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‘For life is but a dream, whose shapes return, some frequently some seldom, some by night and some by day’
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CHAPTER ONE


Fabian lay cocooned in the rich warm softness of the bedding, and stared out through the open curtains. Shafts of red speared the dawn sky, pink, bloody.


He rolled over and studied the sleeping girl beside him. Then he slipped out of bed and walked naked through the tangle of clothes on the floor to the window. He stared out at the morning mist, and at the thick coils of smoke from the last of the winter prunings in the vineyards. Like the aftermath of a battle, he thought, and shuddered suddenly, his thin sinewy body covered in goose-pimples.


The air was good, filled with dew and the strange animal smells of the girl that were all over him; he scratched himself, then stared once more out of the window, uneasily.


‘Fabian?’ There was a gentle rap on the door, followed by a clumsy thump.


‘Two minutes.’ He felt the strain on his throat as he tried to shout and whisper at the same time. The girl stirred slightly, rustling like a leaf in a breeze, and was silent again.


He pulled on his jeans, collarless shirt and pullover, stuffed the rest of his clothes into his bag, and sloshed some cold water on his face. He dried it off, took half a step towards the girl, then stopped, picked up his bag and went out of the room, closing the heavy door silently behind him.


Otto, Charles and Henry were already outside, waiting. Otto, tall, with his hooked nose that overhung his mouth, his black hair raked sharply back from his pockmarked face, his herringbone coat hanging from his gangly frame, looked like a huge bird of prey. Charles stood beside him, rubbing his hands, bleary eyed, with his usual baffled expression, as if the morning had crept up and caught him unawares. ‘God, I feel bozoed,’ he said, yawning. Henry leaned against the car, hands sunk deep in his coat pockets, his eyes closed.


‘I’m sorry, I overslept,’ said Fabian, unlocking the rear hatch of the Volkswagen and pulling out the scraper.


‘Any chance of a coffee before we go?’ said Charles.


‘Let’s get some en route,’ said Fabian, dragging the rubber scraper through the heavy dew on the windows. It was still almost dark out here. He stared at the black, threatening silhouettes of the tall pines, and at the cold grey walls of the château. He glanced up at the windows, and tried to spot the one with the open curtains; he thought he saw a face there and looked away. ‘I’ll drive the first leg.’


Charles and Henry squeezed through into the rear seat, and Otto sank down in the passenger seat. Fabian switched on the ignition. The engine turned over noisily, clattering, popping, caught for an instance, then died.


‘Ace,’ said Charles. ‘Going to be an absolutely ace morning.’


‘Yurr, really nice,’ said Henry in his slow, deep voice. He closed his eyes again. ‘Wake me up in Calais.’


‘I would prefer to be heading south rather than north,’ said Otto, toying with his seat-belt. ‘Bloody thing; I can never remember how this goes.’


The engine clattered, then fired again, rasping furiously.


‘Sorry that we’re dragging you away, Fabian,’ said Charles.


Fabian shrugged, leaned forward and switched on the lights.


‘Is she a good screw?’ said Otto.


Fabian smiled, and said nothing. He never discussed women.


The girl stood by the window, a flat, drained expression on her face as she watched the red Golf drive off into the mist. She touched her left arm gently; it hurt like hell. She walked over and sat in front of the dressing table and stared in the mirror. She flinched, then stared again closely at the purple bruises on her breasts, at the gouge down her left cheek, at the swelling around her right eye, and at her puffy lip, cracked and stained with dried blood. She stared for a long time, straight into her own eyes, unable to avert her gaze, then gently lowered her fingers between her legs and winced in pain at the touch. ‘Salaud,’ she said.


‘What ferry do you think we’ll make?’ said Charles.


‘If the road’s this empty, we should be at Calais around four.’


‘You’re a jammy bastard, Fabian, aren’t you.’


‘Jammy?’


‘Yes, jammy.’


DIJON … MACON … LYONS … PARIS … The jumble of autoroute signs flashed past as Fabian accelerated hard around the flyover, feeling the tyres bite into the tarmac, the tightness of the steering wheel, the crisp roar of the warmed-up engine, the pure thrill of an open, empty road. As the curve straightened out on to the autoroute approach, he flattened the accelerator and the Volkswagen leapt forwards. Sometimes it seemed to him the car would take off, be free of the road and fly, fly straight up into the stars. He watched the curve of the rev counter needle, flicked up through the gears each time the needle touched the red sector, until he was in fifth, staring at the speedometer, his foot still hard on the floor. One hundred and twenty-five. One hundred and thirty.


‘What are your plans this term?’ said Fabian, above the roar of the engine and the wind.


Otto and Charles looked at each other, not sure to whom the remark was addressed. Otto pushed in the lighter and shook a crumpled Marlboro out of a dented pack.


‘I don’t make plans,’ said Otto. ‘I never make plans.’


‘How are your parents?’ said Charles.


