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Introduction
I write very few short stories that can be termed horror, ghost, supernatural, occult, or fantasy. In fact, in a career spanning twenty-five years I’ve written just eight (nine, if you include the novella A Writer’s Life) out of a total of around a hundred and twenty published stories. Most of those have been science fiction, a genre with which I feel more comfortable. The ideas I have just happen to be about the future, concerning the staple tropes of the genre: other worlds, space-flight, aliens, fantastical technologies, time-travel... I rarely get ideas that fit neatly into the horror genre or related sub-genres.
Now, why is this?
Perhaps it’s because my preferred reading, along with mainstream novels, is SF. I’ve been reading it since I was about fifteen and I know it inside out. I do occasionally read horror (or ghost or supernatural), and enjoy the likes of Robert Aickman, R. Chetwynd-Hayes, M.R. James, and more modern practitioners like Joe Hill, T.E.D. Klein, Adam Neville. And while I can appreciate the literary merits of the genre, I always have to work hard at suspending my disbelief. Fundamentally, I don’t believe in the occult, ghosts, ghouls, vampires, etc... Therefore when I come to write about them, I find it that much more difficult to do so.
Now I can hear you crying, “Why! That’s ridiculous! What makes ghosts, ghouls, vampires etc any less credible than little blue aliens, FTL travel and all the other fantastical trappings of SF?” And I admit that there is, perhaps, nothing more credible about the furniture of SF... other than a sneaking suspicion I have that the things I write about in SF might, just might, possibly, in some way, at some point in the future, come to pass. At any rate, the characters I write about in my science fiction tales believe implicitly in the scientific process and believe that the fantastical things in their world have a credible, rational, scientific basis.
When I do get ideas for horror tales, I find that they’re about the exploration of character. They’re gentle horror tales, often metaphorical, with little or no blood and guts, precious few ghosts, ghouls, and certainly no werewolves or vampires. I prefer to call them psychological horror stories.
Which brings me to the eight short tales of ‘horror’, for want of a better term, collected in this volume.
A few years ago the then editor of the horror magazine Cemetery Dance, Robert Morrish, contacted me saying that he’d very much enjoyed A Writer’s Life, and that if I wrote any further horror stories could he take a look at them. Never one to turn down an opportunity, I wrote “The Man Who Never Read Novels”. Now, what category does this tale fall into? It was published in a horror magazine, but the events in the story could be interpreted two ways. It might, after all, be termed a mainstream tale with dark psychological undertones and touches of the fantastic. Or it might be straight horror. I’ll leave the reader to decide.
“Beauregard” is one of my favourite stories in this collection. The eponymous central character of this tale is an amalgam of two friends, sharing characteristics of both. While Beauregard is not a very nice person, I make no such claims for my friends. And while they are both beset by demons, they are psychological demons, rather than the type which hound Beauregard. This story was first published in Dark Terrors 5 edited by Steve Jones and David Sutton.
I have very little recollection of writing “Li Ketsuwan”, or the ideas behind it. It’s set partly in Thailand, where I’ve lived for a time, and unlike most of my stories features a wholly unlikable central character, and is overtly supernatural. “Li Ketsuwan” saw light of day in Andy’s Cox’s magazine The Third Alternative.
“Ghostwriting” was the second story I wrote for Robert Morrish at Cemetery Dance. It’s based on an idea I’d had kicking around in my head for years, ever since a friend demonstrated to me his PC’s voice recognition program. “Now,” I thought, “what if he were to leave the room with the program still running, and he came back to discover words on the screen?” I don’t know why the idea took years to turn itself into a story, but it did. Again, this one is an ostensible horror story that just might be interpreted as a psychological mainstream tale.
“Taipusan” had an interesting genesis. I wrote a vastly different version of this story as a science fiction tale in my Fall of Tartarus story cycle, about the planet of Tartarus and its sun which was in the process of going nova. The story didn’t work as SF, and didn’t fit into the cycle. I left it out, filed it away, and resurrected it years later. Over a long period I cut it to pieces, rewrote, cut and rewrote, excising scenes and characters and even a sub-plot. I also stripped every SF element from it and set the story not on Tartarus but in India in the late 1940s. It was the third of my tales to be published in Cemetery Dance.
“The Memory of Joy” is a bleak story of loss and grieving or, in the case of the mother in the story, of not grieving. It’s certainly a science fiction story, but also very definitely horror, to my mind. After all, what can be more horrifying than the death of a child? It was first published in Christopher Teague’s anthology Choices.
“The Disciples of Apollo” is the earliest story in this collection, written way back in 1988. This could be seen as a mainstream story right up until the very last, twist-in-the-tail line, which very definitely turns it into a horror story. It’s not often that I get ideas for kicker endings like this one, more’s the pity. It appeared in Other Edens III, edited by Chris Evans and the late and sadly missed Robert Holdstock. It was only the sixth tale I’d sold, and I treasure Rob’s acceptance letter in which he wrote: “And when I reached the end I leapt out of my chair and punched the air!”
“The House”, by contrast, is my most recent horror tale, this time for Jonathan Oliver at Solaris, where it appeared in the anthology House of Fear. It concerns another writer (I like writing about writers), and something that has cursed him for years and years, and how, at last, he is exorcised of that curse. Horror or mainstream? Again, I’ll leave you to decide.
I hope you find these pieces entertaining – and I hope I can muster another collection of horror tales before another quarter century has passed. 
Eric Brown
Dunbar
January, 2012






The Man Who Never Read Novels
Simon Russell met the Man Who Never Read Novels on the train from York to London. It was a bitingly cold day in February and he was due to deliver his latest novel, a suspense thriller entitled The Devil Takes All, to his publisher. He thought it the best of his dozen novels to date, the book which, despite its title, he hoped would bring an end to his being categorised as a horror novelist. It was about a man who, when confronted with a series of supposedly occult events, works gradually towards a rational conclusion.
Russell himself was a rationalist, a man for whom there was always a scientific explanation. And if some phenomenon could not be explained scientifically, then it would be only a matter of time before science came up with the answer.
Carstairs, his editor, often laughed at the paradox that a man of Russell’s unbending materialism should make a living from writing horror stories. Russell, somewhat shamefacedly, defended himself by saying that he had started in the genre as a young man in the ’Eighties, when he had been impecunious and impressionable, and needs must when the Devil drives...
But with this novel, he told himself as he boarded the train, he would break the mould.


~


The carriage was almost deserted. He took a window seat and, as the train rolled from the station, stared out at the frozen river and the frost-shocked trees in the park.
He always looked forward to his London trips. He led a quiet life with his wife Fiona, a university lecturer; long hours alone at the keyboard during the day and calm evenings over leisurely dinners discussing their work. London was an opportunity to meet like-minded individuals and talk shop. He had booked into a comfortable hotel in Kings Cross, and tonight he would make his way to the Groucho club, where he was bound to know someone among the writers and editors who were members.
He opened the novel he was currently reading, an early Graham Greene, and settled back into his seat. The Greene was a much anticipated reward for having ploughed through the manuscript of a good friend, the thriller writer Edmund Perry. Edmund wrote what the media termed techno-thrillers, and while Russell liked the man very much, he found that the novels were too loaded with crass action sequences to make them enjoyable. This, however, seemed to be what a certain section of the public wanted these days, so Russell limited his criticism to faults of plot and characterisation. He had finished the Perry manuscript late last night, with a vast sigh that the labour was at last completed, and he looked forward to beginning Greene’s Stamboul Train aboard, appropriately enough, the 12.02 to Kings Cross.
At Leeds, a dozen passengers boarded the carriage and one of them seated himself across from Russell, who refrained from establishing eye contact and continued reading. He sincerely hoped that the man was not one of those people who considered a journey ill-spent if unable to chat to strangers about whatever superficial subject came to mind. While normally affable and willing to strike up conversations with total strangers, Russell considered certain pastimes sacrosanct: reading was one of those.
As the train pulled out of the station, his mobile went off. He had set it to vibrate, loathing its irritating, pre-loaded jingles, and he answered the summons with reluctance. He was always self-conscious when using the contraption. He felt the stranger’s gaze boring into him as he said: “Hello?”
“Simon. Edmund here. Hope I’m not interrupting anything. I was wondering if you’d got round to reading the latest...”
Russell’s heart sank as he explained that he had finished it last night and would write a report on the novel when he got back from London. He hoped Edmund didn’t want a blow by blow account of the book’s strengths – and failings – over the phone.
“You’ll be in London tonight? Excellent. I’m up to see some film people in the morning. How about a drink at the Groucho and something to eat later on?”
“That sounds like a good idea – but don’t quiz me about the book, okay? You’ll have to wait for the report.”
“That’s fine. Meet around eight?”
Russell agreed and cut the connection, cheered by the thought of meeting his friend. He returned to his book – Greene was expertly introducing the train’s many passengers – and settled himself for a long, enjoyable read.
“Excuse me,” said the man sitting opposite.
Russell looked up. “Yes?”
“I couldn’t help but notice that you’re reading one of the very few modern novels I myself have read.”
Russell stared at the man. “Is that so?”
He was taken aback by the contrast between the man’s obviously educated accent and well-heeled appearance, and the content of his admission. He was perhaps seventy, severely thin but in the full flush of health, and dressed in an old-fashioned pin-striped suit. Something about his face, though, his darting, pink-rimmed eyes and thin-lipped querulous mouth, suggested eccentricity.
Russell decided that he might chat to the man, after all.
“I read it back in ’91,” said the man. “Ashworth, by the way,” he went on, leaning forward and proffering his hand.
Russell shook the limp hand. It was ice-cold. “Russell. Simon Russell,” he said. “Ninety-one? That’s a while ago...”
“And sadly it was the last book by a living writer that I ever read,” Ashworth said.
“It was?” Russell was amazed.
“And before that,” the older man said, “I read just three modern novels.”
“Three?” Russell echoed, disbelieving.
“The Old Man and the Sea – by Hemingway,” he added, as if Russell was not aware who might have written the book. “That would be back in 1961.”
“And before that?” Russell asked, intrigued now.
The man shook his head, sadly, it seemed. “That would be way back in ’46 and ’47. I read two books: The War of the Worlds by H.G. Wells, and The Hill of Dreams by Arthur Machen.”
For a few seconds, Russell found himself at a loss for words. At last he said: “But you do read, don’t you? If not living authors, then the classics, the Victorians?” As he asked this, he wondered at the man’s odd reluctance to read living writers.
Ashworth’s hyphen-thin lips stretched in self-deprecating melancholy. “Oh, I read all the classics,” he said, “the Victorians, and earlier – but I honestly haven’t had the experience of enjoying contemporary fiction...”
Russell nodded, non-plussed, and stared from the window for a while at the snow-bound landscape. He thought of the years of joy that modern novels had given him, the worlds they had opened up, the vicarious experiences and insights gained.
“If you don’t mind me asking,” he began tentatively, “why is it that you don’t read living...?” He trailed off as he beheld his companion’s bleak expression.
Ashworth stared at him, as if considering something, and then shook his head. “No... I can’t begin to explain. You wouldn’t believe me, anyway.” And he resumed his brooding examination of the winter landscape.
Russell was about to return to his book when something occurred to him. He thought about the books Ashworth had mentioned, and when he had read them. There was a pattern there that was not immediately apparent... and then he had it.
“You said you read the Wells in ’46 and the Machen the following year? Then in ’61 the Hemingway, and the Greene in ’91?”
Ashworth was watching him, his expression non-committal. “That is correct.”
“I hope you don’t think this a rude question,” Russell said, “but why did you choose to read these books when their authors had died the very same year?” Why, he wanted to ask, was he compelled to read only dead writers?
Ashworth shook his head, as if at a loss to explain himself. Then he lay back his head against the rest and closed his eyes, taking deep breaths.
Russell watched the performance, wondering what his words had provoked.
“Are you alright?” he said.
“How did you work it out?” Ashworth asked, staring at him.
Russell shrugged. “I’m obsessive about authors’ lives,” he said. “I read all the biographies. I have a thing about dates. Call it a good memory.”
Ashworth looked stricken, but for the life of him Russell was unable to work out why. “I must admit,” he began, “that I don’t begin to understand why you should be put off from reading living—”
Something in the other man’s cold stare stopped him dead.
Ashworth said: “I have never told anyone, before now, of my reason for not reading living writers.”
Russell nodded, his throat dry, as Ashworth scrutinised him.
The old man went on: “I did not, as you say, choose to read the books of recently dead authors.”
“Then–?”
Ashworth returned his gaze to the frozen landscape, and continued speaking. “I left school when I was fifteen, in 1945, when I was apprenticed to an engineering firm in Leeds. I had been a poor scholar, and to my knowledge had never read a novel – not even at school. In 1946, in an effort perhaps to give myself the education in the arts that I so lacked, I decided to begin reading novels... I picked up Wells’ The War of the Worlds on the recommendation of a workmate.” He paused, his eyes on the snow-covered fields, but his thoughts lost in the past.
“And?” Russell prompted.
He blinked. “I read the first few chapters very quickly, and enjoyed them, and a few hours later, on the wireless belonging to my landlady, I heard on the news that Wells had died.”
Russell’s nodded, wondering if there might be a story in this.
Ashworth went on: “I thought little of it at the time, merely remarking upon the coincidence to my landlady.”
Seconds elapsed. The train roared through the winter-still countryside. “And then?” Russell asked.
“I finished the Wells. I enjoyed it sufficiently to try another novel, but it was some time before I read an article about Machen’s The Hill of Dreams in a Sunday paper. That week I withdrew it from the local library. I read the first fifty or so pages, and then...” He stopped, his words catching in his throat.
Russell was aware of his heartbeat, while at the same time his mind was rationalising the old man’s experience as nothing more than coincidence.
Ashworth turned his head, staring directly at Russell. “The following morning I read in the paper that Machen had died the day before.” He paused, licked his lips. “I was scared, Mr Russell. I cannot begin to tell you how scared I was. I told no-one, frightened that they might think me mad. I kept my secret to myself and resolved, from then on, to read only dead authors.”
Russell opened his mouth, but thought twice about trying to convince Ashworth of his naivety. The old man continued: “I was badly affected, Mr Russell. I was very badly scared. I thought myself in possession of some terrible power... You cannot begin to imagine my fear and guilt.”
Ashworth took a long breath, gathering himself for the next part of his story. “I tried to put the past, and the experiences, from my memory. I applied myself to my work, finished my apprenticeship, and was taken on as an engineer by the same firm. I worked hard, and steadily gained promotion. The years passed. I married a wonderful woman – who fortunately had no interest in contemporary fiction. When I was thirty, in 1961, I thought back to 1946 and ’47, and what I’d experienced. I considered myself worldly-wise by now, and considered the reading of those books and the consequences as no more than unhappy coincidence.”
“So you read the Hemingway?”
“And within hours I heard on TV that Hemingway had shot himself.”
A silence came between the two men, notwithstanding the rhythmic drumming of the wheels on the track.
“And in 1991?” Russell said.
“I was foolish. I should have learned from the errors of the past and contented myself with the classics. I should have known what strange and singular power I possessed.”
“But you rationalised what had happened?” Russell suggested.
Ashworth nodded. “Thirty years had elapsed. I began to wonder if, perhaps subconsciously, I had heard about the deaths and only then read these books. I was fooling myself, of course. I knew what had happened. But God knows, I wanted to be rid of the curse.” He fell silent, and then said: “So, knowing full well what I was doing, and fearing the outcome more than you can imagine, I selected an author old and nearing the end of his life... and began reading The Heart of the Matter.”
“And how long after that–?” Russell began.
“That very afternoon I heard on the radio news that Greene had died in Switzerland.” He smiled bitterly. “From that day to this, I have read no work of fiction by a living author.”
Russell let the silence stretch, then said: “You do realise that what you experienced, though appalling, were nothing more than terrible coincidences?”
Ashworth glared at him. “Four times?” he said.
Russell went on: “Four times is nothing. Three of the writers you mentioned were old and nearing the end anyway.”
“And Hemingway?”
“He was profoundly depressed at the time, maybe even mentally unstable. Believe me, it was mere coincidence that you should have read these books when you did.”
“Coincidence? But every time? Can you imagine the effect it had on me?”
“And your superstition and fear would have been multiplied every time the appalling coincidence manifested itself.”
“I always wanted to believe it was coincidence. The rationalist in me truly wanted to believe that, but the frightened child in here...” He gestured vaguely towards his temple.
Russell leaned forward and laid a hand on Ashworth’s knee. “Think about it,” he said soothingly. “How could your reading of these novels result in the deaths of their authors, miles away? There could be no reason, no linkage, no cause and effect. The only rational, scientific explanation there could be is that it was coincidence.”
“Which is all very well in theory,” Ashworth said. “But impossible to prove...”
Russell let the words hang in the air. He thought for a while. “I don’t think so,” he said at last.
Ashworth stared at him. “What?”
“I’m a rationalist,” Russell said, “a believer in science. I’m also a novelist.”
At the word, Ashworth opened his eyes wide and said: “I don’t see...” he began.
Russell reached into his bag and pulled out the large manilla envelope containing his manuscript. He laid it upon his lap.
“I’m confident your experiences were no more than horrible coincidence. Please, so you can gain peace of mind, read this. At least, begin to read it.”
“I couldn’t!”
“There have been greater coincidences,” Russell began. “Four times is nothing...”
For the next half hour, as the train carried the two men through the winter wastes of the midlands, Russell worked at persuading Ashworth. There was something in his fervour, he realised as he spoke, of the missionary in his desire to enlighten, and save, the fear-ridden old man.
Only once did Russell consider the possibility that Ashworth’s story might be a mere tale, a ruse concocted for some unknown reason – but he soon dismissed the idea. Russell felt that Ashworth was too convincing in his recounting of his abject fear, too honest in his retelling of events, to be a liar.
It took Russell perhaps an hour to persuade Ashworth that the only way to rationally abolish his fears would be to begin the novel.
At last he laid the bulky package upon Ashworth’s lap, like an offering, and said: “Please, read it. You have time to read fifty pages before we reach London.”
“But what if...? I mean, I would have it on my conscience—”
“Superstitious fear!” Russell jibed. “For your own peace of mind, read it!”
As Ashworth reluctantly reached into the envelope, Russell stood. “I’m going to find the refreshment trolley. I’ll leave you to it.”
As he moved off along the carriage, he was aware of Ashworth bowing his head over the bulky ream, and he felt something of the satisfaction of an evangelist having made a convert.
He found the refreshment trolley and bought a coffee. Rather than rejoin Ashworth and distract him, he sat and stared through the window. He would let the oldster read for a while, and then rejoin him. He had never felt comfortable in the presence of someone reading his own work, anyway.
He finished his coffee and lay back his head, and the motion of the carriage lulled him into a light slumber.
He was awoken by the deceleration of the train as it drew into Kings Cross. He was disoriented for a second, and then recalled where he was, and recalled too his strange encounter with the old man. Thinking of Ashworth he stood and hurried back to where they had been sitting, half expecting the man to have vanished, the encounter to have been the figment of a dream.
But Ashworth was still in his seat, inserting the manuscript back into its manilla envelope.
“I hope you enjoyed it,” Russell began, taking his seat.
Ashworth smiled bleakly. “It was certainly... different, but I wanted to read on.”
Russell smiled. “I’ll send you a signed copy when it comes out.”
Ashworth nodded. “I certainly hope so...”
Smiling, Russell said: “How long in the past has it taken for the author to...” he gestured.
“Never more than six hours,” Ashworth said. “I sincerely hope—”
Russell interrupted: “Is there some way I can contact you tonight, after eight, with the good news that I’m still in the land of the living?”
Ashworth reached into the inner pocket of his suit and withdrew a retractable pencil and a notebook. He ripped out a page and in a meticulous hand set down a phone number. “The hotel where I’m staying tonight. I’m leaving early in the morning for Southampton. I’m going on a three month cruise of the Caribbean.”
“I’ll phone you after eight,” Russell promised.
The train drew into the station and the passengers gathered their belongings.
They stood, and Ashworth offered his hand. “Thank you for... for your understanding,” he said, but would not meet Russell’s gaze.
“The pleasure has been mine,” Russell said with a formality that, on reflection, made him smile.
They stepped from the train.
The last Russell saw of Ashworth, the old man was a sprightly, old-fashioned figure hurrying along the platform with his suitcase.


~


Russell checked into his hotel, showered and changed and, at seven, made his way to the Groucho club. A few of his fellow scribblers – Brooke and Ballantyne, among others – were slouching at the bar. He joined them, ordered a pint, and joined in the shop-talk.
Eight o’clock came and went without any sign of Edmund Perry – which was no surprise. Perry was one of the worst time-keepers Russell had ever met.
He glanced at his watch and announced to the group: “Well, I’m still alive.”
Brooke cocked an eye. “Expecting a visit from the Grim Reaper?”
“I had an interesting encounter on the train down,” Russell said. “I’ll tell you all about it later. I have a quick phone-call to make.”
Leaving behind him a barrage of quizzical expressions, Russell stepped into the corridor and got through to Ashworth’s hotel on his mobile. Seconds later he was speaking to the old man.
“Russell?” Ashworth said. “Is that really you, Russell?”
“None other. I thought I’d ring to say I’m fighting fit and never felt better.”
“My Goodness,” Ashworth sounded overcome. “My word, what a relief! You can’t imagine what I’ve been through. The second I stepped from the station I forgot all about your rational explanations. You don’t know how good it is to hear your voice!”
“It’s been well over six hours now,” Russell laughed. “Take my advice. Go out and buy yourself a pile of good books for your holiday.”
Ashworth sounded as if he were near to tears. “I will. I will indeed. In fact, I’ll find a bookshop first thing and pick up some of your novels.”
Russell smiled to himself. “You do that,” he said.
“You don’t know how much you’ve helped me, Russell. I feel as if a curse has finally been lifted!”
“I’m delighted for you,” Russell said. “Have a great holiday – and happy reading!”
He made his farewells and cut the connection. He was still smiling to himself when he returned to the bar.
“Out with it,” Ballantyne said. “We’re all ears...”
So he filled the next thirty minutes with the story of his odd encounter, and like the beer it went down well.
At nine, with still no sign of the tardy Perry, they decided to adjourn to a nearby Chinese restaurant and left word at the bar in case Perry turned up late. The following morning, after too many bottles of Tsingtao lager, Russell woke up with a thick head and only fleeting memories of the night before.
He skipped breakfast and made his way to his publishers on Fulham Road, his new manuscript a pleasing weight in his shoulder bag.
Carstairs met him in reception and showed him up to his office on the third floor. It was, in essence, little more than a cubby-hole, filled with the publisher’s latest titles and stacked manuscripts. Every square metre of available wall space was taken up with paperback covers and garish posters.
Carstairs sat behind his desk and Russell eased himself into a swivel chair, delving into his bag for the manuscript.
His editor made his habitual performance of rubbing his hands, as if in anticipation of a feast, and pulled the manilla envelope towards him.
“I’ve been looking forward to this one for a long time,” he said. He would have a quick riffle through the typescript, as usual, and then suggest a decent restaurant.
“Well, I hope you won’t be disappointed,” Russell said. “It’s something of a departure...”
Carstairs glanced at the title page, frowned, and quickly turned to the first page. He flicked through the pages, glancing at the headers.
Then he looked up at Russell and smiled. “Have you and Perry decided to deliver each other’s manuscripts?” he asked.
“What?”
Carstairs laughed. “I don’t know how this happened, but this is Edmund’s latest. Wasn’t expecting it till next week.”
“Bloody hell!” Russell said. “I was reading it for him last thing Monday night. I picked up the wrong bloody manuscript...”
He thought, then, of his encounter with Ashworth on the train yesterday – and tried to dismiss the fears that followed.
“I’ll post the manuscript as soon as I get back,” he promised.
“That’ll be fine,” Carstairs said. “How about the Bistro? I have a little project I think you might be interested in.”
“Sounds good to me,” Russell said, an annoying disquiet spoiling his anticipation.
They were leaving the office when the phone rang. “One second,” Carstairs said. “I’ll just get that.”
As his editor returned to his desk, Russell’s heart set up a fearful hammering.
Carstairs picked up the phone. “What?” he said after a second. “My God...” He slumped into his seat, ashen. “When was that? A heart attack? Jesus Christ, poor Edmund.”
Russell clutched at the door-frame, feeling faint.
Carstairs replaced the receiver and stared at Russell. “That was Edmund’s agent. Edmund died last night. Massive heart attack.”
Edmund... dead? But the man was too vital, too larger than life, to be dead.
It couldn’t be, could it, that there was some link to the events of the day before? Of course not – it had to be coincidence. It had to be...
The world was logical, rational!
But Ashworth had read Edmund’s manuscript, and now the writer was dead. He was assailed by sudden wave of guilt, even though he knew it to be irrational.
Only then did he consider what Ashworth had told him on the phone the night before. The room faded and he slipped to the floor.
“I’ll find a bookshop first thing and pick up some of your novels...” Ashworth had told him.
“Russell?” Carstairs called out, rushing around his desk. “Russell? Oh, my God...”
The last thing Russell saw, before losing consciousness, was his editor reaching out to feel for his pulse.






