick. A corner of 
inaccessible garden. 

A black drainpipe slants down the brick, beneath the pearled glass 
of a bathroom hatch. 

Wildflowers and brushwood chase each other up a crumbling 
fence. 
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 

Evening is darkening the bedroom as Delphine stumbles through 
the door. 

Her satchel strap slips down her arm. The satchel thuds on the 
floor. 

She shakes off her shoes, unwraps her raincoat and tosses it on the 
chair. The coat’s weight drags it down to the carpet. Delphine 
leaves it there.  

She curls on the bed in her office suit. A black tiredness blankets 
her in sleep. 

 

Delphine wakes, amorphous, absorbed in unknown night. 

She clicks on the bedside lamp and looks at the clock. The time has 
a different meaning. As though she is jetlagged. 

Her hand is heavy as it heaves through her hair. 

She sees her crumpled clothes and flops back on the bed. 

 

The fluorescent tube hums above the bathroom mirror. In its 
forensic light, her skin is skeletal, as white as her nightshirt. 

Delphine cups cold water, sloshing it over her face, spluttering a 
spume of spray. 

 

The bedroom is black again. A negative non-duality. 

Delphine is buried under the duvet, in a sleep too deep to dream, 
as dead as drugged. 

 
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The terrace horizon is broken by a side street. A spectrum of 
sunrise plays in its space. 

A fading grey from the ashes of night. A faint sheen of green in the 
filmy sky. A shoal of pink seeping up from the bed of the buried 
sun. 

The sun’s rim whitens the immediate air. Its golden sphere 
surfaces. Dripping liquid light like a diver climbing from a pool. 

The sky hardens. A morning blue. 

 

Delphine flings her arms in extravagant worship. A salutation to 
the sun. She flops down and touches her toes. 

She looks up, stretching her left leg behind her. The window’s 
brighter light hits her eyes. 

Her buttocks salute the sun too, bumping in the air. A nosedive. 
Her eyes greet the light. Her buttocks bump again. 

Her right leg stays straight behind her. Her left knee pushes 
forward. She stands. Her hands press together. 

She stretches again. A second salutation. 

 

Delphine looks at the dark street from the living room window. 

The windows in the apartments opposite are lit and unlit like a 
chessboard. 

A car turns and reverses into an empty bay. 

Her experience feels like a spiritual earthquake. The tectonic plates 
in her soul have shifted. Her surface life has chasmed. 

What she needs now is to keep working. To concentrate on her job. 
To stop spacing out in the office. So her material life stays stable. 
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She needs a familiar framework. So something new can grow. 

She will soon get used to it. When the aftershocks stop. Or at least 
stop shaking her. When she finds a new equilibrium. A new 
normality. 

A dog strains on its lead to the tree below her window. It sniffs the 
acidic trunk. 

In aristocratic times, the soul’s radiance was an indulgence of 
poets. Like the awakening described by Dante in La Vita Nuova. 
Now it is democratic. In ordinary apartments and offices. 
Delphine’s new life has begun. 

 

The ceiling lights are switched on in all the rooms of the flat. All 
the curtains are closed. 

A fuzzy guitar rock grumbles. A muted undertone. 

Delphine adds a sauce-stained plate to the day-old dishes by the 
sink. 

She opens the porthole of the washing machine and hauls out her 
damp laundry. 

 

She drops the damp clothes on a living room chair. Straggling 
socks and knickers spill on the carpet. 

A wire clothes horse, unconcertinaed, stands by the radiator. 

Delphine shakes the scrunched cloths into shape, slowly, 
methodically, hanging them on the rails. 

The simple act is satisfying. An instinctive earthing. 

 
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A short-winded storm wheezes down the street. The wiry branches 
of the nearest tree whip and recoil. Like windscreen wipers outside 
the living room window. 

The dull echo of a shockwave. A gust buffets the glass. 

 

Delphine kneels in front of the bookcase, glancing from shelf to 
shelf, from spine to spine, searching for a specific wisdom, the 
inspiration of the moment. 

The titles are organised out of sequence, by serendipity or size, as 
erratically eclectic as a mini-London. English and French. Hindu 
and Buddhist. Classics and contemporary. Poetry and practice. 

The names on the spines string together in strange sentences. A 
gnomic code of knowledge. 

Alcools. Autobiography. Blake. Upanishad. Jung. Treatise. Valéry. 
Complete. Tao. Rilke. Mythology. Poésie. Yeats. Plotinus. 
Perfection. Sutra. Goddess. Beauty. Mallarmé. Shelley. 

Delphine picks four books and arranges them on the carpet round 
her. Like cardinal points on a compass. 

She flicks between them, her finger indexing a paragraph, her eye 
straying to an image. 

A phrase she finds by chance is the meaning she needs now. 

 

Wings and claws scuttle against the living room window. A 
sparrow skids on the ledge. 

The glass isn’t sky. The sill isn’t soil. The sparrow flits to a truer 
place in nature. 

 
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Delphine lights two sticks of incense, arcing them in the air so the 
flames are blown to embers. 

She stands them in a wooden holder on her bedroom shrine. The 
sweet sandalwood smoke occults the lamplight’s glow. 

She kneels in front of the shrine, shutting her eyes, resting her 
hands in her lap. 

It is an attempted prayer. Not asking or adoring. A prayer of 
simply being. 

 

A fountain of light falls from the reading lamp. Delphine sits 
beneath it. 

She blows the steam from a mug of camomile tea and sips it. It is 
too hot, so she sets it aside to cool. 

A big art book unfolds on her lap. 

Delphine turns the thick pages, tilting the book left and right to see 
its volatile vision. The glossy plates of the paintings glint in and out 
of the lamp’s glare. 

She lifts it to decipher a detail. 

Smudges of colour, squares and circles, straight lines and 
squiggles. They are knights and castles, boats, mountains, lovers. 
Refined to their aesthetic essence. A picture of transcendent 
existence. 

Delphine lays the book on the sofa and drinks her tea. A stagnant 
energy stiffens her buttocks. She stands up and shakes her legs. 

She carries the empty mug to the kitchen. 

The picture on the wall faces her when she returns. She gazes at it. 
It was painted by a distant uncle, a quiet old-master artist, who 
lives in a remote hillside village in France. 
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The phone rings. 

Delphine turns her head and listens. Her body still faces the 
painting, physically appreciating it. 

“Hello, this is Delphine. Please leave a message for me.” 

A man’s voice coughs. 

“Sorry. Hello, it’s Robert here. It was a pity you had to cancel 
the other night, but I got your message, so that was fine. 
Anyway, I hope you’re feeling better. Well, obviously, you 
must be, or you wouldn’t be out now… So, I was just calling to 
say hello. And tell you I’m going to a party next Saturday and 
ask if you’d like to come. That’s it. You’ve got my number, 
haven’t you? Okay. Give me a call.” 

The machine clicks back to the beginning. 

Delphine wanders away from the picture. She sulks and grumbles 
to herself. Not admitting it is her own decision. 

 

The toilet flushes. Delphine braces the window on its metal 
bracket. The cloudy day blows a cold breeze. 

She tidies a shelf of toiletries. Torn cellophane. An odd lid. An 
empty tampon box. 

 

Delphine steps into the kitchen, the tampon box in one hand, the 
bathroom waste bin in the other. 

The bin’s used tissues, floss and plastic spill into the big kitchen 
bin. She swings its lid again to drop the box, but a feeling, a 
fantasy, distracts her. 
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She gazes out of the window, her finger fretting the serrated 
cardboard edge, an ephemeral emotion imagining impossibilities, 
the contradictions of desire. 

She drops the box in the bin and goes back to the bathroom. 

 

A number is scribbled in red ink on a scrap of paper. Delphine sits 
on the sofa’s edge and calls it. 

“Hello, Robert, this is Delphine.” 

She can hear the excitement in his voice. 

“Listen, I’m sorry, but I need to tell you. I like you. I enjoy your 
company. But I really don’t want a relationship. Not with 
anyone. Not at the moment. I don’t know what it would 
mean.” 

He tries to think of a reason. Is she reluctant after a recent 
relationship? 

Delphine’s smile twists her mouth. 

“No, it’s nothing like that. I can’t really explain why. Anyway, 
enjoy the party. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.” 

He suggests something so vague it can only be a formality. 

Delphine puts the phone down. She leans back and thinks for a 
moment. A shrug of her shoulders. A puff of her cheeks. 

 “Bof!” 

She dials again. 

 “Hello, mother, it’s Delphine.” 

Her mother is in the third act of a crisis. Accusations explode down 
the phone. Not at Delphine. Except by implication. 
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 “I don’t think…“ 

Elastic minutes elapse. 

 “I know, but…“ 

She slumps in the sofa. A cloud in the shape of a child passes over 
her face. 

 “No, but…“ 

Delphine rewrites the Bluebeard legend. Her mother’s intellectual 
animus. 

She pictures her mother prowling round her garden, snipping with 
her sharp secateurs, pruning the roses of her ex-husbands. 

 “I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” 

Her mother has read an article in Le Monde. 

 “No, it’s not a problem.” 

 

Her sleep bursts. Delphine sits up in bed and looks round the 
room. 

A night blur. A silent hollow. She fumbles to the door. 

 

The starry space glinting through the living room window outlines 
the blacker mass of solid shapes. 

Delphine sits on the floor in a midnight meditation. Her eyes are 
closed, a thin membrane separating darkness from darkness. Her 
perception is tuned and trembling. 

The cool night air is charged like iron filings round a magnet. 

 
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A CD case lies flat on the player. A grey-haired pianist looks 
pensively below a yellow banner. 

The music ripples from the speakers. It is one of Beethoven’s late 
piano sonatas. A sonata of pure beauty. 

Delphine is tucked in a corner of the sofa, away from the angled 
lamp. Her smile is as serene as the music. 

She contemplates the high-ceiling architecture of the room. 

Its surface slowly disintegrates. A sunrise of white light shines in 
the empty space. 

Her face is as bright as the light she sees. 

The room rematerialises. Its perspective focuses her gaze. 

She looks at the blank walls. Their solidity shimmers again. A 
deeper dissolution. Uncreated, incandescent light. 

 

Stripped to a teeshirt and knickers, Delphine lifts a leg on the 
bedroom chair. She pulls her thigh, leaning over to look, asking the 
mirror for a second opinion. 