‘Mine?’ said Fabian.


‘Yes.’


‘O.K.’ He hesitated, uncomfortably. ‘Still apart. How’s your mother?’ He raised his arm and wound the roof back, letting in a blast of fridge-cold air and a roar which drowned Charles’s reply. He stared at the sun to the right, a low red ball rising above the hills of Burgundy, the sun that would warm the grapes that would be made into wines, great whites, great reds, blood red. In twenty years’ time he might open a bottle of Clos de Vougeot and lean over to someone and say, ‘I saw the sun that went into that bottle; I was there.’


The sense of doom enveloped him again; the ball of sun seemed too close, suddenly. He wanted to open his window and push it further away. A shaft of light played for an instant down the dashboard, ran down it, vibrant, lively, like fresh blood, he thought.


‘I’m going to try and play cricket this term,’ said Charles.


‘Cricket,’ said Otto, staring at him oddly.


‘Cambridge might be my last chance to play.’


‘Did you say cricket?’ shouted Fabian.


‘Yes,’ Charles shouted back.


Fabian saw a cluster of red lights in the distance; there was still not enough daylight to make things out clearly. Several vehicles, bunched together: an amber indicator flashed; something was moving out into the middle lane. He pulled the Golf over into the fast lane, eased his foot slightly on the accelerator, and flashed his lights. ‘I didn’t know yon played.’


‘I was in the First Eleven at Winchester.’


‘First Eleven Wankers,’ grinned Fabian, turning round for an instant.


‘What?’


‘Wankers!’


‘Fabian!’


Fabian heard Otto’s voice, strange, garbled, cut short, and sensed him flinch, tighten up. He stared back at the road.


There were headlights coming straight at them. Big, blinding lights, towering above them, coming the wrong way in the fast lane.


‘Lorry!’ he shouted. ‘Christ!’


His foot dived for the brake pedal, but he knew there was no point, knew he was too late. Through the glare of the yellow lights he saw the last two digits of the registration plate: 75. Paris, he thought to himself.


Then suddenly he was above the Golf, looking down: through the open roof he could see Otto, Charles and Henry, jerking around like puppets. He watched, fascinated, everything in slow motion now, as the Golf began to crumple against the front of the lorry, then he realized it wasn’t a lorry at all, but another car, a Citroën, one of the large old models, upright, high off the ground.


First the nose buckled, then the roof twisted, then the windscreen seemed to turn to feathers, hundreds of thousands of feathers all floating around; things were flying through the air now, shapes, large and small. The rear doors of the Citroën opened, one inwards, one outwards, and the Citroën seemed to turn sideways. The back seat was filled with parcels which began to rise up, slowly, and break open as they hit the roof; little men, white, brown, black, all furry, with their arms opened, gyrated through the air together in a strange ritualized dance. Teddy bears, he realized, as they fell and bounced, then fell.


There was a smell of petrol; a tremendous powerful smell. Everything was obscured for a moment in a shimmer, as though a layer of frosted glass had been slipped beneath him, then there was a strange dull boom, like a tyre bursting, followed by an intense searing heat. The bears burnt first, then the paint on the cars started to blister.


Fabian began to vibrate in the heat, shaking uncontrollably. He tried to move, but could not; all around was shimmering now, and it moved in closer, tighter. ‘No,’ he said, suddenly. ‘No!’ He looked wildly around, struggled again. ‘Carrie!’ he shouted. ‘Carrie!’


Then, suddenly, he was free of the heat, racing again down the autoroute. The light was brilliant white – the sun must have come up fast, he thought – as he gripped the wheel, felt the car accelerating. There was no need to change gear, it was accelerating by itself, free of the road now, gliding just above the surface. The road markings had gone, the road signs, everything. He was flying now, he could fly to the stars! He pulled the wheel back, but the car would not climb, and instead flew on silently through the light, towards a vanishing point in the white mist of the horizon. He passed a wrecked car smouldering by the side of the road, then a coach on its side, a lorry, its cab torn in half, two cars interlocked like fighting beetles, rusted, abandoned, another car, burning figures dimly visible through the flames, the light ahead getting more brilliant each second. He looked around. Otto’s seat was empty. ‘Where’s Otto?’


‘Must have fallen out,’ said Charles.


‘He’s just lit a cigarette. Where’s the cigarette?’


‘Probably taken it with him.’


Charles’s voice sounded strange, a long way off. Fabian looked over his shoulder. He thought Charles and Henry were there, but was not sure.


‘Did we hit that car, Charles?’


‘I don’t know. I think so.’


The brilliant light was hurting his eyes. Fabian leaned forward and fumbled for his sunglasses. Ahead he saw shadows in the white mist, shapes moving. ‘Péage,’ he said. ‘I need some money.’


‘No,’ said Charles. ‘No, I don’t think we need any money.’


Fabian felt the car lifting up, then drop away from him, found himself suspended in the white light; it was warm, and he sank back in it, and saw figures coming towards him.