Beauregard
He came back into my life on the evening of the first snowfall of winter. In retrospect the advent of bad weather might have been seen as something of a harbinger. The phone call that interrupted my work – I have never been able to consider the shrill ring of a phone as a summons, only an alarm – was unwelcome, as I was beginning the final chapter of a novelisation that had to be finished by the end of the week. More unwelcome still were the words that greeted me.
“Simon Charrington?” It was my name, spoken in a voice marinated over the years in a fatal combination of whisky and tobacco smoke. “Simon? Are you there?”
“Beauregard? Christ, is it really you?”
“I’m in the village,” he said by way of a reply. “How do I find you?”
Numbed, I gave him directions.
He was as laconic as ever. “See you soon.”
I sat in the armchair in the darkened study, illuminated only by the aqueous glow of the computer screen, and contemplated what I had done. I told myself that I should have lied, said that Simon Charrington had moved away from the village years ago – but then I recalled that you could not lie to Beauregard: he saw through dissimulation and deceit. Such was the acuity of his mind that I fancied, back then, he could read my every thought.
Back then. Was it really twenty years since we had shared a room at Cambridge? In my memory the events of that last term were at once paradoxically clear and maddeningly vague: that is, I have impressions of what happened, but I am unsure, to this day, as to quite how they happened.
I cannot recall how I first met Beauregard, which, considering his singular character and appearance, I consider a strange failing. He seemed to be around our group, hovering on the periphery, for about a term before he introduced himself.
He was a mature student in his late twenties, though he struck me as being even older: he wore a soiled greatcoat, always buttoned, and his aquiline face was emphasised by the recession of his hairline.
He gave the girls the creeps, and even Paul and Dave found his company repellent. He had about him an aura of mystery and dissolute pathos that I considered intriguing. I had recently decided that I wanted to devote my life to the writing of great novels, and I made the beginner’s mistake of assuming that I had to actively seek my subject matter, rather than allow it to come to me.
I soon became obsessed with Beauregard. He was that which I had never before happened upon: a true original in a world populated by jejune copies. Although he never said as much in conversation, he disdained the modern world and all its meretricious and commercial trappings: while we were reading Fowles and Pirsig, he would immerse himself for days at a time in crumbling and dusty tomes he brought back from forays to antiquarian bookshops in London and Edinburgh. He was studying medieval history, and laboriously compiling a thesis on mysticism of the Twelfth Century, and in consequence he seemed to inhabit the world in body only: in mind, he was forever elsewhere.
Long into the early hours he would regale me with the results of his studies: he would tell me of worlds within the world we know, of realms that existed in the minds of philosophers, an onion skin series of realities that for him existed because they had been granted brief if incandescent life in the dreams of obscure thinkers and persecuted mystics.
I cannot recall my exact reaction to his hushed, late-night monologues describing the lore of alchemy and abstruse magic. In the company of my other friends I played the sardonic sceptic; with Beauregard I came fleetingly to perceive the disturbing possibility of a truth that existed independently of my quotidian perceptions.
Then he met Sabine, a German girl as strange in her own way as Beauregard: a slim, introverted Classics student, almost pathologically shy. They were seen together setting out on, or returning from, long walks, though they never frequented the usual student haunts. I cannot recall ever saying above a dozen words to Sabine – perhaps I was resentful of her having taken my friend – and I cannot claim to have known her. The others of my group were secretly gratified that his liaison with the German student, as they called her, meant that he had less time for us.
I could not claim to have been grief stricken when Sabine was found hanging from an oak tree in the ancient forest beyond the college buildings, though naturally I was shocked. I tried to talk to Beauregard, but he was even more withdrawn than usual. He left Cambridge not long after, and it was ten years before I saw him again. He called at my flat in London, having obtained the address from a mutual university acquaintance, drank all the alcohol I had in the house and said little: it seemed that the years had built between us an insurmountable barrier. I tried to talk of our time at university, but he had gestured with his hand-rolled cigarette, as if to say the memories were too painful; I questioned him about what he was doing, but elicited little response. He spoke drunkenly of a book he was writing, though his description of its subject made little sense to me. I felt that he despised my materialism, and the shallow books I wrote at the behest of publishers eager for competent prose from someone who could meet a deadline.
That was ten years ago, and I had never seen him since: I had thought of him, though, often wondered what a man so unsuited to the modern world might be doing to get by. It seemed, now, that I might at last find out.


~


If I considered a phone call more of an alarm than a summons, then a knock at the door was tantamount to an intrusion. I jumped as the hollow thumps echoed through the house. I must have been daydreaming for longer than I thought. It seemed only a matter of a minute or two since I had spoken to him on the phone.
Taking a breath, I moved to the hall and opened the door. The first thing I noticed was not Beauregard, but the fact that a rapid snowfall had lain down a thick sparkling mantle beneath the light of the stars.
Then he stepped from where he had been trying to peer in through the window, and against the effulgent snowfield he bulked taller than I recalled, more stooped; his hair had receded further and his long face seemed even more attenuated.
“Simon,” he greeted me. He held out a hand, and I shook it. It was icy. I ushered him inside, only then noticing that he was wearing a greatcoat – though surely not the greatcoat of twenty years ago?
He stepped past me and paused on the threshold of my untidy study. His gaze seemed to take in everything with a silent though censorious regard, and I was transported back twenty years, to the time when I could not help but feel unworthy in his presence. He seemed to look upon those about him with silent disdain that antagonised many people. Perhaps it was a measure of my own lack of confidence that I felt his censure, then as now, was not wholly unwarranted.
I gestured to an armchair and turned on a nearby lamp. Beauregard winced at the sudden illumination, dumped his battered rucksack into the chair and sat upon the arm, where he proceeded to roll himself an impossibly thin cigarette.
I made some ill-judged comment, along the lines that he reminded me of a dissolute Withnail, though of course the popular cultural reference was lost on him. A line from Horace he might have acknowledged; of film lore he was ignorant.
I babbled small talk, asking him how he had travelled here, how he was keeping. As was his wont he made no reply, merely fixed me with an occasional sardonic half-smile.
In the light of the lamp I could see that the passage of years had not left him unscathed. His eyes were rheumy, and the skin around them had the thin blue translucence often seen in alcoholics and the ill. His fingers, as they painstakingly manufactured the roll-up, trembled as if afflicted by more than just the cold he had escaped.
“Can I get you something? Tea? Coffee?”
He looked up, fixed me briefly. “Tea. Black. Don’t you remember?”
“Of course. Black tea. I’ll be back in a second...”
It was with relief that I took refuge in the kitchen. The reality of Beauregard was coming back to me, the essence of the man that was impossible to recreate fully when considering him at a remove of years: he was so unlike anyone else I had ever met, so impossible to locate in terms of where he stood as regard culture and values, that I had the eerie sensation of being in the presence of an alien; that is, of someone not of this world. It was a feeling I had forgotten over the years, but as it returned now I began to sympathise with my friends at university, Dave and Paul, Cathy and Sue, who detested Beauregard and could not abide his presence.
I returned with the tea-tray. He had slipped down into the arm chair, his long legs, encased in baggy brown cords, stretched out towards the open fire.
He accepted the mug without a word, took a mouthful, and topped it up with alcohol from a silver hip flask.
I fetched an ashtray as his roving eye sought a place to deposit the foul smelling ash of his cigarette.
“So...” I said, “it’s been a long time – ten years?”
He ignored me. His eye had alighted on the glass-fronted bookcase in which I kept copies of my published work. “Still writing, Simon?” he asked, as if it had been a passing phase out of which I might have grown.
I nodded. “Keeps the wolf from the door,” I said, and immediately regretted it. I recalled the disdain with which he regarded those who compromised in order to get by.
He was rapidly thawing out before the dancing flames, and the process brought back another aspect of the man I had conveniently forgotten over the years: Beauregard had a body odour as distinctive as it was strong. I recalled debating with Dave and Sue as to the exact essence of the perfume: I think I described it at the time as something like the reek of an old jungle temple, leaf mould and guano. Now this compost odour filled the room.
 “I must say, this is a surprise,” I waffled. “What have you been up to lately?”
It was some time before he replied. He took a mouthful of his charged tea, then a sharp inhalation of his cigarette.
“Travelling,” he said.
“Anywhere interesting?” I winced as I said this. What was it about Beauregard that made my every comment crass and ignorant? Wasn’t everywhere interesting, if one approached it with curiosity?
He nodded, his liquid eyes seeing far away places. “Patna, Kathmandu, Lhasa...”
I nodded, as if I were familiar with these cities.
“Working?”
He shook his head. Silly question. “Studying. Thinking. Reading.”
He always had been a voracious reader of obscure texts. He spoke at least six languages, read six more.
He swung his long head and stared at me. “I’ve seen things, Simon. I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe.”
I nodded, prepared to believe him, but was aware as I did so that I did not want him to tell me of these things.
Thankfully he seemed disinclined to go on.
“So you’ve been away for ten years?” I asked, feeling compelled to stoke the conversation.
He nipped the tab of his cigarette and inhaled with miserly economy, looked at me through the smoke, and nodded. “Almost ten years. Walked across Europe, through Greece, Turkey.”
“Walked all the way?”
“All the way, though in eastern Turkey I bought a horse. Rode through Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan and into India.”
I nodded, wondering whether to believe him. He rode through Iran and Afghanistan at the height of the troubles there?
I wanted to ask him how he paid his way – but there were some things that I had never enquired of Beauregard. I did not know his first name; nor his place of birth; I had no idea if he had brothers of sisters, or if his parents were still alive: it seemed as if the answers to these mundane questions might diminish in stature the man I regarded as something of a myth.
“Years ago I decided never to stop,” he said. “To settle down, to establish roots – that would be death, Simon. Possessions...” He gestured dismissively at my book-crammed study. “It isn’t what my life is about. I have nothing.”
“And you’ve been travelling ever since?”
He nodded. “I have to, Simon. I wish I could explain – I know that if I ever stop, then that’ll be the end.”
I nodded, at a loss for words.
When I next looked up from my tea, Beauregard had lodged himself further into the armchair and seemed to be asleep. I experienced an immediate relief.
I was washing the cups in the kitchen when I heard him cry out. I rushed back into the front room. He was talking to himself in his sleep, his head turning back and forth. I hovered, considering whether to wake him, when a decision was made redundant. He cried out a name and sat upright, eyes open wide and staring into the flames.
I sat down, embarrassed as he noticed my presence. The name he had shouted aloud had been Sabine’s.
“It was a terrible shock,” I said.
He knew what I meant. He nodded.
I looked at him. “What happened?”
We had not spoken of it at the time. Beauregard had quit university not long after, without so much as a farewell. One day his rucksack had been on the chair in the lounge we shared, and the next it was gone.
“I showed her something,” he said, and those four words, almost inaudible in his tobacco-wrecked voice, sent a cold shiver down my spine.
“Showed her something...?” My tone communicated my incomprehension.
He nodded. “You know in any relationship, if it means anything, there has to be a trading of truths.” He looked up at me.
I felt myself colouring. He asked, “Do you have anyone, Simon?”
I shook my head. “No... Not at the moment.”
He nodded again. Something in his eyes told me that he understood.
“Well... Sabine meant a lot to me. We were one person. I had to show her what I understood... I showed her that, my reality, and she couldn’t take it. She ran. I searched the city. I was worried about what she might do – I knew it had been too much. I think I knew, before the police arrived, what had happened. I woke at midnight with a terrible sense of presentiment. I knew what she had done.” He shrugged, almost casually, and lit another emaciated cigarette with shaking fingers.
I tried to say something, but my throat was too dry. At last I managed, “What did you show her?”
He looked at me for a long time. “I don’t think I could explain now, and anyway you wouldn’t understand.”
I was about to press him, accuse him of patronising me, and ask him again what he had done to drive Sabine to kill herself – but at that second the phone rang, startling me.
It was a friend from the village, asking if I fancied a pint at the Fleece. The thought of a change of venue, of the chance to escape from Beauregard, was a life-belt thrown to a drowning man.
I replaced the receiver and explained that I had arranged to meet someone. “You could always come along,” I said, knowing full well that he would excuse himself and remain in the house.
“Then I’ll show you to your room,” I said, but he gestured to the sofa.
“Simon, I’ll be fine here. I’ll see you in the morning.”
I nodded, feeling obscurely guilty as I pulled on my coat and said goodbye. The look in his eyes, as he watched me go, told me that he understood my need to get away.
Only as I pushed into the glowing, welcome fug of the tap room did I recall something Beauregard had told me, over twenty years ago: in a rash moment of drunken bonhomie he had said that all his life people had wanted to get away from him, though what had struck me as tragic about this revelation was his admission that he understood their reasons.
For the next couple of hours, with the help of the Tuesday night crowd and five pints of Taylor’s, I tried to forget Beauregard, and the fact that he was resident in my study for an indefinite period. The effort was too much: from time to time my thoughts would stray. I attempted to recall how long he had stayed the last time, ten years ago. It might only have been a day, though in retrospect it seemed longer.
It was midnight when I made my way back through the snow and let myself into the fire-lit warmth of the house. I looked in on Beauregard in the study.
He was sleeping soundly on the sofa, still wrapped in his greatcoat, illuminated by the orange light of the standard lamp.
I was about to close the door when I noticed the paperback, open and lying face down on the carpet before the sofa. It was a copy of my second book, published almost fifteen years ago – a collection of crime stories which I considered my best work. Something made me cross the room and pick it up, gratified that Beauregard should have chosen this volume from the hundreds of others.
As I flicked through the pages, I became aware of marginalia scribbled in biro on each page. I carried the book towards the lamp, sat down and studied the tiny handwriting. It seemed that Beauregard had closely read almost a hundred pages, and every one of them was crammed with questions, exclamation marks and bold underlinings.
Simplistic rationale, read one note, and another: This simply doesn’t work – why would she react like this, when on the previous page she agrees to accompany him? I turned a few pages and read: The characters of this story are manipulated by the author to propel the improbable plot.
At the end of each story was a neat summation. In one quick reading Beauregard had seen through the artifice of plot to the tale’s fundamental weakness. It was a humbling experience to have the faults of one’s hard labour so expertly dissected. At the end of one story, on the remaining blank half page, he had written: Why the compulsion to achieve such artificial completeness? If art is to reflect life, then in literature a story should not be wholly resolved; there should be threads left which beguile the reader’s intelligence and imagination with tantalising and inexplicable possibilities. Charrington’s work is yet another reflection of his crass, obsessive-compulsive materialism...
I returned the book to the floor, my face hot with a strange mix of emotions. Beyond rage at the desecration was the beginnings of a shame I found difficult at first to admit to, for while Beauregard’s marginalia might have been cruel, not to say callous, it also approached an unpalatable truth.
I retired to my room. It was a long time before I felt myself drifting into sleep, my mind considering Beauregard’s words. I hoped that he would not bring up the subject of my literary failings in the morning. I had survived for years with the knowledge of my inadequacy: I told myself that my work was not literature, but entertainment, and that it was popular. For a long time I had salved my conscience, and excused my laziness, with the fact that my work sold, and I enjoyed writing it: I would leave literature to minds finer than my own.
I was awakened in the early hours by a sound emanating from the study. I regained consciousness slowly, wondering if I had indeed been woken by a scream, or if I had been dreaming. As I listened, I made out the occasional raised voice. I climbed from bed and pulled on my dressing-gown. As I left the room and descended the stairs, I made out a pulsating blue light leaking from beneath the door to the study.
Still half asleep, I moved towards the door. I paused and listened. I had not been mistaken: I made out two voices. One was a woman’s, the other a man’s – Beauregard’s, I guessed, though he was speaking in so low a tone I found it hard to recognise.
I could only make out the occasional word.
“Then... here... impossible!” said the woman. I could not discern the reply.
I reached for the handle and turned, meaning to open the door a fraction and peer inside. However, though the handle turned, the door would not open: it appeared to be prevented from doing so by something placed against it on the other side. Frustrated, I considered knocking and enquiring what was going on. However, something stopped me – some inchoate fear that I would not like what might be revealed if he answered my summons.
Presently the voices ceased, the blue light diminished. I stood for a time, undecided as to what to do next, and finally retraced my steps to bed and soon fell into a deep sleep.
I awoke at eight, as usual, and it was some seconds before I recollected the events of the night before. I recalled finding my book covered with Beauregard’s caustic comments, and then I remembered getting up in the early hours... But had I? In the cold light of day it came to me that the voices, the blue light, had been nothing more than the products of my dreaming mind. For the life of me I could not decide if I really had overheard voices in the front room.
I dressed and made my way downstairs. I reached out to the handle of the study door, and it turned and opened without hindrance. I stepped into the room, expecting to find Beauregard and perhaps his lady friend – but he was not there, and nor was there any sign of a woman.
Then I saw his rucksack on the chair before the dead fire, and stuffed inside it the copy of my desecrated book. At least, then, he planned to steal it rather than have me read his criticism – and this evidence of his dubious charity made me feel irrationally pleased.
I moved to the window and opened the curtains. The snow had continued to fall during the night, and my homebound footprints had been all but obliterated. However, leading from the front step, a fresh trail of prints showed darkly in the thick covering. They moved down the garden path, up the hillside and off towards the horizon.
I sat at my desk and for the rest of the day worked on the final chapter of the novelisation, pleased that I was free to finish the work without Beauregard around to distract me.
I took a break at mid-day, made myself a sandwich and ate it at my desk. More than once I contemplated his rucksack: it had worn well in twenty years, considering the extent of his travels. I recalled how possessive of it he had been in his student days; it was as if because it was his only possession, he therefore had to guard its contents all the more.
I finished my lunch and looked through the window. There was no sign of Beauregard. I moved to the armchair and picked up the rucksack, guilt already pricking my conscience.
I sat on the sofa and, the rucksack on the carpet at my feet, I went through its contents. A baggy jumper, a fetid pair of socks; three books, ancient, leather-bound volumes in Latin. My hand came upon something else, a small pair of Tibetan cymbals which produced, as I lifted them out, a high clear chime. In the bottom of the bag was a folded map on old and jaundiced parchment.
The map was covered in a script strange to me; I thought I recognised the shape of one of the countries, the rectangle of Nepal. To the north was drawn a series of triangles to represent the Himalayas, and beyond that the plain of Tibet. This expanse was covered in Beauregard’s small, precise hand, and threaded with a winding route in the same blue biro.
The route seemed to have taken him from monastery to monastery, the length and breadth of the ancient land. At each monastery, represented on the map by a high-sided, blocky building, Beauregard had written his comments.
Rimpoche Udang v. informative. He suggests I try the phrontistery at Manchang Bazaar. He says my suffering is common, but that Rimpoche Thangan is practised in the ways of relief. He gave me a simple mantra which should provide me with brief respite.
Intrigued, I read on. Beside the northern-most monastery, Beauregard had written: Rimpoche Thangan listened to my story. He performed a ceremony, with many bells, much incense and chanting. The ceremony involved his cutting my chest, the letting of bad blood requisite if the rite was to be successful. Only time will tell.
I read the other notes on the map, but learned nothing new. I thought of Beauregard in his ridiculous greatcoat, trekking across the face of Tibet, petitioning lamas and monks, to what end I could not tell. I wondered what ailment he had been suffering from, and if the ceremony ministered by Rimpoche Thangan had proved successful.
I returned the contents to the rucksack, afraid that he should return and catch me going through his possessions. For the rest of the afternoon I worked at the computer, my mind only half on the job of novelising the appalling TV script.


~


It was dark by the time Beauregard returned.
I had cooked a hot chilli to warm him after his long walk, and at eight he knocked on the door.
His face was blue with cold and his eyes, as they stared into mine, seemed haunted. He brushed past me and moved to the study, where he bent before the open fire and massaged his outstretched hands as if washing them in the heat of the flames.
“I’ve prepared a meal,” I said. “You must be hungry.” I hesitated. “Where did you get to?”
He looked up, as if only then registering my presence. He shrugged. “I don’t know, Simon. Walked for miles. You’re certainly isolated out here... Yes, I’m ravenous.” He hesitated, then said: “I hope I didn’t disturb you last night?”
“What? Oh, I did hear voices...”
He smiled and pointed to the television in the corner, buried beneath piles of books and papers. “I’m sorry. It was a long time since I last tuned in... I hope it wasn’t too loud.”
I smiled, shrugged. “Not at all,” I said. Of course, the blue light, the murmuring voices...
But why, I asked myself, had he found it necessary to blockade the door and prevent my entry?
Uncomfortable, I said: “We’ll eat, shall we?”
He looked at me. “Simon, it’s good of you to put me up like this.”
I shrugged, embarrassed, and retreated to the kitchen.
We ate in silence on the coffee table before the fire, Beauregard’s hand shaking as he ferried the fork from the plate to his mouth. He emptied a liberal measure of whisky into a mug of black tea and sat back with it clenched in his fist, staring into the dancing flames.
At one point his hand strayed to his rucksack, on the floor beside his chair. His eyes found mine and he said: “I was telling you about my travels last night. I suppose I was always really heading for Tibet... At least, when I arrived there it seemed that way – I knew that this was the place.” He lapsed into silence, cradling his mug, regarding the flames with bloodshot eyes.
“Have you ever heard of the Bardo Thadol, Simon?”
“Isn’t it some kind of Tibetan religious book?”
“The Tibetan Book of the Dead.” He nodded. “I’m translating it.”
I looked up, surprised. “I thought it had already been translated.”
He smiled, a minimalist, sardonic twist of his thin lips. “It has. Badly. There were things missed out. Things that the translator didn’t or couldn’t understand... I’m attempting to correct that. My version will be definitive.” He said this with such fierce conviction that I could only nod my head in passive agreement.
He looked at me, and his gaze seemed to peer into my very soul, summing me up and finding me worthless. “I feel sorry for those of you who apprehend only...” He gestured with a long, thin hand, “only this. Oh, there are realities out there so strange and bizarre, if only you could allow your mind to see them.” He shook his head bitterly. “But you’ve all been conditioned by the modern world, the crass information media which doesn’t allow for any historical perspective other than the immediate. The difficult thing is to decondition oneself, to see beyond what is only superficially apparent.” He paused, then shot me a glance. “But it’s frightening, Simon... Believe me, when you begin to see these other realms, at first you are lost, with nothing to guide you, no prior experience to make sense of things... Sometimes I am terrified.”
I was aware of my heartbeat. I poured a stiff measure of whisky into my mug and drank. Beauregard seemed on the edge of a revelation. I felt that now he would tell me something that might explain the enigma of himself, but as the silence stretched it came to me that he had said all that he was able: that it was my very lack of ability to comprehend anything other than the here and now that would render his explanations futile.
I opened my mouth to speak. What I had to ask him seemed relevant and yet profane.
“Is that...” I began. “Last night, you were about to tell me what happened... I mean, you told Sabine, you showed her something...”
He turned his head from the flames, his expression devastated. “I showed her, Simon, and I tried to help her cope with her new understanding, but she wasn’t strong enough. She could not bear the knowledge.”
The silence stretched. I took another swallow of whisky, my head swimming. I had a vision of the superficiality of my life, my relationships and my work. It seemed then that I was granted a terrible insight into the fact that what I had known all along amounted to nothing – and that I was equipped to apprehend only this reality. It came to me that what drove Sabine to kill herself might be preferable, however difficult to accept, to an existence of continued ignorance.
I found my voice, at last. “Can you show me?” I whispered.
His gaze seemed pained and full of compassion. It seemed to me that he wanted to share his burden then, but at the same time could not bring himself to be so cruel. “Simon, I’m sorry. I know you, and I know that you wouldn’t be able to accept...” He smiled, and reached out a hand to touch mine in a gesture of intimacy I had always thought beyond him.
We sat in silence, drinking, for what seemed like hours. I roused myself from sleep, sat up and yawned. Beauregard was still awake, staring into the dying embers with an ironic, unamused smile playing on his lips.
“I’m turning in,” I said.
He looked at me. “Good night, Simon,” he said, and there was something of a farewell in his tone.
I slept soundly, anaesthetised by the drink, until the early hours. As I lay awake, I thought I heard again the sound of voices from down below – and something told me that they did not issue from the television.
A part of me shied away from investigating, afraid of what I might find. Another part knew that I could not ignore my curiosity. I found my dressing gown and hurried down the stairs.
The same blue light leaked from the gap beneath the door, for all the world like the fluctuating glow of a TV set. I leaned my head close to the door, heard the rapid exchange of voices that might very well have been the charged dialogue of a drama series. I reached for the handle, knowing full well that the door would not open.
I turned the handle and leaned forward with all my weight. Slowly the door gave, opened perhaps six inches. The strange thing was that I felt no scraping resistance, as I would if a piece of furniture had been wedged beneath the handle. Instead, it was as if I was pushing against a constant, forceful pressure from within. I lodged my slippered foot in the opening and peered through.
The light had intensified, bathing my face with a dazzling blue radiance. As I screwed my eyes shut to filter the glare, I heard a woman’s voice: “You didn’t think for a minute that you could get away? Even here, in this Godforsaken wilderness?”
Then Beauregard’s: “I hoped, of course. I should have known...”
The woman laughed. “Even they couldn’t help you!”
“They did, for a while.”
“For a while, yes. It was only a matter of time before I overcame their resistance.”
I choked. I had an awful premonition. I had heard the woman’s high, stilted accent before, long before – twenty years ago, to be exact.
My eyes became accustomed to the light, and I stared, and saw at the source of the lapis lazuli radiation the figure of a woman: she was thin, dressed like a hippy, with a cheesecloth shirt and flared denims; she had her hair coiled in familiar braids and wore fastidious, John Lennon glasses.
Sabine...
Beauregard was kneeling before her, like a supplicant before some vision. On his face was an expression of such tortured anguish that the features of the Beauregard I knew were almost indistinguishable.
“What do you want from me?” he cried.
Sabine laughed. “I want to show you what it is like,” she said.
I could take no more. Whether in fright, or an inability to hold open the door against the pressure from within the room, I staggered backwards with a cry. The door snapped shut, and I was pitched into relative darkness. Sobbing, I clawed my way to the banister and staggered up the stairs. I made it to my room, switched on the light and curled myself into a protective ball, shaking with delayed and paralysing shock at what I had witnessed.
I must have slept, against all odds, though fitfully. I came awake often, and always the first vision that greeted me was that of the blue light with Sabine at its centre.
I awoke finally with a bright winter sunlight slanting into the room. It was late. Hurriedly I dressed, fingers fumbling with my clothes. I made my way down the stairs, and as I approached the study I relived the events of the early hours. I knew that this time I had to confront Beauregard with what I had seen.
He was no longer in the study. Not even his rucksack remained. I hurried to the door and flung it open. He had taken his leave, perhaps hours ago. A line of footprints, almost filled in by the new fall of morning snow, led away from the house and up the hillside to the far horizon.


~


If this were a work of fiction, one of my stories Beauregard so despised, I would take pains to craft a satisfying denouement; I would explain everything and tie up all the loose ends, in the manner that Beauregard disdained in his marginalia. It would be a ghost story, and I would show the reader what horror he had made manifest to Sabine all those years ago. The apparition of Sabine would be a Tulpa, a spectre from Tibetan lore, returned to haunt Beauregard for showing her what should have remained his own, private secret.
But life is not fiction; there are no neat resolutions and answers, no cosy denouements to satisfy and entertain. I have presented the incidents as they occurred, and for the sake of my sanity I prefer to think that what I saw last night was no more than the product of my drunken imagination, fuelled by lack of sleep, Beauregard’s recollections, and my own confused thoughts of the poor German girl who was driven, for reasons that will remain forever unknown, to end her life.
I often think of Beauregard as I sit here and type my safe, satisfying little stories. I consider the torture of inhabiting a world that ordinary people are unable to perceive, and I see him walking, always walking, through freezing winter landscapes, pursued by the spectre of the young girl who forever haunts his guilty conscience.