She searches for cellulite. Any crease or blemish. Any unspeakable 
outrage. 

 

Delphine slides down the sofa cushion. Her legs are in a long line, 
neat and straight. Her elbow props her phone hand to her ear. 

 “It was a great talk. It’s a shame you missed it.” 

Philippa had a migraine. 

“Not all of it. But I can tell you one thing she said. She calls it a 
second Renaissance. In Europe, anyway. Only this time it isn’t 
the wisdom of Greece that frees us from the Dark Ages. It’s the 
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wisdom of India. And the East in general. But the essential 
truth is the same. It’s the opposite of the mass. Mass 
consumption, mass religion. It’s the integrity, the validity of 
the spiritual individual.” 

 

It is the hour of her morning meditation. Like sitting at the top of a 
hill, observing the valley of work below, the evening rising on the 
opposite slope. 

Delphine smiles at the thought. Her mind stills to silence. 

The golden palace of spiritual practice. 

She hears the phrase in her head. What is it? Where did it come 
from? It isn’t a quote. It is new. 

The golden palace of spiritual practice. 

 

A few spare spirals of pasta are scattered on a dinner plate. 
Delphine puts her fork down. She puts the plate on the reminder 
pile at the back of the table. 

A soft-tip pen and a pad of essay paper replace the fork and plate. 

Delphine writes a title. The Golden Palace Of Spiritual Practice. 

Her hand draws a blue thread. Her elbow is a shuttle on the table 
edge. She fills the sheet and turns the page. 

Her pen suspends on a word. She stares at the wall. A frown of 
imagination. 

She nods. Her hand continues writing. 

 

A ray of daylight is a bored guest alone in the living room. It reads 
the first page of the manuscript on the table. 
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Its attention wanders. To the gleam of the varnish. To the grain of 
the carpet. To the world outside the walls. 

 

A soup spoon scoops the last drops from a bowl. Delphine licks a 
finger. She picks up crust crumbs from a broken stick of new bread.  

An apple is too much effort. She rolls it along the table, her head 
drooping, a drowsy breath bellowing her cheeks. She stayed up 
late, excited and writing, then droned and dozed through the day. 

She shuffles the manuscript and sprawls on the sofa. An empty 
sink of energy. 

Her arm slowly summons the strength to hold a piece of paper. She 
reads her composition. 

The Golden Palace Of Spiritual Practice. 

Her face warms. Her mouth slips awkwardly. 

She looks up. No one is watching. No one will ever know. She 
reads faster and faster. 

She scrunches the paper and lobs the ball in the air. A tennis serve 
smacks it across the room. 

 

Delphine drags the vacuum cleaner into the living room. She 
uncoils the flex and plugs it in the wall. 

The motor roars. She pushes it across the carpet. 

Her head nods. Her hair swings. She is a grunge guitarist in a 
garage band. The serious one at the side of the stage. A steady 
noise on rhythm guitar. 

She pulls a chair aside and boogies under the table. 

 
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The meditation cushion is packed firm, its pleats tight against the 
seams. Delphine holds it like a wheel, pushing the rim and 
plumping the seat. 

The cushion bounces on the carpet. Delphine balances on it and 
coils her legs. Her spine rises like a cobra. 

She closes her eyes. 

A big blink, a bright surprise, opens her whole face. 

She closes her eyes. She sees it again.  

Everything is still visible. The living room. The window. The 
lamplight. The twilight. 

An extra quality, a self-seeing, filters the lens of her sight. Its 
infusing warmth intensifies. An aureole of her immanence 
impregnates the room. 

 

 “Hey, Susan, how are things?” 

Delphine’s voice is soft and warm. A hum of sympathy. 

She stretches along the sofa, balancing the phone, pulling a cushion 
under her head. 

"Really?" 

Her face is a question mark. Her eyebrows’ quizzical curve. Her 
nose’s alert line. Her lips, listening, pouting a point. 

"But...?" 

Her feet dangle over the sofa’s arm. She frowns at the ceiling. 

"Right... No, I can hear it." 

She scratches her nose. A wrinkle of acquiescence. 
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 “Well, you sound happy again.” 

Susan is grateful for the validation. It means she was right not to 
stop loving him. 

Delphine smiles, though only at her own scepticism. 

 “When is he moving back in with you?” 

He stayed with Susan last night. But he still needs time to sort 
things in his mind. 

Delphine’s mouth hardens. 

 “Okay. So tell me what he said.” 

The male excuse of confusion. Delphine would not have accepted 
his apology. 

She thinks about her own relationships. The endings. 

The worst was Michael. The most passionate. The most sexual. 
They were fire and ice. She remembers the screaming match in her 
flat. He had had sex with a stranger after a party and he used it as a 
reason why they should get married. The only way to end it was to 
be completely cold. He accused her, yelled hysterically, slammed 
the door. 

The last one was more civilised. They arranged to have lunch in an 
Italian restaurant so they could discuss it properly. But the reason 
it was civilised was because it was obvious. They had nothing else 
to say. So they sucked spaghetti in silence, apologised and said 
goodbye. 

 “I don’t know. I mean, are you sure it’s a good idea?” 

Susan stiffens at the intrusion. 

 “I’m sorry, I just thought, you know…” 

The logic of a relationship is inscrutable. 
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“Of course. Well, you’ve got what you want. It’s good to hear 
you happy again.” 

Delphine pulls a leg back. She flexes her sole against the sofa arm. 

She doesn’t understand what Susan is doing. So she tells her 
something that Susan won’t understand either. 

 “Me too. I’m feeling really happy.” 

Susan assumes Delphine is happy for the same reason she is. 

 “No, that didn’t work out… No, there’s no one else!” 

She has forgotten already that Delphine said she was happy. 

 “Maybe. He wasn’t really my type.” 

Susan’s sympathy is a drama of her own excitement. Be brave, my 
friend, one day my happiness will be yours. 

Delphine listens. Her smile bites the bit. 

 “I really am happy, you know.” 

The taste of happiness is indescribable. So it is either an experience 
or a belief. 

 “Anyway, I’m fine.” 

Their beliefs are different. So they don’t believe each other’s 
happiness. Susan hears a brave front. Delphine sees a fragile 
mistake. Susan sees a woman waiting. Delphine hears a heart’s 
delusion. Their own happiness is based on what the other lacks. 

But their friendship is more important than that. 

“There’s a film I really want to see. Shall we arrange an 
evening?” 

Delphine reaches over her head and sets the phone on the table. 
She runs a hand through her hair. Rubs her forehead with a finger. 
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Her cheeks are taut, as expressive as a drum skin. The surface of a 
subliminal complex of emotions. The pale blue of her eyes is mist 
on a distant horizon. 

Susan was her first friend in London. She has stayed her closest 
friend. Her most loyal friend. Despite their differences. 

They aren’t friends because they like the same things. They are 
friends because they like each other. They feel a physical bond. 
Like sisters. 

It is even simpler as the years pass. They are friends because they 
are friends. 

Delphine never tells Susan about her spiritual practice. She knows 
it doesn’t interest her. It shouldn’t interest her. It is beyond her 
experience.  

It isn’t a criticism. What Delphine values most in their friendship is 
Susan’s normality. It lets her be normal too. 

It doesn’t mean Susan is apathetic or inert. She is intelligent, 
sensitive, generous. She has her own inner life. But it is an inner life 
of feelings. The novelistic emotions of relationships. Not a spiritual 
life. 

Delphine’s family are the same. Except the uncle whose painting 
hangs above her. Her colleagues and most of her friends are the 
same too. 

She has learnt to keep quiet. Not to be enthusiastic. Not to try to 
explain. She mumbles something, makes excuses, says she would 
rather go home. 

It means she describes herself not by what she does, but by what 
she doesn’t do. Doesn’t drink. Doesn’t eat meat. Doesn’t stay up 
late. Which is why her life sounds so ascetic. The negatives empty 
it. 

She did try to tell her sister once. She wanted to be honest about 
her life. But her sister resented it and retaliated. A bitter blast of 



 

63 

 

blame. She was being bullied to buy a belief. She was being sold a 
new religion. 

It isn’t a religion. It is Delphine’s reality. But it isn’t her sister’s 
reality. So she was right to feel threatened by it. 

It is the same as the taste of happiness. A description of an 
experience is a demand to be believed. Neither Susan nor her sister 
wants to listen to her demands. 

But what should she say, when someone asks, How are you? She 
shrugs it off. She is silent. She leads a secret life. More and more 
alien to everyone around her. 

An all-inclusive experience is exclusive too. The more her mind 
shines, the more open and universal it is, the more she is alone. 

Why would anyone want to sell that? 

Delphine isn’t even sure what it means. How true or how 
temporary it is. When she wakes in the morning, will her 
consciousness be single and separate again? Or even more 
absorbed, even more alien? 

States of consciousness don’t have labels. 100% pure consciousness. 
Made in India. Handwash only. 

What if it isn’t a state, only an experience? It is still an amazing 
experience. 

Whatever it is, she doesn’t care. She is committed to exploring it. 
To the journey. The great adventure. 

Victorian explorers gambled their lives to find the source of the 
Nile, to map the Amazon. One by one, the geographical unknowns 
were exposed to the Western mind. The poles, the Himalayas, the 
moon. 

The dark continent now is the continent of consciousness. The 
uncharted space of the soul. And a new generation of adventurers, 
as eccentric as the Victorians, is exploring its interior. 
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Delphine feels fortunate to be one of them. Even if she can’t explain 
it to her friends. Even if she can’t cope with a career, a boyfriend, 
all the social things. Even if it costs her comfort and security. 

Isn’t that what freedom is? When there is only mystery. When the 
moment, in Blake’s phrase, 

Lives in Eternity’s sun rise. 

Isn’t that its purpose too? To bring eternal light to the world. 

 

Delphine lies in bed. She slithers her nightshirt over her head and 
casts it aside. A white cotton wraith in the gloom. 

The fluffy duvet floats on top of her like a lightweight lover. She 
embraces her breasts. A hand slips between her thighs. 

The blue cover is a midnight sea. Currents of arms and legs ripple 
through it. Feather waves break and swell. A crest of knees. A 
crashing trough. A backwash eddying up the bed. 