Then he remembered again, and began to shake. ‘Carrie!’ He tried to shout at the figures, but nothing came out. ‘Carrie! You must let me. You must!’


The figures were standing around him now, smiling, kind, pleased to see him.







CHAPTER TWO


Alex watched the waiter pour an inch of Chambertin into her husband’s glass, retreat and stand stiffly beside him. David held the glass up to the dim light, swirled it around in his hand, hurtling the wine around the wall of the glass, and then examined the tears of glycerol after the wine had dropped down. He sniffed deeply, frowned, drained the glass into his mouth, sluiced it noisily around, then began to chew it as if it were a tough piece of steak. Don’t send it back, please God don’t send it back, she said to herself; I can’t bear it when you send it back.


To her relief he gave a single nod to the waiter and the ordeal was over.


‘Chambertin ’71,’ said David, proudly, as if he had made it himself.


‘Ah,’ she said, trying to look enthusiastic, trying to pretend for his sake that she really could appreciate a good burgundy, that she could tell a burgundy from a claret, which she never could and doubted she ever would. ‘Thank you, that’s a treat.’


‘You sound very formal tonight,’ he said. ‘It’s like taking a maiden aunt out to tea.’


‘I’m sorry, I’ll try and be less formal.’ She stared at his hands which had become so coarse, his stubby fingers red, almost raw, with the black grime under the nails, and at the battered tweed suit and the frayed woollen shirt; was it part of his new image, or did he genuinely not care any more? She stared at his face, tanned, relaxed, even turned a little leathery from the outdoor life, his hair ragged, almost bushy now, like the thick tangle of his beard. He raised his glass and pointed it at her.


‘Cheers.’


She raised hers and the glasses clinked.


‘Know why people touch glasses?’ he said.


‘No.’


‘You can see wine, smell it, touch it, taste it. But you can’t hear it! So we touch glasses; it completes the five senses.’


‘Ever the advertising man. It’s still in your blood.’ She smiled, and pulled out a cigarette. ‘What about telepathy? Can you communicate with wine?’


‘I communicate with it all the time. I even talk to my vines.’


‘Do they talk back?’


‘They’re not great conversationalists. I thought you’d given up smoking.’


‘I have.’


‘That’s what London does for you. Eats you up; screws you up. You do things you’ve given up, and you don’t do the things you’ve promised yourself.’


‘I do.’


He nodded, with a reluctant grin. ‘Yes. Perhaps you do.’


Alex smiled and raised her eyebrows.


‘You’re looking very pretty.’


She blushed. She had never been very good at taking compliments. ‘Thank you,’ she said, stiffly.


‘There you go. The maiden aunt again.’


‘What do you want me to say?’


He shrugged and sniffed his wine. ‘Have you heard from Fabian?’


‘Not for a few days. He’ll be back tomorrow evening.’


‘When does he go back to Cambridge?’


‘At the weekend.’ Alex saw her husband’s face drop. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘I was hoping he might come down this weekend. We’re doing some planting.’


Alex brushed some long strands of blonde hair off her face. David noticed the petulance in the motion. Fabian was a touchy subject. ‘You know, darling,’ he said, ‘it’s silly, this separation – surely we could …?’


He felt the wall, even before she replied.


Alex fumbled with her cigarette, rolled it around, then tapped it several times in the ashtray.


‘I’ve been thinking a lot about things, David.’ The cigarette fell on to the pink tablecloth and she picked it up again, quickly, and rubbed the mark on the cloth with her finger. ‘I want a divorce.’


David swirled the wine in his glass, carelessly this time, so that some spilled over and ran down his hand. ‘Do you have somebody?’


‘No.’


She swept away a rew more hairs, too quickly, he thought, trying to read the truth in the blush of her face and the blue eyes that were staring down at the tablecloth. God, she looked lovely. The confidence of her success and the toughness that had come with it had changed her, but nicely; changed her into a fine midway stage between prettiness and handsomeness.


‘Would it bother you if I stayed up here tonight?’


She shook her head. ‘No, David, I don’t want you to stay up here.’


‘It is my house.’


‘Our house.’


He drank some wine, then sniffed it again, testily, disappointed. ‘I’ll go down to Sussex.’


He dropped her off in the King’s Road, at the top of the cul-de-sac. ‘I’ll call you,’ he said.


She nodded, and bit her lip, fighting back the sadness. ‘That would be nice.’


She slammed the door of the grimy Land Rover and turned away, hurrying down the terrace, past the smart doors of the Regency town-houses, squeezing her eyes against the rain and her tears. She threw her coat on to the stand, then walked into the drawing room and paced around, restlessly. She looked at her watch. Eleven-thirty. She felt too churned up to sleep.