Li Ketsuwan
Never go back, poets and wise men tell us, but we do go back. There is something instinctive about returning, a base desire of the heart, even though the head knows better. Never go back, but I was returning: I was driven by necessity. I was going back to Paradise after a year spent in Hell.
I arrived in Bangkok on a direct flight from London. I left the capital immediately on a train bound for the northern city of Chiang Mai, dozing fitfully to the rhythmic pulse of the rails, the sing-song glockenspiel chatter of my fellow passengers. Three hours later the train drew into the town of Khon Khai and I alighted.
The platform was deserted. Sunset lay gaudy acrylic tones across a flat horizon. Crickets thrummed their monotonous double-notes like faulty electrical appliances. I was back, and the sight of the ramshackle town, stark unshielded bulbs illuminating bamboo kiosks on flimsy stilts, the aroma of barbecued rat and chicken, tore the months away from under my feet: it might have been 2002 again; I might have arrived in Khon Khai for the very first time.
I made my way to the town’s only hotel, a whitewashed hovel with a corrugated tin roof opposite the station. I booked a room for three days, surely long enough to do what I needed and be away.
I showered, changed and left the hotel. I would go first to the Café Bar, where Li had worked, and ask for her there.
“Mistah Grant! Mistah Grant!”
I turned, surprised. A wizened old man, bent almost double, plucked at my shirt with fingers like mangled cheroots. He stared through eyes scummed with a porridge of glaucoma.
Last year I had thought him blind, so how did he recognise me now? After the events of the past few months, Thailand frightened me. Its people were savages, in league with elements of nature we Westerners had long since out-grown.
“Christ, it’s...” But I had forgotten the oldster’s name.
“Mistah P,” he said. “You need anything, Mistah Grant?”
“I’m looking for Li,” I said. “Is she still in town?”
He peered up, past me, with his ruined eyes. “Li? Li Ketsuwan? Mistah Grant, you not hear? Li have accident. Bad accident.”
“What happened?” Despite myself, I felt my pulse quicken.
“She found in jungle. Broken back. Never walk again.”
I stared at him. “Someone attacked her?”
“No. No attack. Accident.”
I thanked him and hurried along the busy main street towards the Café Bar, my height, my colour, turning heads, raising smiles and humorous comments.


~


In October 1999 I was called to Thailand by Kelvin Anderson III, the megalomaniac director of a dozen blockbuster movies and three that had won Oscars for Best Film. He was shooting my latest script on location in northern Thailand, but wanted to see me about certain changes he required in the final scenes. I suppose I should have been grateful that he’d consented to consult me, rather than rewrite the scenes himself – but I’d written a dozen drafts of the screenplay by then and I was thoroughly tired of the trite and hackneyed script.
However, Anderson had money and power. He called, and I came.
I reworked the scenes with Anderson during the day, and at night drank ice-cold Singha beer in the town’s noisiest bar with the rest of the cast and crew.
I recall vividly how I first met Li.
The script called for some reference to Thai myth or magic, and one of the crew, a local, told Anderson that he knew a woman who might be able to help us.
Anderson gave me the task of questioning her.
Duly, one evening, I was taken by the Thai to a quiet bar overlooking the river and introduced to Li Ketsuwan.
I had expected some old crone – the Thai equivalent of Gypsy Lill, hunched over a crystal ball in some curtained booth.
She was slim, and attractive in that dangerously slender way that only Thai woman manage to achieve, combining sensuality and an almost anorexic gamin quality.
It was impossible to guess her age. She might have been anything from sixteen to forty.
She listened, glancing at me with massive eyes, while my guide told her what I wanted. Then she flicked a tiny, elegant hand on a slim wrist, indicating that I should take a seat among the locals who were waiting to consult her.
Amused by her abrupt dismissal, and admiring her for not being cowed by an obviously moneyed Westerner, I took a seat and watched her at work.
Perhaps ten locals presented themselves over the course of the next hour.
She sat behind her table with a fixed expression of stony neutrality as she listened to their complaints.
Sometimes she grabbed their hands, rather roughly, and read their palms. Sometimes she looked into their eyes, pulling up their lids like a horse-doctor. One old woman talked for a long time, at the end of which Li pulled a leather pouch from the pocket of her red dress, opened it on the table, and consulted what lay there.
Tiny bones, what looked like the eye-balls of small animals, gold symbols, so far as I could make out.
At the end of every session she would reach out to the supplicant, span their forehead with her long fingers, and rattle off a rapid-fire burst of incomprehensible Thai.
At last it was my turn to approach the table. It was late, almost midnight. The bar was empty. I looked around for my guide.
Li interpreted my need.
“Is okay, Mistah. You not need him. I speak English okay, yes?”
I smiled. “Great. I’m with the film people.”
She tilted her head, like a bird. “You the writer-man, no? You need see me about last scene. Witch-doctor, only we don’t call them witch-doctor. And he wouldn’t cast magic spell like you say in film, no!”
I stared at her. “How do you know that? We haven’t even shot the scene.”
She just shook her head, as if impatient. I wondered later if she’d heard about the script from one of the Thais working on the set.
I questioned her, and she told me everything I needed to know. She was quick, intelligent, and very, very beautiful. When my audience was over, fifteen minutes later, I wanted to extend our time together, find some excuse to keep her talking.
I said, “That’s great. Would you like a drink? We could—”
“Don’t drink. Alcohol bad for me. One hundred baht, Mistah Grant.”
I passed her a handful of soiled notes. “You’re very beautiful,” I said. I expected some positive response. In London I was never wanting for a willing woman.
Before Thailand, that was.
She dismissed me with a contemptuous scowl and slipped from the bar through a rear exit.
Later, alone in my hotel room, I could not sleep. I listened to a mosquito drone in the darkness and imagined Li’s slim body pressed tight to mine.


~


I turned off the main street and approached the broad, slow river. Moonlight reflected from the water in a quick shimmer of cusps and curlicues.
The Café Bar was still there, raised on stilts beside the river. I climbed the rickety wooden steps and stepped into the familiar long room, lighted by dirty strip fluorescents and occupied by half a dozen dedicated drinkers, tired men in shorts and vests drinking brandy from chipped tumblers.
I half-expected to see her at her usual place at the back of the bar, but the table was taken by a gaggle of argumentative locals, playing cards.
I approached an old woman behind the makeshift bar and asked if she spoke English.
She frowned at me, shot off a round of plosive vowels and gestured over my shoulder. When I turned, a thin, rat-faced man in his thirties was standing at my elbow and bobbing his head.
“Ah, Mistah. I speak English. What you want?”
I ordered two beers. “I’m looking for Li,” I told him. “Li Ketsuwan. She used to come here to...” Words failed me. What did she do? Work her magic? Cure the incurable? Foretell the future?
He was nodding. “Ah, Li. She no longer work here. Two years ago, now, she go.”
“Does she still live in the town?”
“Ah, no.”
“Do you know where I can find her?”
He turned and fired questions at the card players. A minute later he hurried behind the bar and stared at a map of the region pinned to the timber wall. He gestured me over.
With a long finger-nail he indicated a town about fifty kilometres north of Khon Khai.
“Li Ketsuwan, she live here now. After accident, she go.”
I took a long pull of my beer and regarded my informant. “What happened to Li?” I asked. “What kind of accident did she–?”
He was shaking his head. “No one know that. Very mystery. She go in jungle one day. After that, never walk again.”
I finished my beer, thanked him, and left the bar. In the morning I would take a bus north to the town of Tak Buri.
I was walking back down the busy main street when I thought I saw her – not Li, but Sonia. She was standing beside the cart of a street-vendor selling banana fritters, watching me. I stopped in my tracks and stared. Sonia was six feet tall and platinum blonde, a model and a wannabe movie star. In the street crowded with diminutive Thais, she stood out like a stork among penguins.
It was an illusion, of course – like all the others that had plagued me for the past year.
A truck trundled between us, and by the time it had passed she was no longer there.


~


I met Sonia Bellingham at the party of a fellow script-writer in Islington. The place was full of beautiful women, actresses and models, and slick young men, posing. I was alone. Since arriving back in London from Thailand a month earlier, my luck in the department of casual liaisons had been abysmal. At that time I had not worked out that Li might be responsible for this.
My host introduced us. Sonia – a name assumed because her real name, Pamela Watson, was that of another actress on Equity’s books – was a twenty-five year-old drama student, RADA trained, all pashmina and pearls, tall and slim and as elegant as a ballerina.
We seemed to hit it off immediately. We chatted for an hour, and I invited her to join me for dinner at the Ivy the following night.
The meal went well. We chatted and laughed, drank expensive wine, moved onto a club in Soho, and then took a taxi back to my place around two.
I had done the hard work; the rest, I knew from experience, would be easy: the first kiss, the first tremulous touches, the firmer grip, the thrust of body against body, the suggestion that we should move to the bedroom...
But she struggled, turned her head away when I tried to kiss her. She said, “I’m sorry. It’s me...”
I said, “I’ll be through here,” indicating the door to the bedroom.
I undressed and climbed into bed, and she appeared at the door, sheepish now, and undressed.
Still in bra and panties, she paused, and I said, “Here, let me.”
She rolled onto the bed, into my arms. I slipped a hand into her panties and kissed her.
And Sonia retched, then turned away and vomited a stomachful of expensive pâté-de-foie and lamb casserole halfway across the bedroom.
 She dressed quickly, apologising all the while, and hurried from my apartment, from my life.
Except, over the course of the next year, I caught brief, almost subliminal glimpses of her, though when I looked again she was never there. At first I thought she was stalking me, following me around London and later out of town, wherever business took me.
Then, however, when I tried to follow her and failed, when she disappeared from sight like a wraith, I wondered if I were going mad.
I had no reason, of course, to suspect that Li was behind this peculiar haunting.
Why should I?


~


In the morning I took a local bus north to Tak Buri. The bus was crowded with locals, and was obviously not built for tall Westerners: there was little leg room and precious little space above my head. It seemed that we stopped every other kilometre to pick up yet more passengers, and after two hours I was all for alighting and taking a taxi the rest of the way.
At one point, I caught a glimpse of a reed-slim girl walking along by the side of the road, and my heart leapt as I thought I recognised Li Ketsuwan.
We rushed past her, and it was not Li, and I sat back and tried to relax. Soon I would find her, demand from her an explanation.
Soon, I hoped, my quest would be at an end.


~


I returned to the Café Bar the following night, back in 1999. I was both intrigued by Li’s intuition, and beguiled by her beauty. It was an allure quite unlike that of other women I had known. There was something raw and animalistic in her manner. I fantasised that she might possess a complementary sexual power, and was determined to experience it.
She saw only four locals that night, and I soon had an audience.
She was more accommodating this time; she actually smiled when I complimented her. When I asked if she would like a beer, she assented. “But not here, no. At hotel, okay?”
We moved to the down-at-heel hotel bar and drank into the early hours. I told her all about my life in London, about the films I wrote and the stars I knew. I was quite purposefully out to dazzle her, but she remained unimpressed.
“But you,” I said, a little drunk now. “Tell me about yourself.”
She pushed her lips into a moue like a crushed rosebud. “Oh, I am a ...” She said a word I had no hope of remembering.
She laughed at my quizzical expression, covering her mouth with a small palm. “In English,” she said, “I am witch.”
“You’re the most beautiful witch I have ever met,” I said.
“And you, Mistah Grant, you most best bullshitter I ever met!”
At the end of the night, as the bar was closing, I reached out and took her hand and said, “Come to bed with me, Li.”
She seemed to hesitate. She looked at me as if calculating something, then gave one quick nod and jumped from the bar-stool.
I followed her up to my room in a state of heightened sexual arousal, watching her tight bottom switch from side to side beneath the red dress as she climbed the stairs before me.
And what followed? Enough to say that it was the most fulfilling night of passion I had ever spent. Li was wild, and relentless, and totally uninhibited. She was an animal, sometimes frightening me with her savagery. Hers was an unrestrained display of primal lust which made me realise that the sex I had shared until then had been a pale imitation, a mere shadow-play, when compared to the real thing.
We were inseparable, after that.
I worked on the script in the mornings, then returned to the hotel for afternoons of delirious sex with Li. In the evenings she hurried to the Café Bar to dispense her Oriental magic, and returned to me in the early hours, re-energised, and ready for another bout of passion.
At one point I held her in my lap, her slim legs clamped tight about my waist, and stared into her wide, child-like eyes. “What’s happening, Li? Why us?”
“Because is meant,” she said. “Sometime, two people, they come together, and it is right. The gods, they say ‘Yes.’ And the two never part. Ah...”
I held her to me, as if attempting to pull her into me, become one with her. What the gods decree as right, let no man put asunder.


~


Tak Buri was a town not much larger than Khon Khai, occupying the banks of the same river. The bus drew to a halt in the busy main street at sunset, after six hours on the road. I unwound myself from my seat and, feeling as if I might faint at any second, climbed out and stood stretching amid a crowd of curious locals.
I made for the nearest bar, ordered a Singha, and then a second. I asked the proprietor if he knew where I might find a young woman by the name of Li Ketsuwan. I expected a long evening of fruitless enquiry before I was successful.
But the bar-tender gave a gold-toothed grin and said, “Li? Sure I know Li! She has big place in bend of river. One kay out of town, to the north. Can’t miss it, okay?”
I celebrated with another beer, then turned and watched – as clear as day, no word of a lie – Karen walk past the bar. I hurried out, but of course by the time I emerged from the bar she had vanished.
I returned to my beer. I told myself that I should have been unsurprised by these spectral visitations, but the fact was that the reminders of my past never failed to fill me with fear.


~


I had dated Karen one week after the disaster with Sonia. She was a young, bubbly blonde who worked in the marketing department of a big London publishing house. She was the baby sister of a friend, and until then I had always considered her off-limits. Perhaps what made her fair game now had something to do with my failure with Sonia the week before, the need to boost my flagging ego.
I manufactured a chance meeting at a coffee shop I knew she frequented, and invited her to a swank party I planned to attend that night.
The rest was like stealing candy from a baby.
Back at my apartment, on the settee, I pulled her towards me, kissed her, slipped a hand beneath her cashmere sweater, feeling the soft puppy fat of her flank.
She screamed, and pulled away as if scalded.
“Jesus!” she cried. “What did you...?” She was staring, incredulous, at my right hand.
“You burned me, for fuck’s sake! You burned me!”
And she lifted her sweater to show an area of rib-cage pulsing with an angry red weal in the shape of my hand.
Exeunt Karen, in high dudgeon.
After that came Gina, a sultry Italian beauty of twenty-three, who fainted when I so much as laid a finger upon her person.
And then Samantha, an ex-porn star hoping to make it big in legit films and willing – she whispered to me after a half bottle of Krug – willing to do anything to get there.
My touch sent her into a paroxysm of hysterical laughter, wave after wave of unforced hilarity, so that it was impossible to undress her and ease her into bed. Frightened by my effect on her, she managed to escape before she laughed herself to death.
And then Lilly, who bled when I caressed her; and Liz, who cried; and... well there were others, many others, before word got round and my friends shunned me, assuming that I was physically hurting, with intent, the women I dated.
Disconsolate and increasingly lonely, I took to drinking by myself at my local public house, hardly daring to look women in the eye lest my mere gaze provoke some ghastly reaction. Life became hell over the course of the next year. I, who had been accustomed to the attention of countless beautiful and eager women, now found myself with no one. I knew true loneliness: I was a pariah in the city where once I had thought myself a prince.
Then one night, ten pints to the good and staggering homeward, I spied a slim child’s figure watching me from across the street, its shoulders moving in such a way as to suggest that she was crying.
I hurried across the street, and all at once realised two things: one, the girl was not crying, but laughing, and two: it was Li.
Then she stepped back into the shadow of the building, and, when I moved forward, she was gone.
The following day I booked a flight back to Thailand.


~


I took a taxi north as far as the bend in the river, and when the big villa came into sight, a hundred meters away, paid the driver and climbed out. The night rasped with a chorus of crickets. The air was heavy with the cloying scent of some over-sweet nightbloom.
I moved towards the villa, hesitant, perhaps even a little fearful, now that the time had come to confront my tormentor.
Perhaps villa was too grand a word to describe the house where Li now lived: it was a long, low weatherboard construct, painted white. Wind-chimes tinkled in the faint breeze. I heard the melancholy song of caged birds.
I climbed the steps to the fly-screen door; the main door was open, and within I made out the amber glow of a paraffin lamp.
I hesitated, hand raised to knock, but called out instead, “Li?”
There was no reply. I pulled open the fly-screen door and, after a second, stepped inside.
In the low lighting of the big front room I made out a sofa, rugs and tapestries. I called her name again, and moved around the room. Incense burned, filling the villa with its sickening sweetness. I felt as if I were intruding, that at any second Li might emerge in rage and shout at me to leave.
Then I saw the photograph. It stood on a small bamboo table by the window. Beside it was a joss-stick, curling smoke. It could only have been lighted very recently. Had Li known I was on my way?
I picked up the photograph. It showed Li, beautiful in a tight red dress, standing next to a tall Westerner. The man was me.
I had taken the photograph on our very last night together, setting my camera on delay and leaving it on a boulder in the jungle, then rushing back to Li’s side.
I picked up the photograph and stared at the fool I had been.


~


My work on the screenplay was over, and I had no reason to prolong my stay in Khon Khai. The last scene was shot, and the cast and crew were packing up to leave.
On my last day in Thailand, I returned to the hotel in the afternoon to find Li still in bed. We made love, with a passion that surpassed all our previous encounters – she must have known, of course, of my intention to leave.
Then, wordlessly, she dressed, indicated that I should do the same, and led me from the room. On the way she picked up my camera. We left the hotel, took the path beside the river and into the jungle.
We climbed, and emerged fifteen minutes later looking down at the smooth curve of a waterfall as it slipped over the lip of the land and shattered far below.
Li indicated a boulder, and my camera. I set up the photo, intending to send Li a copy when it was developed.
I held her as we stared at the falling water.
“This place haunted,” she whispered. “Spirits live here. Sad spirits. People who kill themselves, they cannot leave the Earth.”
I shivered. It was as if, in the humid afternoon, I could feel the presence of the unsuccessfully departed all around me.
“Sad people, they jump from here. Some hit rocks and die, some drown. Then their spirits cannot get away.”
I kissed her.
She murmured, to my chest, “Don’t go.”
“I must. I have work to do.”
“Take me. I can live in London. I have money.”
“It wouldn’t work...” I said, and led her back to the hotel.
It was as if the unparalleled physicality of our liaison pointed up our essential personal incompatibility. Out of bed, we shared nothing, no interests, no culture: only the fact that we were man and woman had brought us together.
She watched me pack. “You can’t leave,” she said.
“Li... it wouldn’t work.”
“The gods, they say we belong together. You cannot say no to the gods.”
“Watch me,” I said, cruelly, as I strapped my case and made to go.
She stared at me. “You will come back. I tell you now, I am only woman who can love you, yes.”
I lowered my case. “Li, you don’t love me. You hardly know me.”
“No!” she cried. “I see into you. I see you bad man, but can be saved.”
It was as if she had reached into my chest and clutched my heart. I felt suddenly cold.
“You bad man!” she yelled at me. “You use women! You always did, for years and years, yes? Use women, walk away!”
I hurried to the door, and paused to look back. She was standing by the bed, slight and tiny. Her expression shocked me: I had expected anger – but she was smiling, as if privy to some secret known only to herself.
Then she said, “Anna, Zoe, Julia, Susan, Olivia, Sabine...” A litany of forgotten names which filled me with something almost like regret, and very real fear.
I almost ran from the hotel.
Later, in London, after Sonia and Karen and all the others, I had cause to recall her words. “I tell you now, I am only woman who can love you, yes.”


~


“Li,” I called again, and moved through the house.
An open double door led onto a veranda. I stepped through, and found her.
She was sitting in a wheelchair with her back to me, staring out across the river to the dark tangle of the jungle beyond.
I hesitated, my heart labouring.
“You come back,” she said. “I say you come back, no? Sit down.”
A rattan chair was positioned next to her wheelchair, as if in preparation for this audience. Hesitantly, I stepped onto the veranda and sat down next to Li.
She was radiant. Her face glowed with a beauty I recalled from a year ago.
She smiled. “Good to see you, Mistah Grant. I told you we belong together.”
Her words frightened me. I took refuge in a question, indicating her legs covered by a tartan blanket.
“What happened?”
“What happen? I tell you. When you go, I walk into jungle. To waterfall, you know? Then I throw myself down, into water. I want to die, but I know I won’t. You see, I see future, yes?”
“You foresaw this?” I said, gesturing to the wheelchair.
“The gods, they talked to me. They say they want sacrifice. I had power, but I wanted more. The gods, they say, ‘Jump, and we will give you special powers to do what you want.’”
“And you jumped.”
“Broke my back. Fisherman, he found me, carried me home. I live, my magic stronger than ever.”
I was silent for a minute. “You’ve made my life hell,” I said at last.
She stared at me with massive eyes, her articulate lips amused. “No, Mistah Grant. You made your life hell. You used me, other women. Look.” And she pointed across the river.
I made out, on the far shore, faint figures. They stood in the jungle, staring out at me in accusation. Sonia, Gina, Karen and many more... Dozens of them, a legion.
“What can I do?” I said. “You can’t imagine how lonely I’ve been. Haunted by these... these apparitions, unable to even touch another human being.”
She was smiling at me. “Touch me,” she whispered.
“No!” I cried.
I swallowed. My heart pounded. I wanted to get up and run away, but I could not move. I sat and stared at her, as if paralysed.
“Touch me!” she shouted.
Against my will, as if my hand were not my own, I reached out and stroked the flesh of her arm. She gasped, but in pleasure, and the feel of her flesh was like electricity.
It was as if my body was controlled by another. I stood and lifted her from the wheelchair. I felt her elemental savagery, and was at once fearful and consumed.
“No...” I wept.
I looked beyond her, to the far side of the river. The legion of my accusers was no more.
I wept as I kissed her. “Li,” I begged. “Please let me go.”
She smiled and whispered, “We belong together. The gods have told me.”
Against my will, fearful of what might happen, I carried her into the house, to the bedroom. As we lay side by side and held each other in the heat of the night, I heard the sound of tinkling wind chimes, and the sad notes of a caged bird, singing.






Ghostwriting
Rhodes spent most of the afternoon setting up his PC’s voice recognition program – not helped by the fact that his right hand was in plaster. A colleague had suggested he try dictating his novel after he’d broken his wrist. “Chesterton dictated, you know? And look at the quality of his prose.”
Rhodes had been reluctant at first. Speaking one’s prose into a Dictaphone – or even one of these state-of-the-art computer programs – smacked to him of something a hack without literary integrity might do. But the fact was that he couldn’t type fast enough with his left hand and the deadline for his novel, with two chapters still to write, was next month.
By three o’clock he had the program recognising his voice and reproducing on screen a fair copy of his words, though it still had the annoying habit of translating all his ‘erms’ and ‘ahems’. Still, no matter; he could edit them out on the second draft, once he was out of the damned cast.
He made himself a coffee and was settling down to dictate the opening paragraph of the penultimate chapter when he heard the phone ringing downstairs. He cursed, and decided to leave it, before remembering that Anne said she’d ring if she got back early and needed a lift from the station.
He left the program running and hurried downstairs. He’d tell Anne to get the bus to the village, explain that he was deep into the novel.
“Anne?”
“Steven. Sorry – could you collect me?”
“I’m rather—”
“I have tons of bags. I could get the bus, but...”
He smiled. “Hey-ho, I’m on my way.”
He grabbed his coat and made his way out to the car. It was a sunny day, and the countryside was riotous with summer. He’d suggest to Anne that they stop for a coffee on the way back.
So much for that pressing penultimate chapter.
He smiled to himself. It was known in the trade as a displacement activity.


~


He drove extra-carefully from the village. The cast restricted his grip on the wheel, but he found he could grip it adequately with his thumb and forefinger. The fact that his car was an automatic made driving that much easier.
It was only three miles to the Station by the main road, but Rhodes always took the back lanes, adding another mile and a half to the journey. It was a conscious decision: ever since Jane’s death, knocked from her bike on the main road by a hit-and-run motorist, he’d been unable to face driving past the place where the accident had happened.
A year ago, now. They were right about time healing all wounds, he thought; or partially right. The wound, or the pain, was still there, but scabbed over, nagging and insistent but almost bearable now. It was, he thought, a low-level ache that never really went away. Sometimes, in the dead early hours of the morning, it awoke him to futile tears as he relived the incident and his inability to do anything about it.
And relived, too, his anger.
His anger with himself, for being responsible for letting her take the main road home; and anger with the driver for irresponsibly speeding into Jane, and then driving off when it was obvious what he had done. He, or she. There had been no witnesses to the accident.
A year ago. She would have been sixteen now, studying for her exams.
He gripped the wheel and told himself to stop dwelling. He thought ahead to meeting Anne, going for a coffee at Berly’s. Tonight he’d cook a Thai curry, his speciality, and then they’d watch a film with a bottle of red wine until midnight and blessed sleep.


~


Anne stood amid an island of over-flowing carrier bags, smiling at him as he pulled up before her. He climbed out and kissed her – twenty years married and he still found her irresistible – collected the bags and stowed them in the boot.
“Coffee?” he asked as he pulled from the station forecourt.
“Mmm, that’d be great. How’s the novel going?”
“I’m still wrestling with the blasted program.”
“But think how easier it’ll make writing.”
He thought about that, then said, “Mmm. That’s what I’m worried about. Writing shouldn’t be easy.”
She smiled indulgently. She was forever mocking him for his pose of the artist suffering for his muse.
Before Jane’s death. he had written with facility and speed. Later, when he returned to writing after six hopeless months, the old facility had gone: he’d had to sweat blood for every word. It was as if the sentiments he put on the page had to have behind them a solid bedrock of integrity, for Jane’s sake.
As he pulled up before Berly’s, Anne said, “You always suggest coffee when we come back from town.”
He smiled defensively. “I’m usually in need of a caffeine injection.”
They took their usual table by the window. Berly’s was a trendy organic place, with rough wooden tables and chairs, and local artwork adorning the walls. The coffee was the best in Yorkshire.
“Is it because,” Anne said, looking at him as she stirred her coffee, “you can’t face the main road?”
He shrugged. “It might be. Yes, probably.” He hesitated, then said, “No doubt the same impulse that made me get rid of the car.” How could he have kept it, the car which he’d been driving when he found Jane’s body in the road?
He saw the condemnatory twist of Anne’s mouth. He responded, “You’d probably feel the same, if it’d—”
“I like to think that I’d be able to face it, defeat it, move on.”
“Wish it were that easy,” he said.
She covered his hand with hers and murmured a soft apology.


