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JOHNNIE WAS STARING INTO THE CORNER OF THE ROOM. Suddenly his eyes rounded in terror and he cowered away.


‘I didn’t, Jimmy, I didn’t!’ he said in a hoarse whisper. ‘They didn’t make me. They don’t know. They don’t know!’


‘Who is it, Johnnie? Who is it speaking to you?’


Brinkmann reached for the boy’s hand and grasped it. It was cold and clammy, like a piece of dead meat. Brinkmann tried not to confront the thought that had been hovering on the edge of his mind for days and now forced itself into full, inescapable view. These children carried with them the stigma, like the odour of decay, of extreme old age.
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Because he himself hated to be awakened roughly from slumber, Tom took Karel’s hand and squeezed it gently. Her eyelids fluttered. For a moment she looked at him as if he were a stranger, her smoky blue-grey eyes confused and vacant, and then she smiled. Tom kissed her hand. As he did so his glasses slid down his nose, dislodging a warm bead of sweat.


‘Where are we, Tom?’ Karel blinked and levered herself up.


‘We’re just north of Richmond,’ Tom said, massaging his temples. ‘Let’s eat and then you can drive. Okay?’


It was a few minutes after three p.m. and scorchingly hot. The dry landscape shimmered. The old metallic-blue Chewy’s air conditioning unit had never worked and Tom wasn’t mechanically minded enough to fix it. Neither did he have the money to take it to a garage and get it done properly.


They were on Interstate 95, over three hundred miles from New York, with one hundred and forty miles still to go to Tom Margison’s home town of Torrence, North Carolina.


The coffee shop was cool, shaded by Venetian blinds and masses of greenery that sprouted from large earthenware tubs. The lunch hour rush had finished and there were perhaps a dozen customers, couples and families.


They ate in silence for a while. Tom couldn’t shake off a faint sultry throb at the back of his head. The strain of the long drive perhaps, or was he worrying about his kid sister Danny, despite his parents’ assurances on the phone last night? She was comfortable, they said. Given a transfusion. Don’t get worked up, Tom. Accident. Knocked off her bike by a hit-and-run driver. Bastard. He’d like to get his hands on him for five minutes.


Karel took a delicate bite of club sandwich and dabbed her lips with a paper napkin. ‘I hope they don’t mind my staying. It’s not really a very good time, is it?’


‘Trix won’t mind. She wants to meet you.’


‘Your father doesn’t?’


Tom forced a grin through the headache. That was quite revealing, he thought. Was she thinking more of her own father? Tom had never met Victor Lendrum, Professor of Microbiology at Columbia. From the way Karel spoke of him, though, he had constructed a pretty good mental picture. Urbane. Intellectually superior. Cold and remote. Like some damn robot. Her mother had died of cancer five years before when Karel was fifteen. Only to be expected that a father bringing up a female teenager alone through the ‘difficult’ years should set a strict moral tone. His own father had tried the heavy hand with him, Tom recalled, before he went away to college. Lecturing him about ‘adult responsibility’ (he meant sex and back-seat petting and getting someone into trouble – the usual guff).


There was a minor commotion in the corner. Tom glanced over his shoulder. A boy of four or five with a blond fringe had thrown some food on the floor in a tantrum and the distraught mother was fussing around trying to pacify or appease him.


‘Kids,’ said Tom, turning back.


‘They’re no different from the rest of us,’ Karel said. ‘Except they haven’t yet learned to disguise their naked egos.’


‘Is that what the behaviourists believe?’


Karel watched him carefully in case he might be teasing her.


‘I’m not a behaviourist,’ she said tartly.


‘That’s right. I forgot. You’re a Jungian. Anima and animus and the collective unconscious. You know,’ Tom said, ‘when you come to write your thesis, that wouldn’t be a half bad title. I can see it on the Time bestseller list now: The Naked Ego.’


‘Too obvious. Been used before. So tell me, big-shot, what was your finals’ paper entitled?’ She shook back her corncoloured hair and watched him with shrewd cat’s eyes.


‘ “Quantum Theory and the Anthropic Principle”.’


‘Wow,’ Karel said with a grin. Now she was teasing him.


‘If you must know, DeVoss congratulated me personally on it,’ said Tom loftily. Ward DeVoss was his head of department in the Centre of Theoretical Physics at MIT. ‘He said some of my ideas on wave-particle properties relating to precognition deserved investigation.’


Karel shrugged. ‘I wish I understood some of that stuff, but it’s totally beyond me—’


She broke off as the blond-haired child went running by, arms extended, making the shrill noise of a jet engine. Evidently the mother had given up and the father couldn’t care less; his booming laugh came from behind a hanging wall of greenery.


‘You think psychology is hard to grasp, but quantum theory – my God! You’re dealing with tiny bits of matter, waves and particles, pure energy, that don’t even exist half the time. At least people are real. You can see them.’


‘You can’t see their emotions,’ Tom pointed out. ‘How do you measure happiness, for instance? How can you assess grief scientifically? It isn’t possible. They’re intangibles.’


It was an argument they had had before – usually late at night in Tom’s room on campus, listening to Mahler’s Fifth and drinking cocoa. And usually, as now, reaching no common accord.


Tom looked at the clock on the wall. ‘Come on, let’s move. It’s ten to four and we’ve at least a two-hour drive.’


Tom swung his legs out just as the child came screeching down the aisle once again. He tripped over Tom’s feet and went sprawling, and gave out a loud wail. He wasn’t hurt, merely shaken.


Tom went down on one knee and helped him up. ‘You all right, fella? Sorry, I didn’t see you.’


The child had a chubby, snub-nosed face and ears that stuck out. His hair was brushed forward in a gleaming blond cap, and his round blue eyes were fringed by fair lashes. He gazed level-eyed at Tom through brimming tears, his chest shuddering. Then the small soft mouth tightened and twisted in a temper tantrum.


‘You . . .’ he yelled. ‘You . . .!’ and he swung his leg back and kicked Tom viciously on the shin.


Tom winced and straightened up. ‘Just take it easy.’