She opened the door under the stairs, and walked down the steep narrow staircase into the basement, through the light trap and into the familiar smells of developer and fixer of her darkroom. She closed the door behind her with a click that sounded like a pistol shot. She felt acutely aware, suddenly, of the silence in the room and wondered, for a moment, was noise carried in light? Did you cut out noise when you cut out light? She listened to her own sounds, her breathing, the rustle of her blouse, and for an instant she felt like an intruder in her own room.


She snapped on the light-box, unpegged a roll of negatives from the drying line and laid it on the box. She looked closely at one of the frames; a fat black tubular object with two heads stared back.


Alex cut the roll into four strips, and laid them in the contact printer. She switched on the red safety light, took a sheet of bromide paper out of the box and fed it into the printer. ‘One thousand and one, one thousand and two, one thousand and three.’ She counted to fifteen, then snapped the light off and dropped the sheet into the shallow plastic developer tray. She up-ended the tray and rocked it sharply, sending the sheet down to the far end with a loud clack.


She watched the image on one frame, white on white, then a smudge of silvery grey appeared. Next came the perforated holes, then the outlines of the two ovals, one lower than the other. What was it? Something long, suspended between the ovals began to take shape, and then she realized. ‘Bastard!’ she said, grinning. Some of the hairs began to appear, then the phallus itself, fat, limp, the skin at the head saggy, the small slit in the front, like an ugly grinning reptile. What did it belong to, she wondered. An elephant? It wasn’t human. Couldn’t have been.


She shook her head, smiling, pulled the sheet out of the developer and dropped it into the fixing bath. She rocked the bath gently for a few seconds, then looked at her watch and waited another forty seconds. She pulled the sheet out and dropped it in the wash, checking her watch again. She tidied up, then looked at her watch again, impatiently. When the five minutes were up, she lifted the sheet out and pegged it on the drying line. Thirty-six phalluses stared at her, all the same, taken each time from a slightly different angle.


She grinned again as she went upstairs, feeling better, as if she had scored a secret personal triumph over David.


She woke with a start in the large bed and wondered if she’d overslept. She reached over and picked up her watch. Six-fifteen. Relieved, she sank back on to the pillow and closed her eyes. In the distance she heard a lorry thunder down the King’s Road. Then she heard the click of a door; it sounded like her front door. She listened intently, but realized she must have imagined it, and closed her eyes. Another hour of sleep. She needed it. Her lungs felt sore and there was a sharp throbbing pain in her head. She always smoked too much and drank too much when she saw David. Separating wasn’t easy; sometimes it seemed harder than staying together.


A shadow passed in front of her eyes in the dark room and she felt cold suddenly. She opened her eyes and saw Fabian standing over her bed, could see him clearly in spite of the dark.


‘Darling!’ she said.


‘Hi, Mum.’


She stared up at him; he looked worried, agitated.


‘I wasn’t expecting you back until tonight, darling.’


‘I’ll get some rest now, I’m very tired.’


‘You must have driven through the night.’


Fabian smiled. ‘Go back to sleep, Mum.’


‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, and closed her eyes, waiting for the click of her door closing. But she heard no click. ‘Fabian, darling, close the door,’ she called out. Then she opened her eyes and looked at the door and saw it was closed. She smiled, confused, and lapsed back into a doze.


It seemed only seconds later she heard the shrill cry of an insect in trouble, urgent, insistent, growing louder. She fumbled for her clock, wanting to stop it before it woke Fabian. Her hand groped about on the bedside table, found keys, a book, a glass of water, the hard scaly cover of her Filofax. The shrill insistent beep continued; she lay back for a moment and waited for it to stop, then remembered it would not; the wonderful solar clock that would never switch off by itself, programmed to beep, if necessary, until the end of time. It became, instantly, yet another reason to dislike David. What a damned stupid Christmas present to give; cruel, masochistic. He had bought it because it amused him; wines and gadgets. For a man who had turned his back on urban civilization, he was too damned fond of gadgets.


She pulled on her track suit and padded out into the corridor, quietly, not wanting to wake Fabian, pleased he was back, making a mental note to cancel a meeting that evening so they could do something together, maybe go out and see a film and have a Chinese afterwards. He was at a nice age now, in his second year at Cambridge, beginning to see clearly how the world worked, yet still filled with the enthusiasm of youth; he was a good companion, a mate.


She pounded her two mile route up to the Fulham Road and round the Brompton Cemetery, then scooped the papers and the milk from the doorstep and went back indoors. It struck her as mildly odd that Fabian had not left his usual trail of clobber all over the hallway. She hadn’t noticed his car outside either, but maybe he’d had to park in another street. She went back upstairs, quietly, to shower and dress.


She wondered whether to wake him up before she left, but went to the kitchen instead and scribbled a note. ‘Back at seven, darling. If you’re free we could go to the cinema. Love, Mum.’ Then she looked at her watch and flew.