 

A newspaper is in segments across the living room table. A 
double spread of world news climbs the wall. The arts section is 
folded next to it. 

Delphine flicks through the jobs section. A slow flail of pages curls 
through the air. 

The familiar phrases only skim the surface of her attention. A CD 
fills the aesthetic space. 

Her fingers tap the table. A restless Latin-African beat. A happy 
shuffling flow. 

 
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Delphine emerges from her meditation, her face dawning like the 
morning light. She peers through eyelid slits. 

A deep breath clears her senses, quickens her pulse. 

One hand stretches behind her back, the other clasps her waist. She 
twists her torso. Left and right. 

Her fingers massage her face. Her eyes open fully. 

She spirals up from the cushion and steps towards the door. 

 

She strides into the kitchen, her mind already eating breakfast. 

 “Shit!” 

She sees a long pool of water spreading across the floor. 

 

Delphine paces the living room, the phone pressed to her ear like a 
conch shell. She waits. The tide is out. 

She opens her mouth and is asked to hold. 

The hold music is Handel’s Water Music. The dry wit of the god of 
coincidences. 

The receptionist delivers her automatic greeting. 

“Hello, this is Delphine Romand… Yes… I need to leave a 
message for Caroline Bates. The message is… What? Okay…” 

Delphine spells her name. She spells her colleague’s name. 

“Tell her I’ve got a leak in the kitchen… A leak. A lake, 
whatever… Tell her I’m going to try to fix it. But I’ll probably 
need to wait for a plumber. I’ll come in as soon as I can. Thank 
you… No, that’s fine.” 
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She blows at the phone as she puts it down. Not a kiss, not a sigh. 

 

Her bare feet slap in the kitchen puddle. Her trousers are rolled to 
her knees. 

Delphine slops the mop from the floor to the bucket, squeezing out 
the murky water. 

 

The front door of the flat is open. Delphine jogs in with a large 
adjustable spanner. 

She has borrowed it from a retired neighbour in the garden flat 
downstairs. The neighbour runs a lending library of household 
tools and also offers free advice on the right cleaning fluids. 
Everyone is grateful to her eventually. 

She shuts the door. 

 

The cupboard doors under the sink are open. 

Delphine wrestles the washing machine away from the wall. She 
pulls it beyond the worktop. 

She reaches behind the machine, ratcheting the spanner, tightening 
a plastic valve. 

 

The cupboard doors are closed. The washing machine is tucked 
under the worktop again. 

The floor shines as it dries. 

Delphine stands still, arms folded, on guard. 

 
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Delphine leans against the worktop, eating a bowl of yoghurt and 
fruit. 

Her eyes patrol the floor edges. No rivulets, no dribbles. 

 

Delphine steps into the kitchen. She is dressed in her office suit. 
Her shoes click on the lino. 

The floor is still dry. 

 

Her raincoat is belted. Her satchel is slung over her shoulder. 
Delphine picks up the spanner to return it to her neighbour on her 
way out. 

A last look at the kitchen floor. A victory grin. 

 “Yes!” 

She holds up the spanner like the World Cup. 

 

A match hisses and flares. It ignites a candle wick. The black wick 
burns back to the wax. A flame floats in the pool it melts. 

Delphine places the nightlight in a small earthenware burner. In its 
font, geranium and lavender oils circle the water’s surface.  

She switches off the electric light and meditates. 

The candle glow is tremulous, vague, sallowed by the burner. A 
play of shadows flickers on her face like a paper lantern. The dark 
air breathes a moist fragrance. 

She hears a secret concert of noise. Like a collage of night in a 
forest. The whisper and pause of the wind. The creak of a branch. 
A cackle and cry. The rush of wings of a hunting owl. The scurry of 
claws through dead leaves. 
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She listens and smiles. 

The forest is her body. The throb of her heart. The breeze of her 
breath. An electrical hum in her brain. A river murmur from her 
blood. The porous sigh of her skin.  

Her solar plexus untangles. Invisible feelers of instinct radiate from 
it. A sense of touch as subtle as sight. 

 

A midweek evening is no time to attempt an elaborate meal. 
Delphine’s cooking is quick Italian. 

Eating it is quick too. Her empty plate has a red sheen of tomatoes 
and olive oil. 

She pulls the stalk from a squashy pear, like a cork from a bottle of 
champagne. She leans over the plate, biting and slurping. 

It is a new taste, tingling through the top of her palate, immediate 
and conscious. 

She bites and slurps again. It is a true taste. Truly delicious. 

 

Delphine is standing at the living room window, staring at the 
sunlight. A ray simmers on her skin. 

The conscious light inside her rises to the sunshine. It is her body’s 
basking warmth. The brightness in her sight. 

She thinks in the light. 

The body of the world is energy. An eternal dance to the music of 
light. According to the new physics. Why is it still called new? It is 
older than Delphine’s grandfather. Is it because it isn’t objective? 
We still stand on solid ground. 

But this is what it feels like. A bright body breathing light. Open to 
the world. 
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When we deny it, it drives us wild. It is the crazy city of Saturday 
nights. The tantrums of tyrants and teenage boys. 

Energy is only energy. It is an invitation to dance. 

 

Pollen dust, sticky yellow, drips from wilting stamens into a cup of 
petals. Purple stars stud a spiky hedgerow. Long fronds arc from 
slender stems like the veins of leaves of air. 

Delphine bends so close, her face almost touches the plants. 

Wisps of her hair fall forward like bracken. Her eyes are small blue 
flowers. Her nostrils are as big and greedy as bees. 

 

The front door of the apartment opens. Delphine stamps in and 
shuts it. 

She kneels in the hall and unravels the braided laces of her walking 
boots. 

 

She strolls into the bedroom. Her bright blue cagoule is unzipped 
and swinging open. 

Her fingers rummage in the big pockets for twigs, leaves, pebbles. 
She lays them on the batik altar cloth, smoothing the leaves, 
polishing the pebbles. 

It is an offering from nature to nature. The fallen nature of the park 
debris. The ideal nature of an imagining goddess. 

 

A lush light spills through the bedroom window. Its amber 
chiaroscuro highlights the carpet’s bristles, the sheet’s wrinkles. 
Deep folds of the duvet are piled against the wall. 
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Delphine lies naked on the bed, snaked on her side. An eye of 
awareness, a secret sense, floats through her body. 

She feels the knuckles of her spine, her dimpled buttocks proud 
round her hip bone. She feels the current running down her legs, 
circling her ankles, earthing through her soles, that are rubbery 
from the long walk. 

She rolls back, propped on her arms, her elbows sharp in the sheet, 
her shoulders arched and tense. 

She gazes down her slope, seeing as she is feeling. 

She sees her breasts spreading apart. The lyre of her ribs. Her 
belly’s soft swell. Her thighs’ white wedge. The tuft of hair in the 
cleft. 

The perceptions pass through a prism of language in her brain, a 
rainbow of words staining the sheer sensation. What is she seeing? 
The art in the artist. A landscape of human nature. A life study 
sketched by her skin.  

 

Tomatoes and lettuce leaves splutter under the tap’s spray. Water 
globes stick to the surface. Tiny worlds of reflected life. 

Delphine shakes off the droplets. She arranges the salad on the 
chopping board. 

She sees it as intently as a still life. The ripe tomatoes and ribbed 
leaves have an intangible aura. An individual energy of being. 

Her fingertips run above them, alert as antennae, feeling their life, 
their specific nature. 

She lifts a serrated knife and slices the first tomato. 

 
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Her fork stabs a lip of tomato. A glaze of seeds and dressing drips 
from it. The tomato drops on her tongue. 

It is a direct taste again. Like a hole in her palate. 

Delphine savours the rare delicacy. 

 

Delphine sits meditating, her eyes closed, facing the window, like a 
flower blindly turning to the light. 

Only a cloudy pallor peers through the glass. The morning is 
absent, abstract, as grey as glue. 

She hears a roaring sound in her throat. A white wind blowing in 
the stratosphere.  

Her forehead tightens. A thought expands. Imagining the infinite. 

 

The evening is silent. Delphine slouches down the sofa, staring at 
her toes, contemplating empty time. 

The phone rings. 

A startled spasm scurries up her spine. Her eyelids flicker from her 
dream. 

She picks up the phone and listens. A blank ear. Still 
dumbfounded. 

Her brain remembers to speak. 

 “Susan?” 

She tries to think of an excuse for answering the phone so 
strangely. 

 “Sorry, you made me jump.” 
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Susan offers a reason, but it is too early even for Delphine to be in 
bed. 

“No, I was just daydreaming. So, tell me, what’s the news?” 

The question is as out of tune as her silence. 

 “Oh, okay…” 

Susan tells the rest of the story. Its new ending. 

 “Right. I thought he might.” 

Does it make her look a fool? 

 “No, of course not. You love him.” 

She doesn’t want to hear that either. She describes a brutal detail. A 
man showing his feelings. 

 “What a bastard!” 

Susan doesn’t defend him, so Delphine knows this time it is 
definite. Instead, she blames herself. 

 “Not at all. He took advantage of you.” 

Susan doesn’t listen. She dissects her own complicity. Her 
subconscious indulgence of him. And her self-deception. Not 
accepting their relationship was ending. Still believing he would 
change. And her futile fantasy of ever after. Her fear of being alone. 

Of course she blames herself. What else can she do? 

 “Blame him!” 

It is the wrong word. Anger is good. Blame is bad. Or is it a 
cultural difference? Delphine explains the benefits. 

“You should. It helps you feel better. It gets your energy 
moving. It’ll help you blow him out of your system.” 



 

73 

 

Susan remembers something else. 

 “No? He really said that?” 

He said it twice. She made him repeat it. Susan won’t even be able 
to include it in her novel. No one would believe her. 

She still feels safer in self-pity. Getting drunk and angry is good. As 
long as no one sees her. But rage is dangerous. A furious one-eyed 
hag. It is more attractive to wallow. 

“Listen. All he’s doing by behaving so badly is helping you to 
stop loving him.” 

It is certainly effective. So far it has stopped her loving him, all 
other men, all human beings, and especially herself. 

“Susan, it’s got nothing to do with you. You know you’re very 
attractive. You know you’re a lovely person. You know you’ll 
soon find someone else. Someone very special.” 