The boy glared at Tom with wide mad blue eyes and deliberately took another running kick at Tom’s ankle. Tom stepped briskly aside. He gripped the child by the shoulder and held him off. Under his breath he swore and made a threatening gesture as if to cuff him.


The child’s eyes slid to the corner where his parents were sitting and he let off another deafening wail as if he really had been struck: he pressed his small fists into his eyes and tears squeezed through to dribble over his round cheeks. He cried at full volume, pausing only to suck in air. It was a superb performance. Tom looked at Karel, dumb-founded.


When he turned back the father was striding towards him. He was a big man wearing a check cowboy shirt with a gold crucifix glinting through the curly hairs at his throat. He came straight up and pushed Tom in the chest with the flat of his hand. A butterfly was tattooed on his thick wrist.


‘Wayne! Wayne, are you okay, honey?’ The mother followed close behind him. She wasn’t an ounce under two hundred pounds. She gathered the sobbing child in her arms, cast a look that was pure venom in Tom’s direction and marched off, holding the child’s head on her shoulder.


The father stuck his finger under Tom’s nose. He was pumping himself up. His neck pulsed.


‘You four-eyed squinty son-of-a-bitch. Nobody hits my kid. Nobody.’ His eyes were the same colour as the child’s, only a dustier blue, with thick dark eyebrows.


Karel saw Tom give a sort of weak grin of disbelief and amazement, which wasn’t the response the man wanted or expected; he squared up threateningly.


Tom raised his eyebrows. ‘Now wait one second. You weren’t here,’ he said reasonably. ‘How do you know what happened?’


‘I can hear the kid, can’t I? He doesn’t cry like that for nothing.’


‘He fell,’ Tom said, pointing at the floor.


‘You raised your goddam hand! My wife saw you!’


‘I didn’t hit your child. I didn’t even touch him. But if you really want my opinion, he ought to be taken in hand and spanked—’


‘Tom,’ Karel urged him quietly. ‘Let’s go.’


The man flexed his shoulders. It was clear what he thought of Tom: a typical smart-ass college student, with his hornrimmed glasses, clean-shaven features, and the long hair swept back from his forehead and gathered thickly on the nape of his neck.


He said softly, ‘Are you advising me? About my kid?’


‘If you exercised some control to stop him running around wild, this never would have happened,’ Tom said. Not the wisest thing to say under the circumstances, Karel thought.


The man took a bunch of Tom’s shirt in his fist and jerked him forward. He was the same height as Tom, slightly under six feet, though broader and hairier and three times as solid. Karel got out of her seat and tried to come between them. The man shouldered her out of the way. This angered Tom, and shamed him a little, and he pushed the man away. His shirt ripped and buttons pinged away and bounced on the floor.


‘He never laid a finger on the child,’ piped up a middleaged woman sitting with her husband three tables away. Her husband was trying to shush her. ‘But I saw it, Henry, he never . . .’


The lull gave Karel the opportunity to grab Tom firmly by the arm and pull him along the aisle. The man stood squarely, frowning and glowering after them. His glance flicked to the middle-aged woman and back at Tom. He held up his finger again and shook it. Karel dropped the bill and some cash on the cashier’s desk and pushed Tom through the swing door into the hot sunshine. As the door swung shut it cut off the child’s ragged whimpering cry.


Karel got behind the wheel and Tom sat beside her.


He was smiling to himself.


Karel started the engine and backed out. The Chevrolet shot forward, emitting blue smoke.


Tom laughed shortly, shaking his head. ‘Are kids born that way or does it take practice?’


Karel was cursing and struggling with the wheel. He hadn’t told her that the Chevy pulled to the left. ‘Ask me in two years when I’ve written my thesis. Did you have to say that to him? Christ, you’re dumb, Tom. Even Adolf Hitler’s parents must have thought the sun shone out of his ass.’


‘What that vicious little monster needs—’


‘We both know what he needs,’ Karel said, ‘but trying to tell his parents that is something else again, dumbo.’


Tom shook his head slowly and stared at the highway ahead.


Was something the matter with kids these days or was he getting older? They were given everything and wanted still more. Talk about naked egos. Where to put the blame? On TV? On materialism? On lack of parental control?


Enough of that, Tom decided. He was starting to sound like his father.
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Afterwards, Danny couldn’t remember whether she had seen the car or not. At any rate she couldn’t describe the make or colour. There was a blank patch in her mind.


All she could remember was crossing the Old Post Road, a two-lane highway which bisected the town from the south, and cycling along Crescent Drive leading up to The Heights. The car must have shot out from one of the side roads without stopping. It accelerated away, leaving the rear wheel of the cycle twisted into the shape of a figure eight, and Danny bruised and concussed on the grey asphalt, with blood on her chin and splashed across her white blouse like a red sash.


In her left hand she still held the plastic handlebar grip. There were no eye-witnesses.


At Bennett Memorial Hospital she was wheeled into casualty and put on an emergency plasma drip while her blood group was cross-matched in the Haematology Lab. There didn’t appear to be any bones broken but there was evidence of internal haemorrhaging. Not a great deal the duty intern and three nurses could do except make her comfortable in a side ward and stand by to await the lab’s report.


The news from the lab wasn’t good. AB rhesus negative. The young intern blanched and panicked a little. On the pink report sheet it said that the hospital had two packs of this relatively rare group in the cold store. The intern had already put out a call for the surgeon, Dr Ballard, who was on his way and would be ready to operate within thirty minutes. At the minimum, ten 450 ml. packs of blood would be required.


The senior staff nurse, Nurse Bryce, a hardened veteran, reminded him calmly, ‘We do have a priority procedure for this situation, doctor.’


‘Sure, yes, of course, I forgot. What is it exactly?’


‘Check the stock in the blood banks at Charlotte and Winston-Salem. Have them send a batch by motorcycle courier or air, whichever is quicker. Do you want me to phone?’


The intern looked relieved and grateful.