By the time she reached the Poland Street car park her mood had changed to a sense of gloom. She nodded mechanically at the attendant as she drove up the ramp. Something wasn’t right, and she couldn’t place it; she felt depressed, flat, and blamed David. Something in Fabian’s expression had unsettled her, as if he had a secret he was keeping from her, as if there was a conspiracy and she was the only one not to know.







CHAPTER THREE


Alex stared in disbelief as her secretary laid a third stack of Jiffy bags on her desk.


‘All this is today’s, Julie?’ She picked up one of the packages and looked dubiously at the label. ‘Ms Alex Hightower, Hightower Literary Agency’ was spelt out in huge jittery letters. ‘Hope he hasn’t handwritten the manuscript.’


‘Philip Main called a few minutes ago. Asked whether you had deciphered the message. He may have been joking, but I wasn’t quite sure.’


Alex thought of the negatives she had developed and grinned. ‘I’ll call him back after I’ve opened the post.’


‘In about two weeks.’


Alex picked up her paper-knife and searched, bewildered, for a gap in the Sellotape.


‘A Walter Fletcher rang – wanted to know if you’ve read his manuscript yet.’


‘Doesn’t ring a bell.’


‘He was complaining bitterly that you’d had it for almost a week.’


Alex stared at the shelves beside her desk, piled high with manuscripts of novels, plays, film scripts. ‘Walter Fletcher? What was the title?’


‘The Development of Tribal Dances in the Middle Ages.’


‘You’re joking!’ Alex sipped her coffee. ‘Did you tell him we don’t handle that sort of thing?’


‘I tried to. He seems fairly convinced it’s going to be big.’


Alex ripped open the bag and pulled out a shapeless wodge of dog-eared papers, several inches thick, and loosely bound with elastic bands. ‘This one’s yours,’ she said, passing it straight to her secretary, who flinched under the weight.


Julie put it down on the desk and stared at the first page, a barely decipherable code of misspellings, crossings out and red underlining. ‘He appears to have typed this without a ribbon.’


‘Look on the bright side,’ said Alex. ‘At least it’s typed.’


The intercom buzzed and she picked up her phone.


‘Philip Main for you.’


Alex hesitated for a moment. ‘O.K.’ She pushed the button. ‘You’re mad,’ she said. ‘Completely mad.’


She listened to the usual sniff, followed by the clearing of the throat that always sounded like a grunt, followed by the long hiss as he drew deeply on the inevitable Capstan Full Strength that he poked in and out of his moustache with his nicotine-stained forefinger and thumb. ‘Did you understand it?’ His deep, quiet voice was tinged with a boyish excitement.


‘Understand it? What was I meant to understand?’


Sniff; grunt; hiss. ‘It’s a whole new form of communication; a new language. We’re evolving from dialogue; it’s a random communication mutated into celluloid. Nobody bothers talking any more, that’s too trite; we make films, shoot pictures, pass them round. Dialogue is too dominating – you don’t get a chance to develop your thoughts if you’re listening to dialogue – but you develop someone’s pictures and they talk to you – part of your soul goes into them.’


Alex looked up at her secretary and tapped her head.


‘So, thirty-six photographs of an animal’s genitals were meant to communicate something to me.’


Grunt. Hiss. ‘Yes.’


‘All it communicated to me was that it was far too small.’ She heard a giggle from Julie.


‘Organs of the Species.’


‘Organs of the Species?’


‘It’s the title; I’ve got the title.’


‘Of what?’


‘A new book; we’re going to write it together.’ Grunt. Hiss. ‘Your passion for photography. My obsession with the sex organs.’


‘Philip, I have a lot of work to do. Friday’s my worst day.’


‘Let me buy you lunch next week.’


‘I have a very busy week.’


‘How about dinner?’


‘I think lunch would be better.’


‘You don’t trust me.’ He sounded offended.


‘Tuesday. I could do a short lunch on Tuesday.’


‘I’ll pick you up at one. All right?’


‘Fine. Bye.’


Alex shook her head and put the phone down.


‘Philip Main?’ said Julie.


Alex nodded, and smiled. ‘Mad. Completely mad, but the book he’s writing could be brilliant – the bizz – if he ever finishes it.’


‘Will anyone be able to understand it?’


‘No, so it should win a few awards.’


The intercom buzzed again.


‘Yes?’ said Alex.


‘There’s a policeman down here, Mrs Hightower.’


‘A policeman?’ Her instinctive reaction was guilt, and she raked through her mind, trying to remember if she had any parking tickets outstanding? Or had she been reported for reckless driving? Surely not? ‘What does he want?’


‘He’d like to have a word with you.’ There seemed to be an insistency in her receptionist’s voice; perhaps she too was intimidated by policemen?


‘Maybe he’s written a book?’ said Julie.


Alex shrugged. ‘Ask him to come up.’


He came through the door with his cap in his hand, looked down at the ground, at his immaculately polished shoes, then up, aiming his eyes at a level just below the top of Alex’s desk. He was young, she realized with a shock; she had expected someone old, but he was as young as her son. He had a flat boxer’s nose, but soft, kindly blue eyes, shy eyes. ‘Mrs Hightower?’ he said, expectantly, to both women.