Susan is embarrassed. And not convinced. What if the next man is 
the same? And the next? She needs a more solid explanation. One 
that isn’t dependent on a whim of self-worth. 

 “I’ll tell you what it is. It’s not you, it’s how old he is.” 

Susan laughs. 

“It’s true. It’s typical. It’s what happens to men when they get 
to his age. It’s their own biological clock. Except for them it’s 
an impulse to escape. It’s an unfortunate coincidence, no?” 

Susan explains her own theory that was the cause of her confusion. 
It was a misunderstanding of primitive man. She thought he was 
sulking in his cave, but he was hunting another mate and dragging 
her to his lair. 

“He doesn’t know what he wants, so he wants what he doesn’t 
know. He’ll regret it later, of course, but later is always too 
late. By then you’ll be married and very happy.” 
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Susan demurs again. 

“I know you will. Believe me.” 

 

A small white cardboard box waits on the dining table. 

Delphine brings a fork and plate from the kitchen and sits in front 
of it. She unfolds the box, slowly, ceremonially. A giant slab of 
cream cake is laid on the plate. 

Her fork cuts a chunk of creamy sponge. She scoops it to her mouth 
and purrs with pleasure. 

It isn’t the conscious taste of the tomato or pear. But it is still 
delicious. One of the many flavours of bliss. 

 

Delphine stretches on the living room carpet in a special sequence 
of yoga postures. 

She disciplines her stomach muscles. Pushes and pulls her thighs. 

It is the ancient art of tapasya yoga. The practice of austerities by 
penitents. And slimmers. 

 

A sheet of paper slides from her satchel. It is a printed email from 
Philippa. 

Delphine reads it again. 

It tells her the dates and details for a series of talks and a weekend 
workshop. Enlightenment Is Easy. And news of a mutual friend who 
has left her husband for her yoga teacher. 

Delphine is not amused. 
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She was a guest when they got married. Is this why they chose a 
buddhist wedding? So they could swear a vow of impermanence? 

Sex and religion should always stay separate. Like church and state 
in civilised societies. 

She folds the paper so it shows the dates of the talks and adds it to 
the pile on the table. 

 

A thread of water curves from a watering can to a clay pot. A mud 
puddle spreads on the earth’s crust. 

Delphine aims the spout at the next plant on the shelf. 

The leaves tremble at the touch of water. Delphine trembles with 
the leaves. 

She feels a free sensation, tingling along her arm, spilling beyond 
her hand. Through the plastic can, down its long spout, running 
down the arc of water. Through the leaves, the stem, the bulb, 
along the root hairs, into the soil. 

She showers another plant. An unbroken flow of feeling pours 
from her. 

The last drops drip from the can. Delphine walks towards the door.  

She stops in the centre of the room. The feeling flows down her 
legs, through her feet, across the carpet, through the sofa, the 
shelves, the table and chairs, through the walls, through the 
window. 

She is overflowing in sentient space. A single sensorium. 

 

The bright-white ceiling bulb spotlights the ironing board. A stage 
in the middle of the living room. 
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Delphine performs a puppet play, picking up a limp blouse from a 
bundle on a chair. She shakes it to life. The languid blouse drapes 
itself on the stage. 

A fussy steam iron, short of breath, preens and glides as it 
examines the blouse. It snorts in disgust at the collar. 

Delphine folds the hot blouse, stacking it in a neat square on the 
sofa. 

A new puppet dangles and dances. Plucked from the bundle and 
flapped through the air. 

Delphine’s cheeks crease wryly. At least ironing is still normal. The 
same woodenhead chore. Or is it the ultimate test? She thinks in 
her best joke-guru voice. 

Only when ironing is divine, then, my child, only then, have you attained 
true enlightenment. 

Though any serious master gets a devotee to iron his robes. 

Delphine folds the blouse and fetches the next. She wishes she had 
a devotee. 

 

It is a glue-grey day again. Too soft to shadow. 

Delphine sits engrossed in her morning meditation. 

What is it? As though her awareness is deeper than gravity. As 
though she feels the speed of the planet spinning through space. 

Or the air in the room is spinning round her. Or a presence is 
circling, watching her. 

 

Her satchel lies flat on the living room table, its flap flopping open. 
A folder is unfolded. A fan of documents. 
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Delphine leans against the table. Her elbow bookends a fat report. 
A fuzzy photocopy. She underlines words. Jots comments. Blue 
over black. 

The next sheet is a page-long paragraph. 

Delphine slumps backwards, the straight chair hard against her 
shoulders. Her fingers twirl her pen. A miniature majorette 
parading on the paper. 

Her job has always played a supporting role in her life. She needs 
to earn a living and since meditating doesn’t make money, she has 
accepted it as it is. But it has never been her ambition. A provider 
of meaning or purpose 

Arguably, that is why she tolerates it better than her colleagues. 
She doesn’t need a melodrama. 

But it is still desperately small. Even in the way it satisfies her. 
Distracting and sterile and small. 

What should she do instead? Isn’t there a spiritual occupation she 
could choose? 

She has no artistic talent. No innovative ideas. No gift for 
alternative healing. 

She could, of course, become a nun. Shave her skull and swear a 
vow of chastity. 

Why not? A thousand reasons. She would rather be a bodhisattva 
and feed her flesh to a starving tiger. 

She could become a nurse. 

Her instinct again says no, though explaining why is more difficult. 
She is too squeamish, not matter-of-fact enough. It isn’t her 
vocation. 

She could become a New Age teacher. Call herself Madame Lumière 
and lecture on the French path to libération. 
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It would be better than being a nun, but only because she could 
choose her own robes. 

Or she could work for a charity.  

Again, her instinctive resistance is difficult to explain. It isn’t 
political. The argument, for example, that alleviating a problem 
only supports the structure that causes it. 

It is her. She couldn’t commit herself to it. She is committed 
already, inside, to the power of her practice. It scarcely spares her 
the energy to struggle through an ordinary job. 

Anyway, her inner commitment is at least as important. She would 
say it is more fundamental. 

Of course we should do what we can to alleviate suffering. But the 
cause is consciousness. A closed consciousness, where ignorance, 
hatred and greed grow in darkness. 

Opening consciousness, enlightening consciousness, is also an act 
of compassion. The light it shines in our consciousness shines in all 
consciousness, as the stars light the universe. 

Delphine puts down her pen. Her fingertip touches the tip of her 
nose. 

What would she like to do? It is a difficult question. She doesn’t 
know. 

What if it doesn’t matter what she does? 

She tries a different question. What does she need? 

Time to fulfil her inner life. Money to live comfortably. 

What she wants is a simple, sophisticated life, in a city, in society. 
That is part of the practice. Enlightening modern life. 

Or she could become a muddy witch in a forest. The oracle 
Delphine. 
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She picks up her pen again. One last double spin round her middle 
finger. She applies her mind to the report. 

 

Delphine strides into the bedroom. Stiff paper bags swing from her 
wrists. The names of atelier designers are lettered on the sides. 

She drops the bags on the bed, unbuttoning her raincoat and 
hanging it in the wardrobe. 

She claps her hands and unwraps her presents. 

A vermilion dress. An auburn sweater. A gentian scarf. 

The sweater is a fine merino wool. Delphine runs her fingers along 
its fur. She bunches a bouquet. Its scent of new. 

She holds the dress in front of the mirror, pressing it against her 
breasts, swaying her hips. 

 

The closed curtains cloister the living room. The lamp is as dim as 
rushlight in a hermit’s cave. 

Delphine sits as still as a rock. Her face is calm, her arms straight, 
her palms open. The force of her meditation concentrates 
everything into it. 

Her body, its physical mass, is diffuse in the dusky air. She 
disappears. A space in the room. 

The space pulsates. She grains and is solid again. 

A breath fills her belly. She straightens her spine. 

 

The morning’s mild light watercolours the bedroom. Delphine 
bends her arm in a picture frame round her hair. 
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An idea is distilling in her mind. She tries to think of a text that 
defines it. 

There are three modes of experience. Three states of the soul. 
Seeing, feeling and being. 

Seeing is light. It is the perfect purity of transcendence. It is the 
metaphysical mind. 

Feeling is the celestial subliminal. It is the buried treasure beneath 
the citadels of religion. It is the wisdom of spiritual relationships. 

Being is the body in the world. It is the golden body of immortality. 
When memory is a single continuum. Free from death’s staccato. It 
is the creative world of miracles. When we see the million gods of 
nature. 

They are stages in our transformation. A new way of alchemy. 
Instead of turning lead into gold, turning intellect into light, 
turning dew into silk threads, turning light into honey. 

 

A sliver of sunlight, its angle tight to the wall, glances through the 
living room window. 

 

The red brick through the bedroom window burns in the high 
sun’s glare. Its reflection gilds the glass. 

 

The full orb of the falling sun shines through the small kitchen 
window. A halo of blinding brightness. 

The steel of the sink blinks through it like stars behind the sun. 

 
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Delphine leans sideways on the sofa, her legs crossed, an elbow on 
the sofa’s arm, her palm cupping her temple. The phone hangs in 
the crook of her neck. Her chin and fingertips hold it still. 

“No, thanks. I’ve had enough of belonging to groups. I’m 
going through a solitary phase now.” 

Philippa isn’t spiritual to be solitary. She belongs to as many 
groups as possible. 

She talks about the importance of following. 

“I know. That’s the ashram tradition, serving a master. But the 
Buddha tried lots of teachers. Then he left them and became 
the Buddha on his own. Other sages are the same. They go into 
the forest alone.” 

Is she thinking of leaving London? Buying a cottage in the 
countryside? 

Delphine laughs. 

“London is the forest! Whether we like it or not, living in a city, 
going to work, most of the time we’re alone in the forest.” 

Which is why we need the support of a group. 

“I’m not criticising group meditations. I love the atmosphere. 
The problem is…” 

Her thoughts are in the wrong order. 

“Anyway, we can’t follow. We’re doing something new. 
Sadhana in modern society, in European consciousness. It’s a 
virgin path. Anyway…” 

She finds the beginning. 

“I remember, when I learnt to meditate, everyone said I was 
lucky, I was starting at the right time. I thought it was an 
empty phrase. It was always the right time. But now I know it 
was true. I mean, what’s happened to all those movements? 
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They taught us our techniques, our knowledge, but they’ve 
lost their soul, their heart, their spark. They’ve turned into 
businesses. Meditation multinationals!” 