The two packs of blood were brought down from the cold store and the staff were glad to be doing something at last. Hopefully, these should be enough to stabilise her condition until fresh supplies arrived and the operation could begin. The blood was fed into her. Danny’s face looked ghostly pale against the beige plastic sheet her head was resting on. Drain tubes trailed from her mouth and nostrils. She had been cleaned up and now she appeared small and shrunken and very fragile. Every two minutes a nurse checked her pulse.


Her parents arrived just after six. They were ushered straight in to see Dr Ballard. He indicated two chairs and laid his pipe in the ashtray. He had thick white wavy hair and rather heavy pink jowls, an image that was avuncular and reassuring. He explained about Danny’s condition and said that there was every reason to believe she would be all right.


Clinging to her husband’s hand, her eyes taut with tension behind her clear-framed glasses, Trix Margison wanted to know why something wasn’t happening.


‘Unfortunately we don’t carry sufficient stock of AB rhesus negative here in this hospital, so we’ve had to send for another batch.’ Dr Ballard glanced at his watch. ‘It’s been promised to arrive by seven-thirty at the latest. All being well, we’ll go into theatre at eight.’


Alarm came into her face. ‘What do you mean, “all being well”? Could something go wrong?’


‘No, that isn’t what I meant, Mrs Margison. The blood has first to be tested to make sure there’s no negative reaction with the antibodies in Danielle’s blood serum. Perfectly straightforward, routine procedure. Then Danielle will go into pre-op and then we can proceed.’ Dr Ballard smiled reassuringly.


Frank Margison said, ‘How long will it take – the operation?’ He was a tall, gangly man with a vee of thinning hair that sharply receded on either side, and to compensate he had let his sideburns grow long.


‘That’s difficult for me to say. I very much hope we should be through by midnight. Staff Nurse Bryce will keep you informed.’


The hard news came shortly after eleven-thirty. Dr Ballard came into the small side room where the Margisons were waiting, still wearing his green gown, a white line over the bridge of his fleshy nose and one across his forehead where his mask and cap had been. He went straight to Trix and took her hands in his.


‘Your daughter is going to be all right. There’s some internal damage to the pancreas and the organs in the upper abdomen’ – his hand indicated the general region on the green gown – ‘but it isn’t considerable. She lost a lot of blood and we had to carry out a complete transfusion. She’s tough and she’s healthy and I don’t see any reason why she shouldn’t make a full recovery.’


Trix Margison said, ‘Oh God. Oh thank God.’


*


Tom was pleased that his mother and Karel seemed to hit it off. Frank was still in school, force-feeding chemistry into the fifth grade at Torrence High, so the three of them spent some time together. They browsed through the shops on Main Street, and in the afternoons sat drinking Trix’s home-made wine on the patio at the back of the house, surrounded by the flowers, pot plants and trays of herbs on which Trix lavished such attention and loving care. She was the only one of the family with green fingers.


Then the weather broke, there were heavy showers, and Tom and Karel stayed in Tom’s room reading and listening to Glenn Miller and Linda Ronstadt. It was very cosy and domestic, with the rain slanting down outside and pattering on the window, the overcast skies bringing a soft grey gloom into the room.


Seeing Karel stretched out on his bed, elbows propped either side of the book she was reading, hair draping her shoulders and catching a lambent sheen from the room’s dusky light, also proved to be aphrodisiacal. Her body on his bed. A warm imprint where her breasts, stomach and thighs were resting. The mood was enhanced by the pure clear tones of Linda Ronstadt singing ‘As Time Goes By’.


‘Tom,’ Karel said after a while. ‘Do you think I ought to stay? Under the circumstances?’


‘What do you mean?’ Tom frowned at her over his glasses.


‘This isn’t the best of times to have a house-guest. With your sister in hospital. It must be a strain on your folks.’


‘Have you heard them complaining?’


‘Well, no . . .’


‘Of course they don’t mind having you here. In any case, Danny’s going to be fine. The doctor told Dad she’s going to be all right. Could even be out in under a week; I don’t think he was just saying that.’


‘Rotten for you, too, on your vacation.’


‘We’ll make up for it when Danny gets out,’ Tom said. He reflected. ‘She’s a clever kid. Bright. I’m very proud of her. She won the art prize last year.’ This reminded Tom of something. ‘When I was in New York I got her a book on Van Gogh, one with large colour plates. Ever since she saw the movie on TV about his life – the one with Kirk Douglas – she’s had a big thing about him. I bought her the Don Maclean record last Christmas.’ He looked at her and smiled. ‘Please stay. I want you to.’


Karel nodded slowly, and smiled back.


Tom studiously adjusted his glasses and dug back into Dashiell Hammett’s The Glass Key, making his third start on chapter six. Trix was about the house somewhere. Any further thoughts about warm imprints on soft beds could lead to only one conclusion.


*


Tom took along a large tub of Danny’s favourite ice-cream, blueberry chocolate chip, which the nurse said was permissible. Trix and Frank were going to see her that evening, and so Tom and Karel were the only ones during the afternoon visiting hour.


Apart from a faint bluish tinge underneath her eyes and a slightly pinched look around the mouth, she looked remarkably well, thought Tom. His old kid sister. Danny’s hair was very dark and naturally curly; her brown eyes were widely spaced under strong dark eyebrows. She had the kind of colouring that tanned easily, and even now she was only a shade or two paler than was usual in the summer months. Tom thought – and had since she was six or seven – that Danny would be quite stunning when she got older.


He kissed her on the nose and produced the gift-wrapped Van Gogh book from behind his back. ‘Guess what, shrimp.’


Danny sank back into the pillows when she had unwrapped it, holding the large book in its shiny jacket at arm’s length. She closed her eyes and a faraway smile came over her face. She opened her eyes and said, ‘Tom, it’s . . . it’s . . . honestly, it’s the best present I’ve ever had. Isn’t it great?’


‘Fantastic,’ Karel said, smiling broadly.


Danny knew most of the paintings and drawings already. Her favourites were the portraits, Girl Reading, the jade-green-faced Girl from Arles, The Schoolboy in his smock and ragged cap, and especially The Postman Roulin, with his blue peaked cap lettered ‘Postes’ in gold, his red lips and his luxuriant curly brown beard divided into two, reaching almost to the gold buttons on his tunic. The three of them chuckled over his pompous, self-satisfied expression.