‘Yes,’ said Alex.


He looked nervously at Julie, then at Alex, put his hands behind his back and swayed slightly from side to side. ‘Do you think I could have a word with you alone?’


‘It’s all right, officer – my secretary works with me all the time.’


He looked at Julie then at Alex. ‘I think it would be better if I could speak to you on your own.’


Alex nodded at Julie. She went out of the room and closed the door behind her.


‘Mrs Hightower – I’m Constable Harper, from the Metropolitan Police.’ He blinked furiously.


Alex watched him quizzically; he was making her feel uncomfortable.


‘You have a son, I believe – Fabian?’


‘Yes?’ She felt cold, stared past him, out through the horizontal venetian slats at the grey rooftops beyond, saw the rain sliding down the window leaving trails like snails. Her mind started racing.


The policeman unbuttoned the top button of his tunic, then did it up again; he dropped his hat on the floor, and knelt down to pick it up, then composed himself. ‘He owns a red Volkswagen Golf G Ti?’


Alex nodded. What the hell has he done this time? The police had been before, eighteen months ago, when someone had reported him for reckless driving. She nodded blankly as the policeman read out the registration number.


‘He’s been travelling in France?’


‘Yes. Been skiing with some friends – and then he went to Burgundy to a party – a twenty-first – the daughter of a friend of my husband’s.’


The policeman’s eyes were wide, staring, and his mouth was twitching as if an electric current were running through it. Alex looked away from him again, and stared at her face in the word-processor screen at the side of her desk. She looked old, suddenly, she thought, incongruously, old.


‘We’ve had a phone call from the police – gendarmerie – er – police, in Mâcon. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.’ The words began to float around her, as if each was contained in a watery bubble; she saw them, heard them, again, repeatedly, in different sequences. Taken. Hospital. Arrival. To. On. Found. Was. But. Be. To. Arrival. Dead. She felt one of her knees hit something hard, then again. She stared at the policeman’s face, saw two faces, then four.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


Who had said that, she wondered, suddenly. Him? Her? She spoke mechanically, positively, tried to be courteous; tried not to make the man feel like an idiot, in spite of her mounting anger. ‘I’m very sorry,’ she said. ‘There has been a mistake; a very terrible mistake. My son is at home, asleep in bed; he arrived back safely this morning.’





CHAPTER FOUR


Constable Harper departed in a flurry of staccato apologies and twitches. Alex sat down, staring at the spats of rain on the window, and dialled her home phone number.


She heard the click as it answered, and a dull roar. Over the roar, she heard the voice of her cleaning lady. ‘Hold on, you don’t go no away please.’ There was a clunk, the roar stopped and her voice came on again, clearer. ‘Very sorry; go turn off ’oover. Missy Eyetoya ’ouse.’


‘Mimsa, it’s Mrs Hightower speaking.’


‘Missy Eyetoya no here; you telephone please at office.’


Alex waited patiently, and then repeated herself, slowly, louder.


‘Allo Missy Eyetoya.’ There was a pause as if Mimsa was looking something up in a phrase book. ‘How you you?’ she said positively, slowly, triumphantly.


‘Fine, may I speak to Fabian please.’


‘Misser Fibbian? He no here.’


‘He’s asleep in bed.’


‘No, he no sleeping. I just clean his room. You say he come back tonight; I just clean room for him.’


Alex hung up, grabbed her coat and went out into the corridor. She put her head through Julie’s office door. ‘I’ll be back in an hour.’


Julie looked at her anxiously. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘Yes, it’s fine,’ she snapped.


She double parked in the street, ran to the house and up the steps. There was a drowning roar from the vacuum cleaner and a strong smell of polish. She walked through and saw Mimsa, arched like a chicken, hoovering the drawing room. She ran up the stairs and along the corridor to Fabian’s bedroom, paused outside and knocked gently. She opened the door. The bed was neatly made and there were no suitcases, nor any clobber lying on the floor. It smelt clean, freshly aired, unused.


She looked around the room, up at the strange gaunt portrait of her son. He stared back down, sternly, arrogantly, hand slipped inside his jacket like Napoleon. The eyes were all wrong; they looked cold, cruel, not those warm eyes that were full of life that was the real him. Fabian had given it to her last year as a birthday present, but it had unsettled her; she had tried it on a few different walls, and eventually hung it in his own room. She felt a shiver as she looked at it now.


She went up and looked in the spare room, then the bathroom; but there was no sign of Fabian having returned. She went to her bedroom, picked up the phone and dialled her husband.


‘Can I call you back?’ he said. ‘I’m right in the middle of something urgent.’


‘So am I,’ she said, conscious of sounding more hysterical than she had intended. ‘Is Fabian with you?’