~


Back home, he helped Anne put the shopping away, then checked the wall-clock.
“I’ve an hour or two before I start dinner,” he said. “I might see if I can get some work done.”
A few months ago, over dinner, he’d mentioned that he was considering writing a novel about Jane, and the aftermath of the accident. He had said it almost shame-facedly, as if seeking her sanction. Not long after Jane’s death, Anne had sought the help of a grief counsellor, and had implored Rhodes to joined her. He’d refused, saying that he would find his own way of coping. He wondered if the novel was his coping mechanism.
He made his way upstairs to his study. He stood before the window for a while, gathering his thoughts. Then he eased himself into his armchair, adjusted the microphone and touched the mouse in order to banish the screensaver – the onrushing starscape which he often stared at for an hour or two when the writing was going slowly.
The stars vanished, to be replaced with the off-white screen of the voice recognition program.
He stared at the screen. He had left it blank. Now a block of text, perhaps a hundred words long, confronted him.
He began reading, and his heart throbbed in his chest. He felt hot, then dizzy, and it was all he could do to stifle the cry that rose in his throat.
He read on, disbelieving.
I just wanted to say how much I love you both. I don’t think I ever told you that. I mean, I remember being stroppy and rude – a typical teenager. But I never said I love you. I felt it, all the time. Something stopped me from telling you. I don’t know... I didn’t want to seem soppy. But now... I’m glad I can communicate at last. I’ve been watching you, both of you. You, dad, working away on your writing, and mum in the garden... I can feel your sadness. But, please, for my sake, don’t grieve. I’m okay. I really am. I’ll be in touch again. Love, Jane.
He came to the end and read it again, then again. Then he went through it a third time, extracting every nuance of meaning and intent from the clumsy teenage sentiment.
He held his head in his hands and thought about it. The doors had been locked, back and front. As were all the windows. No one could have got into the house and done this.
He took deep breaths, attempted to compose himself.
He reached out for the microphone, brought it closer to his lips and said, tentatively, “Jane, are you there? Is it you?”
The words appeared on the screen, his question made more substantial in Verdana twelve point.
Heart hammering, he sat back and awaited her reply.
It didn’t come. Five minutes passed, then ten. He wondered if he should leave the room. He had been away when she had spoken the first time, after all.
He went downstairs, hoping that Anne would be out in the garden, and made himself a tea. He nearly dropped the packet of tea-bags twice, and the cup rattled on the saucer as he carried it back upstairs. He paused before the study door, taking a deep breath, then entered.
The only words on the screen were her original communiqué and his short question.
He sat back and wondered if he were going mad.
Then he tried to work out a rational explanation for what had happened.


~


He was unable to work the following morning. He had left the voice recognition program on overnight, but the screen was blank when he looked in before breakfast.
He had said nothing to Anne last night. He supposed she had taken his quiet abstraction as preoccupation with the novel.
Now he faced the screen bearing only the chapter heading, and knew that words would be beyond him this morning. His novel was a rational, psychological study of a man coming to terms with his loss. How could he continue with it in light of last night’s phenomenon?
“Steven,” Anne called up from the hall. “We’re going over to see James and Lillian at one, remember?”
Christ, he said to himself. It was already fifteen minutes to one. He had nothing against the Greenes – in fact they were good friends – but the last thing he wanted at the moment was a dose of James’ ebullience. Jim Greene was a financial adviser, and Rhodes was sure he compensated for a mind-numbingly boring nine-to-five office job by being the essence of excruciating bonhomie the rest of the time.
He closed the novel file, hesitated a second, then left the voice recognition program open on a blank screen.


~


They walked across the village, sunlight beating down from a cloudless summer sky.
“The novel proving difficult?”
“What? Oh, the novel... Yes, but that’s par for the course. I’d worry if it was all plain sailing.”
She hesitated, then said, “Are you okay, Steven? You can talk, you know?”
Instead of talking, and feeling guilty for the gesture, he just squeezed her hand.
The Greenes lived in a big converted barn on the edge of the village. Everything about the place, from the Porsche parked strategically in the gravelled drive, to the spotless cream shag pile in the lounge, spoke of conspicuous indulgence.
Five years ago the Greenes had moved to the village and spent half a million on converting the old Simpson barn, and Rhodes had been determined to dislike James even before they first met at a pub quiz. To his bafflement, he’d found the big, square-faced southerner more than likeable. Beneath the hale-fellow-well-met bonhomie, Rhodes detected genuine compassion.
Lillian, a bronzed, blonde woman in a sarong, met them barefoot at the door and showed them through into the back garden.
James was expertly barbecuing beefsteaks on a portable stove, fork in one hand, a bottle of chilled German wheat beer in the other. He made a performance of juggling fork and bottle, before laying them aside, wiping his hands on his apron and shaking Rhodes’s hand. He kissed Anne on the cheek.
“And how are my favourite creative types this sunny day?” he boomed. “How’s the scribbling coming along, Steven?”
Rhodes winced. James knew nothing about writing – or reading, for that matter: his idea of good literature was the latest best-seller – and he was forever exhorting Rhodes to ditch his sensitive stories of mid-life angst and take up thrillers. “Take a leaf out of Dan Brown’s book and try something racy.”
He held up his right wrist. “Slowly.”
Anna said, “Steven’s dictating into one of those new-fangled thingamajigs.”
“Ipods?” James quipped.
Anne laughed. “Tell him about it, Steven.”
“I’m sure James wouldn’t find it that interesting,” Rhodes said, earning an odd look from Anne.
They drank cold beer and ate a little later under an awning in the back garden. James was the life of the gathering, regaling them with village gossip and then imparting a sure-fire winner on the stock market. Making up for my taciturnity, Rhodes thought. James would comment on it, later.
On cue, Lillian took Anne for a turn around the garden, and James leaned close to Rhodes and said, “Anne’s worried, you know?”
Rhodes opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came. He was shocked that Anne had had the time to say anything to James since they’d arrived.
Then he cottoned on. “Oh, right. What’s she been telling Lillian?”
James wore long shorts and leather sandals, out of which his big white toes protruded obscenely as he stretched out his legs to view his feet.
James shrugged. “Just that you won’t talk to her about... what happened. That you’re bottling it all up. She thinks you should see someone, or at least talk to her.”
Rhodes nodded, staring at the label on his beer bottle.
James went on, “And I think it’d be a good idea too, speaking as a concerned friend.”
Rhodes almost said, “Speaking as someone who knows nothing at all about what I’m going through,” but managed to hold his tongue.
Instead, and to his surprise, he said, “I suppose it’s because I feel so bloody guilty.”
His friend stared at him, a mouthful of beer inflating his cheeks. He swallowed and said, softly, “You’ve no need to, old man.”
“Haven’t I?” He washed his mouth out with a swill of beer. “I suggested Jane take the main road home. We were in town. I had the car. I said the exercise would do her good. Fact was... I had some plants in the boot, presents for Anne, and I didn’t want the bike in the back in case they were damaged.”
Silently, James uncapped another beer and passed it to Rhodes.
“I had a couple of things to do in town. I set off after her ten minutes later. I must have come round the corner just after it happened. I saw her...”
“Okay, okay, Steven...” James said.
“So now you know why I feel so damned guilty.”
James nodded, then said, “Have you told Anne?”
“Of course. She doesn’t understand. Just says it’s something I have to face.” He shrugged. “That was months ago, just after it happened. I’m probably being unfair on Anne – she wasn’t as cruel as I make her sound.”
A silence developed. James said, “Still, you really should talk to her a bit more.”
Rhodes smiled. “I know. It’s strange, James, but I find it so hard to find the right words. Me, who spends his life doing nothing but trying to find the best way to express my emotions...”
The women strolled within earshot, rose cuttings in hand, and James boomed, “So the duffer missed an open goal and I lost my tenner!”
Other friends dropped by later, and the gathering turned into a party, as the sun went down but the summer heat remained in the air. Rhodes drank, and began to enjoy the to and fro of friendly, meaningless conversation.
From time to time, though, he thought back to the computer program and told himself that he had imagined the entire episode.
He lived in a rational word. There were no such things as ghostly communiqués via the latest voice recognition program.


~


They strolled home before midnight. Though Rhodes had promised himself that he would turn in without looking into his study, he was weaker than his resolve. As he passed the door on his way to the bathroom, he stepped into the room, nudged the mouse and saw a block of text on the screen.
His knees seemed to dissolve. His heart thudded. He sat before the screen and began reading.
Please don’t be frightened, you or mum. I know you never believed in anything like ghosties or ghoulies, dad. But I’m nothing like that. I’m me, and I love you both. That’s what matters. Even after death, which is just the end of one stage of existence, what matters is the love that binds us, like a... like a kind of universal glue. I’m in communication with everyone – and I mean everyone – who has ever lived. In a way I’m part of them, and they’re part of me. It’s hard to explain. Anyway, what is important is that you know this, and that you don’t feel sad anymore. Love, Jane.
His mouth was dry, and his hand shook as he adjusted the microphone and spoke into it. He was aware that he was whispering, so that Anne would not hear him. The words appeared on the screen.
“Where are you? Are you still in the house? Why now? I mean... Why haven’t you contacted us before now?”
He was weeping, his throat sore, as he relived a sudden flash vision of Jane leaning against his chair as he rewrote a story. She had often read out what he wrote, commenting, “That’s good.” Or, “Oh, too sad!”
He found a tissue and blotted his eyes, composed himself and said, “I want to tell your mum, but... but I don’t want her to think I’ve gone mad.” He laughed. “Perhaps I have. Anyway... Love you, poppet—” he was crying again: he’d called her poppet as a child.
He left the program running and turned out the light.
Anne was already in bed. He rolled in beside her and she held him in silence. He stared at the diffuse glow of the full moon through the blinds and tried to sleep.


~


He was quiet at breakfast, fearing Anne would detect something about his mood and question him.
Once, he almost blurted out what was happening with the program, but something stopped him. It was more than that he feared Anne might think him insane, more that her thinking so would be too painful for her to bear.
“Worrying about the novel?”
He smiled. “How did you guess?”
“It’s as if I’m sharing you with some invisible lover sometimes, Steven.”
After breakfast, nervous now, he made his way upstairs.
He opened the door. The screensaver was on, throwing stars at him. He hurried over to his chair and touched the mouse. The stars gave way to a block of text. He leaned forward and read the spectral message, heart pounding.
Where am I? I’m here, dad. In the house. But at the same time I’m... well, I’m everywhere. It’s so hard to explain in words, because it’s so different to anything I experienced when I was alive. You see, we don’t use words here. Just thoughts. So I’m not used to communicating physical things like ‘where’... I hope that makes a kind of sense. And why haven’t I contacted you before? Well, I couldn’t. I couldn’t make myself heard. I was talking to you all the time, but you just couldn’t hear me. Now, this thing can hear me... You said that you were frightened to tell mum. Well, I think you should. You can’t keep it all to yourself. Show her the words, prove to her that it’s me, okay? Love you both, Jane.
Rhodes sat and stared at the screen, absorbing what she had said.
Prove to her, he thought. That was it. He’d tell Anne, then he’d prove to her that their daughter was not dead...
Paranoid at the thought of losing Jane’s words, and not trusting his PC’s back-up, he copied the file to disc, whispered goodbye to his daughter and made his way downstairs.


~


Anne was in the conservatory, leafing through a gardening magazine. She looked up when he entered. “You’re early. I thought you’d be working longer.” She stopped, then said, “Steven, is everything... what is it?”
He sat down on the wicker chair opposite her. He felt sick with apprehension. “I’ve always been honest with you, haven’t I?”
Something very like fear clouded her features. “What is it, Steven?”
“Look... something’s happened. Something strange. You won’t believe me. But I have to tell you.”
“Steven, for God’s sake, what’s wrong?” 
He stared into her eyes. “Jane isn’t dead.”
Her features twisted. He thought she was about to cry out. “What?” she whispered, shaking her head.
“She... I now it sounds crazy... but Jane has been talking to me—”
“Oh, Christ—”
“ – through the voice recognition program. I left it running when I collected you the other day. There was something on the screen when I came back. From Jane. I’ve saved her messages. I want you to see...”
He stood and reached out for her hand.
She just stared up at him. “Steven...?”
“I’m sorry. I know what you’re thinking. But I had to tell you.”
He took her hand and led her from the conservatory, through the house and up the stairs to his study.
There were no new words on the screen. He scrolled back to the beginning of Jane’s message, sat Anne in his chair and gestured to the screen.
He switched off the microphone and said, “This is what appeared the other day, when I got back.”
Stunned, she read.
I just wanted to say how much I love you both.
She wept. “Steven... how could you?”
“What? I—”
“I don’t believe it. Jane... is... dead. Gone, Steven. This... It’s part of your novel, isn’t it? Please tell me that it’s...” She broke down and wept.
He took her shoulders. “Anne, Anne...” He scrolled down the page, showing her more.
She read, shaking her head, tears tracking down her cheeks.
When she’d reached the end, Rhodes said, “And there’s a way I can prove it. I’ll leave the program running. We’ll lock the house and go out, come back in an hour or two, okay? If she’s contacted us... then that proves it.”
Anne turned from the screen and looked at him, shaking her head.
He went on, “I’ll ask her a question, give her something to start on.” He had a better idea. “No, you ask her something. Anything.”
She shook her head, wordless. “I... this is insane, Steven. I’m worried. For you...”
“Don’t be. Just say something, okay?”
She stood suddenly and moved to the door, then turned and stared at him.
“Anne?”
“I... I need to think about this, Steven,” she said, and hurried from the room before he had time to reply.
Rhodes moved to the window and stared out, his pulse pounding in his ears. Beyond the window, a chaffinch was singing in the myrtle tree. For some reason its song brought tears to his eyes, like an unbearably poignant passage of classical music. 
He remembered taking a five year-old Jane to the aviary at the local zoo, watching her delight at the sight of the hundred multi-coloured tropical birds darting about their enclosures. He recalled her feeding ducks at the village pond.
It seemed that his memories contained so much that was linked directly or indirectly to his daughter, disproportionate to the number of years they had spent together. His past was full of her.
“Steven...”
Anne’s voice surprised him. How long had he been standing there, wrestling with the conflicting thoughts that filled his head?
He remained facing the window, staring out but seeing nothing.
“Steven, I always wanted to know who... who did it, who killed our daughter.”
He turned.
She went on, “If you’re right, Steven...” She gestured to the computer.
He closed his eyes. Did he really want to know who had killed her, now that he knew his daughter was not truly dead and gone?
Anne made her way across the room and sat before the glowing screen. She looked up at him. “I... I want to know if she saw the car. Perhaps she saw something, the make, its colour.”
He nodded, wordlessly.
“Is that okay, Steven?”
He switched on the microphone. Anne leaned forward tentatively. 
“Who did it?” she whispered. “Who knocked you down? Do you remember.” She stopped suddenly, pushed herself from the chair and stood up.
The voice recognition program had mangled her words, and with his left hand Rhodes corrected the mistakes on the screen.
He moved her from the PC, held her and whispered, “We’ll go, leave the house.”
They hurried from the room and made their way downstairs. They locked the front and back doors and set off through the village. Anne clutched his hand with the force of desperation.
They were silent for a time. At last she said, “It’s impossible, Steven. These things don’t happen. Jane is dead.”
He shook his head. “That’s what I thought. I tried to come to terms with what happened... but it wasn’t working. Even writing about it didn’t help. Then this happened.”
She stopped in the lane, turned to him. “Steven, this goes against everything I believe in.”
He pulled her to him. “I know, I know it does. But sometimes belief in the rational can’t explain everything.”
They hurried on, over a stile and through the ancient oak wood, the path shaded and cool out of the glare of the midday sun.
Everything is different now, Rhodes thought to himself. Everything is wonderful and different.
They left the wood and took the long route around Harper’s pond, where as a child Jane had loved to come and feed the ducks. The thought brought back memories which, for the first time in months, were not painful.
They walked back into the village. Rhodes looked at his watch. They had been gone just under two hours. He was aware of his increased pulse.
They approached the house, slowing down. Anne unlocked the front door and they stepped inside. They hesitated at the foot of the stairs. He gestured for her to go first. She looked at him, then climbed.
He opened the study door and they stepped inside.
The screensaver had come on. He nudged the mouse and stared at the screen. Anne was behind him, gripping his arm.
The screen was blank, but for Anne’s line of interrogation.
“Steven...”
“I... Look, she just needs more time. I’ve always been away longer in the past, hours... overnight.”
Anne was staring at him, something like pity in her eyes. “Steven, I love you. You’re all I’ve got. I don’t know what’s going on.” She clung to him, sobbing now. A quick pain cut to the core of him, an ache that she could not share his belief, share in his blessed sense of relief.
She kissed him and moved from the study. “I’ll make some tea,” she said in barely a whisper. “Join me downstairs, okay?”
He nodded as she left the room.
Leaden, he moved to the window and stared out. The garden was silent. There was no sign of the chaffinch. He was unable to explain to himself why he found its absence so terribly painful.
He slumped into his chair before the computer and closed his eyes. Jane needed more time, that was all. Two hours had not been enough.
When he opened his eyes there was, miraculously, a block of text on the screen before him.
I’m glad you told mum. She had to know. I’m so happy. Now she can stop grieving. You’ll be able to enjoy life again, knowing that we never really die, that there is no such thing as death. Mum wanted to know what happened, who knocked me down. Well, it doesn’t really matter, does it? I mean, in the bigger scheme of things. We all end up here, don’t we? And, here, we forgive. But if mum wants to know... I can tell her. You see, we know everything. There are no secrets. All I do is think back to that time, think about what happened, and I can see the car coming up behind me, sounding it’s horn. I turned to look, wobbled and swerved, and the car hit the bike, and... well, you know what happened. I recognised the car, dad. It belonged to your friend, James. James Greene. He killed me, but I forgive him, dad. And I hope you will too.
Rhodes sat very still and stared at the screen, reading the text over and over again.
He switched off the microphone, closed the program. Then he hurried from the study and, without telling Anne where he was going, he left the house and took his car from the garage.


~


He realised where he was going only when he turned off the main road. It was Sunday afternoon and James had driven his Porsche into the lane, where he would give it its weekly shampoo and polish.
James was standing beside his car, a couple of hundred metres ahead. Rhodes slowed, feeling nothing at all but a dull, cold ache in his chest. He felt no rage, no anger; not even, he surprised himself, the desire to blame.
He accelerated. Even then, he was not sure quite what he intended. He approached James at speed. It would be so easy to clip him, send his friend crashing to the tarmac...
He gripped the wheel, his features set, and stared ahead.
James saw him coming, lifted a hand in greeting and smiled.
And Rhodes, thinking of his daughter’s last word to him, lifted his own hand in salutation as he sped past.


~


He returned home and hurried upstairs to his study.
There, before he could change his mind, he quickly closed down the program and slipped the CD into its packaging. He deleted the file containing Jane’s words from the PC’s memory, deleted the copy of it on disc, and made his way downstairs.
Anne looked up from where she was sitting at the table.
He took her hand. “Come on. I want you to come with me.”
“Where?” she said, surprised.
He gestured with the software box. “I’m taking this back. I... I don’t need it anymore.”
They hurried from the house and drove along the lane. “Steven...? I don’t know what’s going on, but I love you.”
He smiled at her. “And I love you too, Anne, more than anything in the world.”
She stared at him, then smiled as Rhodes turned and drove into town along the main road.






Taipusan
Calcutta, 1948
When the pitch of the ferry’s engines modulated from a constant, full-steam-ahead roar to a laboured throbbing, Charles Madison left his cabin and leaned against the timber rail of the foredeck. In his pocket was the letter from McAllister, creased and worn through many re-readings, the content of which had brought him up the coast from Pondicherry.
Calcutta came into view, its erratic skyline a dark silhouette against the pale dawn light. There was something at first exotic about the horizon – with its minarets and garlic towers – and then, as the ship docked and the buildings resolved themselves in the strengthening morning light, the picture-postcard aspect of the city dissolved to reveal a wave of slums receding into the distance: grey, shabby box-like buildings piled one atop the other with little thought of safety and still less of architectural aesthetics.
Deck-hands flung bundled ropes onto the quayside, where they uncoiled lazily of their own volition like stirring cobras. Madison picked up his travelling case and approached the gangway. The ship’s arrival had brought about a riot of activity on the quay. Porters and food-vendors, beggars and suspicious-looking characters in impeccable suits all jostled to meet the ferry’s passengers. Calls and cries rent the humid morning air.
When his turn came to disembark he did so with care, the narrow walk-way bouncing beneath his tread. He stepped onto the reassuringly solid cobbles and straight into the dubious custody of a dozen importuning locals. He was assailed with questions and quick fingers plucking at his clothing and baggage, the colour of his skin marking him as a legitimate target. He pushed through the melée, found a taxi rank and slipped into the leather comfort of a battered Ambassador. 
He gave the driver the name of a hotel and the engine throbbed into life. They left the quayside and raced down narrow thoroughfares, often brought up short to idle in a gathering miasma of petrol fumes, halted by bottle-necked crowds or bullocks clopping negligently down the middle of the street.
Five minutes later they pulled up outside a dilapidated Victorian hotel. Madison retrieved his bag from the back seat, entered the foyer of the hotel and checked in. His room overlooked the sprawling city, spread out beneath the exacting light of the rising sun. Straight away, before bathing, Madison took McAllister’s letter from his pocket and dialled the four digit telephone number printed beneath the address.
After an interminable wait, he was connected on a crackling line to someone who answered, “McAllister speaking. May I help?”
“McAllister, this is Charles Madison. I received your letter. You don’t know how grateful...”
A hesitation, then, “It was the least I could do, dear chap, in the circumstances.”
“I was wondering if we could meet?”
“Capital idea. Tonight, around seven?” McAllister suggested.
He arranged to meet McAllister at the hotel that evening. Then he showered, turned on the ceiling fan, and tried to nap.


~


Madison selected a table on the third floor patio, ordered tea and admired the view. The sun was setting over the jumbled city, the line of the horizon bisecting the swollen orb.
A minute after seven a tall, stooped figure in a white suit and a battered Panama hat paused indecisively in the entrance and scanned the tables. Madison was one of only three people dining at this hour, and the only Westerner. McAllister raised his stick in greeting and limped across the patio, carrying a scuffed leather briefcase. He was much older than Madison had assumed, thin of face and unhealthily pale. Madison judged him to be in his eighties. 
“Mr Madison, my pleasure.”
They shook hands and McAllister pulled out a chair and seated himself with difficulty. A waiter arrived and McAllister ordered Earl Grey.
They exchanged polite small talk, McAllister enquiring as to Madison’s journey, Madison in return sketching his amusing discomforts. He felt that McAllister was uneasy, perhaps nervous in his presence.
“I was in the Lancers before I retired,” McAllister told him. “Went back home, but nothing was the same, don’t you know? Decided to return to the only real home I’d ever known. I’ve lived in Calcutta ever since. How about yourself?”
Madison smiled. He wanted to question McAllister about Caroline, but at the same time feared being seen as impolite. “I run a small engineering company near Pondicherry,” he said. “Though I’m thinking of selling up and returning to England.” He hesitated, then went on, “India doesn’t... let’s just say that India doesn’t agree with my wife.”
McAllister’s mouth hung half open, revealing less than a full complement of teeth in a state of advanced decay. “Please excuse me one moment,” he said, extracting a silver snuff box from an inner pocket. He nipped a quantity of white powder – not snuff, as Madison had expected – lay it on the back of a palsied hand and snorted.
At Madison’s quizzical expression, McAllister explained, “A very powerful and wonderful drug.”
Madison ventured, “Have you considered going back home for treatment?”
McAllister laughed. “Oh, Mr Madison, the drug is not what you might term medicinal.” He cocked an eye at Madison. “I can see that I have shocked you.”
Madison smiled, at a loss for words, and McAllister went on, “The drug is killing me, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Without going into too much personal detail, Mr Madison, I have suffered various tragedies over the years. I am not... let’s say that I’m not too enamoured of this existence. Imagine my joy when I discovered the balm of the drug.” McAllister paused and regarded Madison across the table. “I suspect that you find my nihilism contemptible?”
Madison shifted uncomfortably and lied, “Not at all.” He decided he could restrain himself no longer. He leaned forward and asked, “How did you come to meet my wife, Mr McAllister?”
Caroline had left their home in the south two months ago, after they had argued. He had assumed she would come back to him, contrite, but as the days turned to weeks and she failed to return, Madison had grown frantic with worry.
McAllister stared out over the city, his watering eyes giving the impression of tearful emotion. “I came across Caroline about a month ago, in a tea-shop along the Kumar Gange. The proprietor supplies me with my... my medicine, you see. One evening at sunset I arrived to find a woman sitting at the back of the cafe. That she was a woman was odd enough – in this society, women do not frequent cafes, Mr Madison. That she was English was even odder. She was drinking tea, and she seemed lost and frightened. We fell into conversation. She’d just arrived in Calcutta, intending to spend a few weeks in the city. She told me she was interested in Hindu culture. It was quite obvious that she was naive about the place. She didn’t stand a chance. She seemed so young...”
“She is thirty,” Madison said.
“Thirty? I put her nearer twenty at that first meeting.” McAllister smiled and went on, “I offered to show her around the city. I told her what I knew of Calcutta, convinced her of my credentials, so to speak. I took her to a reputable hotel and arranged to meet her the following day. Over the next week we met every other day and I showed her the city. She was a good student, very bright.”
“That sounds like Caroline,” Madison said.
“To be frank, I enjoyed showing off, impressing her with my knowledge. I didn’t realise myself how much I’d picked up in my time here.” McAllister paused, then said, “She didn’t seem happy, Mr Madison. She mentioned you, an argument...”
Madison nodded. “My wife was... she was having difficulty in coming to terms with the reality of India.”
McAllister opened his mouth in a silent, “Ah...” and nodded. “I must admit I was surprised when Caroline evinced an odd fascination with the more extreme aspects of Hindu culture.”
Madison leaned forward. “Extreme aspects?”
McAllister hesitated, then said, “She showed a special interest in certain cults of appeasement and mortification. Physical torture, mutilation and the like. Quite gruesome. Caroline made copious notes. She told me she was a writer.”
“She’s written a couple of books back in London. Popular psychology texts.” Madison hesitated, then said, “She was interested in the masochistic impulse in human nature.”
He had only found out about this aspect of her personality a year after their marriage in London, when he had brought her out to India. She took a while to adjust to the teeming sub-continent, to the flagrant disparity between the rich and the poor, to the blatant injustices suffered by the disadvantaged.
She had adapted, in her own way. She had begun charity work, setting up a feeding centre for street children in Pondicherry. Madison considered her altruism a form of compensation for the guilt she felt at being white, rich and privileged. She seemed to want to identify with the poor of India, to a certain extent take on some of their pain.
That had been the subject of their last argument. Madison had accused her of patronising her charges in attempting such empathy, and Caroline had accused him of cold-hearted cynicism.
The following day she had left.
McAllister stared off into the distance. He resumed, “We spent many hours in my modest flat, just talking.”
The sun had set, in its place a great proscenium of roseate light. The chunter of combustion engines and vendor’s cries rose from the street below.
McAllister went on, “I... I showed her everything, told her all I knew. I even got her into a couple of Taipusan ceremonies that not many outsiders had ever seen.”
“Taipusan?” 
“A particularly secretive cult,” McAllister said, and continued, “A week ago, Caroline failed to turn up at one of our pre-arranged meetings. I went to her hotel and was told that she’d left with someone the previous night, a local. I searched the city, made enquiries. A few days ago I took possession of her effects, clothes and notebooks. I took the liberty of reading through them. I found copious notes on the Taipusan sect, and a sub-sect known as the Disciples of Kurti.” McAllister paused, then said, “I found your address among her papers, and thought it wise to write to you.”
Madison nodded, considering. “Do you have any idea, any notion at all, why Caroline should be interested in this particular sect?”
McAllister gazed past Madison at the afterglow on the horizon. “Mr Madison, Kurti is a relatively new god in the Hindu pantheon. It is a god of retribution, demanding sacrifice.” He paused. “I was loath to mention this, but I fear less what Caroline might find of interest in the sect, than what the sect might find of interest in her.”
McAllister took a manilla envelope from his battered briefcase and passed it across the table. “Her notes, Mr Madison. The rest of her affects I have in my rooms. I will arrange to have them delivered.”
Madison thanked him and took the envelope.
“I am afraid that I can be of little further aid,” McAllister said, “though I do know of a particularly efficient investigator who might be able to help in your search.”
They chatted for a while, before McAllister made his excuses and departed.
That night, Madison stayed up well into the small hours, reading Caroline’s notes on the Kurti sect. They told him more than he wished to know, and at the same time less. They gave no clue as to Caroline’s current whereabouts, but provided ample evidence of her state of mind.
She seemed obsessed, in her note-taking, with the sect’s desire to appease the god Kurti. It was, as McAllister mentioned, a god of retribution, a balancer of the cosmic scales of justice. Again and again he read of Caroline’s guilt, of her need for personal atonement. The weight of human misery loaded upon her by the state of society in the sub-continent had finally proved too much.
Madison slept, at last, as dawn was breaking beyond the hotel window.