Philippa laughs disapprovingly. 

“It’s true! I just feel sorry for anyone wanting to start now. 
What can they do? Go to the businesses and buy their 
products? They’re good products, but it’s consumer 
spirituality, it goes nowhere. Or they try the new teachers…” 

Philippa loves the new teachers. She sits in the same room as an 
enlightened master. And if his sexuality is less enlightened, he even 
brings hope to her heart. 

 “Of course. They’re new, so it’s fresh.” 

Their presence is amazing. Unmistakable. 

“I know. I agree. You get a blast of energy. But where’s the 
breadth of teaching? Where’s the depth of tradition?” 

Who can say? They may receive guidance from ascended masters. 
They may be reincarnated Tibetan lamas. 

“Maybe, it’s possible, but still, they’re instant gurus. I don’t 
think you should trust them.” 

We live in an instant society. A society where everything is 
consumerised, including spiritual life. But we choose to be born 
here. We want to be seekers now. So we should accept it and get 
the best from it. 

 “Well, yes…” 

What else should we do? Wait for a perfect teacher? Spiritual 
movements exist in society. And modern society is decadent. So its 
spiritual movements are decadent too. 

“I don’t think it’s modern society. I think it’s always the same. 
It may not be money. It may be complacency or power. Or 
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sackcloths and ashes and horrible stuff. But honestly, spiritual 
decadence is normal!” 

Philippa is so surprised, she asks Delphine what she means. 

“Because the great enlightened beings, Buddha, Shankara, 
Ramakrishna, only appear when they’re needed. They’re 
reformers. They’re exceptions.” 

Philippa thinks of a contemporary example. 

 “No, he isn’t!” 

 

A sigh of scented steam breathes from the hot bath. A slick of salts 
stains the water. 

Delphine’s head rests in the humid air, her hair pinned safe and 
dry. Her body soaks underwater. 

She feels the dissolved marine crystals permeate her pores. 

Sheathed in a mineral sheen, a foot breaks the blue. Its ripples 
shatter the surface. 

The liquid fragments shimmer. The bath glistens. 

A memory of glittering light upsurges like a new experience. An 
infinitesimal galaxy in a chimera of steam. Equally vivid, equally 
intense, even though it is imaginary. 

She lifts an arm, dripping blue-skin water. New ripples bring a 
new sense of the moment. 

Delphine closes her eyes. The hot bath laps against her body. She 
melts in a balmy ocean. 

 

The bedside lamp is as soft and bright as a larva in a cocoon. 
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Delphine sits against the headboard, a pillow straight behind her 
back, the duvet tucked to her chin. 

Her knees are a bone lectern. A skin of office paper layers over 
them. 

Her finger and thumb peel the top sheet by its corner. She reads the 
rest of the poem. 

What wants to rise learns how to fall, 
The morning after a miracle, 
Rooting, back to birth, revealing 
Brute absurdities of feeling 
– Old cathedral craftsmen knew 
A gothic arch needs gargoyles too – 
Buried, beneath the self, unless 
Touched at last by tenderness, 
Body love, that shows the soul 
What is humble, what is whole 
– Garlanding the donkey cart 
That bears the goddess of the heart – 
Until we feel what’s real is right, 
The light of life is also night... 

The last line is lost in a blur of abstraction. 

Delphine drifts in a limbo of the poem’s afterlife. She looks up from 
the page through the lamplight, projecting on the curtains’ screen 
of shadows. 

A dream floats on her face. Like an intelligent child enchanted by a 
fairytale. 

 

The bedroom mirror is a portal of morning light. Delphine turns to 
see her reflection. 

She is wearing strong jeans and her new sweater. Her hair is 
carefully nonchalant. 



 

85 

 

She zips a jacket and checks the effect. 

A brash bag swings on her shoulder. Her keys glitter in her fist. She 
enters the outer morning. 

 

The bedroom curtains are open to the night. A muslin of moonlight 
hangs in the air. 

Delphine lies straight and still, her hands folded over the duvet. 
Like Psyche in her dark bed. A bride awaiting midnight. 

The window glints. The moon, a day’s shaving from full, shines at 
the height of the sky. 

Delphine’s white hands, her white face, are talismans of moonlight. 
Her lips are a lunar crescent. A smile of spiritual pleasure spreads 
into her cheeks. 

She hears a brilliant hiss like summer rain. Rushing through her 
nerves. An ethereal ecstasy. 

Her thumb and forefinger, left and right, meet in a full moon. The 
black sky is her absent bridegroom. 

Her neck jerks. Her head beats the pillow. 

More spasms judder through her. Her shoulders gyrate. Her chin 
points. Her feet are flickering needles. 

The hiss whispers away. She feels a deep weight of gravity, as rigid 
as a corpse. 

Her eyelids fall open. It is the opposite of sleep. A trance of 
transcendent intensity. Her mind is on the moon. 

 

The moon sinks below the unknown border of the night’s horizon. 

A bristle of stars guards empty space. A cloudless clarity. 
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Delphine is curled on her side. Her sleep is as sweet as a baby’s. 

 

The first sunlight, as fresh and yellow as spring flowers, floats 
through the living room. 

Delphine sits, swaying slightly, on her meditation cushion. 

She hears her quiet heartbeat, emerging from silence, structuring 
the silence. A dry rustle of double beats. 

A second pulse starts outside her. A different life. A quicker 
rhythm. 

More hearts add their echoes. A call and response that drums into 
the distance. 

Pulse after pulse palpitates in an elaborate polyphony. 

It hums round her, a heartbeat choir, its harmony filling her own 
heart’s virgin space. 

Delphine feels the old knot in her solar plexus again. The tender 
centre of a web of consciousness and compassion. 

 

The day ebbs out of the room. The window’s twilight weakens. The 
reading lamp shines more precisely. 

Delphine sits meditating, clear, interior, on the threshold of a self-
reflected radiance. 

A sneeze bubbles up her nose. She exhales its effervescence. 

Her nose twitches again. It is a sense of a presence. Close to her. 
The touch of a gaze. 

Delphine opens her eyes. She sees a woman’s face. Like a ray of 
light in front of her. A glimmer in a mirror of air. It is her soul’s 
reflection. Someone else who is also her. 
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The soul is a god of a thousand faces. We see it when we fall in 
love. A mirror and a mystery. 

The woman is a few years older than Delphine. Her face is more 
chiselled, but her cheeks have the same curve, her eyes are the 
same blue. Her hair, though, is fine and straight, a shaggy style of 
blonde streaks, shading to Delphine’s natural colour. 

She glances at Delphine, nodding acknowledgment, though her 
eyes have a quick tension. Her mind is thinking about too many 
things. Negotiating baths and bedtimes. A fast pasta when her 
husband gets home. A promotion she has applied for today. How 
much they need its extra salary. How much it will cost her. And 
her need for personal achievement. To reach out to a private place. 

She is a multipresence in space and time. Her face fades. A man’s 
face materialises. 

His milky cheeks tremble slightly. A mild mind’s modest 
sensitivity. His eyes glow from a glass or two of French red wine 
after work. 

He will spend the evening alone in his one-bedroom apartment. He 
will cook a late dinner of French cuisine and drink another glass or 
two to digest it. He will watch a French film on his home cinema 
system. He will feel a profound longing of such intensity, such 
lonely optimism, the goddess will surely honour his heart. 

His face fades in the dusk. A teenage girl stares at Delphine. 

She is an early sketch for a painting. Big bones she will grow into. 
A smudge of scarlet lipstick. A sparkly stud in her nose. The 
adolescent rebellion of a Reynolds country lady. 

She is beautiful because she has such a pure vision of the world. 
She wants men to appreciate her for that. 

She wants to pass laws favouring local shops and cafés, to stop 
high street globalisation. She wants to divert defence budgets to 
third world debt relief. She wants to set up an artist benefit, like 
unemployment benefit, so young writers, composers and other 
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artists have time to develop their imagination, to inspire a great 
new age of the arts. She wants to make voting a legal requirement, 
especially in the United States, so the poor half votes as well, so 
American governments are more tolerant and charitable. 

She wants a true education, not a training in conformity. She wants 
to be old enough to do what the ruling generation won’t. 

An old woman smiles at Delphine. 

She dabbled in meditation too, when she was a hippy in the sixties, 
but she was too stoned to take it seriously. 

She does yoga now to ease her arthritis. It makes her feel like a 
hippy again. 

But when she looks in the mirror, she sees an old woman. Her hair 
is stylish and toned. Her wrinkles are moisturised. She wears 
Peruvian earrings. So she is admirable, but old. 

She thinks of all the young heroines she saw when she was a girl. 
She never recognised them. They were disguised as old women. 

An aquiline Indian man looks up from a book. He has deep lines of 
concern in his forehead. His thin hair is neatly parted. His 
intelligence is both elegant and evident. 

He contemplates a question in the novel he is reading. 

To what extent is consciousness cultural? Intellectual 
consciousness, for example, is so conditioned by language, that 
language has long since superseded its objective role. And since 
physiology is psychosomatic, language conditions it too. Even 
sense perception is literary. Is the sun the same as le soleil or Surya 
or die Sonne? They all have a different literary freight. A different 
poetic history. So the experience, the effect, is different. 

What does that say about the traffic of experiences from one 
culture to another? When a new experience is imported, a name to 
identify it is imported too. But the name has lost its context. It is 
interpreted, imagined, by a new code of reference, which 
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reconditions the experience and estranges it from its original 
culture. So the experience is doubly new, recognisable only to the 
receiving culture. 

Consciousness, he would say, is as conservative as a gentlemen’s 
club. A new content is only admitted if it conforms to the club’s 
rules and if it has references from two or more established contents. 
A guest is allowed to visit, but only a permanent member has the 
power to change consciousness. 

But is a change in consciousness always a cultural change? Or is it 
also an autonomous evolution in the brain? 

A young girl blinks in surprise. 

She is seeing a new imaginary friend. She calls her friend Silly 
Celery because it sounds an interesting name. 

Silly Celery is a sort of fairy who lives behind a curtain. She is very 
shy, even for a fairy, so she only appears when no one is looking. 

Silly Celery floats, but she doesn’t have any wings, so she can’t fly 
anywhere. Perhaps she is Snooze Button’s little sister. 