It surprised Tom to find that Danny liked the sombre portraits done in pencil, black crayon, and pen and ink wash best of all. Surprising, when Van Gogh’s use of slabs of fierce colour was what he was noted for, though Tom had no claim on art appreciation: he was of the school that knew what it liked and didn’t know why.


Even Tom could appreciate the expert draughtsmanship and the artist’s feeling for the subject of Head of a Peasant, though the young man’s ear seemed a bit on the square side to him. Weren’t hands and ears reckoned to be the most difficult things to draw?


The pictures painted in the last two years of Van Gogh’s life, following his nervous breakdown, were powerful and unsettling. Cypresses with Two Figures was a livid writhing mass of dark green shapes, suggesting that the artist’s fevered imagination had got out of control. To Tom, it seemed as if Van Gogh had attempted to reconstruct physically the trees and figures in thick coils of oil paint.


Karel shuddered and turned away, saying the picture was ‘gloomy and doomy’, yet Danny lingered over these later works with the same dreamy, faraway smile on her lips.


The nurse appeared at four to say that it was time for Danny to take a nap.


‘Do I have to?’


‘Sure you have to.’


‘But I’m not tired!’


‘You need all the sleep you can get if you’re going to get better,’ said the nurse, winding the bed down. ‘And no watching TV on the sly. The night nurse said she had to come in and turn the set off at ten o’clock last night!’


‘She told on me,’ Danny said bitterly. ‘I knew she would.’


‘No, she did not tell on you, Danny,’ said the nurse reprovingly. ‘It was Nurse Chang’s duty to report it, which she did. Not tittle-tattle. Anyhow, she said it was a programme about German politics or some such, which couldn’t possibly have been of interest to you.’


‘Why not?’ Danny said, lying flat on the pillows and peering over the covers, her forehead knitting in a belligerent frown. ‘Because I’m just a kid? She’s a sneak. I hate her.’


‘Hey now,’ Tom said. ‘Cut that out.’


The nurse sighed as she tucked in the covers at the side of the bed. She said, ‘We used to have rules and regulations around here before your sister arrived. I’m beginning to wonder who’s running this hospital.’


‘Can I have blueberry ice-cream for supper? Please?’


‘Yes, you can have blueberry ice-cream for supper – if you take a nap – starting now, this minute.’


Danny closed her eyes obediently, opened one of them, and winked it at Tom. He winked back.


The nurse reached across to pick up the book from the bed, and Danny whipped it inside the covers next to her.


Tom said, ‘See you tomorrow, shrimp.’


As they followed her along the corridor, the nurse was shaking her head.


‘I’ve never known a child like her. Incredible.’


Tom felt a glow of pride. ‘She is pretty sharp for an eleven-year-old, I guess.’


‘What?’ The nurse stopped and faced him. ‘I’m not talking about her IQ. After such a serious operation that young lady should be flat on her back for another week at least. Instead she’s bright eyed and bushy tailed and raring to go. Must have the metabolism of an ox.’


‘She’s strong, all right,’ agreed Tom.


‘Strong?’ the nurse echoed tartly. ‘If you could bottle it you’d make a fortune.’


*


Standing motionless at the window in her red polka-dot pyjamas, Danny could feel the cool night air on her throat. She had been awakened by the sound of voices. Voices very faint and far-away. She shivered and listened intently as the voices rose and subsided, like waves of the ocean, coming from somewhere out there in the darkness. What were they saying? She couldn’t make it out.


Her heart suddenly started to beat violently. The blood surged thickly through her body, pulsing in her head like a drumbeat.


The voices took up the same rhythm, chanting to the thud of a distant drum.


Danny turned away from the window and in the mirror above the washbasin glimpsed her shadowy self, the polka dots round and black like huge spots of blood. Blood. She looked at the pale blur of her face and saw that her eyes were glowing with a pale blue light.


And by her side, a shadowy figure. Hands grasped her roughly by the shoulders and spun her round.


‘What are you doing out of bed? Do you know what time it is?’ Nurse Chang hissed in a flat angry whisper.


She bundled Danny into bed and whipped the covers over her. She frowned and straightened up as her hand struck something.


‘What’s this doing here?’


‘Don’t take it, please,’ Danny said as Nurse Chang reached for the Van Gogh book. There was a brief struggle, and Nurse Chang pulled it from her grasp.


‘First TV and then getting out of bed, and now reading at this hour. I won’t have it, young lady. Do you hear? Not on my ward. You can have this back in the morning – that’s if you behave yourself. Do you understand that?’


Nurse Chang waited, framed in the rectangle of light from the door, one hand on her hip, but didn’t receive an answer. She tucked the book under her arm and closed the door. Danny lay in bed listening for the voices. But no matter how hard she listened, they had gone, faded away.
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The heat of summer settled over the town and Trix’s earthenware troughs of plants and herbs in the patio garden responded with vibrant growth. The Margisons lived in The Heights, an oldish development of two-storey cedar-fronted houses built on the gentle slopes of the hills rising to the west of town. Most of the residents worked for the LeGrand Power Company, which after Fast Fleet Freight Carriers Inc was the largest employer in the area. The power company had a generating facility on the river feeding Lake LeGrand, which was roughly nine miles away.


A couple of times Tom took Karel walking amongst the lush green hills, as far as Holly Hill, and once they made love in a perfect idyllic grove, the sunlight speckling their bodies like a shower of gold coins.


Trix talked of decorating Danny’s room, as a sort of homecoming surprise, but Frank said it wasn’t necessary, as the room had been redecorated only last fall. Even so, Trix was determined to make it something of a special occasion. She became more nervous and more excited. Karel was drawn into a female conspiracy of preparation and the two of them drove down to Main Street one morning to do some shopping.


Left behind, Tom sat on the patio in the sunshine trying to read The Eighth Night of Creation, a weighty treatise on ecological doom by a French professor. A typically pretentious French academician’s title, in Tom’s opinion.