~


He left the hotel at noon, bought a map of the city and negotiated the crowded streets, passing down narrow alleys teeming with citizens. The noise from traffic, street vendors and petrol-driven generators – compensating for the city’s frequent power failures – was incessant, and together with the heat made him dizzy and disoriented. His progress was the focus of disconcerting attention; he became aware that he was trailing a crowd of curious observers.
The private investigator had his office on the sixth floor of an ugly concrete block wedged in a row of Victorian buildings. A rickety timber staircase, wide enough to admit only one person, switchbacked from floor to floor. Each level was sub-divided into offices little larger than cells.
The office of D.K. Begum was no different. Madison stepped into the tiny room, peering into the dimness. At a shouted command from an obese man seated behind a desk, two young boys sprang to their feet, sweeping the floor and lighting incense sticks. Through the resulting fug of blue smoke, Madison made out a dozen clay statues: Hanuman the monkey god, the multi-armed Laxmi, Gannesh and Kali.
Begum snapped an order in Hindi, and the boys slipped from the room. He indicated the chair before the desk with a massive, complacent palm. “Please, be comfortable.”
The investigator was bald, hook-nosed, his eyes half-hooded in an aspect of judicial lassitude. A tikka spot marked the centre of his forehead like a bullet hole.
“How can I be of assistance, Mr...?”
“Madison, Charles Madison. You were recommended by a mutual acquaintance, Mr McAllister.”
“Ah! My good friend, the esteemed and venerable McAllister,” Begum beamed. “Please, tell me more. Elucidate...”
Behind the smokescreen of burning incense, Begum gazed lazily at Madison. The man’s verbal dexterity was at odds with his demeanour of bovine lethargy.
“I am looking for my wife,” Madison began, and recounted what McAllister had told him. The heat of the afternoon, and the airless atmosphere in the office, combined to make him drowsy.
The investigator listened to Madison and placed his palms together, as if in prayer, forefingers to his lips.
At last he said, “And you say that your wife, your beloved Caroline, had certain interests in... did you say, a cult?”
“That’s right.”
“Do you by any chance know the name of this cult, Mr Madison?”
“According Caroline’s notes,” Madison said, “it is called the Kurti sect.”
This had an immediate and surprising effect on the private investigator. Begum leaned forward and said, “Mr Madison, I can but express my condolences. You are an innocent player in this situation, a naive visitor to the city, as was your wife before you. I can but express my commiserations and furnish you with one piece of advice: leave Calcutta now.”
“But my wife—”
“Mr Madison...” this with a weight of weary compassion. “There is no hope for your wife. She is past all earthly help. Let her go, live with her memory, for this is all that remains.”
Only with difficulty did Madison find the words, “What has happened to her?”
“She has fallen foul of wicked men, Mr Madison. Are you aware of a drug known as chola?”
Madison shook his head, wanting to tell the detective that no, of course he wasn’t. “Tell me about it,” he said with trepidation.
“Some claim that he drug is an... an empathy-enhancer. It allows the subject to better appreciate, some might even say read, the emotions of others. It is especially effective in producing a certain empathy to pain.”
“To pain...?” Madison began, his voice catching.
“I know little of the sect,” the detective said, “and I prefer to keep it that way. But I have heard that the sect uses chola to share the mental agony of their victims.”
“Then Caroline...?”
“I’m so sorry, Mr Madison.”
Madison closed his eyes, sat in the silent darkness for a minute, trying to come to terms with what Begum had told him. At last he looked up. The investigator was as impassive as ever.
“Can’t something be done?” Madison said. “The sect rooted out, abolished?”
“But secrecy is their by-word, my friend. No one knows where they base themselves. There can be no contact to be had with the Kurti sect, or rather only the terrible contact of the damned.”
“If I were to hire you...?”
The investigator shook his head. “There are some commissions that even I would not dare to take. Since Independence, many strange cults have come into being, and the Kurti sect is one of the worst.”
Madison could not recall taking his leave of Begum, or making his way back through the thronged streets to his hotel. That period – an hour, maybe more – was a blur of disorientation and inner anguish, a visual kaleidoscope of jeering, taunting faces, startling sounds and strange sights. His mind was full of the nightmare of what Caroline might have suffered at the hands of the cultists.
Then suddenly, and to his overwhelming relief, he was standing outside his hotel, the building a sanctuary from the surrounding chaos. He hurried to his room and ordered whisky from room service. He read through Caroline’s notes again, then took a picture of her from the bedside table and stared at her smiling face.
He sat beside the window, bottle in hand, and considered what to do next. He should go to the police, of course, present the facts to the official representatives of the law... but he surmised that he would gain little satisfaction from that quarter.
Then he recalled what Begun had told him about the Kurti sect: that no one knew where they based themselves... But had not McAllister mentioned that he had taken Caroline to a certain Taipusan ceremony?
He was startled by a ringing sound from the corner of the room. He looked up, noticed the bottle in his hand. It was half empty. How long had he been drinking? The ringing continued.
He staggered across the room and snatched up the receiver. A smooth voice said, “Mr Madison?”
“Speaking”
The voice almost purred, mocking. “Mr Madison, this is Mr Krishnan.”
“Yes...”
“I understand that you have been looking for your wife, Mr Madison.”
His heart leapt. “Who are you?”
Krishnan purred, “Would you care to learn the whereabouts of your wife, Mr Madison?”
He felt suddenly dizzy. “You know?”
He could almost see the smile on the Indian’s smug face as Krishnan replied, “Oh, I know...”
“What the hell have you done to her?” Madison cried.
“If you really wish to find out, then come with me, Mr Madison,” the smooth voice coaxed.
“Where are you?”
“Leave the hotel immediately. We will pick you up.”
“Wait!”
The line went dead.
Madison smashed the receiver down and sat staring at the opposite wall. 
He had no option, of course, but to place his fate in the hands of the faceless Krishnan, even though he suspected that in doing so he would be endangering his own safety.
Choking on a sob, he hurried from the room.


~


The street outside the hotel was busy with pedestrians. Hardly had Madison set foot on the sidewalk than a tall figure in a dark suit and sun-glasses took his arm and unceremoniously steered him towards a waiting car. As soon as he was in the back seat the car drove off, swerving through the traffic at speed.
“What have you done to my wife?” Madison asked.
“An old Hindu saying, Mr Madison – in certain situations, silence is wisdom.”
Madison lay his head back, trying not to dwell on what Begum had told him about the Kurti sect.
The drive through the teeming city seemed interminable. An hour passed, perhaps longer. Long after Madison thought they should by now have left the city and entered the countryside, dim slums passed by on either side, and surging crowds filled the streets. He wondered if they were driving him around in circles, so that he might find it impossible to return to where they were taking him.
At last the car rolled to a stop and the engine cut. The silence was blessed, until the lesser noise from the city intruded.
“Where are we?”
He felt a hand on his arm, helping him from the car.
He climbed out, stretching his legs with relief. The thought that soon he might find Caroline, or perhaps what had happened to her...
“Come!” Krishnan took his upper arm and hurried him away from the car.
They passed down a narrow alley between two buildings, all the while Krishnan gripping his upper-arm. 
Madison stepped between drifts of rubbish and scurrying rats. The area stank, and Madison gagged, almost retching on the miasma of rotting vegetation and faeces.
Then he heard the cry from up ahead and stopped. Krishnan urged him on. “Come. Do not fear. This way.”
The cries continued. They seemed to come from the mouths of children, high-pitched screams of entreaty, ululating in the night’s fetid heat.
Perhaps twenty yards ahead he made out a lighted window in the wall of the building to his right, and it was from here that the screams seemed to be issuing.
He slowed his pace, despite Krishnan’s prompting. The screams grew louder as they approached the lighted rectangle. The window was open, he saw, revealing a small, white-tiled room.
As they passed, his abductor hurrying him along, Madison turned and stared, and then wished that he had spared himself the sight of what was taking place within the room.
He cried out. The image, brief as it was, would live with him for ever.
Panic clutched at him. “What have you done to my wife?” Madison cried.
Krishnan walked on, ignoring him.
They came to a door in the wall, and Krishnan ushered him through into a tiled corridor of what might have been a hospital building.
“What...?” Madison began. “What in God’s name where they doing to...?”
Krishnan gestured along the corridor, towards the room where Madison had witnessed the torture.
He stumbled, resisting. Krishnan, showing aggression for the first time, took him roughly by the shoulders and pushed him down the corridor.
“Mr Madison, you are not in England now. This is India, and we are an impoverished country. How do you suppose children are to earn a living, if they have no trade, no skill, and are illiterate? Begging is their only option.”
“But... such butchery!” was all Madison could say.
He could still hear the screams, though deadened now by intervening brickwork.
They came at last not to the room, as he had feared they might, but to an outside courtyard strung with a garland of electric bulbs that dazzled him after the dimness within the building.
He stumbled outside and Krishnan released him.
He stood, peering feebly into the dazzle.
Across the courtyard he made out some kind of seat, or rather throne. A cloaked figure was seated upon it, with a dozen Indian men crouched on either side in attitudes of obeisance.
What was extraordinary about the seated figure was the headpiece that sat upon its shoulders – a great, blood-red mask, all flaring eye-brows, staring eyes, and a mouth set in a fearsome, grinning rictus. 
Krishnan murmured into his ear, “The Chosen One, the exalted disciple who, this month, is the favoured one of Kurti. With Chola,” he went on, “the Chosen One can better appreciate...” He fell silent then, but gestured towards the old hospital ward where amateur surgeons were mutilating the city’s street children.
Madison moaned out loud and staggered. Krishnan caught him, eased him upright.
He gathered himself, looked across the courtyard the masked figure, and suddenly knew that his search was drawing to a close. He understood, then, that Caroline had not become a victim of the Kurti sect...
He stepped forward. “Caroline?” he said.
The throned figure raised its hands, reached for the mask and slowly lifted it from its head.
Madison took a breath in surprise and stared at the revealed figure.
McAllister sat upon the throne, watching Madison with rheumy eyes. He seemed even frailer, more decrepit, than he had at their first meeting. “I must apologise for my earlier dissimulation,” McAllister said. “I had to make certain that you were acting alone, and not in league with the authorities. We of the sect must... practise certain safeguards, you understand. India is a tolerant country, but some people in positions of power might find our predilections somewhat... outré, you might say.”
McAllister stood up then, swaying, and Madison looked into his eyes and saw the light of madness there.
“Caroline?”
Then the old man said, “Come, Mr Madison. Your wife is awaiting you.”
And it was all Madison could do to stumble forward and follow the madman from the courtyard.


~


They passed down another corridor and stopped before a door.
McAllister said, “Mr Madison, last month your wife was the Chosen One—”
“You mean, she experienced... that?” he said, gesturing feebly towards what lay beyond the courtyard.
“And more,” McAllister said. “And the experience changed her...”
Before Madison could question him, McAllister opened the door and gestured him into a tiny room.
A thin figure lay upon a narrow camp-bed, a single sheet covering her emaciated form.
Madison moved into the room. 
Caroline turned her head on a sweat-stained pillow, and stared at him with hollow eyes.
She reached out, and Madison hurried to her, knelt and took her hand. He heard the sound of a door closing behind him, and turned his head. McAllister had retreated from the room.
Caroline said, in a voice barely a croak, “Charles...”
He cried, “Why, Caroline?”
She replied, “I wanted to...” It was barely a murmur, and he had to bend his head in order to make her out. “I wanted...”
“What?” said.
“To suffer what they were suffering,” she cried.
He wept, then reached forward and embraced her. “I’m taking you home, Caroline,” he said, and eased her from the bed. She stood, skeletal and weak, and he walked her from the room, slowly, along the corridor and out into the courtyard. Not knowing whether they might be stopped, he continued across the courtyard watched by a dozen Indian faces. Mercifully, the cries of the tortured children had ceased.
They emerged from the building to find Krishnan and McAllister awaiting them in the courtyard. Without a word, and to Madison’s relief and – God forgive him – gratitude, they led him and Caroline down the alley to the waiting taxi.
“You are letting us go?” Madison asked.
McAllister smiled. “Our cult is a movable feast, Mr Madison. Go now, and do not return.”
In silence they watched as he eased Caroline into the car. He climbed in beside her, gripping her frail hand. The driver started the engine. As they pulled away, Madison turned and looked through the window.
McAllister raised a hand, and then turned back and disappeared into the darkness of the alley.


~


As the liner pulled away from the dock, Madison stood by the rail and watched the city recede. He looked ahead to his arrival in England, to the new life that awaited him there with Caroline. It would not be easy, he told himself as he made his way below-decks to their cabin. He thought of what Caroline had experienced, and tried to clear his head of the sight he had witnessed in the tiled room.
He slipped into his cabin quietly, so as not to wake Caroline. She was sleeping fitfully, tortured by nightmares Madison could not begin to imagine.
He sat by her bed, took her hand in his, and kept vigil long into the night as the liner steamed away from India.






The Memory of Joy
There is no pain so great as the memory of joy in present grief – Aeschylus
The last glimpse I had of my daughter was when I left the house and crossed to the car. Ella was dancing around on the lawn, playing with her dog. She was wearing knee-length dungarees and a red tee-shirt, and her spontaneous, five year-old laughter filled the air with joy.
She looked up and smiled at me.
I treasure that last smile.
I climbed in behind the wheel and sat for a while, going over what I had to get from the artist’s supply shop in Oxford. I should have set off immediately. The future would have been very different, then.
But I hesitated, ordering my errant memory.
I turned the key, started the engine.
In the brief minute I delayed before setting off, Ella must have moved from the lawn.
I never saw her.
I backed the car down the gravelled driveway.
I felt the slight resistance, conducted through the bodywork of the car; then I felt the gentle crunch, a faint popping detonation, and it came to me that I had run over one of Ella’s plastic toys, her tricycle or doll.
I swore and opened the car door.
In retrospect I realise that that action was the last my old self would make – the old self of blithe contentment, of innocence. Nothing would be the same again.
I glanced back along the length of the car. At the very second I beheld my daughter’s outstretched legs – without really comprehending the evidence of my eyes – I heard my wife scream.
Laura was standing at the front door. She had watched Ella run from the lawn, dart behind the car. Our daughter had knelt, then got down on her belly to examine something that caught her childish interest, a ladybird, perhaps.
Laura had seen all this through the lounge window. She had stood transfixed, paralysed, knowing what was about to happen – granted, as it were, a foresight of the tragic inevitability of events played out before her – and had been unable to do a thing about it.
Laura’s scream brought home the truth that my eyes had refused to acknowledge.
Framed in the doorway, between the beauty of hanging baskets, abundant crimson phlox and trailing fuchsia, she raised her hands to her face and wailed.
Munch. The Scream. Pure Horror.
I moved from the car. I caught my wife. We dropped to our knees, holding each other. We crawled across the gravel, towards the car, towards Ella, and we lay on the ground, still clinging to each other, and without looking upon the remains of our daughter we reached out as one and grasped her sun-tanned, dungaree’d leg.
That was how the neighbour found us later – I have no idea how much later – and called for an ambulance.


~


Laura spent the next three days in the local hospital, out of it on a powerful cocktail of tranquillisers. I refused the balm of barbiturates. Conscious, the horror was bad enough. I did not want to leave myself prey to whatever demons might haunt me in the twilight world of delirious semi-consciousness.
I spent the next few nights with a friend in the village. My brother came down from Yorkshire, the lineaments of his face pulled into unfamiliar lines of grief, and I experienced a gnawing guilt for all the pain I’d caused.
I found myself giving thanks, then, that my mother had passed away the year before. Ella’s death would have destroyed her.
Laura’s parents had died years ago, before we married. They too were spared the pain, and I the guilt of burdening them with pain.
I visited Laura every day, spending hours beside her bed. For the first two days she was unconscious. On the third, I arrived to find her sitting up, staring at the opposite wall.
Staring...
My transit across her line of sight brought not a flicker of response. I sat on the bed and gripped her hand. Nothing. She looked ten years older, drained, grey, her eyes haunted and empty.
I found myself unable to speak. Words were beyond me – crude, rude things wholly inadequate to the task of communicating my complex thoughts and feelings.
At last I mouthed platitudes. How much I loved her. How much I was sorry.
I told her that Dan, my brother, had suggested we sell the house. I told her that I was putting it on the market and looking around for something else.
Nothing, not a flicker of response. I was concerned for Laura, of course – but I would be lying if I denied that I was concerned also as to her reaction. Would her pain and recriminations target me?
Later, sitting in the darkness of my studio at the bottom of the garden, it came to me that, loath though I was to be the butt of my wife’s accusations, a part of me would welcome the blame, for only when we shoulder the burden of responsibility can we be granted absolution.


~


On the third day in hospital, Laura attempted to take her life.
She climbed from bed, swung a chair at the window, and slashed at her left wrist with a dagger-shaped shard of glass.
A nurse heard the crash and arrived in time to prevent her bleeding to death.
By the time I was informed, she had already been transferred to the psychiatric unit.
That night, at home, I stared at the delayed transmission of humankind’s first ever landing on another planet. I watched the silver-suited explorers venture out across the red sands of Mars, but for all the emotion the sight evoked in me they might have been cartoon figures in the latest Disney feature film.


~


The department at Laura’s college gave her indefinite compassionate leave.
I sold the house quickly, at a loss, and bought a small place in a village closer to Oxford. Dan and a neighbour helped me move, and while I was visiting Laura they went through Ella’s room, removing all her belongings and clothes. I told Dan what I wanted keeping of Ella’s effects – a few items of clothing, a teddy bear, some drawings – and they stored them in a sealed box which I placed in the attic of the new house, for the day when I would be strong enough to open it and use the contents as mnemonics, a part of the healing process.
I began painting again. I finished the commissions I had neglected – banged them out on auto-pilot with little regard as to their quality – and then started a series of paintings for myself.
They were dark, of course, and introspective, freighted with guilt and regret, containing self-referential symbols and icons known only to myself. They were not for general consumption. I might not even show Laura them. They were for the cowering, grief-stricken, guilt-ridden coward deep within me. They were a catharsis.
Ella came to me in dreams. Her face drifted into my vision, ethereal, ghost-like, and always she was wearing an accusing stare. Always, too, she asked me, “Why did you kill me, daddy?”
I would awake screaming, terribly alone in the empty bed.


~


Laura began slowly to emerge from her suicidal fugue. Heavily sedated, she responded to my visits. She talked to me. I told her about the new house, the garden, the studio – a converted stable at the bottom of the garden.
We never discussed Ella, or the accident. That would have been too painful.
Two months after my daughter’s death, Laura was discharged. I drove her home in the second-hand Rover I had bought three weeks ago. She was quiet all the way, seemingly sedate. She was still on medication.
I showed her around the house, my studio, with my latest canvasses turned to the wall.
I left the bedroom until last. On the dresser I had placed a single photograph of Ella, smiling, filling the room with light and life.
Her glance took them in, quickly, but she made no comment.
Over dinner that evening, with a glass of French red wine, she told me that she was going back to work next week. I smiled, encouraged, buoyed by this evidence of her positivism and by half a bottle of merlot.
Only later, after a long silence, did she say, “Do you know what’s the worst thing, Ed?”
Something plummeted within me. I shook my head.
She said, simply, “The future.”
I let the silence stretch. At last I responded, “The future?”
“The future that’s been denied us,” she said calmly, and I wanted to cry out, tell her to stop.
She went on, relentless, “So much of our thoughts of the future were predicated by the fact of Ella. It was all about Ella. I planned ahead, imagining her at eight, at ten, at eighteen. I had a whole imaginary life charted, with you and me and her...” She was crying now, tears rolling down her cheeks. She shook her head. Her fingers tightened on her glass. She finished bitterly, “And now all that’s gone, gone.”
“Stop!”
She looked up at me. “You did the same?”
“Of course.” What parent didn’t? I had been battling against the absence of future certainties myself, over the weeks since the accident. We invest so much time in the paradoxical, imponderable fact of our children’s futures that, when those futures are so cruelly torn away, we are left doubly bereft: consigned to a present filled with vast absence, to a future deficient of hope.
Laura flung her glass, contents and all, against the wall, then stood quickly, evading my attempt to stop her, pull her to me. She screamed, a wail I can hear to this day, and sobbing threw herself after the glass, battering herself against the walls in the corner of the room, back and forth, berserk, until I pulled her to me in a grip less compassionate than vicious with fear.
And held her, and rocked her, mouthing that I was sorry, sorry. What else could I say?


~


She returned to work, lecturing in Seventeenth Century English literature. I lost myself in my own work, spending long hours in the studio, absorbed. Laura talked about counselling, but I declined: I had my own form of therapy. She was seeing someone linked to her college, she told me, but I refrained from asking how it might be helping her.
She was still on sedation. She was not the Laura I had known and loved, the pre-accident Laura. She moved through life as if walking on cut glass, delicately, wincing from time to time. These were her good periods, when she somehow managed to hold her grief in check.
At other times, when she thought she could give full reign to her anguish without hurting me, I would come in from the studio to find her weeping, or wailing inconsolably.
My guilt was compounded by my inadequacy to say or do anything that might ease her pain.
Then, while I was painting one afternoon, she came in from work early, unannounced, and confronted me in the studio.
I had had no time to remove the canvas from the easel – though she was so intent on unburdening herself that she only winced at what she saw in the painting, before saying, “Ed, we can’t go on like this.”
For a terrible second I thought that she was suggesting separation.
She went on, “We’ve got to see someone.”
“I thought you were.”
“A grief counsellor, for all the good it’s done.” She shook her head. “There’s someone at college. He approached me the other day. He thinks he can help. Both of us.”
“I don’t need the help of psychiatrists. I can handle this myself.”
She heard out my anger, staring at me with her calm blue eyes. “He’s not a psychiatrist. He works in the neuroscience department – he’s the chairman of a private IT company.”
“Neuroscience? What are you suggesting? Lobotomy?”
My anger didn’t faze her. She had a wonderful way of tolerating my idiocies. She said, “It’s hard to explain, and I’m not sure I can do it full justice. I suggest we go and see him. Together.”
I stared at her.
“Please, Ed. It might help.”
I hesitated. “I don’t want to share my pain with strangers!”
Her gaze was even. “You don’t even want to share your pain with me,” she said, gesturing to the dark images on the canvas behind me. “You don’t even want to share your guilt with me.”
She reached out, and I came into her arms, and said that yes, yes of course we should seek help.
That night I lay awake, thinking of Ella, of all the joy she gave us, and it came to me that there was no pain so great.


~


I’d met Laura ten years earlier, at an exhibition of my early work at her college. I was in my early thirties at the time, and trailing a string of failed relationships in my wake. I had no intention of getting seriously involved with anyone, not even a slim, beautiful, golden-haired woman in her late twenties, and then Laura walked up to me, wine glass in hand, and said how much she liked my paintings.
I overcame my initial inferiority complex: Laura Markham was a high-flying intellectual with a well-received book behind her, a dozen conference papers and a string of articles in learned academic journals – and I had left school at sixteen to paint.
Then I discovered that, despite her intimidating knowledge of Derrida and Lacan and post-colonial theory, she was an intimidated woman, unsure of her own worth, in need of love and affection. We were married a year later.
Would it be sexist and demeaning to say that, in my view, the birth of our daughter fulfilled Laura in a way that her profession never had? Perhaps not – for Ella fulfilled a need in me that even my painting had never managed.