Snooze Button is an older fairy who always has her eyes closed. 
She is a fairy of doing nothing. A fairy of breakfast and teatime. 
Though sometimes she appears in a special dream, when the sun 
shines at night and makes you feel happy. 

Delphine smiles at the child’s fantasies. She is so pert and pretty. A 
tiny classical nymph. A bud of beauty. 

Her image evaporates. The empty air normalises. 

Delphine’s face shines. Her red cheeks are rose petals of reflections, 
traces of faces, tremors of thought. Her eyes are overflowing. A 
lover’s tears. 

 
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Delphine lies awake in bed. A white queen of a quiet realm. She 
bathes in the ewes’ milk of the pre-dawn light. 

The city sleeps more calmly at dawn than at midnight. The urban 
birds are silent too. 

She hears an old woman’s voice. 

“Is this what frailty means? Like the view through winter 
branches. A pale light getting clearer, getting closer.” 

Her voice is as querulous as her question. The light she sees is as 
glassy as death. 

Another woman whispers. Almost inaudibly. 

“My father died ten years ago. I saw his soul today, alive in a 
young girl. She didn’t recognise me.” 

She would never say it aloud. 

Delphine hears her feelings. She listens in silent sympathy. A 
receptive reverence. 

A boy’s shrill treble trills. 

“I still remember. A lesson in light. A thousand years ago.” 

A woman’s voice is factual and sad. 

“I stay away from my spirit. I don’t want to know its secrets. I 
don’t want to feel its sorrow.” 

An old man hesitates, then mumbles. 

“Um, yes... It’s when I go for a stroll, in the park, when it’s 
quiet. I start to wonder. My mind starts to wander. It goes for a 
stroll as well.” 

The silence that amplifies the air is as delicate as the dawn. 
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Delphine gazes at the ceiling, listening, waiting. She hears the 
world’s distant undercurrent. 

A young woman confides in her. A reluctant echo in her throat. 

“I’m searching for my soul in someone else’s heart.” 

Delphine knows her voice. She calls under her breath. 

 “Susan!” 

 

The phone sits in its stand. A totem on the small table. Delphine 
kneels before it, her hands in her lap, asking for goodwill and 
guidance. 

Susan is probably at home. So it would be normal to call her. To tell 
her what she heard. Isn’t her friend entitled to know? Even if she 
doesn’t want to hear it? 

Delphine slides off her heels onto her thighs. She rests against the 
sofa arm. Her cheek presses the cushioned velour. 

What if Susan was consciously communicating? Wouldn’t she want 
Delphine to answer? Even if it was subconscious, a strange idea 
that slipped through her mind, she would still want to know what 
it means. 

What if it’s Susan who calls? A spiritual coincidence. 

The phone doesn’t ring. Despite Delphine’s prophetic stare. 
Whoever calls, though, how will Delphine explain it? She will need 
to tell Susan everything. 

Her fingers play on the table like a wooden flute. 

What if she calls and listens and says what seems right? At least 
she will satisfy her curiosity. 

It is more important than that. When someone is ready to know, 
they know to ask. Susan must initiate it. 
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Delphine pushes up from the floor and meanders to the kitchen. 
She changes her mind. She changes her mind again. 

 

Delphine turns a wheel on a steel pipe. The shower stream drips to 
a stop. She rolls out long skeins of hair, shaking her head like a wet 
dog. 

A maroon towel, unwrapped from the hot rail, imprints its mask 
on her face. Quick circles rub down from her throat. The towel’s 
rough beard wakes a blush on her skin. 

 “Can you tell me?” 

The towel stops. Instinctively, she draws it over her breasts, as 
though the voice can see her. 

 “Isn’t there an old tale about a curse of blessings?” 

It is Philippa. Her voice is different, defenceless, as unspoken as her 
soul. 

 “Or a woman who was too wise?” 

Delphine sits on the bath rim and listens. 

“My mind is like a waxworks. Full of angels and devas and 
daemons and genies. Or an art gallery of all the world’s 
paintings of enlightenment. The white lotus. The golden spiral. 
The rose of paradise.” 

She pauses as the pictures pass. Is an image a seed of vision or only 
its surrogate? 

“I’ve learned the lessons by rote. Seven stages. Eight limbs. Ten 
perfections. It means no surprise can ever awaken me. I’m a 
princess trapped in a tower of teachings who never sees the 
daylight.” 

The aural face of her voice vanishes. 
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Delphine looks up at the silence. The towel’s fringe blots a tear on 
her cheek. 

 

Delphine taps the keys on the phone. She wanders round the living 
room in time to the ringing tone. The call clicks. 

 “Philippa? Hi, it’s Delphine.” 

It is Philippa’s usual voice, external, conversational. 

 “Fine, thanks. How are you?” 

Her answer is automatic. The habit of positive thinking. 

Delphine stops at the night’s black window. The stars are invisible. 

“Is it okay if I ask you something? Early this morning, did you 
have any kind of experience? Anything unexpected or 
strange?” 

Philippa is cautious. She doesn’t commit herself. 

“A sense of communication. Like your soul speaking to 
another soul. No?” 

It would be negative to say no, but untruthful to say yes. 

 “Okay, it doesn’t matter.” 

It is safer to ask why. 

Delphine thinks for a moment. Are stars also souls? Are souls also 
stars? She steps away from the window. 

“Well… I heard your voice this morning. In the air. Speaking 
to me.” 

Philippa wants to be sure about the technical term for the 
phenomenon. 
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 “Yes, that’s what it was.” 

Delphine hears her lost breath. The anxiety in her tiny question. 

“Bof! Nothing special. It was a spiritual voicemail! It was 
strange to hear it, that’s all.” 

Her relief is a run of adrenalin. She has read an amazing account of 
something similar, though more spectacular. A transmission of 
knowledge from continent to continent between a guru and a 
devotee. 

 “Really? That’s interesting. How does he explain it?” 

 

Sunlight striates the warm air. Dust dances in its beam. 

Delphine leans her back against the sofa, lengthening her legs on 
the carpet. The sunny Sunday morning is a perfect vessel for 
voices. She waits to hear. 

The sister of solitude is silence. 

The only visitors are the fine lines of light. As though their 
presence is all the air can bear. 

 

Delphine sprawls down the bed, shaking the duvet over her, 
clicking off the lamp. Her head’s weight dimples the pillow, 
folding her face into it, shutting her eyes. She slides her ruched 
nightshirt down her bare thighs. 

“I’m always thinking. I never stop. That’s why I don’t sleep. 
Why I don’t dream.” 

Delphine’s eyes flick alive, big black pupils open to the dark. The 
room is as dense as a womb. The voice is her mother. 

“I need the noise in my head. I need it to silence my soul. Who 
says the soul is good? Who says spirits aren’t bad? It’s a ghoul, 
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it’s a stranger, it’s a giant shadow, leaning over my shoulder, 
whispering in my ear. If I listen, I’ll lose control. I’ll start 
babbling like a lunatic. I’ll scream like a baby. I’ll run through 
the streets naked. I’ll be judged. I’ll be punished again.” 

The logic of her panic leads her to the truth. 

“I know exactly what it wants. That’s why it’s so terrifying. It’s 
trying to drag me down an endless void of death.” 

Delphine speaks quietly in her mind. 

“It isn’t death. It’s transcendence. The cause of the fear is the 
soul transcending when we die. But transcendence isn’t death. 
Death is transcendence.” 

A silence waits to contradict her. 

“It’s you. It’s who you really are. An eternal innocent soul. 
What’s innocent can’t harm you. What’s eternal can’t be 
harmed.” 

The consciousness in her mother’s voice is cold and hard. 

“I know why it hates me. It was born when I was born. It was 
my body, it was alive. But it was too soft to survive. So I built a 
shell round it. I shut it in the dark. What else could I do? It was 
too big for a small child. So I grew up fighting it. And it 
shunned me and hated me. And all I was without it was a 
blind brain. A bottle of nerves. I didn’t know. I couldn’t feel. 
Or I felt the wrong things. I was a girl’s broken doll. Betrayed 
by my own beauty. I believed its little lies of love. It wasn’t 
love. It was sex. It was sweat and a sour taste. And now? 
There’s no sex, no beauty, no love. Only this empty shell. The 
anti-soul of my life.” 

The night is a well as black as oil in the depths of Delphine’s eyes. 

 
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Delphine perches on the sofa’s edge, her head in her hands, the 
phone to her ear. Its ringing tone is French. 

 “Hello, mother, it’s Delphine.” 

Her mother asks first. It is a break in the pattern. 

 “Really well, thanks. How are you?” 

She describes the latest crisis, eyeball to eyeball, not learning, not 
letting go. 

Delphine interrupts. 

 “Mother! I want to tell you something.” 

Her mother’s silence is a vacuum. Guesses fill it like gas. Is her 
daughter about to get married? Is she secretly a lesbian? 

“I just want to say, there’s no need to be afraid. We’ve all got 
beautiful souls. We’re all intuitive spiritual beings.” 

She still thinks this is about Delphine. She waits for her confession. 

 “Me, you, everyone. Our soul is who we really are.” 

Her mother hits the note on cue, riffing like a jazz musician on a 
saxophone of neuroses. She improvises wilfully, wildly, further 
and further from the tune. 

 “I only mean…” 

Delphine’s head dips. She stares at the carpet. 

 “Yes, I know…” 

Her free hand pushes through her hair. 

 “Yes…” 

A saucepan is burning in her mother’s kitchen. It is an excuse to 
end the call. 
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Delphine rocks back in the sofa. 

Our soul is who we really are. 

It fell flat when she said it aloud. A pallid platitude. Was it because 
the words had no intrinsic warmth, no feelings of their own, no 
breath of meaning? Or was it because her soul is still not strong 
enough to resonate beyond her? Or was it her mother again? The 
stony ground of not listening. 

She remembers when she was a child, trying to explain an intricate 
secret. Her frustration boiled to a fury, till her mother sent her 
stomping to her bedroom. When she saw her lobster face in her 
pink toy mirror, her blush went white, her emotion congealed in 
her throat. It was a cold taste of disappointment. 

Her mother still doesn’t understand. 

 

The bedside lamp draws a small circle of comfort. A pillow wedge 
props her head. An angle between sitting and lying. 