Trix and Karel raided the supermarket shelves, plotting and planning in whispers as if they might be overheard. There was something schoolgirlish about Trix, which Karel found rather endearing. Perhaps it was her physical appearance, Karel thought – the long, narrow, rather intense face at odds with the large round tortoiseshell spectacle frames through which her magnified eyes peered, round and blue and ingenuous. And her brown wavy hair, parted in the centre and hanging down over her ears, was probably the way she had worn it in high school. Karel found her easy to get on with and confide in. She was less sure about Frank; he was more guarded, defensive almost, and had never once looked her squarely in the eye.


Trix was leaning over and frowning at one of the lower shelves. ‘Have you seen the price of roasted almonds! How they get their three per cent inflation I don’t know.’ She tossed the packet in the trolley with disgust, as if it might be contaminated.


‘Rigged,’ said Karel. ‘It’s three per cent if you earn seventy thousand dollars and above. Earn anything less and it’s nearer eight.’


‘That a fact?’ said Trix abstractedly, hunting for something else.


At the delicatessen counter Trix ordered slices of garlic sausage, Danny’s favourite, and a tub of Russian salad. The man behind the counter, middle aged and Italian looking, with a beer-drinker’s paunch under his striped apron, asked after Danny. Trix’s face lit up.


‘She’s coming home tomorrow, Tony! Dr Ballard is delighted with her. We’re planning a little welcome home party.’


‘Hey, that’s really great, Mrs Margison,’ said Tony, wrapping the garlic sausage. His moustache broadened above a beaming smile. ‘Give her my best, will you? Tell her she’s still my number one girl, okay?’


‘Tony’s son, Arthur, and Danny were in the school play together,’ Trix explained as they wheeled the laden trolley to the checkout. She giggled and pushed her glasses on to her nose with her thumb, a mannerism that reminded Karel of Tom. ‘They had to act this “love” scene together – Arthur was keen but Danny wasn’t too happy about it.’


‘Doesn’t she like him?’


‘Oh, she doesn’t mind him,’ Trix said. ‘But at the time she was going through an anti-boy, anti-mush phase. You know what kids are. Whenever a love scene came on TV she used to run from the room with her hands over her ears, yelling at the top of her voice as if it were Dracula getting a stake through the heart. Annoyed the hell out of Frank.’


‘I think I know how Danny feels,’ Karel said, thinking of some of the ‘love scenes’ she had seen on TV.


The next day, which was Friday, Frank arranged to leave school early. He was due to pick Danny up from the hospital at three. Term finished the following Wednesday, and classes were winding down; in fact most of the students were eking out the last few days with sports and recreational activities.


As he was leaving he met Bernie Gooch, who taught ecological studies, in the second-storey corridor of the science block. Bernie was dressed as usual in his ethnic Indian cotton shirt and canvas trousers, his two big toes poking out lugubriously from cross-strapped brown leather sandals made in Sri Lanka. He had a full mountain-man beard. Strings of beads and coral shells swathed his hairy chest.


‘When are you and Wanda Jane coming over for dinner?’ Frank asked him. ‘I’ve got some stuff on the computer I’d like you to see.’


‘Whenever we get an invite. Say the word, man.’


‘Let’s make it after term’s through. Next Friday okay?’


Bernie Gooch was distracted by a girl student walking by. He watched her swaying rump from the corner of his slitted eyes and growled in his throat like a bear. The girl didn’t seem to mind. Everyone in the school knew of Bernie’s reputation, though whether it was all bark and no bite Frank wasn’t sure. Anyway, if Bernie was idiot enough to get entangled with the students, that was his look-out.


Frank went down the stairs. Bernie called out, wishing him well with Danny, and Frank waved a lanky arm and went out through a side door which led to the staff car park. He drove past the central circular flowerbed, Torrence High embroidered in pink and yellow flowers against the cool green turf. At the main gate Frank brought the car to a sudden halt, avoiding by what seemed inches a car that had suddenly appeared round the curve of the road. The car raced past, rocking from side to side.


It was a dark red Toyota with a scarred front wing and two teenage boys and a girl inside. It had North Carolina plates.


Frank stared at it hard, teeth set, his hands grasping the wheel. Only after it had vanished did he realise he hadn’t noted the number. He nosed out cautiously and drove to the hospital.


By early evening they had eaten the food prepared by Trix and Karel, with Tom acting as gofer; Trix had had a little weep, and with them all sitting in the patio garden in the shade of the tasselled sun umbrella, Frank sprang a surprise of his own: he had made a reservation for them to take the lakeside lodge in the Green Mountain Forest in Vermont for three weeks, from late July.


The family had rented the place before, during one period for three consecutive summers when Tom was a teenager and Danny just a knock-kneed toddler. Tom had been seventeen on his last visit. The others had been twice since then.


Misty-eyed again, Trix leaned over to kiss Frank. ‘That’s wonderful, honey.’ She smiled and glanced round brightly and topped up the glasses with home-made lemonade.


‘You’re coming too, aren’t you, Tom?’ Danny said eagerly. Despite the warmth of the evening Trix had insisted on wrapping a tartan blanket around her legs.


Tom said, ‘Sure. If I’m asked.’


‘Tom,’ his mother frowned.


‘Only kidding.’


‘College humour,’ said Frank with a lopsided smile on his lean face. He rubbed one of his sideburns. ‘Forgotten what it was like since I stopped my subscription to The New Yorker. Sure we can fit in with your plans?’ he said, lighting a cigarette.


Trix ignored him and said, ‘Karel, please come too if you’d like. It’s a sizeable place. There are two bedrooms downstairs and a smaller bedroom in the loft. We can put a cot up and you can share with Danny. Frank, tell her we’ve got acres of room.’


‘We’ve got acres of room,’ Frank said.


‘I’d love to, but my father’s due in from the Coast and I really ought to see him, it’s been months. But thank you, anyway. It sounds really wonderful.’


‘I thought he was at Columbia,’ Frank said. ‘Professor of Biochemistry or something.’