‘No,’ he said, impatiently. ‘He was going to that twenty-first at the Arboisses’ last night. He wouldn’t be back in England yet.’


‘David, something very strange is happening.’


‘Look – I’ll call you back in half an hour. Are you at the office?’


‘No. I’m at home.’


Alex was conscious of the sound of hooting outside. It was getting increasingly impatient. She hung up and ran down the stairs. Mimsa jumped in shock as she saw her. ‘Missy Eyetoya, oh you give me fright!’ Alex dashed outside. ‘Sorry,’ she shouted at a small, thin-lipped man in a large BMW who glared and shook his head. She jumped into her Mercedes, moved down the road, then reversed into the space the BMW had left. She went back into the house.


‘You did not see Fabian, Mimsa?’


Mimsa shook her head; the whole top half of her stooped body shook as though it were attached to her legs by a fulcrum. ‘Don’t see no Misser Fibbian. Don’t been back yet.’


Alex went through into the drawing room and sat down on a sofa, looking around at the apricot walls, thinking, suddenly, how pretty the room looked, and then, suddenly, how strange it felt being at home on a weekday morning. She stared at the bowl of red roses on the table by the door, and smiled. They had arrived by Interflora on her birthday, three days ago. The card from Fabian was still tucked in with them. Red roses; his favourite flowers. He always gave her red roses. She closed her eyes and heard the vacuum rev up again to a crescendo and then undulate, as Mimsa pushed the machine backwards and forwards over the carpet, relentlessly.


He had come into her room this morning; she had seen him; surely to God she had seen him?


She heard the front door and ignored it; probably the milkman; Mimsa could deal with it.


‘Missy Eyetoya.’ She opened her eyes and saw Mimsa looking agitated. ‘Policeman here.’ Mimsa’s eyes were wide open, bulging; she jerked over her shoulder with her thumb.


‘That’s all right, Mimsa, show him in.’


Mimsa stared at her, and Alex smiled reassuringly, nodding.


A moment later, Constable Harper was standing awkwardly in the doorway, cap in hand, and mouth twitching like a rabbit. ‘Sorry to bother you again,’ he said.


Alex swept some hair from her face and pointed to a chair. He sat down and placed his cap on his knees. ‘Nice house.’


Alex nodded and smiled. ‘Thank you.’


‘We seem to have a problem.’ He turned the cap over a couple of times. ‘I don’t know quite how to say this. There is a young man in hospital in Mâcon, who was in the – er – the accident, Mr Otto – ’ he pulled out his notebook and looked at it. ‘Mr Otto von Essenberg. He says that the other three in the car were a Mr Charles Heathfield, a Mr Henry Heathfield and Mr Fabian Hightower. Obviously he’s still in a state of shock.’


‘Charles and Henry Heathfield?’


‘Yes.’


She nodded.


‘Do you know them?’


‘Yes, their parents live in Hong Kong. Charles is at Cambridge with Fabian. Henry’s his younger brother. Are they all right?’


Harper paled, looked at the ground, and shook his head. ‘I understand that –’ he shook his head ‘– that they were killed.’ He looked back at Alex, and turned the hat over again. ‘You said you saw your son this morning.’


Alex nodded bleakly.


‘I’m sorry, this is very difficult.’ He looked away from her again. ‘Where exactly did you see him?’


‘He came into my bedroom.’


‘What time would that have been?’


‘About six. I think I looked at the clock, I’m not sure.’


He wrote carefully in his notebook, his hand shaking. ‘About six?’


‘Yes.’


‘Here?’


‘Yes.’


‘But he’s not here now?’


‘No.’ She sensed an inevitability dawning on her and she bit her lip.


‘Do you know where he’s gone?’


She shook her head. It was getting harder to speak.


‘Did he say anything?’


Alex nodded. ‘He said “Hi, Mum”. I told him I was surprised to see him back so soon; he said he was tired and was going to get some sleep. He was in his room this morning when I left.’


‘You saw him again?’


Alex stared directly into the policeman’s eyes. ‘No, I didn’t see him; the door was shut, and I didn’t want to wake him.’


‘Then you went to the office?’


She nodded.


He made another note. ‘What time did you leave?’


‘About quarter to nine.’


‘And what time does your cleaning lady come?’


‘About nine-fifteen.’


‘Was she on time this morning?’


‘I’ll ask her.’ Alex went out of the room. ‘Mimsa!’ she called. Mimsa, intent on her hoovering, did not hear. Alex tapped her on the shoulder. ‘Mimsa!’


The cleaning woman jumped. ‘The second fright you give me today. We don’t got no Vim. You forgot?’


Alex nodded. ‘Sorry, I’ll try to remember.’


‘The winnow cleaner no come. He lazy bassard.’


‘Mimsa – what time did you get here this morning? It’s very important.’


‘This morning, I early. Five to nine. I catch earlier bus – I don’ normally catch it, ’cos have to make husban’ breakfast; he no have breakfast this morning – got to go to the doctor for the tests, so I catch early; I go early too if O.K.?’