Delphine shuffles two photos of her mother, looking from the past 
to the future, the future to the past. 

The oldest is a black and white portrait. The same age as Delphine 
is now. Her proud glamour daring the photographer. 

The newest is a colour snapshot at a recent family party. Her 
grandchildren stand warily in front of her. Her attempt at a smile 
fails. 

Delphine holds the pictures side by side. Her mother’s impervious 
life. 

 

Delphine lies in bed, her eyes shut in the darkness, unable to sleep. 
Her mind is busy making sense.  



 

98 

 

The duvet traps the stuffy air. The sheet is hot and wrinkled. 

She rolls flat on her chest, pulling the pillow under her chin. Her 
mother is a great teacher. Just by not listening. She has inflicted 
another lesson. 

A lesson in the paradoxical co-existence of one unbounded 
consciousness and multiple realities. 

A lesson in spiritual wisdom. In the eternal truth of an experience 
and its singularity. 

A lesson in not intruding, even out of compassion, since no one 
knows what is right for another life. The subtle sequence of an 
action. The purpose of a path. 

We live in an individual universe. No one else sees its specific 
night, its strange constellations, the earthly mind orbiting the sun 
of its soul. 

 

Delphine splashes milk on a mound of muesli in a bowl. The green-
bannered carton is clammy from the fridge. 

She rests against the worktop, chewing a mouthful, paddling the 
spoon in the milk. 

"Hello!" 

It is a girl’s sparrow voice. Delphine swallows and answers. 

 “Hello?” 

 “My name’s Sophie. What’s your name?” 

 “Delphine… What are you doing?” 

“I’m lying on my bed. I’m holding my hands round my ears. 
I’m listening to the sound in my head. It makes a whoosh like 
the sea.” 
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 “That’s funny. Why do you do that?” 

“It makes me feel happy.” 

Delphine nods approvingly. 

“Well, it’s a good reason. I wish I’d known that when I was a 
girl. How old are you?” 

 “Seven and three quarters.” 

She doesn’t ask Delphine the same question. Delphine wonders 
why. 

 “Can you see me?” 

 “No, I’m talking to you.” 

Delphine puts her bowl on the worktop. The girl chats, cheerful 
and clear. 

“My daddy just shouted at me. That’s why I went to my 
room.” 

 “Why did he shout at you?” 

“Because he’s angry. But I didn’t do anything wrong. He 
shouts at everyone.” 

 “So you listen to the whoosh instead?” 

“Yes… He saw me once. He thought I was doing it so I 
wouldn’t hear him shouting, but I was listening to something 
better.” 

“Did you tell him?” 

 “No, he won’t listen.” 

 “What does your mummy say?” 

 “She’s at work.” 
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“Maybe your daddy should listen to the whoosh with you. It 
might make him happy too.” 

 “He can’t hear it. He’s too old.” 

 “Is that why he shouts?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

Silence separates them. Delphine tries a question. 

 “What else do you know how to do?” 

 “I know lots of things that no one knows except me.” 

 “Really? You’re very special. Tell me another one.” 

 “No...” 

Delphine arches her eyebrows. 

 “That’s not very nice. Why not?” 

 “It’s time to go to school.” 

A smile sets her eyebrows straight. 

 “Well, it’s another good reason.” 

 “Yes, it is. Bye bye.” 

Her absence is as abrupt as her goodbye. Delphine calls into it. 

 “Take care.” 

She picks up the bowl and scoops a spoonful. The wall clock 
interrupts her. 

One last mouthful. She strides out of the kitchen still chewing. 

 
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The meditation cushion is a boulder on the beach of the living 
room carpet.  

It is the low tide of day. The cloudy light is as glaucous as water. 

Cool shadows lurk in the corners, swimming out, swallowing the 
light. 

 

The bedroom door opens inwards, as Delphine goes out to the hall. 
The door chases after her, the momentum in her hand pulling it 
shut. 

What we don’t remember, we repeat. She comes back to the 
bedroom. The door swings open again. 

She goes out again, her finger and thumb revolving the one 
forgotten thing. The door lets her go. 

 

The living room window’s open curtains are columns in a portico 
of night. The ceiling light whitens the room. 

Delphine watches the evening, cross-legged on the sofa. The 
reading lamp’s extra glow gilds her hair. A bright beam on her 
brow. 

A soul, so it is said, is drawn to the seed of its birth. But the genes 
in the seed are the history of a family, not a soul. How does it 
imprint its own identity? Its preconceptual karmic code. Are we 
hybrids of seed and soul? Is that what defines us? Is that what 
limits us? 

Delphine feels a change in the room. A complication in the 
atmosphere. Her instinct quickens. What is it? A cold arrival. An 
invisible other. 

A voice, like a split reed, murmurs from a corner of the ceiling. 
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“It’s not right. I’m not experiencing. It’s dry. Like reading a 
book… I taste. It isn’t a juice on my tongue… I smell. It’s only a 
thought of air… I touch. My hands pass through… I see my 
friends, my wife. It isn’t through human eyes.” 

Delphine looks up at the speaking space. 

 “What is it? Are you dead?” 

The voice flits to another corner. The idea quavers towards 
acceptance. 

 “Yes, that’s it… It must be. I’m ghostly.” 

 “When was it? A long time ago?” 

“I don’t know. No, three days. It happened in the evening.” 

 “So it’s new.” 

The phantom voice floats closer. 

 “I’m still me. But I feel hollow.” 

Delphine thinks carefully before she speaks. 

 “Did you know what to expect?” 

“It was an accident. I was frightened… I’m frightened now.” 

The voice falls to the floor. Delphine speaks softly. 

 “Because you’ve lost your way?” 

“I keep drifting through the rooms. Trembling next to my 
wife… Is this what I’ll be like? Haunting my own home?” 

Delphine tries to soothe the voice with a calm gaze. 

“No, I don’t think so. It’s a dying echo of your life. An old 
habit, that’s all. The personality has to die too, a few days after 
the body. When it does, you’ll disappear.” 
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The voice flies to the window. 

 “I will? Completely?” 

Is being a ghost a sort of trauma? A terror of transcendence? 

“No, you’ll disappear from here. I don’t know where you’ll 
go.” 

 “But… What will I have to do?” 

“Try not to be afraid. It’s your spiritual world. All of it. It’s 
your life.” 

The voice listens. Delphine gives more advice, as best she knows. 

“Go to the light. Go where your purest desire goes.” 

“I want what I had before. My senses. My ordinary world.” 

The air’s timbre alters again. A balancing of ions. An electrical 
discharge. 

Delphine folds her hands behind her head. Her elbows are like an 
elephant’s ears. She only hears silence. 

 

An aureole of afternoon sun draws circles through the kitchen 
window. 

Delphine stands at the sink. Her hands, encased in yellow rubber, 
are divers in the sudsy water. 

Silk blouses snake and entwine. A coupling of colours. Her 
working fingers push the blouses through the bubbles, chafing 
cuffs and collars. 

She pulls the plug. The murky liquor drains away. 

A flash of fresh water fountains from the tap. Sunlight sparkles in 
the jet. 
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The sink fills again. A thinner brew of soap-blue swirls. 

The next rinse is clear. 

Delphine holds up a purple blouse, soaked sheer, slick and 
dripping. The sun glints through it. Like a ray through a pane of 
stained glass. 

 

A Sunday morning meditation is a languid exploration. Not in the 
faint first hour of daylight. Not to an office deadline. 

The sunlight buzzes on her skin. Her meditation is warm and 
bright, as full a reality as the day. 

“Welcome to the community of consciousness. When we’re 
clear, we communicate.” 

It is an unbreathing voice. A spirit singing in the centre of her soul. 

“We transmit, in a dialogue of light, shining through infinite 
space, pure mind through pure mind, a multiconscious 
cognition.” 

Delphine speaks at the same depth of silence. 

“Do we see through other consciousnesses? Do we see their 
contents too?” 

The words are a slow wave. 

“The light of seeing only sees the light. We see the pristine 
state. The eternal essence.” 

The soul is a shadowless sun. Delphine wonders. 

“Do we see the consciousness of more enlightened beings?” 

“Brighter beings see brighter beings. We see, we know, what 
our own consciousness is.” 
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A human being, so it is said, is halfway in the hierarchy of 
evolution.  

“We evolve through infinite enlightenments. More all-seeing, 
more all-being. More cosmic, more complex.” 

Delphine wants to know what she already knows. 

“How does an enlightened being enlighten the world?” 

The reply is crystalline. 

“The worlds are infinite. We enter a new universe, full of 
worlds of truth and learning, worlds of perfect pleasure.” 

Her question has a reluctant gravity. 

 “Isn’t the earth the most important world?” 

Even on earth, life’s impulse is to outgrow. 

“It’s the most primordial, the most material, the least 
imaginal… We are being called by angels to explore the 
absolute, to enter ever-expanding worlds of paradise. Our ship 
of voyage is a state of bliss.” 

Her meditation floats free. Beyond words and voices. Beyond the 
animate soul planes. Beyond the inlets of creation. She swims in a 
sea of selfless being. An oceanic ecstasy of light. 

 

The door swings open. Delphine clicks the switch as she enters. 
The bringer of light to the living room. 

The black window becomes the room’s mirror. A late island of 
light, floating on the first floor, in a fog of city night. 

She strings the strap of her handbag on a chair back. Her jacket is 
unzipped and flaps against her blouse. 
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Delphine balances on the sofa edge, her jean legs rasping as they 
cross. She tugs off her high-heel boots. Her feet brush the carpet, 
feeling its bristles through her stockings’ gauze. Her soles tingle. 

The evening’s music is still playing in her mind. A delicate 
possibility. She rises in an arc from the sofa. 

Her steps are a slow slide. Her hips sway. Her arms snake. She 
spins off-balance. 

Her dance dreams round the room. Seductive and alone. A secret 
poetry murmuring the tenderness of life. 

She sprawls on the sofa, her head tucked against a cushion, her 
knees in a vaulted arch. Her breath beats more deeply, more 
gently. Her lungs are the wings of her heart. 

Her face is lambent, luxuriant, her smile sealed in a blush of 
thoughts. A dribble of tears rolls down her cheeks. A magical 
moonwater. 

 

Invisible clouds play shadow charades. The wind sings a silent 
narrative of light. 