~


Memories...
A host of pleasant memories sluiced through me as I accompanied Laura through the gates of her college, across the quadrangle, and into the maze of ancient corridors to the study of Professor James Enright.
He was surprisingly young. I put him at no older than forty. Tall, refined, very public-school – I imagined a cloistered life spent in academia, cosseted through a degree, a doctorate, post-doc fellowship, then a junior lectureship, followed by a series of promotions culminating in his present eminent position: Chair of Neuroscience, Oxford.
Perhaps the uneducated yob in me resented the idea that this effete scholar, with little knowledge of the outside world, thought he might be able to ease our pain.
Perhaps I should have been suitably grateful.
He sat behind his desk, somehow managing to appear tall even when seated, steepled his fingers and declaimed.
His voice was a plummy distillate of E.M. Forster and Betjeman. I told myself that he could no more help his accent than I could my Devonian burr – but he did sound patronising and elitist.
“I take it that Laura has appraised you of my latest work, Mr Carstairs?”
Laura said, “I thought I would let you explain the process.”
Enright nodded. “In that case I might begin with a short overview of the theoretical base for my research, if I may?”
I stared at Laura. We’d come here for help, not a lecture.
Enright gave forth. Ninety per cent of what he said went straight over my head. He had the exasperating habit of talking through my questions. I’ve noticed this with some intellectuals: they have in common with autistics the inability to appreciate the other person’s point of view, and hurriedly say, “Yes, yes...” waiting for the first opportunity to jump back into their own solipsistic riff.
I’ll paraphrase what I did understand of his speech.
“We are coming to understand more and more the working of the brain,” Enright said. “My company, Neuro-tech, has refined our research and located the source of memories within the thalamus, the hippocampus and the temporal lobe cortex. More, we can actually tag specific memories. My team has developed the process of selecting target memories and effectively initiating their subsequent extirpation.”
I squeezed my eyes shut. When I opened them I stared at Enright and said, “In other words, you can edit memories?”
He inclined his head. “Put crudely, yes, we can. We call the process Mem-erase.”
“So you could... you could edit from our memories the day of the accident, the accident itself?”
Enright assented, a slight smile playing on his lips. Perhaps he was human, after all?
Or, as I was to think later, perhaps he was inhuman?
Laura leaned forward, eagerly, and gripped my arm. “Don’t you see, Ed, the horror of what happened, the accident... we could be rid of it for ever.”
I sat back, aware of my thumping heart. How many times had I woken in the dark early hours from nightmares of the accident, haunted by the visions of my daughter lying crushed beneath the back wheels of the Volvo?
“As easy as that?” I said. “Zap, and they’re gone? What about our... how to put it? Our memories of the memory? What about all the times since the accident that I’ve relived what happened? Christ, not an hour passes...” I stopped, aware of the catch in my throat.
Enright said, “For the process to be one hundred percent effective, Mr Carstairs, it would be necessary for the entire corpus, as it were, of your memories of your daughter to be expunged from your consciousness.”
I opened my mouth to say something, but words were beyond me. I turned and looked at Laura. She had the good grace to look away.
To Laura I said, “Are you serious? You want to... to effectively get rid of Ella. Wipe her completely from our memories?”
She had obviously considered my objections. “Ed, Ella is already wiped from our futures... For our sanity, we could lose the memories.”
I held up a hand. “‘Lose the memories’? Isn’t that a euphemism? You actually mean that we’d lose our daughter.”
She grimaced. “We have lost her, damn you!” she cried.
I shook my head. “I can’t think about a future without the memories, the recollections of the good times. They mean something to me, Laura. They were the happiest times I’ve ever...” I stopped again, unable to continue for fear of breaking down.
I turned to Professor Enright. “Thank you for your time. I couldn’t begin to consider taking up your offer. I can’t speak for my wife.” I left it at that, anger in my tone, stood and hurried from the room.
I paced the plush, carpeted corridor, stared down upon by a phalanx of stern-faced Deans portrayed inexpertly in oil and acrylic.
Laura joined me minutes later.
She murmured, “I had to excuse your rude behaviour,” as we fell into step and hurried from the college.
I kept my rage in check.
“I don’t see how you could even contemplate...” I began, and sneered, “Mem-erase indeed!” 
We were silent for the duration of the drive home. Once there I sought sanctuary in my studio and resumed work. I lost myself in the depiction of tortured figures, dark little-girl-shapes consigned to oblivion...
Laura was silent during dinner. She drank with a forced determination. As soon as I’d finished, I pushed back my chair and said that I intended to continue work.
She stood and followed me from the dining room, through the kitchen. She stood in the doorway as I crossed the cobbled yard. “Don’t you ever think of me?” she said.
I stopped and stared at her. “What did you say?”
“What the hell,” she said, biting off each word with barely suppressed anger, “what the hell do you think it was like for me? I was standing there, watching, unable to do... to do a damned thing. I saw it all!”
I was torn, I admit, between striking Laura and attempting to embrace and comfort her. Instead of doing either, I said, “And what the hell do you think it was like for me? Spare a thought for me, Laura. How do you think I feel, knowing that I was responsible for... that I...” I took a breath. “I have it on my conscience twenty-four hours a day! How wonderful, how fucking wonderful, it’d be for me to simply wipe away the pain! But I’m not doing that – I’m not taking the cowardly, easy option, if it means losing the only things I have that allow Ella to remain alive – my memories of her!” Tears rolling down my cheeks now, I stumbled off to the studio, cursing, raging, and found my stash of brandy and sought oblivion in the only way I knew how.


~


Laura was sleeping when I eventually came to bed, and she went to work early the following morning. I spent a bad day, plagued by the memories of the accident. I tried to paint, but even this catharsis failed me. I even hit the bottle again, and then was overcome by inordinate guilt at seeking solace in the stultifying balm of alcohol. I hurled the bottle across the studio and faced my demons sober.
I considered everything Professor Enright had said, and thought through the consequences. What if I did accede, and had all memories of Ella expunged from my consciousness – how easy, how pain-free, that would be.
And how corrupt.
We are, as human beings, the sum of our experiences, and little else. The wonder of maturity is the realisation we all come to, sooner or later: that we have learned, or failed to learn, from our mistakes, that we are the people we are because of the decision we have made, whether those decisions were for good or bad. Our memories, often false or faulty, are the only indices of our experiences, and without these indices we are incomplete.
How could I remain true to my humanity, to the artist I claimed to be, if I had Ella eradicated from my awareness?
How could I be true to the love of my daughter? I owed it to her brief existence to exalt it in the only way I knew how – in my memory.
That night Laura was silent during dinner, and I fully expected another argument.
Over coffee she broached the subject.
“I’ve been thinking it over, Ed.”
I winced. I prayed that she would not accede to Enright’s treatment. I nodded. “And?”
She took a breath. “If I don’t have the Mem-erase therapy, then will you at least allow me to remove the photos of Ella from the bedroom?”
I felt like telling her that she should work to come to some accommodation with the painful reminders of the past – but that would have been churlish and small-minded of me.
I nodded. “That’s fair enough,” I said.
That night, when I entered the bedroom, all the photos I’d put on display over the weeks, the framed snaps of Ella at school, on the beach, in the local park, in my arms, hugging Laura, smiling, smiling, had been cleared away. There was no evidence in the house, now, that she had ever existed – save for my secret store of memorabilia in the attic, and the more copious store of memories in the attic of my head.


~


Life continued.
The Mars mission successfully erected the dozen living-domes, awaiting the arrival of the multi-national colony en route from Earth – but I found myself unable to concentrate on what before might have fascinated me.
Laura threw herself into her work. Exam term came and she was stressed and overworked, as usual. She put in long hours, and I often ate dinner alone. I, for my part, worked through the series of cathartic oils depicting my abstracted nightmares. I had bad days, and even on good days I had bad hours of debilitating remorse, but I was coming to some acceptance of what had happened, some accommodation of the magnitude of our devastating loss.
As the weeks passed, it came to me that Laura was working through her loss, too. At lest, she cried less in my company – though she might have sought privacy in which to wail: the mantle of melancholy, which had been ever-present, lifted from her demeanour. She laughed a little, from time to time; she reached out for me, voluntarily, which she had ceased to do after the accident.
We made love for the first time since Ella’s death, six months earlier, and it was a wondrous sharing of what before we had taken for granted, an affirmation of our love and a token of hope.
After one afternoon in bed, as the sun cascaded into the room and warmed us, I said, “Remember when Ella—”
Laura’s vision clouded suddenly, and she said, “Please, Ed...”
Chastened, aware that perhaps I was further along the road to recovery than was Laura, I nodded and held her to me.
In time, in time...


~


I looked about for new subjects, and decided I wanted to paint nudes. I asked Laura to pose, but she declined, as I thought she might. I hired a model from Oxford and she came twice a week to my studio, and I embarked on a series of positive, life-enhancing studies.
Samantha was twenty-two, slim, blonde and I suppose attractive – though the reason I chose her from the three others who applied was because I found her face, her body, her shape, interesting. Only later, as I got to know her, did I wonder how much my choice had been influenced by the subconscious realisation that Samantha physically resembled the woman Ella might have become.
Weeks passed and Samantha and I developed a rapport, an understanding, that sometimes grows between artist and model. I explored her visually, getting to know every curve and sinew of her body, and of course I talked to her and got to know the person within the form I was portraying.
In time she came to represent to me the grown up daughter I now would never know. Certainly, as the weeks passed, I began to feel towards Sam what I had experienced before only in my relationship with Ella: a consuming paternal affection, a concern for her well-being.
This misplaced identification with Sam culminated one Saturday morning when I was in the studio with her. She was reclining on a settee, staring at me, holding her pose, while I painted.
I happened to look up from the canvas, into her eyes, and something in her regard, the innocent fixity of her stare, felled me.
She was Ella, and yet not Ella, and in that second I was flooded with despair, the terrible knowledge, almost made incarnate, of what I had lost – of what I had destroyed.
I sobbed, fell to my knees and sobbed.
Sam uncurled from her pose and hurried across the studio. Naked, she knelt before me, reached out and took me in her arms. I am convinced that there was no sexual intent in the gesture, just the desire to console. I held onto her and wept.
A little later she stiffened in my arms, and at the same time I heard the studio door creak open. I turned, still embracing Sam, to see Laura framed in the doorway, a realist study in shock.
Before I could say a word she gave an abbreviated cry and ran from the studio.
Sam said, “Ed, I’m sorry. I—”
“I know. Don’t worry.”
I stood and hurried outside. By the time I emerged into the dazzling sunlight, momentarily blinded by the sudden brightness, Laura had climbed into her car.
She reversed down the drive, crunching gravel. I flinched and called her name, but she was already on the main road and accelerating away.
Sickened, I returned to the studio. Sam was dressing hurriedly, embarrassed. “I’m sorry.”
“Sam, I understand. I’ll talk to Laura. It’ll be okay.”
She gave me a faint smile as she swept past me and left the studio.
I stood there for a long while, regarding the half finished painting of Ella as she might have been.
Then I found the brandy and drank.


~


It was dark, after ten, by the time Laura returned home.
I was still in the studio, pretty much drunk by then. I heard the car come to a halt in the drive, the door open and shut and Laura walk towards the back door. I gave her five minutes, then stood unsteadily and followed her inside.
Between bouts of self-pity, and raging grief, in more lucid moments, I had rehearsed an apology, an explanation of what had happened in the studio that morning.
“Laura...” I found her in the bedroom, readying herself for bed.
She looked up and smiled. “Ed, you’re late. How was work?”
The bright tone of her enquiry disconcerted me. She was not being sarcastic. I stood in the doorway and swayed, blinking drunkenly at her, thinking that my senses must be at fault.
“Are you coming to bed, Ed?”
“About this morning – I want to explain.”
She smiled at me, as if she didn’t know what I was talking about. “About what?”
“Samantha, it wasn’t what you think.”
“Oh, Samantha. Your model.”
“I just wanted to say...” But under the light of her smile, I could not continue.
She said, “Will you stop swaying like a drunk and come to bed!”
I was too drunk, too confused, to make sense of what was happening. I undressed and rolled into bed, and Laura pressed herself to me.
She was passionate. We made love. I recall her energy, my retarded reactions, and something else. At some point while entangled and sweating I recall thinking that I was making love to a stranger.
Laura made no reference to the incident with Sam the following morning, or that evening. It was as if it had never happened. I awoke with a pounding migraine, with only a hazy recollection of what had occurred the day before, my breakdown in front of Sam, Laura’s odd behaviour the night before.
Later, I wondered how I could have been so blind. But I had been drunk, and confused, and unhappy, and I did not make the connection.
The truth hit me on the Monday evening when Laura returned home from college.


~


She was working in her study and I was preparing dinner. We had three bottles of red wine to choose from, and I made my way along the corridor to the study to ask which she might prefer. I opened the door and looked in; Laura was reading a sheet of paper, and as I stepped into the room she hurriedly hid it beneath a book and smiled brightly at me.
“Ed?”
“Ah... I was wondering which wine you’d like?”
“The Gallo will be fine.”
I returned to the kitchen, wondering what she had been reading. We had a trusting relationship: I had no secrets from my wife – no pieces of paper that I would be loath to show her – and I liked to think that neither did she.
The jealous fool in me was piqued.
I heard the study door open and close, and seconds later the bathroom door. I made my way to the study, slipped inside and regarded her desk.
The corner of the paper she had been reading protruded from beneath a Penguin Freud.
I pulled it out and began reading.
I had to sit down. I collapsed into the chair and a hot flush rushed through me, making me suddenly nauseous.
The writing was in Laura’s neat, bold hand:
I had a daughter called Ella. She was five. She died in an accident. Ed accidentally reversed the car over her. I witnessed the accident. I’ve removed all her photos. Ed refused James’ help – so he’s still living with the guilt. That’s why he’s so depressed so much of the time. When he wants to talk about it, I refuse. I know it’s hard on Ed, but he did spurn Mem-erase, after all.
There was more, but I heard the toilet flushing; I replaced the paper and hurried from the study.
I returned to the kitchen. I busied myself at the stove. My hands were shaking. I felt angry. Angry enough to hit out, to hurt. I was consumed with rage.
I tried to control my anger, so that when I confronted Laura with what she had done I would be rational, reasonable.
She entered the room; I should say breezed into the room, cheerful, smiling.
Why had I been so blind? How had I failed to notice her bonhomie, her blithe high spirits? Hers had not been the demeanour of a woman suffering the loss of a daughter.
She took her place at the table. I served the meal. I sat opposite her, sickened by the sight of the food before me, by Laura’s bright smile across the table.
She ate. She poured two generous measures of wine.
I said, “I’ve been thinking about Ella.”
She winced. “Ed, you know—”
“What? I know how you don’t like thinking about her?” I said with more bitterness than I intended. “But we had a beautiful daughter, Laura; she was our life. She fulfilled us. She made the future something wondrous, to be cherished. And then she was gone, just like that, in a terrible, meaningless, stupid accident.”
Laura stared at her plate, her mouth held oddly, off-centre, stalled mid-chew, an expression almost forbearing, or perhaps guilty?
I went on, “I’ve been thinking as well about that day we went to see Professor Enright, and what he offered us, and I’ve been thinking—” my hands were shaking, and my voice wavered “ – been thinking about how inhuman that offer was, don’t you think? I mean, I mean... grief is a process that has to be lived through, Laura. There’s no easy option. You just can’t sweep it under the carpet, forget the accident ever happened. Also,” I said, near to tears now, “also, Laura, we owe it to Ella, too. I mean... I mean, I couldn’t just let her go. My memories are all I’ve got of her.”
I stopped. I stared across the table, into my wife’s comprehending eyes.
I said, “How could you?” in barely a whisper.
She said, “Ed...” a breath freighted with the desire to be understood.
“How could you wipe our daughter from your memory?”
“Ed, you don’t understand. You can’t comprehend the pain I was going through.”
I hung my head and wept. I was overcome by her treachery.
I looked up and said, “Can’t I? Don’t you think I suffered, still am suffering?”
“Ed, I saw it happen. I witnessed the horror and there was nothing I could do.”
And, although she spoke the words, there was a vital weight of emotion absent from them. They sounded like an editorial, summarising how she should have felt.
I stared at her. “I lived through it as well, for chrissake! I’m still living through it! It’s the only way. The only way we can come to some understanding is to feel the pain and accept—”
“Ed, Ed... But why? Why is all the pain necessary? Why torture yourself?” She stopped, a light of understanding in her eyes. “It’s the guilt, isn’t it? You’ve burdened yourself with all the guilt and in a bid to punish yourself, you refused the treatment?”
“No!” I said, but at the same time, consumed by self-doubt, a part of me wondered if she were right.
“It’s a betrayal of Ella,” I said. “We owe it to her to remember the good times.”
Laura held my gaze. She said, “Ella is no longer part of our futures. I saw no reason not to have her expunged from my past, too. Of course I knew I had a daughter, and I can appreciate the pain I must have felt, but I’m free of it now, and grateful.”
I shook my head and whispered, “We can’t live like that. Pain is part of the experience of being alive. How can we claim to be fully alive if we simply wipe pain from our lives every time we don’t like what we’ve experienced?” I stopped, understanding hitting me.
“The other day, when you entered the studio and saw me holding Sam. Your lack of reaction that night... You had it wiped, didn’t you? Rather than learn the truth, you ran off and had it Mem-erased!”
She smiled at me, but the smile was faltering. “What was the truth, Ed?”
I waved. “Would you believe me, anyway? I was painting Sam, and she reminded me of Ella – how Ella might have been – and I lost it. Broke down. Sam tried to comfort me. You came in and saw us...”
“Well, I no doubt thought at the time that I couldn’t live with the knowledge of what you were doing.”
“So you conveniently had it wiped?”
“Sometimes, Ed, you deal with pain in the only way you know how.”
I drank my wine. We sat in mutual, hostile silence. I said at last, “You have no idea how wonderful a little girl Ella was.”
Laura got up and hurried from the room.
I sat in the descending twilight for a long time, drinking.


~


I did not mention Mem-erase again. I tried to act as though nothing at all had come between us. Outwardly we continued as we had for weeks and months and years: Laura went out to work while I painted and prepared the evening meal, which we would eat while chatting amiably of nothing in particular, whiling away the evening with red wine and a film.
But we could no longer connect.
She no longer had the experience of our daughter’s life, or death. She did not know what I was going through – how my grief informed my every word and action – and I could not comprehend the grief-free, care-free world which Laura now inhabited.
One of the wonders of marriage is that shared experience brings greater understanding of one’s partner: the past is a storehouse of mutual emotions from which to draw strength and comfort.
We were denied that experiential storehouse: now Laura looked at life from a vantage point I could not reach, and inevitably we grew apart.


~


One month later we had friends up from London for the weekend. Dave and Sophie DeVere were both artists, Dan an abstract painter and Sophie a sculptor, whom I had met at art college fifteen years earlier. Dave was perhaps my closest friend, and on their first meeting Laura and Sophie had hit it off like reunited sisters.
We had not seen them since the accident, and I suppose the meeting might have been fraught with potential awkwardness on both sides. However, I defused that when I greeted them, putting on a show of exaggerated bonhomie and chatting away about my current work, their respective projects and art in general.
They had a daughter, a year older than Ella had been. They had left her in London. They didn’t even mention her.
The weekend went well, even if Laura was somewhat withdrawn and quiet.
On the Sunday afternoon, before they were due to leave, we went on a long walk through the summer countryside. At one point Sophie fell into step with me and increased her pace, putting distance between Dave and my wife.
“Ed...” Sophie began. I glanced at her. She was pulling a querulous moue.
“Mmm?”
“I hope you don’t mind my asking, but is Laura on medication?”
“No,” I said. “No, she came off it a while ago.”
“Oh... Only, it’s just... Well, I hope you don’t mind me saying, but she seems—” She shook her head. “I know what you went through must have been sheer hell, but Laura seems... not the person she was.” She reddened and quickly glanced at me. “I’m not putting this at all well, am I? What I mean is – I could always rely on Laura for sympathy, understanding. Last night I told her about Dave and me...” Dave had mentioned to me that their marriage had been going through a rocky patch lately. “Laura seemed, well, unconcerned. It was almost as if she couldn’t understand what I was saying, or wasn’t bothered. It wasn’t at all like the old Laura.”
I nodded. “Losing Ella has changed her,” I said, and left it at that.
But what Sophie had said set alarm bells ringing – together with something that happened a few days later.


~


It was early evening; we had finished a meal and were in the lounge, reading. Laura looked up from her book and stared at the print hanging over the hearth.
“I don’t like that painting,” she said.
Something within me sank, deflated.
It was a big abstract reproduction by Bacon, which I adored. I’d bought it five years ago, a present to myself after a particularly important sale. Laura had told me in no uncertain terms that she hated it and didn’t want it in the house, and we’d argued. Our disagreement was heated, and escalated into a shouting match. I accused Laura of selfishness – she had hung pieces around the place which I deplored – and Laura retaliated by saying that I was being insensitive. We hadn’t spoken for days, until she had relented and allowed me to hang the print where I wanted. But the rancour had left a lasting, bitter taste.
“I hate it,” she said now. “It makes me feel uneasy. Would you take it down?”
I stared at her. “We’ve had this argument before. You said that I could keep it.”
Her expression clouded. “I did?”
I retreated into my book, heart racing.


~


Over the next couple of months I lost myself in my work. I retreated to the studio at every opportunity, and where before I had spent time with Laura in the house or the garden because I craved her company, now I sought solitude: to be with her was to remind myself how far away she was.
I no longer employed Sam as a model. I did not want to put myself in a situation where I might weaken and seek comfort in her pity and compassion. I was tempted, for the terrible motive of exacting some kind of revenge on Laura, but thank God the moral being in me stayed my hand.
Nine months after Ella’s death, I received a phone call from one of Laura’s colleagues, a woman I’d met once or twice.
“Is Laura there?” she asked after the customary pleasantries.
“She’s teaching today,” I said.
An odd silence. Then, at last, “Oh...”
Uneasy, I said, “What?”
“Well, I’m not sure that it’s my place to—”
“What is it?”
“Ed, I don’t know how to tell you. Laura was suspended from her post a few weeks ago. I was just ringing to see how she was.”
“Suspended? Why? I mean—”
“The standard of her teaching,” she said. “Her ability to draw conclusions in her work, her lack of empathy with the students. The department thought it best to offer her extended leave.”
All that day, until Laura returned, I thought through what the woman had told me.
Laura had left the house at nine every morning, as if nothing was wrong, maintaining the charade that she was still employed by the university.
I tried to determine which shocked me most: the fact that the university had suspended her, or her duplicity in not telling me and acting as if nothing untoward had occurred.
I cooked the evening meal as usual, opened a bottle of wine.
Laura came home and hurried straight to her study with hardly a greeting, this stranger my wife had become.
She would emerge later to share a quick meal with me, before going to bed early while I sat up and tried to read.
As we ate, I said, “You didn’t tell me you were suspended.”
She avoided my stare. “It was probably for the best. I couldn’t concentrate. I need a little time to get my thoughts together.”
I nodded. “So... where do you spend your days now?”
She regarded her half-empty wine glass. “I go over to the library most days.”
I stared at her. “You have absolutely no idea what you’ve done, have you?”
She looked up. “Pardon?”
“It’s Mem-erase, isn’t it? How much of your past have you had wiped?” I stared at her until she looked away. “It’s changed you, Laura. You’ve lost the ability to... to connect.”
She stood and strode to the door, then turned and said, “Go to hell, Ed! You don’t know what it’s like, living with you these days! You’re always so damned depressing!”


~


A week later I came in from the studio to find Laura packing a suitcase. I stood in the doorway of the bedroom and watched her.
“Leaving?” I said, affecting casualness.
She looked up. “I’ve had enough of your silences, Ed. Your moods. I can’t stand being around you any more. You’re a little black hole, sucking in all my energy.”
“I wonder why...” I said, more to myself.
Amazingly, I achieved a kind of objectivity as she told me this. A part of me was ripped asunder, while another, removed part of myself reminded me that this Laura was no longer the woman I had loved for over a decade.
She finished packing and hurried past me, and I said nothing and watched her go, filled with an emptiness very much like grief.
I slept in the spare room, not wanting to be reminded of the joy we had shared in the bedroom. She left a mess of clothes and possessions, which I did my best to straighten out and store away.
The following day, while tidying the bedroom, I came across a folder containing Laura’s bank statements.
I sat down and leafed through them, and discovered that for the past four months, at fortnightly intervals, she had withdrawn regular amounts of a thousand euros.
Idly I wondered what she had bought, on so frequent a basis. I had no idea, at the time – I found out only later.
I tried to paint, but found it impossible to concentrate. I was beset by waking nightmares. I thought about Laura’s addiction to Mem-erase, and where it might end.
She was systematically eradicating from her life all her experiences of pain, from major trauma like Ella’s death to much lesser incidents of hurt. I extrapolated the consequences of her actions and was filled with horror at my conclusions.
As she removed from her life all memory of one pain, then surely her ability to deal with pain in general – to learn from experience and grow, adapt to the agony of being alive – would diminish, so that her capability to work through trauma would become a relative process: as each pain was eradicated, so the next lesser pain would rush in to fill the vacuum of her life and become just as agonising and unbearable, as she would have no experience of real pain against which to measure it. So she would have this pain removed, and so on and so on... in a terrible reductionist cycle that would carve away, bit by bit, all her past experience, culminating in the whittling down of her humanity until only an empty, emotionless zombie stood in place of the woman who had been my wife.
I attempted to get through to Professor Enright, but was informed that he was away on a week’s holiday. I left my name and said that I would call back.


~


I attempted to find Laura and beg her to return. Life without her was hell. I wanted her back, even though she was not the woman I had married.
I contacted the university, her friends in town, but they had no idea where she was.
In the event, I found her quite by accident.
Unable to work, I walked into town one afternoon and decided to console myself in a quiet, olde worlde pub that served a blissful pint of Old Peculier.
I sat in the corner and drank, trying not to dwell on the future. The jukebox was playing something by the Eagles, and the twanging National guitar brought back memories of the days I had dated Laura.
I was on my third pint when I saw the woman across the room.
For a fraction of a second I had an objective view of her, as a stranger might have seen the woman: a straggle-haired, drawn-faced woman in her early forties, finding pathetic solace in a series of rum and blacks.
Then, with a sudden and wrenching realisation, I saw that it was Laura.
I picked up my pint and, to the plangent tones of a lead guitar solo, walked across to her.
Laura looked up. Almost winced.
I sat down across from her and said, “I’m missing you, Laura. Come back.”
She was silent for a long time. She looked dreadful. She had once told me, near to tears, that she had reached the age where her appearance needed constant renovation in order that she appear – in her own words – presentable. I had said that she was talking rubbish, that she would always be beautiful to me.
Now I saw what she meant. She had let herself go. Her hair was lank and greasy, her skin pale. Without make up, she looked half dead.
She said, in barely a whisper, “Why should I come back?”
“We had so much,” I began.
She screwed her eyes half-shut, as if to recall what we might have had together.
“Ed, it’s true what... what someone said. Who was it? Anyway, they said that we’re really only the aggregate of our experiences, and if we have no memory of those experiences... then we become nothing.”
“Laura... how much have you had erased?”
She raised a smile at that. “Don’t know. How could I? Maybe a lot. Whole areas of the past... they’re gone.” She smiled to herself.
I tried to take her hand on the table, but she pulled it away. “Laura. Come back. We can start again. It was wonderful, believe me.”
“Ed... it wouldn’t work. I don’t understand you anymore. The worlds we inhabit are very different now.”
“You mean, you’re different,” I said.
She stood up. “I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t go.”
“I need the loo.”
I watched her hurry along the warped timber passage. I stared at my pint, then drained it off and bought another.
I waited, and ten minutes must have elapsed before it dawned on me that she wasn’t coming back. I walked down the corridor. There was a rear door, next to the entrance to the women’s toilet.
I returned to my pint and drank.