‘Microbiology. He spends a lot of his time on the West Coast.’ Karel shrugged. ‘I’m not sure doing what exactly. Retained by a corporation out there as a scientific adviser.’


‘High-flyer,’ said Frank, his tone lightly sardonic. He took a drink of lemonade. ‘That’s where the action is, all right. Selling yourself to some high-tec outfit for the big bucks.’


‘We go horse-riding too,’ said Danny. ‘There are stables near Middlebury. I rode a palomino pony last time called Whistler.’


Frank said, ‘We’re not completely dumb out here in the sticks. Not up to Columbia standards, of course.’ He looked at Tom. ‘And what about the superbrains at MIT? Up to your ears in charmed particles and mu-mesons as usual?’


Tom knew enough not to be drawn into this. Instead he said, ‘I see you’ve extended your computer set-up since I was last home.’ Frank’s den was crammed with the computer buff’s paraphernalia, over five grand’s worth. ‘What are you working on? Anything interesting?’


‘I like to think so. Building up a database of chemical interactions to use in school. It’s a big project, it’ll take me the best part of a year. Classification of elements by structure and atomic weight. There are twenty or thirty variables to consider, which have to be converted into graphics scrolling and spreadsheets.’


Tom nodded, trying to suppress a yawn. At MIT he used a terminal nearly every day, and found the jargon of computer buffs deadly dull.


Trix looked worried. ‘We’ll have to see about the horse-riding, Danny,’ she said. ‘I’ll ask Dr Helms what she thinks. We have to get you fit and well first, before you go galloping around Lake Dunmore.’


Tom was quietly amazed over how well she looked. The blue circles round her eyes had gone, and her body, if slightly thinner than he remembered, seemed sturdy enough. He said:


‘How’s your swimming these days, shrimp?’ Tom had taught her to swim three years ago in the local municipal pool, shortly before he left for MIT.


‘I’ve got my three lengths’ certificate.’


Tom whistled. He pointed his finger. ‘When we get to Lake Dunmore I’ll give you ten yards’ start over a hundred yards’ distance.’


Danny’s dark eyes sparkled. ‘Bet?’


‘Five bucks.’


‘I’ll take it. I’ve got fifteen dollars and twenty-three cents saved. You’re on!’


‘That stinks – twenty-five yards’ start at least,’ Karel objected. She gave Tom a withering look. ‘You’d steal from the poor-box.’


‘Your mother’s right, Danny. Riding and swimming are out till you’re back on your feet,’ Frank said with the air of a final pronouncement on the subject. ‘We don’t want any more accidents, not in this family, thank you.’


‘What can I do, Dad? That’s why we go to the Green Mountain Forest, to have fun.’


‘We’ll have fun,’ Frank said. Another final pronouncement.


While Trix was seeing Danny to bed, overriding her protests and pleadings, Tom and Karel went into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. Frank had decided to open his five-star Courvoisier, which indeed marked it in Tom’s book as a celebration.


‘Why not come with us?’ Tom said softly, sliding his arms round her waist. ‘It’s beautiful up there. Mountain air, clear skies.’ She was wearing a fine-knit beige halter top that left her brown arms and shoulders bare. As he breathed in her perfume, the yearning became very strong. ‘Great sex.’


Karel leaned away slightly, her hands pressed against his chest.


‘Tom, I can’t, you know that. My father’s expecting me.’ She glanced over her shoulder at the sound of Trix coming down the stairs and moved to the stove.


‘What will you do in the summer in New York City, for God’s sake?’


Karel unplugged the kettle and poured boiling water into the ceramic pot. ‘I’ve got friends there. They won’t all have gone away.’


‘I hope you have a swell time,’ said Tom dourly.


That night Tom had his From Here to Eternity dream in which Karel took Deborah Kerr’s part and Burt Lancaster was transformed into a muscular bronzed Tom Margison, rolling about in the surf together. Danny was in the surf too, swimming for dear life. Tom tried desperately to reach her but a thousand tiny hands kept pulling him back. He saw her arm flailing frantically, and then disappear in the surf, boiling up red and thick and coiled as if painted by Van Gogh. He muttered and turned in his sleep.
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Tom was rooting through the shed at the bottom of the garden, unearthing stuff he hadn’t seen in years. Under a piece of sacking he came across his racing cycle, dusty, the chrome tarnished, the gears clogged with oil. Stacked in a cardboard box were his training weights, like fat red doughnuts in various sizes. My God, he must have been fit in those days. All this and swimming and track too. He doubted whether he could pedal up to Holly Hill now without gasping.


He was bent over a pile of mildewed magazines – old National Geographies, Science Digests and Scientific Americans – when Karel peered in, wafting cobwebs away. ‘What’s this, the Mummy’s Tomb?’ Her gleaming hair was pulled back from her face and drawn up into a pony-tail, revealing ears as white and delicate as porcelain.


She crouched down beside him and picked up a 1977 copy of Scientific American. ‘These yours?’


Tom had acquired a dreamy-eyed look. ‘I remember reading an article in one of those when I was about twelve, thirteen. It said that a solid table isn’t really solid at all. There’s more empty space there than actual solid matter. Or in a chair, or an automobile – in anything at all we think of as solid – including you and me. It blew my mind. Still does.’


He pushed his glasses on to his nose with his thumb and smiled at her with bared teeth. ‘And they call me mad, the fools!’


Karel said placidly, ‘I can’t think why.’


They went out into the sunshine and Karel said, ‘What were you looking for in there?’


‘My past,’ Tom said mysteriously.


‘Barbells and Scientific American. The All American Boy. No dirty magazines?’


‘With my imagination I didn’t need them.’


‘Black holes and pulsars,’ said Karel reflectively. ‘I wonder, could there be some symbolism there? The cosmic fuck.’ The idea seemed to intrigue her. ‘Comets with tails look a bit like sperm, don’t they? And space the black womb of the cosmos.’


‘Jeepers,’ said Tom. ‘Is that how psychologists’ minds work? And I always thought you were a simple girl. No sexual hang-ups.’


Karel threw a punch at him. Her blue-grey eyes clouded for a moment and she said thoughtfully, ‘That’s just reminded me.’