‘Fine.’ Alex nodded and went back into the drawing room. ‘She was here at five to nine.’


‘Only ten minutes after you left?’


Alex nodded.


‘Forgive me, this may sound a little rude – do you think you might have imagined your son coming home – dreamt it perhaps?’


The phone rang; she listened for a second to the shrill echoing of the bell, the very normality of it calming her down. She picked up the receiver. ‘Hallo?’


‘Hi, darling, sorry about that.’


She wished her husband would stop calling her darling; she wasn’t his darling any more; why did he keep having to pretend that everything was all right between them?


‘I was right in the middle of a crucial experiment – I’ve got a catalyst that I think is going to enable me to produce a Chardonnay to rival Chablis; and it’ll be cheaper. Can you imagine a really good British Chablis?’


‘Sounds very exciting,’ she said, flatly.


‘I’m talking about Premier Cru Chablis, at least! Did you sleep O.K. last night?’


‘Yes,’ she said, surprised. ‘Fine. Did you get down all right?’


‘Yes, no problems – can you hold on a second?’


Alex heard voices shouting in the background.


‘Listen, darling, I’ve got to get back to the lab – there’s a slight problem – it’s turning brown. Actually I had a weird dream – well I didn’t think it was a dream but it must have been. I was woken up by it, about six this morning; I could have sworn that Fabian came into my bedroom. He said “Hi, Dad”, then disappeared. I looked all over the house for him when I woke up, I was so convinced I’d seen him. This country life can’t be doing me much good after all – I must be cracking up!’







CHAPTER FIVE


She stared at the light oak coffin, with its brass handles, and the red roses that lay on top of it; at the shafts of sunlight playing through the stained glass window; at the kindly face of the clergyman at the lectern. ‘Now we see through a glass darkly,’ he read, calmly, serenely.


They were picking up the coffin now, they picked it up easily. Her son was in that; she wondered what he looked like. They hadn’t let David see him when he’d gone to France. Too badly burned to identify, they had said. She felt David’s hand tugging now. Do I have to stand, she thought, panicking suddenly. Do I have to walk down that aisle, in front of those staring faces? Then she remembered they were friends, all friends, and she followed her husband, lamely, through the haze of tears she was trying to hold back, outside and into the black Daimler.


The cortège stopped in front of the neat red-brick crematorium; they got out into the sunlight and stood silently watching the pall-bearers unload the coffin. Two men took the roses off around the corner, and the others carried the coffin into the building and set it down in front of the dark blue curtains. Alex walked up to the coffin and laid a single red rose on the lid. She spoke quietly, with her head bowed. ‘Goodbye, darling.’


She walked back and sat in the front pew beside David. She knelt and closed her eyes, trying to find some prayers, but could think of nothing; she heard the building filling with people and the soft organ music. She tried to listen to the words of the committal service, but could hear nothing, nothing but the sudden click and hum of the blue curtains sliding apart and the coffin starting to move slowly through them.


She felt uncomfortable at the wake, standing in the crush of people in her house, and drained a glass of champagne straight down. A bottle popped loudly, near her ear, frothing and spraying, and she was swept backwards helplessly in the retreating surge of people, like being carried on a huge wave, she thought.


‘I’m sorry, Alex,’ said a woman in a black veil whom she did not recognize.


‘He was a nice chap,’ said Alex. ‘They never take the shits, do they?’ She fumbled for her cigarettes. Through the crowd she saw Sandy making towards her, her hair a mad cauldron of tangled jet-black strands held vaguely together with what looked like knitting needles. Instinctively she turned away; Sandy’s theatrical emotions were more than she could cope with right now. She saw Otto’s sharp bird-of-prey face staring down at her, hideously lacerated, a mass of weals and sticking plasters. ‘Thank you for coming, Otto,’ she said.


He nodded, gave a half-smile that turned into a cruel grin. ‘Fabian asked me to,’ he said.


Alex stared at him, but he turned away from her, back to his conversation.


She closed the door on the last of the guests, took another drag on her cigarette and another long pull on the glass. She was feeling better, from the buzz of the drink, from the cheer of the friends and family who had been around. Only David still lingered, lurking in the entrance to the kitchen, leaning against the wall, glass in his hand. ‘Would you like me to stay?’ he said.


‘No, David.’


‘I don’t think you should be alone tonight.’


‘I really would prefer to be on my own. Please; I have to get over this my way.’


‘Why don’t you come down to Lewes?’


‘I’ll be O.K. here.’


David shrugged. ‘I suppose you blame me.’


‘Blame you?’


‘For buying him the car.’


‘No. Accidents happen; I don’t think it would have made any difference, whatever the car.’


‘If he had been going a bit slower?’


Alex smiled and shook her head.


David picked up a bottle and poured into his glass; only a dribble came out. He looked at the label. ‘Veuve Clicquot.’
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