~


The following day, hungover, in desperation, I rang the college and tried to get through to Professor Enright. A receptionist informed me that he was not at college, but at the offices of Neuro-Tech, and gave me his number.
“Do you know what you’ve done?” I said when I was put through.
“Who is this?”
I explained who I was, and what his Mem-erase process had done to my wife.
“Mr Carstairs, I assure you that I conducted only one session of strategic Mem-erase with your wife, specifically to removed the terrible memory of her loss.”
“You’re lying!” I yelled, and catalogued the list of experiences removed from Laura’s awareness.
“I’m sorry, but there is no way I can account for this. Please, if you’ll allow me a little time to investigate the matter...”
I replaced the receiver, wondering at his words.
An hour later, the phone rang. “Mr Carstairs, Professor Enright here. I’ve been looking into the case of your wife’s Mem-erase. I’ve uncovered certain, ah... shall we say, irregularities. If you would care to come over to Neuro-Tech and discuss the matter with me.”
I set off immediately and thirty minutes later parked outside a low, ultra-modern, glass-fronted building on a new science park to the west of the city.
A uniformed receptionist with the lock-jaw smile of an air-hostess showed me along a carpeted corridor to a minimalist, white-walled office.
Enright sat behind a desk shaped like an arrowhead, backed by a sheet-glass window overlooking a chamber busy with bearded techie-types. His donnish air was at odds with the spartan IT ambience of the place.
He shook my hand, then sat back and steepled his fingers, a look of concern spread across his usually unflappable features.
“Mr Carstairs,” he began, “I can fully appreciate your concern. It appears that, after the initial process of Mem-erase, your wife approached a junior research assistant and... this is where the irregularity occurred... paid the woman to conduct further – and might I say highly illegal – sessions to remove certain memories. Needless to say there will be a thorough investigation and the research assistant in question will be dismissed. There might even be grounds for criminal proceedings.”
I heard him out. At last I said, “That’s all very well, but the fact remains that my wife is, as you might imagine...” I went on to tell him of the person my wife had become.
He inclined his head. “I understand, but I can offer you hope.”
I stared at him, hardly daring to ask, “You can?”
“The Mem-erase process is reversible, Mr Carstairs. What is taken away can be replaced. All memories are stored. I have located the files that contain your wife’s missing life, as it were, and if she is willing then I see no reason why we cannot begin the restoration process immediately.”
I thanked him, and told him that I would be in contact, and left Neuro-Tech filled with hope and, at the same time, despair: for what chance would there be of persuading the woman my wife had become of taking on the burden of pain she had paid to jettison in the first place?


~


I scoured Oxford for my wife. In increasing desperation I asked at every pub in the city, leaving photographs of Laura and my phone number in case she appeared.
I spent hours driving through the busy streets, staring out at the guarded faces of so many strangers. I was close to a nervous breakdown, strung out, drinking more and more and getting little sleep.
I had never really realised, while I’d had Ella and Laura, how much my happiness had been dependent on the people I loved.
One evening, as I was halfway down a bottle of Calvados, the phone rang.
I picked it up. “Yes?”
No reply.
“Who is it?”
Silence – and then I made out a voice. Small, frightened. A croak. “Ed.”
“Christ, Laura? Is that Laura?”
“Ed, please help me.”
“Where are you?”
“I need your help!”
“I’m here! I’m coming!”
She began weeping. “Oh, Christ... what have I done?”
“Laura?”
“I came so close, Ed. So close to... to having you wiped! I contacted them yesterday. You see, it seemed that the only thing that was making me unhappy was the memory of you. All those years... the good times together. Your love.”
“Laura...”
“So I contacted Neuro-Tech. I wanted to wipe you. But they said... they told me that I couldn’t, that they couldn’t treat me.”
“Laura, listen to me. I saw Enright the other day. He told me that the process was reversible.”
“I know.”
The silence rang. “You know?”
“They told me. They wanted me to come in.” She paused, sobbing. “But, Ed, how can I have all the memories returned to me? I got rid of them for a reason, didn’t I? How could I live through Ella’s death again?”
I said, “It’s the only way. It’s the only way you can become the person you were.”
“I need your help. I rang you because...”
“Laura?”
“I don’t like the person I’ve become, Ed. But I’m not sure I’m strong enough to become the person I was.”
“Where are you? I’ll be right over.”
She told me and, despite the drink blurring my vision, I hurried out into the cold October night and drove across town to the grubby suburb of student bed-sits and take-away food franchises.
I parked the car outside the address Laura had given me, hurried up a front path littered with empty pizza boxes and buckled take-away trays and rapped on the door.
A young woman answered. “Yes?”
Ignoring her, I looked around an untidy front room, then made for the stairs and climbed them despite the girl’s protests. I came to a landing and counted three bedroom doors; two were open, the third closed. I approached the closed door and knocked.
Seconds later Laura said, “Ed?” and I almost wept with joy.
I pushed open the door, stepped inside and closed it behind me. A filthy room littered with old clothes and empty wine bottles...
Laura was sitting on the floor, the phone still cradled in her lap. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and she looked up at me with something like despair.
Then she said, “Ed?” in a tiny voice.
I stepped forward, reached out and pulled her to her feet. I held her. “There’s something I want to show you,” I whispered. I eased her from the bed and gestured around the room. “Do you need to take–?” I began.
She shook her head. “There’s nothing here I need.”
We drove home in silence, Laura gripping my thigh all the way. From time to time she cried, and it was all I could do to stop myself from breaking down as I concentrated on the road.
At home I helped her from the car and walked her through the house. In the bedroom I sat her on the bed and said, “Wait there. I won’t be a minute...”
Sniffing back her tears, she nodded, watching me with trusting, almost hopeful, eyes.
I found the step-ladders, removed the trap-door to the attic and reached inside.
I carried the box back to the bedroom and sat down beside my wife.
“What is it?”
“After the accident,” I said, “while you were still in hospital, I saved a few things belonging to...”
I opened the box with clumsy, trembling fingers, and the sight of what was inside drew a painful sob from deep within me.
“This was Ella’s favourite teddy,” I said, lifting it out and handing it to Laura. “Mr Ted.” I withdrew a dress and held it to my face, and the redolence of my dead daughter haunted me like a ghost. “And these are some drawings she made.” I lifted them from the box and passed them to Laura.
Two crude stick figures on a line of green grass, with a big yellow sun in the sky and the words Mummy and Daddy in clumsy stick-writing underneath.
Laura said, “How will I cope, if I couldn’t the first time?”
“You’ll have me,” I said. “We’ll cope together.”
She nodded, and reached out to me, and said, “Then, yes, of course. I love you, Ed.”


~


Three months later we sat in the bedroom and I held Laura as she wept. Over the long weeks she had had her past returned, little by little, and today we had left the Neuro-Tech clinic for the very last time.
Around us were the reminders of our daughter: photographs on the wall beside her stick-drawings; Mr Ted on the dresser, watching us.
Laura clung to me and wailed. “It’s so terrible!” she cried. “She was only five! My daughter! Ella...”
I wept with her. “I’m sorry. Laura, I’m so sorry.”
“We’ve lost our daughter!”
I held my wife. Together we relived the terrible moment of the accident, and we grieved.






The Disciples of Apollo
“I’m sorry...” 
“How long?” 
“At least six months, perhaps even as many as nine.” 
“How will I know when...?” 
“For two days beforehand you’ll feel drowsy, lethargic.” 
“And pain?” 
“I can assure you that your condition is quite painless.” 
“I suppose I should be thankful for small mercies.” 
“There is a retreat for sufferers of the Syndrome. Because of the highly unusual nature of the disease, you are advised to spend your final weeks there. Of course, you can go before then, if you wish. Your family will be able to visit you.” 
“I have no family.” 
“In that case Farrow Island might be perfect.”


~


Between the time of diagnosis and the actual realisation that he was going to die, Maitland passed through a period of disbelief. There is a difference between the intellectual knowledge of one’s eventual end, and the sudden sentence of death. Grief came one morning when he awoke and knew that his awakenings were numbered, and as he watched the dawn he realised that soon the sun would rise without his continued presence to witness it; grief filled his chest with nausea and suffocated him, and he turned like a loner in a crowd for someone on whom he might unburden his anguish and regret. There was no one, and this compounded his pain. At times in the past Maitland had managed to convince himself that he could do without the usual human involvements that most people took for granted. Yet now, with the imminence of his extinction, he realised that no one could live – or die – without having shared in some experience of affection, even love. He cursed himself for so aloofly denying down the years the inner voice that had cried out for human contact, cursed the coward in him that had shied from the trauma of new experience with the excuse that he had existed for so long without it... It came to him with the intensity of a cerebral scream that now it was too late. He had no chance of finding in six months that which had eluded him for a lifetime. He would die alone, as he had lived, and whereas to live alone was easy, to die alone, with so much guilt and remorse, and yearning for a somehow altered past, he knew would be beyond endurance. 


~


Then, however, he passed through this phase of anger and entered a period of passive resignation, and he saw his death as the inevitable consequence of a life lived as he had lived it. He would gain nothing from regret, he told himself; his former self was a stranger whose actions he had no way of changing. He could only accept his fate, and anticipate anything that might lie beyond. He recalled the doctor’s recommendation, and made arrangements to leave. 
In the following weeks Maitland said goodbye to his colleagues at the university, making the excuse that he was taking a short vacation. He sold his house and all his possessions, his books and his classical record collection. He felt a buoyant sense of relief when at last his house was empty. Since the diagnosis, he had been troubled at the thought of his material possessions remaining in situ after his death, mocking him; it was as if the acquisitions of a lifetime somehow circumscribed the parameters of his physical existence, and would bear mute testimony to his non-existence when he died. 
Spring came and Maitland left the mainland on the ferry to Farrow Island. On the crossing he attempted to determine how many of his fellow passengers were also suffering from the Syndrome. As far as he knew there were no outward, physical symptoms of the disease – the physiological debilitation was taking place on a sequestered, cellular level. Nevertheless, Maitland convinced himself that at least a dozen other passengers, of the twenty or so aboard the ferry, were making their way to the hospice. Their despondent postures and sapped facial expressions spoke to him of moribund futures, bitter presents and only guilt and regret in retrospect. He realised, as the ferry approached the island, that they were mirror images of himself. 
A car was awaiting him on the cobbled quayside of the small fishing village. He was greeted by Dr Masters, the woman with whom he’d corresponded. 
“Aren’t we waiting for the others?” he asked as he climbed into the rear of the car. 
“Others?” Dr Masters regarded him with a smile. “The other passengers are Islanders. You are my only new resident this week.” 
The hospice was a sixteenth-century mansion set in wooded parkland on a clifftop overlooking the straits. Dr Masters conducted him around the workshops and recreation rooms, the library and dining hall. She told him that the residents could take their meals in their rooms, if they wished, and that the recreational facilities and group therapy sessions were optional. 
Maitland was thus reassured. The thirty or so residents he had seen so far in the mansion had about them a collective air of apathy, as if the fact of their ends had reached back and retroactively killed them in both body and in mind. 
In contrast, Maitland had briefly glimpsed a few lone individuals in the grounds, striding out resolutely across the greensward, or posed in isolation on the windy clifftop. Maitland fancied that he detected something heroic in their lonely defiance in the face of death, and ultimately sad and tragic also. 
As the weeks passed and Spring turned gradually to Summer, Maitland imposed his own routine on the identical days that stretched ahead to the time of his death in the New Year. 
He would rise early and breakfast alone in the hall before setting out on a walk around the island that would often take him three or four hours. He would speak to no one, not because he wished to be rude or uncivil, but because no one ever spoke to him. He was a stranger on the island and therefore an ‘inmate’ up at the mansion, and the locals viewed the victims of the Syndrome with suspicion, sometimes even hostility. 
He would take lunch in his room and eat it slowly, sometimes taking an hour to finish. Then he would sit by the window and read, or listen to the radio, until the gong announced the evening meal at seven. 
This meal he did take with the other residents in the main hall, though he rarely joined in the conversation, which he found inane and self-pitying. There were constant debates as to the reason for the disease, and the only conclusion ever arrived at by the residents was that they were the chosen ones of their God, Apollo. These people, in Maitland’s opinion, were as irrational as the madmen who could no longer live with the thought of their deaths, and had to be removed to psychiatric units on the mainland. 
One night, over coffee, Maitland decided that he had heard enough. He threw down his napkin and cleared his throat. The dozen residents at the table, the people Maitland considered to be the hard-core of the hospice’s strange religious movement, until now debating among themselves, fell silent and stared at him. They sensed his long-awaited contribution to the discussion. 
“There is,” Maitland said, “no reason for what we have. It’s a freak, an accident, a cellular mutation. We are just as likely to be disciples of the Devil as we are to be the chosen ones of your God. In my opinion we are neither.” 
Later, as he stood by the French windows and watched the sun fall behind the oaks across the river, he sensed someone beside him. “But how can you continue, Mr Maitland? How do you manage to live from day to day if you believe in nothing?” 
Maitland could not reply, and retired to his room. He often wondered the same thing himself. 


~


Summer gave way to Autumn, and the sunsets beyond the stand of oak turned the golden leaves molten. Maitland struck up an acquaintance with a fellow resident, a retired major who bored him with stories of his army life. The only reason Maitland tolerated his company was because he played a passable game of chess, and they would spend the long Autumn afternoons in the library, intent on the chequered board between them. They rarely spoke; that is, they rarely conversed. Maitland tried to ignore the major’s monologues, for he was contemplating – in contrast to the old soldier’s full and eventful life – the arid years of his own brief existence to date, his time at university, both as a student and later as a lecturer, and the missed opportunities he told himself he did not regret, but which, of course, he did. 
The major’s going came about on the third week of their acquaintance. The old man had been complaining of headaches and tiredness for two days, and his concentration had often wandered from the game. Maitland realised what this meant, and he was unable to say whether he was shocked by the fact of the Major’s approaching death, or at the realisation, for the first time, that his own life too would end like this. 
On the third day the major did not arrive, and Maitland sat alone by the window, his white pawn advanced to queen’s four in futile anticipation of the challenge. 
He took to playing chess against himself in the empty afternoons that followed the major’s death. Winter came early that year, impinging on the territory that the calendar claimed still belonged to Autumn. Maitland found it too cold to enjoy his walks; the wind from the sea was bitter, and it often rained. 
He appeared a lonely figure in the library, bent over the chessboard, apparently rapt in concentration but often, in reality, devising for himself an alternative set of events with which he wished he had filled his life. He repulsed all offers to challenge him, not with harsh or impolite words, but with a silent stare that frightened away would-be opponents with its freight of tragedy and regret. 
One afternoon, during a storm that lashed and rattled the windows, Dr Masters joined Maitland in the library and tried to persuade him to take up her offer of group therapy, or at least counselling. They had experts who could... 
He wanted to ask her if they had experts who could revise his past, give him the happiness he should have had long ago, but which had passed him by. He stopped himself before asking this, however. He knew that he had only himself to blame for the emptiness of his life. 
Dr Masters said that she thought he should mix more with the other residents. Didn’t he know that, even now, nothing was as important or rewarding as human relationships? 
And Maitland replied that he needed nothing, and never had, of human relationships. 
One week later he met Caroline. 


~


He noticed her first one Sunday at the evening meal. She was at the far table by the blazing fire, and it was more than just her youth that set her apart from the other diners; she was alive in a way that none of the others were. Something in her manner, her movements, told Maitland that she could not be dying. Then he experienced a sudden stab of grief as he realised that her dynamism might be just a facade, an act to disguise her despair. 
Later it came to him – with a sweeping sense of relief – that she was related to one of the residents and down here on a visit. Relatives came so infrequently – like the Islanders they saw the victims of the Syndrome as bizarre and freakish, as if the disease were some kind of curse, or could be transmitted – that it hadn’t occurred to him that this was what she was, the daughter or grand-daughter of one of the afflicted. 
She excused herself from the table and Maitland watched her leave the room. Seconds later he saw her again through the window. She crossed the patio and ran across the greensward towards the clifftop. She wore moonboots, tight denims and a chunky red parka, and he guessed that she could be no more than twenty-five. Maitland had almost forgotten what it was like to feel such yearning, and to experience it now served only to remind him of his wasted years and the fact of his premature death. 
In the morning Maitland went for a long walk through the wind and the rain. He returned, showered and ate lunch in his room and, feeling refreshed and invigorated, went downstairs to the library and played himself at chess. 
In the middle of the afternoon he sensed someone beside him. He turned and saw the young woman. 
She smiled. She was dressed as she was last night, with the addition of a yellow ski-cap pulled down over her ears, and mittens. Evidently she too had just returned from a walk. 
“Can I give you a game?” she asked, indicating the board. Despite himself, Maitland smiled and began setting up the pieces. 
They played for an hour with only the occasional comment, and then she looked up, directly at him, and said: “You’re not like the others. You’ve not given in...” 
He wanted to tell her that he had surrendered long ago, that his resolution now in the face of death was nothing more than the cynicism that had fossilised his emotions years before. 
Instead he smiled. 
“I mean it,” she said, as she toppled her king in defeat. “There’s something about you...” She gestured. “The other fools have given in, one way or another – gone stark staring mad or joined that crackpot cult.” 
She mistook his cynicism for valour, seeing him through eyes of youthful enthusiasm, and Maitland hated himself for the charlatan he knew himself to be. 
He felt a sudden sympathy, then, with the residents who had taken to religion, or madness, as protection against the inevitable. At least they had had full and worthwhile lives against which to measure the futility and horror of their deaths. 
“Perhaps if you were in the position of these people, facing death, you might give in too. Don’t belittle them—” 
Something in her eyes made him stop. 
She began collecting the scattered pieces, placing them in the wrong positions. “But I am a resident here,” she said. “Another game?” 
They played all day, but Maitland gave little attention to the games. During the hours that followed he found himself intrigued by the young woman, who introduced herself as Caroline. He opened up, talked about himself for the first time in years. He wanted to turn the conversation around, to ask Caroline about herself, her life before the hospice but mainly her life since the diagnosis. Most of all Maitland wanted to know how she could remain so overtly optimistic with the knowledge of what was to come. 
But she parried his questions and kept the conversation trivial, and Maitland was happy to join her in the exchange of banalities he would have found intolerable at any other time. 
Over the next few weeks Maitland and Caroline sought each other’s company as often as possible. They went on long walks around the island, and spoke guardedly of their respective pasts. Maitland was attracted to Caroline because of her courage, her optimism and disregard for the proximity of her death; she perhaps was attracted to Maitland for what she saw as similar qualities. It hurt him to deceive her – he often wanted to tell her that you could not fear death if you had never really lived – but as time went by he became too attached to her to tell her the truth. 
Their liaison stopped short of physical intimacy, however, and it was as if this was a tacit agreement between them. For his part, Maitland could hardly conceive that intimacy might be possible, much less how he might react emotionally to something he was yet to experience. Perhaps fear prevented him acceding to the desires of his body, as if to consummate what he felt for Caroline would bring home to him the fact of how much he had come to delight in life of late, and consequently how much he had to lose. 
As for Caroline... They talked all day, and often into the early hours, but never about their relationship. Maitland was still in ignorance as to her almost blind, at times even childish optimism. 


~


For days now the wind and the freezing rain had promised worse to come, and then one quiet night, with only two weeks to go before Maitland died, snow fell. 
In the morning he awoke to find a pearly radiance filling the room. He dressed and drew aside the curtains and was dazzled by the brilliance of the white mantle. 
He pulled on extra clothes with the enthusiasm of a child and met Caroline in the hall. They embraced, restricted by the bulkiness of their padding, and hurried outside hand in hand. 
For as far as the eye could see, snow had covered the land with a perfect record of passage. They were the first residents abroad this morning, and they set off together away from the mansion. At one point, Maitland looked back at the building – its hard angles softened and upholstered in a thick, dazzling fleece – and he saw their footprints following them to their present position. He looked ahead at the virgin expanse of snow, and he shivered with what he told himself was nothing more than a sudden chill. 
They walked through the woods and came out on the far side of the headland. They stood side by side and stared out across the shipping lanes, at the scimitar-shape of a tanker on the distant grey horizon. Then they moved towards the small pavilion where they often spent the afternoons, talking and staring out to sea. 
As they made their way towards the open entrance of the small, stone building, Caroline pulled away from him, then bent double and screamed into her mittens. Maitland looked from her to the pavilion, and saw with revulsion that during the night a resident had chosen this place in which to die. 
They returned to the mansion and for the rest of the day and all through the night they remained in bed and made love. This set the pattern for the following week. They would take a brisk morning walk and then seek the refuge of bed and the bliss of each other’s body, as if making up for the weeks of wasted opportunity. Caroline said nothing about the obvious fear the sight of the corpse had instilled in her – instead it was as if she were trying to exorcise from her mind the fact of her death with the positive catharsis of sex. 
Maitland, at last, found what he knew to be love, and he passed through the fear of the inevitable with the knowledge that he might never have found happiness were it not for the fact of his terminal illness. His only regret was that he had not found such happiness earlier.


~


One week later he felt himself going. 
On the morning of the first day he felt too drowsy to accompany Caroline on their ritual stroll through the snow. He made the effort, though, but something about his lethargy as they walked side by side communicated itself to Caroline, and she was silent. 
In the afternoon they went to bed, but Maitland fell asleep beside her within seconds. In the morning he felt vaguely ill, nauseous. He tried to hide this from Caroline, but it was impossible. She dressed him and assisted him downstairs to the library, where they played chess. Often Maitland slipped into sleep, and he would awake with a start to see Caroline crying quietly to herself at the far end of the room. 
On the morning of his last day, Maitland awoke before Caroline and forced himself out of bed. He dressed with difficulty, then kissed Caroline on the cheek and slipped quietly from the room so as not to wake her. 
He walked through the woods to the pavilion overlooking the sea. Already he was tired, as if the short walk had exhausted him, and he hoped he would be asleep when it happened. 
Caroline joined him not long after, as he guessed, and secretly hoped, she would. “You should go back,” he told her, but he knew it was a token protest. “You still have months to live...” 
She ignored him; he sensed that she wanted to speak, to say something, but could not bring herself to do so without tears. 
Later, for the first time, she mentioned the Syndrome. 
“Years ago we wouldn’t have known we were ill,” she whispered, her breath visible in the air. “We would have... gone, suddenly, without all these months of—” And Maitland realised, then, that she was crying. “Why?” she said at last. “Why did they have to tell us?” 
Maitland held her, shocked at her sudden capitulation. “Modern medicine,” he said. “They can diagnose it now. They know when it’s going to happen. Given that knowledge, they have to inform the sufferer. Otherwise we could go at any time, anywhere, endangering others besides ourselves. There are many more of us now. The Syndrome has reached almost epidemic proportions.” He drew her to him affectionately. “I thought you were doing rather well,” he said, and recalled that first Sunday weeks ago when he had wondered briefly if her vivacity had been nothing but an act. 
“I was so scared, the only way I could stay sane was to pretend I wasn’t affected. Being seen as unafraid by others gave me strength, confidence. Can you understand that? Then I met you and found someone who wasn’t afraid...” 
Maitland stifled a cry of despair. He convinced himself he could detect, in the frozen morning air, the odour of the resident who had died here before him. He felt grief constrict his chest, fill his throat and render him speechless. 
Caroline laughed. “Do you know... do you know what they call us? The Islanders? Everyone else out there? They call us the ‘Disciples of Apollo’—” 
They held each other as the snow began to fall. 
Then Maitland ignited and consumed her in his flame, uniting them forever in a mutual, carbonised embrace. 






The House
Charles Tudor looked up from his typewriter and blinked. It was a second before he came to his senses and realised the source of the interruption: the phone was ringing in the hall. He pushed his chair back and stood slowly. The summons could only be from two or three people – his agent, his editor, or some pre-pubescent girl in the marketing department at his publishers, Greenwood and Worley.
He moved into the hall and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
“Charles, Edward here. How are you this fine spring morning?”
He blinked. “Spring?”
“It’s the first of April, Charles.”
“And you’ve called to play an April Fool’s trick, hm?”
“That’s the Tudor I know!” his agent roared. “Droll as ever. No, no April Fool’s trick this year. I was wondering—”
Tudor forestalled him. “The answer’s no, Edward.”
“You don’t even know what I’m about to ask.”
“I can guess. You’d like me to take part in some wretched publicity event.” The third book in the Tides of Time series was due to launch in a couple of weeks and he would be expected to publicise the title.
“For Nigel,” Edward wheedled. “You don’t know how he’s bent over backwards to push the series. It’s the least you could do.”
“Fuck off.”
Edward laughed.
“What?” Tudor snapped.
“You invest that vulgar phrase with such Shakespearian gravitas, Charles.” His agent paused. “You do realise you’re getting a reputation as something of a recluse?”
Tudor sighed. Is it any wonder, he thought.
Edward went on, “To be honest, it would be a great favour to me as well as to Nigel. And to your readers.”
He hadn’t been up to London for years, and it would keep the drones at G&W smiling...
“You have a massive fan base out there,” Edward said, “all eager to meet the creator of the Tides of Time books.”
He relented. “One event, Charles. One. No more.”
His agent chuckled with relief. “That’s all we ask. A signing at Waterstone’s, Piccadilly, in a couple of weeks.”
“I’ll need a drink to get me through the bloody thing.”
“I’ll have the best French red on hand during the signing, and afterwards I’ll take you to lunch.”
“The Ivy?”
“Done,” Edward said. “Everyone at Greenwood and Worley will be so excited.”
“Fuck off.”