‘What?’


‘You’ll never guess what Danny asked me this morning.’


Tom waited.


‘Whether parental repression can affect a child’s sexual development.’


‘Oh,’ said Tom blankly. ‘How did she phrase that?’


‘In that way – in those words.’


‘What did you say?’


‘What could I say? How can you discuss complex psycho-sexual problems with an eleven-year-old? Where does she get stuff like that from?’


‘I don’t suppose they teach it in school,’ Tom said vaguely.


‘Damn right they don’t! I won’t be into child psychology myself for another two years.’ Karel blinked and shook her head. ‘That’s some kid sister you’ve got there, Tom. The way she’s going, the first female Nobel Laureate in Clinical Psychology.’


‘Could be she read—’


Tom turned his head quickly. What sounded like a cry of pain or fear had come from the house. He ran along the narrow bricked path and across the lawn and leapt the three crazy-paved steps leading up to the patio. The sliding glass doors into the living-room were half open. Tom glanced inside and then ran past and through the screen door, propped open by a large smooth pebble, and into the kitchen.


His mother was kneeling on the green linoleum tiled floor next to an overturned straightbacked chair. Her brown wavy hair hung forward, hiding her face. A large pyrex baking dish was lying in front of her, broken into two jagged pieces. She was holding one hand tightly in the other, and blood was squeezing through her tightly pressing fingers. The words wrist and artery cut through Tom’s mind like a knife. He noticed Danny standing on the other side of the kitchen, her brown eyes bright with alarm. She was wearing a pale yellow tee-shirt with Michael Jackson’s head on it that clung to her bony chest, and faded blue jeans, her hands hanging limply at her sides. She turned her head mechanically as Tom came in and said, ‘I didn’t touch it, Tom. Honest.’


A look that was half scared, half bewildered flitted across her face.


Tom said automatically, ‘Of course not,’ and helped Trix to her feet. He led her to the sink. Karel appeared at the kitchen door, one hand on the jamb. Tom said, ‘How bad is it?’


‘I’m sure the damn thing moved,’ Trix said absently to no one in particular. She was slightly in shock.


Tom ran cold water over the wound, which was on the outside fleshy part of her left hand. Not near anything vital, thank God. Reaching for the dish she must have fallen, and in putting out her hand to save herself gashed it on one of the broken pieces.


‘Where’s your first-aid?’ Karel said briskly.


Tom jerked his head. ‘Corner cupboard. Metal box with a rubber band around it. Or it used to be.’ He turned Trix’s hand from side to side under the flow of water and then gently pressed the edges of the wound together. When the blood had been washed away he lifted her hand for a closer inspection. ‘I don’t think it’s serious, Mom. Not as bad as it looks, anyhow.’


His mother cleared her throat, as if she had been swallowing sawdust. ‘My own stupid fault. Your dad said I’d fall off that chair one day, and now I have.’


Karel put some clear antiseptic salve on the wound and dressed it while Tom made some tea. Danny unhooked three beakers from under the kitchen unit and fetched the sugar basin.


‘Where were you, shrimp? In here?’ Tom said.


‘I was – no, in the living-room. I heard a noise.’


Tom nodded. ‘I see. Why did you say you hadn’t touched it?’


‘Because I hadn’t. Didn’t.’


Tom was silent.


‘Honest.’


‘I believe you,’ Tom said. He gave her a smile and added, ‘But no reason to say it if you weren’t here.’


‘Guess not,’ Danny said in a small voice.


*


Tom proposed that he and Karel take Danny to Lake LeGrand that afternoon for a picnic. Trix was having several members of the wine-making circle over at three o’clock for a tasting, and when Danny’s face lit up at the idea, Trix overcame her qualms and said yes – providing she didn’t go swimming or get involved in any other strenuous activity.


‘Promise me you’ll keep a close watch on her, Tom,’ Trix said anxiously. ‘She’s still recuperating, remember.’


‘Why do you talk as if I wasn’t here?’ Danny said, rather heatedly. Her dark eyes sparkled with a dangerous light. ‘I’m tired of you and Dad treating me like I was a little kid. I’m not any more. I wish you’d remember that.’


Trix gazed at her in shocked silence, and Tom stepped in quickly and said there was no need to worry, Lake LeGrand would be as calm as a millpond. They would hire a trimaran at Coble’s Quay and laze around and not exert themselves even by casting a line. How was that?


Everyone got busy preparing and packing the food. Trix took a chicken out of the freezer, thawed it in the microwave, and cooked it in the oven. She made cold dips, cucumber and yoghurt, while Tom and Karel sliced vegetables, tomatoes and avocado for the salad. There was cooked ham, cheese, sweet and sour pickle, wholemeal bread rolls. Danny wrapped a melon in damp newspaper and packed fruit, icecream, a large plastic bottle of Coke, and two bottles of Californian rosé in the cold box. By one-fifteen they were ready to leave.


The lake was nine miles from Torrence, the other side of Holly Hill.


Tom had once kept a small sailing dinghy on the lake, and he and a few friends spent the endless blue days of summer fishing and scuba-diving. He had sold his diving gear, he now recalled regretfully, to raise the down-payment on his first car.


At the quay Tom picked out a twenty-two-foot trimaran called ‘Tramp’ and they loaded their provisions aboard. It was mid-week and out of season, so there were fewer than a dozen or so yachts and small craft in sight. The sunshine was clear and hot, but further out a haze obscured the opposite shore. As Tom had forecast, there was hardly a ripple on the surface of the green-blue water: they would have to use the motor and pick up whatever faint breeze there was away from the shore.


Tom sat in the stern, bare to the waist, wearing just a pair of old jeans with the legs sawn off and scuffed canvas shoes with the laces missing. Karel and Danny lounged on either side of the boat, trailing their fingers in the cool water. Karel’s tan had deepened in recent weeks and she looked golden and radiant. She wore a floppy white hat, her hair trailing on to her shoulders and gleaming in the sunlight, and a loose cotton top that showed the shape of her breasts. Tom regarded her with an intense secret pleasure.