Delphine stumbles into the bedroom, embracing newly-dry bras 
and knickers, like spaghetti in the bowl of her arms. She tips them 
in the chest’s bottom drawer. The wood judders and creaks as she 
shuts it. 

A heap of clean teeshirts is on the bed. Delphine lifts the first and 
folds it to a quarter, her eyes floating to the silk screen on the wall. 

It is a variety show of gods and demons. A pious peacock’s tail. 
Confident and creative in its faith. 

She folds the second teeshirt. Almost unconsciously. 

The opposite scroll has a more sober sanctity. As black and white 
as life and death. 
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She looks at her corner shrine. Would anyone else know what it is? 
The ash-smeared batik, the powdering leaves, the wax sculpture 
dripping down the candlestick. Or would it seem sentimental? The 
souvenirs of an exotic holiday, a walk in the countryside, an old 
romance. 

No obvious god presides over it. Which is true of her life too. 
Delphine trusts the absolute. But it isn’t a personal power. She 
doesn’t worship it. 

Is she reticent because of a secular upbringing? Or an intellectual 
temperament? Whatever the reason, her life has no real religion. 
She is respectful. She is certainly spiritual. But it isn’t the same as 
being a born believer. A child of the old churches. She has a 
modern mind. 

When we lived in remote villages, only visited by tinkers and 
traders, it was easy to believe in one true god. Today, though, we 
live international lives. We jet across continents. We are exposed to 
every religion in the world. Our spirituality is as cosmopolitan as 
our restaurants. Which means it is comparative, knowing, even 
promiscuous, but also more peaceful, more tolerant, more 
individual. We know there is more than one way. 

Instead of a definite doctrine, we have our own experience. Its 
moment-by-moment modesty, its spontaneity, its surprise. 

Delphine picks up the last teeshirt. She gazes towards the window. 

There is a darker modulation in the clouds. A deeper sea blue in 
her eyes. The only true meaning is mystery. 

 

Delphine almost drops the phone. Her body buckles in delight. 
Giggles fizz through her nose. 

 “No? Even the big one?” 

She bounces back on the sofa. Her feet beat a drumroll on the 
carpet. 
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 “But… How did she know?” 

Her free hand stops her lungs taking flight. 

 “She’s amazing! She’s worse than a fashion show!” 

Bright bubbles, laughing tears, soak her sight. 

 

Olive oil hisses in the frying pan. Delphine wafts a wooden spatula 
through its heat haze. 

She shuffles chunks of yellow, green, black, white. Pepper, 
courgette, aubergine, mushroom. 

The ratatouille wheezes on a low heat. Delphine slices squashy 
tomatoes, sliding the slush down the board to the pan, stirring 
quickly as the juice and oil crackle. 

She opens and closes cupboard doors like an organist playing a 
toccata. Setting out what she needs on the worktop. A 
Mediterranean plate. A metal grater. A weird rock of parmesan. 

 

Delphine lets her head rest on the sofa, listening to a landscape of 
music. 

A solo violin is a skylark spiralling through the air. Orchestral 
strings sigh and swell. A spring breeze swaying the grass in a 
meadow. 

The shimmering choir is as warm as sunshine. The text is a biblical 
poem about the English countryside. 

Delphine circles a finger on a cushion in time to the music. She isn’t 
religious. She accepts it. What she is instead is romantic. 

That is her tradition. The golden thread of the Grail legends. The 
lineage of the great European poets. Inspired by the East, by the 
myths of the earth, by the mystical nature of imagination. 
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It is more than an artistic tradition. It is also a sublimation of pagan 
and classical religions. 

It is a lyrical experience of the eternal. A way of human spirituality, 
of the individual soul. Its honesty is its humility. 

It is her ideal. It is how she lives. The basis of her daily practice, her 
choices, her commitment. A romantic state of being. A romantic 
relationship to life. 

That is her devotion. Her embrace. Her abandonment. Her other. 

Instead of faith and angels, she has beauty and love. The 
transcendent aspiration of romantic love. 

 

The locks click. Delphine follows the front door into the flat, a fan 
of letters in her fist. 

Her satchel lands on the table. Its strap shrugs off her shoulder. 

She pulls out a chair, sits down and flicks through her mail, 
ignoring the familiar faces of leaflets and invitations. She opens the 
inscrutable envelope of a formal letter and reads the stiff sheet. 

Her expression is a sketchbook. The different details a painter 
might choose for a portrait. A willingness to shed her old life. An 
anxiety about the unknown. An awareness of all the ways it will 
test her. A simple smile of acceptance. 

A steady state is close to the surface too. Like a carbon seam 
beneath the flickering flames of feelings. A trust in the intricate 
workings of the sublime structure of life, evolving all souls to 
enlightenment. 

She drops the letter on the table and turns from the chair. 

 
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A candle flame licks the burner’s ochre walls. The flower oils in its 
hot pool spirit into the air. A fine mist spreads the scent of a 
mythological glade. 

A line of light falls from the reading lamp to a seat on the sofa. A 
book, open like wings, is face down in the spotlight. Its cloth cover 
is fondly frayed. A favourite spiritual text. 

The lamp and candle dance in the living room’s dim ballroom. A 
ghostly flirtation. 

Delphine stands in shadow by the window, her face close to the 
glass, gazing at the night sky. 

The imperceptible stars, obscured by the urban glow, are the souls 
waiting to meet her. Souls who will teach her. Souls who will learn 
from her. Souls she will love. 

The planet of beauty, the evening star, shines brightly above the 
horizon. 

A second gaze, an aura of feeling, shades a softer spectre on 
Delphine’s silhouette. 

The window reflects her into the night. 

 

The blank kitchen is cool and grey. Awaiting its turn to see the sun. 

The draining board is clear. Its draining rack has gone. 

The white worktop is bare. No bowls, no jars, no kettle, no pans. 

An open cupboard door shows its empty shelves. 

 

The bedroom is sober and vacant. It seems smaller now. No longer 
set to scale by a personal world. 
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The bed, the wardrobe, the chest of drawers are only dents in the 
carpet. 

The window has lost its curtains. The walls have lost their display. 
A dingy oblong marks where the mirror was. 

A bald bulb hangs like a snake’s head from the wire in the ceiling. 

 

The living room has been stripped of the signs of a specific life. 
Like a soul when it loses a body. Its memory is no longer real. 

Was there a sofa? A table? A painting? What was on the 
mantelpiece? 

The arrangement of objects, their impregnation, are proof of the 
past. In their absence, the room, like the soul, faces its future form. 

A new silence echoes in the empty acoustic. It is sharper, more 
attuned to the murmur outside. 

The warm air breathes a sigh of dust. A ray of morning light draws 
a plan in the space. 

 



 



 

 

TWO NARRATIVE POEMS 

 

 ÕËÙÌÞɯ2ÛÈÕÐÓÈÕËɀÚɯTwo Narrative Poems (2009) are original stories, 

written in classical metre. A Human Disguise is a spiritual comedy 

set in ancient India. Compassion is a ghost story set in medieval 

Japan. 

 



 

 

POEMS (2007) 

 

 ÕËÙÌÞɯ2ÛÈÕÐÓÈÕËɀÚɯPoems (2007) continues the style of his New 

Poems (2006) and Collected Poems (1982-2004). The poems are 

written in classical metre, in the romantic tradition of English 

poetry. They include Five Hymns (dedicated to five gods and 

goddesses representing different elements of contemporary culture 

and spirituality), Twelve Films By Eric Rohmer, An Older Actress (a 

narrative poem in alexandrine couplets about a French actress and 

her film career), William Blake And The Eighteenth Century New Age 

and Sonnetinas (a miscellaneous sequence of sonnet-like 

miniatures). 

 

 

NEW POEMS (2006) 

 

The poems in Andrew Staniland’s New Poems (2006) are poems 
about contemporary spiritual experience, written in classical metre, 
in the romantic tradition of English poetry. They include a series of 
odes and a sequence of short poems which give the collection its 
title. 

 



 

 

THE BEAUTY OF PSYCHE 

 

Andrew Staniland’s prose-poem novel The Beauty Of Psyche (2005) 
is a retelling of the Greek myth of Cupid and Psyche as a novel 
about imagination. The characters are played by actors, against a 
backdrop of paintings, models and sets. The story at times becomes 
a series of paintings and sculptures in an exhibition. And many of 
the references to people, films, theatre and other myths may or may 
not be imaginary too. 

 

 

 

 

THE WEIGHT OF LIGHT 

 

 ÕËÙÌÞɯ2ÛÈÕÐÓÈÕËɀÚɯ×ÙÖÚÌ-poem novel The Weight Of Light (2004) is 

a lyrical description of the inner life and spiritual practice of 

Delphine, a Frenchwoman living in London. It is set entirely in her 

apartment, like a camera recording the poetry of her daily life, her 

ÔÌËÐÛÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÕËɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛÜÈÓɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌÚȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÈɯɁÕÌÞɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛÜÈÓÐÛàɂɯ

novel that is both literary and an honest description of a 

contemporary spiritual life. 

 

 

 



 

 

COLLECTED POEMS (1982-2004) 

 

The poems collected here, from 1982 to 2004, are in the romantic 
tradition of English poetry and are written, almost all, in classical 
metre. They explore contemporary spiritual and psychotherapeutic 
experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

THREE NARRATIVE POEMS 

 

The three narrative poems collected here use classical blank verse 
and contemporary cinematic narrative techniques to tell their 
stories. 

White Russian (1995) is a lyrical description of a young Russian 
woman’s life in London. 

A Child Of God (1996) is a comic study of a New Age guru and his 
small band of devotees. 

A European Master (1997) is a debate about contemporary aesthetic 
values between a French actress and an East European film 
director. 

 



 

 

FOUR PLAYS 

 

The Temple Of The Goddess (1992) is a verse tragedy set in pre-
classical Greece. A matriarchal bronze age state is invaded by a 
patriarchal iron age army. 

The Playwright (1993) is a drama about resurgent nationalism in 
post-communist Eastern Europe. 

Mornings In The Life Of A Theatre Critic (1993) is a London theatre 
comedy. 

The Valley Of Stones (1994) is a tragedy of survival and defiance in a 
refugee camp. 

 



 

 

 