~


He returned to his study and finished the paragraph, which brought the scene to a close.
He sat back and looked across the room, to where he knew he would see himself, long and grey, in the mirror propped between the bookshelves. He was sixty-five, he realised with a reaction little short of amazement. Where had all the years gone?
He remembered a long, hard walk he had done in his twenties, back from the pub to this very house, long before he’d married Emmeline. Three miles through horizontal sleet, frozen to the marrow. He’d looked ahead and told himself that it would soon be over; soon he would be sitting before the blazing fire, looking back at the labour of the walk... An hour later he had done just that, and had known that his life would follow this pattern, too. One day he would be contemplating his existence from the vantage point of old age, and the long cold walk would seem to have passed in an instant.
The idea had terrified him then, and it was easy to recapture that youthful terror now; though, paradoxically, the terror was temporized by the passage of the treacherous years themselves. The terror had transmuted to bemused acceptance.
The view through the French windows was little changed in forty years. The lawn stretched to the fulsome willow, and squirrels frolicked, twitching, back and forth. He saw Emmeline run naked from her studio, taken by some impulse of her manic phase to disport herself amid nature... He smiled to himself and blinked and she was gone, a vision of utter beauty alive now only in his memories. The image of her was replaced by other, later ones, which he tried to banish.
He pulled his gaze from the lawn and regarded the bookshelf beside the mirror. Seventy books bearing the by-line of Charles Tudor filled the four shelves, all of them for children. His first three books, reading editions of his early plays, he had long ago taken out into the garden and burnt along with a trunk of Emmeline’s clothes. He told himself that the ranked titles did not make him bitter, did not denote a lifetime of wasted effort that would have been better spent writing serious plays.
But that would have been impossible, he told himself.
He sighed and brought his flattened palms down, once, on the arms of the chair, then stood.
Lunchtime.


~


Tudor had hated the stultifying routine of book-signings in his early years as a children’s writer, the embarrassment of events attended only by his editor, agent, three sheepish shop staff and a couple of kids disappointed that their favourite writer should turn out to be so... boring. Now he abhorred signings because they were so bloody popular.
The children’s section of the store teemed with what seemed like a hundred noisy ten-year olds, shepherded by harassed staff who themselves seemed not that much older.
He sat behind a low desk and scrawled his distinctive looping signature, personalising the title page to the shy, hesitant Ellas and Bens and Joes who filed past, so many unlined faces with all their lives to live. He could see, in their eyes, something like shock that their favourite author should prove to be so old.
He was half a bottle of pinot noir to the good, his glass topped up from time to time by Charles in grinning attendance. Earlier Nigel, his editor, had pumped his hand, “You don’t know how much I appreciate this, Charles...” before rushing off to a ‘prior engagement’.
One hour later the last of the children had left and he was busy signing the remaining stock. A young thing in a Waterstone’s tee-shirt danced up, thanked him, and announced they’d shifted over two hundred units.
Tudor exchanged a glance with Edward.
He was about to suggest they bugger off to the Ivy – he wanted to discuss his next project with Edward – when a woman in her fifties approached the desk, clutching a slim volume to her chest. She had evidently been waiting for the children to depart, and then for him to finish signing the stock, before she bothered him.
She wore her five decades with elegance and grace; she was small and trim, with whitening hair and the pale oval face of an emeritus ballerina. He smiled at her, and thought that something about her face was familiar; he wondered if he’d met her once, years ago.
Even her hesitation, as she proffered the book to sign on the title page, was becoming.
He saw with a shock that it was his third play, The House.
His hand shaking, he took the book.
“I hope you don’t mind...” the woman said.
He gathered himself. “No... Not at all. To...?”
“To Caroline,” she smiled.
He passed back the slim play-script. “First time I’ve seen the thing in years...” And hopefully the last. Even the sight of it, in its uniform binding, brought back the terror.
“I hope you don’t mind, Mr Tudor... I’m a journalist, and I was wondering if you might consent to an interview.”
He was tempted to tell her the truth, that he didn’t do interviews, that he had nothing he wanted to say about anything. But something about the woman’s smile, her grace, her becoming trepidation, made him relent.
He said, “I don’t see why not. But right now I have a meeting with my agent. I don’t know... I rarely come up to London. Perhaps, if you wouldn’t mind the journey to Suffolk?”
She beamed, and the gesture irradiated her face with something very much like youth. Ridiculously, Tudor felt his pulse quicken.
“That would be wonderful.”
He passed his card. “If you give me a ring, we could arrange a date.”
“I’ll do that. Thank you again, Mr Tudor.” And clutching the play-script, she hurried away.
On their way to the Ivy, Edward gave Tudor a lecherous nudge. “You old dog, Charles.”
“You know what I’m about to say.”
Edward laughed.
He spent the next hour over lunch wondering why the woman had asked him to sign, of all his many titles, The House.


~


He finished writing for the day, poured himself a glass of wine, and stepped through the French windows.
He walked across the lawn towards the willow, the late afternoon sun warm on his back. A squirrel scuttled off at his approach. At the hem of the willow he turned and looked back at the house.
It had been in the family for almost a hundred and fifty years, an early Victorian mansion with ten bedrooms, a small ballroom, library, billiard room and a dozen others to which he had never ascribed a function. He had grown up here, and the house had easily accommodated his family and that of his Uncle. Their respective families had grown and fled the nest over the years, until the late sixties when, on his father’s death, the house had been left to him. His first thought had been to sell it, despite the many happy memories he associated with the commodious building. Then he had met Emmeline and she had fallen in love with the place, and after that there had been no way he could sell the house.
They had moved in, closed down all the rooms not needed, and lived in the west wing.
The room adjacent to his study, which had been the billiard room, Emmeline turned into her studio; it was south facing and airy, the perfect place, she said, in which to paint.
He stared across the lawn to the studio’s long windows, still draped with the sheets he had placed there the day after his wife’s death.
He heard a sound behind him – he was sure it was a burst of laughter – and turned.
He thought he saw a sliver of naked flesh between the swaying fronds of the willow, but knew that he was mistaken. He felt tears spring to his eyes.
One morning shortly after their wedding day, Emmeline had come to him with her camera and demanded he photograph her in the garden. She had dragged him from his study and across the lawn, and beside the willow she had pulled off her dress and stretched out on the grass.
Don’t just stand there, Charles! Photograph me.
Are you sure? he had asked.
Don’t be so bloody wet! I’ll develop them myself.
She had rolled onto her back and opened her legs, fingering herself shockingly.
He wondered if it was then, in those brief minutes beside the willow, that he first discerned the seeds of his wife’s later illness. Perhaps, as he had told himself many times over the years in an attempt to absolve himself from any responsibility, she had been ill even then.
He closed his eyes and saw her again, lying on her back, her long dark hair smeared across the grass like spilled ink.
He hurried back to the house.


~


The bell chimed, loud in the silence of the old house.
Tudor hurried across the hallway. He had made an effort, spruced himself up, even bought a new shirt and jacket. He was old enough not to be nervous at the imminent meeting, nor even apprehensive; but he chastised himself for looking ahead, to a time beyond the meeting when he might come to know Caroline a little more. He was old enough to know better, he told himself.
She was smaller than he recalled, or perhaps it was because she was dwarfed by the dimensions of the gaping porch. She wore a belted fawn mackintosh and a pale blue velvet beret, and her smile was as beautiful as he remembered.
“I hope the journey here was uneventful?”
“Entirely. You live in a beautiful part of the world.”
“I couldn’t live anywhere else.”
“The perfect environment in which to create.”
He smiled. That was just what Emmeline had said.
“Something like that,” he said.
He took her through to the library, where he had built a fire against the cooling afternoon. He offered her a drink; she said she’d love a coffee. He made two mugs and gave her a short tour of the west wing.
The conversation flowed: he wondered if the interview had in fact begun, or if the easy exchange of information was just that, communication between two like-minded souls.
Stop it, he told himself; you must be fifteen years her senior.
He gave her the history of the house, and she was attentive; then she turned the conversation towards him, asking questions about his life and work.
They were in what had been the conservatory which, in his parents’ day, had resembled some transplanted section of the Amazon rainforest. Now it was empty, a vast tiled area invaded by shafts of late April sunlight. They stood gazing out across the lawn to the willow.
He managed to skate over the early years of his writing life, the five years from the age of twenty when he had written his three plays. He told himself that, as a journalist, she would be principally interested in his children’s books, which were after all what had made him popular, if not famous.
Then he wondered if her interest in the children’s books was spurious: was she really here to find out why, so abruptly, he had stopped writing plays?
If so, she ignored the plays and asked about his children’s output, and he told himself that he was being paranoid.
They left the conservatory and he found himself pausing before the door to the studio.
He reached out, amazing himself, and turned the door knob. He was to spend sleepless hours, that night, attempting to analyse his motives for doing what he did then.
He wondered if he was trying to lay the ghost... though he knew that it could not be that easy.
“And this is where my wife worked,” he said. “She was the artist Emmeline—”
“Emmeline Courtenay,” Caroline finished. “Yes, I know of her work.”
He hesitated on the threshold of the room, almost felled by a slew of unbidden recollections. “I haven’t been in here for years...”
He stopped. She stepped into the room before him, tactfully pretending she hadn’t heard the catch in his voice.
He moved to the window and pulled down the sheets. “Emmeline never bothered with curtains,” he said. “All that mattered was light.”
Now, light flooded the room, dazzling after the imposed twilight of nearly forty years.
Caroline turned a full circle on the heels of her calf-skin boots. Her mouth was open in what he took to be amazement.
As he looked around the room, he too shared some of that emotion.
Dozens of brilliant canvases stared at them like windows to other worlds, other times. Most of them portrayed Emmeline, her youthful beauty, her innocence, her joy at the fact of being alive.
He moved to a canvas of Emmeline disporting herself on the lawn, gloriously naked, beaming up at him... Bull-clipped to the top right corner of the canvas was the faded black and white photograph of the original pose.
Caroline said, “She was well respected in her field.”
He nodded, made to reply, but the affirmative caught in his throat. He coughed, then said, “Yes. Yes, she was.”
“I did a little investigation. She had exhibitions in many of the top galleries.” She fell silent. The air was heavy with the weight of her unasked question: What happened?
He reached out, touched the accretion of oils that represented Emmeline’s naked flank. Beneath his fingertips the paint felt like old scar tissue.
A week after Emmeline’s death, he had entered the studio and arranged her work. He had placed all the early paintings of her naked at the front of the stacks, leaving her more recent work – the portraits he considered a record of her descent into madness – concealed.
He said, “This is the first time I’ve looked at these in years.”
She smiled at him. “It must be hard.”
“Silly. It was nearly forty years ago.”
They left the studio and he pulled the door shut behind him.
As they made their way to the library, she said, “And you never felt like selling the place, starting anew, after...”
He looked at her. What had she been about to say? “To lose this place, that would have been...” He shook his head. “No. No, I could never have done that.”
“Do you think her ghost haunts the house?” she asked.
Not this house, he thought. He smiled, sadly. “I sometimes wonder,” he said.
He persuaded her to have dinner with him that evening at the Three Horseshoes in the village, and, as there was a last train back to London at eleven, she readily agreed.


~


He could not recall the last time he had enjoyed a meal, or such company. The conversation was easy; they discovered preferences in common, shared interests. Caroline laughed at his feeble attempts at humour, and he genuinely found her wit infectious.
She let slip at one point the fact that she was ten years divorced, and his heart flew like a love-sick teenager’s.
At one point he said, “I hope you don’t mind my saying... but from the very first time I saw you, I thought your face very familiar.”
She laughed. “I wonder if you’ve caught me on television, Charles.”
“Television?”
“I combine journalism with acting. I did a lot of stage work in my early days, but lately I’ve had a few minor TV parts.”
He smiled. “That must be it. I do admit I watch rather too much television.”
He accompanied her to the station in a taxi, then saw her aboard the London train. By the time he returned home, staggering in the silvering moonlight, it was midnight and he was drunk.
He stumbled through the house, laughter alternating with curses, and found himself on the threshold of the studio. He propelled himself through the door, grabbed the closest canvas and tossed it behind him, then moved onto the next one. You bitch, he said to himself, you evil, selfish bitch!
He stopped, panting, the paintings scattered across the room.
The canvases behind the nudes stood revealed, and he wondered if this was what he had meant to do all along, to punish himself, to exacerbate his guilt and self-loathing.
Emmeline’s last work showed a woman who was a tragic ghost of her former youthful self, a wraith tormented by psychological demons. He turned full circle, staring at the revealed portraits; they showed close-ups of her face, horror-stricken, her eyes terrified...
Staring out at him in accusation.


~


The following day, his heart in his mouth, he rang Caroline and suggested, tentatively, that as he was due to come up to London on business in a few days, well... perhaps she would care to meet him?
“That would be delightful, Charles!”
After that he saw her two or three times a week for the next month.
He travelled down to London and she visited him in Suffolk, staying the night in his small, cramped bedroom. After the first night together he opened up his parents’ old room, got a woman in from the village to give it a once over, and he and Caroline slept in the very double bed in which he had been born.
He told himself that he was happy for the first time in forty years.


~


He led her from his study and across the lawn.
They gravitated towards the willow, as if pulled. It was a blistering summer’s day, and they sought refuge in the pool of shade beneath the tree’s canopy. He pulled Caroline towards him and held her.
He looked up, to where the trunk separated to form a thick, right-angled bough, old and strong.
She pulled away from him and stared, shocked. “You’re crying...”
She wiped the tears from his cheeks and said softly, “Here...?”
He nodded.
She led him back across the lawn, into the study, and she held him and said, “I love you, Charles.”
He looked over her shoulder, back towards the willow, and caught a fleeting glimpse of Emmeline’s ghost, haunting him still.


~


A week later, while they were dining at the Three Horseshoes, Caroline said, “Charles, I want to ask you about The House.”
His mouth suddenly dry, he nodded. “Ask away,” he said with feigned unconcern.
She was forking her meal absently, avoiding his eyes.
After a silence he thought would last for ever, she looked up and said, “Charles, I think it should be performed again.”
His heart thudded and he felt suddenly dizzy. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”
“I think I do.” She smiled and reached across the table, taking his hand and squeezing. “Charles, I’m not superstitious.”
“And nor am I. What happened... what happened had nothing to do with superstition.”
She held his gaze, said, “Do you really mean to say that the play was cursed?”
“I don’t know what else might explain what happened.”
“I do! Coincidence! You’re a rationalist, aren’t you? I’ve read all your books. They aren’t the works of someone who believes in superstition.”
“Those books,” he said deliberately, “everything I wrote in the years after... after Emmeline died and after what happened subsequently... everything was a frantic attempt to make myself believe in a rational, materialistic universe.”
She squeezed his hand. “So what do you believe?”
“I just don’t know,” he said.
“It was coincidence,” she insisted.
“That’s what I wanted to believe, want to believe, but...” He took a breath, looked across the table at the woman he realised, then, that he loved very much. “Let me tell you what happened, Caroline.”


~


The House was his third play, and his best.
His first two had been popular and critical successes, and the West End was eager for his next one. It took a year, and was the hardest damned thing he’d ever written. He told himself that that was because it was the truest, the most heart-felt of all his work to date. He’d looked deep into himself, into his relationship with Emmeline – but more, he’d extrapolated from the current state of their relationship and written about how it might be in twenty, thirty years. He’d examined his wife’s personality, her irrationality, and the portrait he’d painted of her had been far from flattering.
“You see, Caroline, Emmeline wasn’t well, even then. What in the early days I took to be delightful quirks of personality, oddities that marked her out from the crowd, that made her ‘artistic’ or ‘anarchic’... well, I came to realise that they were just the early symptoms of her condition.”
He stared at his wine, lifted it to his lips and drank.
“It would be called bi-polar now, I suppose. Manic depression. She swung between suicidal lows in which her view of the world was relentlessly bleak, to ecstatic highs when she would think nothing of working twenty hours straight and producing some her most amazing, life-affirming work.”
He shrugged, smiled across at Caroline. “As a writer, how could I not write about what was affecting me most?”
She asked gently, “Why ‘The House’?”
“I think the house served as a metaphor. Her middle-aged character in the play was obsessed with the house, and it was failing little by little, bit by bit becoming ever more derelict... just as was Emmeline.” He paused, then went on, “She hated the play, of course. Didn’t want it put on.”
He stopped. He didn’t want to tell anyone, not even Caroline, about his arguments with Emmeline over the play.
“It opened at the Lyric just a fortnight after Emmeline died,” he said. “And then...”
She squeezed his hand. “I know what happened. You don’t have to...”
Just after the curtain fell on the opening night, the actress playing the part of Emmeline had collapsed on the stage and died before the ambulance arrived. Cerebral haemorrhage...
“There was no understudy, as it was a small theatre company with limited funds. I wanted the play to be taken off, and it was my insistence, along with the delay there would be in a new actress learning the part, that persuaded the backers to cut their losses and drop the play.”
He looked into her eyes. “So soon after Emmeline’s death, and then the tragedy of... I couldn’t take the grief. I wanted nothing to do with the damned play. It was easier all round if we just pulled it.”
She said quietly, “But Birmingham rep persuaded you to allow it to be staged a year later.”
He stared across the bar to the horse-brasses hanging beside the ingle-nook fireplace. “They did. I should never have listened to them. But I was greedy. I needed the money for the upkeep of the house.”
He relented, and the play was staged, and an hour after the opening night’s performance the leading actress was knocked down by a bus outside the theatre and killed instantly.
Caroline said in a soft voice, “Coincidence, Charles. Coincidence.”
He stared down at their hands entwined between them. “After that I wanted nothing more to do with the play. My agent sold the rights for a song, but on my insistence he made a stipulation that the play shouldn’t be staged before the end of the century.” He smiled. “I never thought I’d be around long enough for that date to come about.”
“It’s now 2010,” Caroline said. “Don’t you think that sufficient time has passed to allow it to be staged again?”
“No, I don’t.”
“It’s successful production would... I think it would help you, Charles. Free you, unleash you from the demons.”
He smiled, bitterly. “I think you’re being a little melodramatic, Caroline.”
She held his gaze. “Well,” she said at last, “I do act, after all.”
A combination of facts tumbled in his mind, and something clicked. He said, “You want to stage the play?”
“My ex-husband was the producer who bought the rights of The House from your agent. He thinks the time has come to stage it again. He’s assembled a company and it’s now in rehearsal at the Metro.”
He stared at her. “And?” he asked.
“And the agreement he and I had, back then, was that if ever he did restage the play, then I should play the part of Emmeline. He contacted me a while ago, honouring that agreement.”
He felt suddenly frozen as he stared across the table at her. “You... you had this planned all along, didn’t you?”
“Charles...” she began. “I admit, when I first approached you, I wanted to get your permission to have the play performed. And then I got to know you.” She stopped, reached across the table and gripped his hand. “What we have together now, Charles, I value so much.”
“I don’t know whether to believe you, or feel betrayed.”
She smiled. “I hope you will believe me, Charles, but I’ll also understand if you feel a sense of betrayal. But I assure you, none is meant.”
His heartbeat seemed to fill the room. He said, “I can’t let you do it.”
“Charles, I want to prove to you that the deaths were nothing more than coincidence. I want to help you. I don’t believe in mediaeval superstition. The only way to banish such belief is to stage the play.”
He felt desperation surge within him. “Caroline, I beg you. You don’t know what you’re saying. Two deaths... I don’t want a third on my conscience. You didn’t know Emmeline, her strength of character. She...” He shook his head, knowing full well that he was sounding irrational. “She was insane, and she...”
She stared at him. “What? She cursed the play? Charles, that’s nonsense!”
“I beg you, Caroline. At least think about it.”
“Don’t you think I haven’t given it a lot of thought already?” She was gathering her things together. “I must go. There’s a train at ten.”
“Stay the night!” he pleaded.
She touched his hand. “I must go. I have rehearsals in the morning.”
“Caroline, I love you...”
That stopped her. Standing, she reached out and touched his cheek. “And believe me, I love you, too, Charles, which is why I’m doing this.” She paused, then said, “The play opens a fortnight tonight. I’ll be in touch immediately after the curtain. Trust me.”
He watched her stride from the bar, a combination of depression and desperation opening up within him like a pit.


~


He hit the bottle over the course of the next week.
In the days before the play was due to open, he tried to phone her every hour. Each time he was diverted to her answerphone and he left ranting, incoherent messages pleading with her to think again, to abandon the project. He said that if she cared nothing for her own life, then at least consider his own peace of mind. And he begged her to contact him.
He heard nothing from Caroline and he renewed his barrage of calls. He rang the theatre, demanding to be put through to her, and when his request was refused he asked to speak to the director or producer. Evidently reception had been primed and, ever so politely, he was informed that the people he wished to speak to were either absent or busy with rehearsals.
Then, the day before the opening night, he did get through to Caroline on her mobile.
“Caroline! Thank Christ!”
“Charles, this is most incon—”
“Don’t hang up, I beg you! Listen, we must meet.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Then we must talk. Please, listen to me! The last time we met... I didn’t tell you everything. I didn’t tell you what happened between me and Emmeline, what she said before, before she...”
“Charles, none of that matters, now. Don’t you see, all that is in the past.”
“No, you don’t understand. You see, before she went out and—”
“Charles, I really must go now.”
He cried, “At least think of me, Caroline! Think of my sanity!”
She paused, then said, “That’s exactly what I am doing, Charles. I am thinking of you, your sanity. Can’t you see that?”
And before he could think of a reply, she cut the connection.
He hurled the receiver across the hallway, then hurried to his study and poured himself a whisky.


~


On the night of the opening he sat at his desk and stared out across the moonlit lawn to the dark shape of the willow. He had spent the day drinking in preparation of the call that would tell him that Caroline was dead. He was reconciled to the fact, knew that there could be no other outcome. And then, when Caroline was dead and he had no reason to go on living? He smiled to himself. There was a rope in the garage... His end would be entirely fitting.
He saw movement on the lawn, a fleet figure in the moonlight. He stood, swaying, and knocked over the chair. Staggering, he propelled himself to the French windows, managed to fumble them open and stepped into the warm night.
He saw movement beyond the fringe of the willow tree and crossed the lawn towards it.
He stood and stared, and saw his wife at the age of twenty, before the years and mental illness had ravaged her body and soul. She peeked out at him from behind the fronds, playfully.
“You!” he said.
He closed his eyes and relived the very last occasion on which he had seen her alive. She was drunk, tormented by the demons of her depression. She was also naked, and perilously thin, as she gestured at him with a gin bottle clutched in her fist.
You’ll regret it, Charles! Oh, you’ll regret it if you stage the damned play!
He had told her that it was his art, as her paintings were her art; she had no compunction about portraying him in less than complimentary fashion, had she?
That’s different! My paintings won’t be seen by thousands! They won’t know it’s you... Your portrayal of me is cruel.
He’d told her that it was an honest portrait of the person she might become... But had he been lying even to himself?
You’ll regret it, Charles. Stage the play and you’ll live to regret it! I’ll haunt it, do you hear! My soul will not rest...
He’d told her she was ranting. Come inside, he’d coaxed; come inside and get warm before the fire. We’ll have coffee. I’ll hold you...
But she had run off, laughing, and he had turned and made his slow way back to the house.


~


Now he opened his eyes, and it was a second or two before he realised what he had heard.
The phone was ringing in the house.
He turned, stumbling, and ran towards the open French windows. The summons became shrill as he barged into the hall and approached the phone.
He stopped, and a cold fear gripped him. He knew what he was about to hear, as he reached out and picked up the receiver.
He heard a crackle, then silence. A voice, so faint, sounded as if from a million miles away.
“What?” he said. “Who is this!”
The line went dead.
He paced the hall, weeping, back and forth, back and forth; he saw Caroline in his mind’s eye, her beauty superimposed upon Emmeline’s emaciated, mocking face.
He looked at his watch. It was after eleven now. When would the play have ended? More than an hour ago, surely?
The phone sounded behind him like a detonation, shocking him. He grabbed it. “Yes, who is it?”
“Charles! Edward here.”
He almost cried out in despair. “What the hell do you want?”
“Charles, are you okay? You been hitting the old–?”
“I’m fine,” he snapped. “What do you want?”
“Just had a call from the US. That film company I told you about – they’ve made a meaty offer for the rights of the Tide series—”
He laughed out loud at the sheer banality of the communication, and slammed down the receiver.
He resumed his pacing. He wanted nothing more than to be put out of his misery. He knew with a terrible inevitability what the next hour or so would bring, and he wanted it to be over and done with.
He willed the phone to ring with the news, then wondered why he was waiting. Why not pre-empt the inevitable? He knew where the rope was stored, and the main bough of the willow would take his weight... Do it now, he urged himself, get it over with.
He hurried down the hall and through the front door. He crossed to the garage beside the house, his way lit by the full moon. He scraped open the garage door, laughing now with relief that the end was so near.
He found the old cardboard box in the corner of the garage and pulled out the looped rope, thick and rough in his grip. It was even tied into an accommodating noose, so he need not spend time trying to form the knot.
He turned and moved to the entrance of the garage, the rope heavy in his arms.
When he heard the sound of the car in the drive, popping gravel, he knew that rather than phone him, someone at the theatre – the producer or director, perhaps – had come to see him personally with the dire tidings.
He stopped by the door and stared out.
A black car, appropriately enough, faced him across the gravel. Moonlight glinted on the windscreen, concealing whoever was in the driving seat.
He steeled himself for the news, and he knew how he would react. He would tell whoever it was that he had begged her not to go ahead with the play, that he had told her she would die. Shunning responsibility, yet again...
He took a step towards the car, then stopped.
The door cracked open and the driver stepped out.
He dropped the coiled rope.
She faced him, smiling. “I told you,” she murmured. She looked at the small gold watch on her slim wrist and said, “Almost three hours, Charles, and I’m still alive. And,” she went on, “that was the first time and the very last that I’ll play the part. An understudy can take over, now.”
“Caroline,” he said.
He wanted to take her to the willow tree and show her where, almost forty years ago, Emmeline had hanged herself, and he would try to explain the guilt he had carried with him down all the years.
He would sell his wife’s early, exuberant self-portraits, he decided, and the later, haunted paintings he would ceremonially burn... and in so doing exorcise Emmeline’s ghost from the house, for ever.
Caroline came towards him. “You’re free, Charles,” she said. “You’re free, at last.”
He crossed the drive-way to meet her in the moonlight.
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