When they were some distance out, Karel said, ‘Are there any fish in this lake? I don’t see any.’


‘Oh, sure, there are fish,’ Tom said. ‘Not as many as there used to be, though.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Haven’t you heard of pollution?’ Tom said.


‘But it looks clear and pure.’ Karel looked at him over her shoulder. ‘Pollution from where?’


‘People dump stuff in the lake, boats discharge sewage.’


‘That’s criminal.’


‘It is criminal. You’re right. But they keep on doing it.’


Karel looked back at the water and there was silence for a while.


‘Eutrophication,’ Danny said. ‘Farmers use too much nitrous fertiliser and it runs off into the lake and feeds the algae, which blooms and exceeds the biological oxygen demand and the fish and other marine life are killed off.’


‘Is that so?’ said Tom, gazing at her. ‘How do you know?’


‘Must have read it somewhere.’


‘Have you done it in class?’


‘No,’ Danny said matter-of-factly, after a moment’s reflection.


Karel raised her eyebrows at Tom and he shrugged in eloquent dumb show. What the hell was she reading these days? More amazing was how she could retain such stuff. Photographic memory?


They were near the middle of the lake now, a vaporous heat haze making a diffused orange ball of the sun. Water slapped the glass-fibre hull as they drifted with the slight tug of undercurrent. There was hardly a whisper of breeze. It was very hot.


Tom’s sense of elder brother responsibility began to trouble him and he rigged up an awning as shade while they ate. If Danny got a touch of sunstroke he would be in his parents’ bad books for the rest of the vacation. Already he wasn’t getting on great with Frank, and he couldn’t figure out why. They’d hardly talked at all while Tom was home, and yet at one time, when Tom was a teenager, they had spent hour after absorbing hour in the den discussing every topic under the sun. It had been his dad who had encouraged Tom to try for the MIT scholarship, and fanned his interest in physics generally. And yet when Tom raised the subject of the CERN posting over dinner one evening, and how much it meant to him, Frank treated it casually, seemed almost indifferent.


‘What does he get up to on the West Coast, your father?’ Tom asked, pouring chilled wine into two cups.


‘He’s some sort of technical adviser. I’m not absolutely sure what he does. Companies employ him to advise them, that sort of thing.’


‘On what?’


Karel tore off a chicken leg and handed it to Danny. ‘Medical research projects. New drugs. He never talks about it.’


‘Does it pay?’


‘I imagine so. A professor’s salary at Columbia wouldn’t allow him to indulge his tastes,’ Karel said with a crooked half-smile.


‘What tastes would those be, exactly?’ said Tom curiously.


‘Paintings. Antiques. First editions. He’s collected all the Hogarth Press editions of Virginia Woolf’s novels. He goes to the theatre quite a lot. Opera.’ Karel bit into a slice of cucumber with pointed white teeth, leaving a serrated edge. ‘Victor was born in the wrong century. He’d have been happier in Renaissance Italy.’


‘Yeah,’ Tom said. ‘Providing he was one of the Medicis and not one of the serfs.’


Karel laughed delightedly, rocking back on the wooden seat.


‘Did I say something funny?’ said Tom.


‘Victor as a serf. Now that is funny – if you knew him.’


‘I’m just waiting to be invited. Come on, shrimp, have some salad,’ Tom said, dutifully offering the plastic container. Danny shook her head, her mouth full of chicken and yoghurt dip, a piece of ham in one hand and a bread roll in the other. Tom gave up.


Karel said, ‘Why don’t you stop off on your way back from Vermont?’


‘Do you mean that?’


‘Of course I mean it. I’m not in the habit of saying things I don’t mean,’ Karel said, giving him a severe look.


Tom beamed. ‘I’d like very much to meet your father. He sounds an interesting guy,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ Karel said. ‘I suppose he is interesting.’


After they had eaten Danny complained that she was bored, so Tom opened up the motor to full throttle and the trimaran surged, not all that fast, through the placid water, forming a wake that was less than creamy. Danny went to the front of the boat and leaned over the prow, Karel staying close by with one hand raised in readiness lest she fall.


Eutrophication, Tom was thinking. He’d have to look that up and see if she was right. Hell of a thing when your eleven-year-old sister started confounding you with long words. Next she’d be discussing b-vector bosons and the characteristics of charmed quarks.


It was around five o’clock when they returned to the quay. Danny had enjoyed the trip on the lake and pulled a face when Tom said they ought to be heading back.


‘I’ll be in hot water with your mom if we’re home later than six, little lady. She didn’t like the idea in the first place.’


‘She doesn’t like me to have any fun,’ said Danny sullenly.


‘Don’t talk stupid, kiddo. Mom worries about you. She’s concerned, and quite natural too. You’ve been out of the hospital less than a week. Think how she feels.’


‘I don’t care how she feels.’


Tom felt a cold sourness in the pit of his stomach. What was the matter with kids these days? How had they become so hard, so ungrateful, so unfeeling? He recalled the obnoxious child in the drive-in with the blond fringe and wide mad blue staring eyes. A spasm of real anger came up inside him and he had to bite it back. He said, ‘That’s not very nice, Danny. Say you didn’t mean it.’


‘I thought you were on my side,’ Danny said, staring him out.


‘Not when you talk like a spoiled brat,’ Tom said, unyielding.


Danny swallowed heavily and her chin quivered. She looked away and he could see her throat working. She said huskily, ‘I thought you’d understand, the way that Dad treats you.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Ask Karel.’


‘Me?’ Karel said cautiously, as if she didn’t want to be asked any questions.


Tom was becoming exasperated with the conversation. ‘Either say what you mean or shut up,’ he said to Danny. ‘It seems to me you’re just trying to stir up trouble. What’s the matter with you?’


Danny turned towards him, her lower lip jutting out defiantly. There was the same dangerous glint in her dark eyes Tom had noticed earlier that day in the kitchen. ‘You think because we’re kids we don’t see anything,’ she said. ‘But we’re not dumb. You can’t fool us. We know what’s going on in this rotten world.’
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