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“Check ignition


and may God’s love be with you.”


– David Bowie, “Space Oddity”







1


The fire is not yet fire. Not quite. But the high-grade fuel that has just leaked from the Sutton is no longer liquid. It is, at this instant, changing form, a brutal transition accompanied by what some will describe as a roar – a cliché, as in fact it is the sound of a creature gasping for oxygen, an immense beast. Not yet fire but a colourless cloud of heat, invisible for now in the bright sunlight of this unseasonably warm spring day in Monte Carlo. A cloud that propels him forward and at the same time envelops him. Overalls, underwear, even the brilliantine in his hair are still precious barriers, affording him protection, sparing his skin. At this instant they exist side by side, in equilibrium, his overalls and the churning heat. The fire that is not yet fire.




2


The man’s name is Jack Preston.


His father, a mild-mannered fellow who died for King and country, had wanted to name him Adam, but his mother thought Adam too genteel, a name above their station. Adam, she thought, leaning back into the plumped-up pillows, feeling her newborn son’s lips close around the very sensitive nipple of her left breast and hearing him moan softly, as if from a surge of happiness after life’s first ordeal, a happiness his little body could barely contain, so that the excess had to be carried away by successive tremors of his vocal chords. To call him Adam would elicit inappropriate expectations and predestine him for a life blighted by disillusion. And so he became Jack. After her stillborn younger brother who had not left her thoughts for a single moment in recent months, and who only the other night had appeared in her dream as a grown man and had shaken her by the hand, a handshake that left no doubt as to his identity.


Adam, his father thought eleven years later. The thought coincided with the impact of a bullet in the sand close to his face. Now that he was lying on this foreign beach with a wound to his chest, far beyond pain and no longer part of the tumult, his fear ebbed away. The mortar fire, the hoarse cries, the whistling bullets, the sea, all became a blur. In the moment at which the speeding bullet stirred up the sand and made a furrow directly in his line of sight, the name Adam came to him as a fond memory, an unexpected gift, the son his son also was. The silent pleasure of a secret bond, contained in a single word. Adam. He whispered, felt the movement of his lips and died.




3


The Prince is all smiles. The most important day of the year is going entirely to plan. With the obligatory dinner behind him and the social niceties concluded to his satisfaction, he seeks the hand of his American wife, whose elegance makes a prediction of the name her parents gave her.


The mood is agreeable, the company having grown accustomed to one another. Sunlight streams in through the vast windows of the reception area, reflected by the distant azure of the sea with a brilliance that verges on the audible. High in the sky, a circling bird captures his attention as it glides on the air currents and then turns against them, as if stitching with its sharp beak, loop after loop, an invisible tear in the fabric of the firmament. The Prince becomes the bird. He surveys this patch of land dashed against the flank of a mountain and gazes eagle-like over God’s shoulder at the human activity, the concentration of effort, energy and intellect, the illustrious accumulation of extraordinary wealth and architecture, its allure amplified by the colour of the rocks above and the blinding white of the neatly ranked yachts in the marina below; this principality, he thinks, older and wiser and with a hint of nostalgia brought on by the wine, is an ongoing promise never to be fulfilled. And at its very heart, contours sharply drawn, the Grand Prix circuit. A twisting ring of electrifying absence.


He takes his wife’s wedding ring between his fingers and utters the silent hope that no lives will be lost today, not like last year. With his other hand he smooths his moustache. The Prince then turns to face his guests, but in his thoughts he is with Deedee.




4


Jack Preston was thirteen when he began to tinker with the tractor over at Colin’s farm. It was a Massey Ferguson from the early Thirties that stood in the shadow of one of the huge sheds built at right angles to the road. There were six sheds on either side, giving the road the appearance of a driveway that ran through Colin’s land. Some had open sides to keep the hay dry. In the preceding two years Jack Preston had become a taciturn boy, ever since he had stood beside his mother and listened as a man from the army, holding his cap against the gleaming buttons of his uniform and staring over their heads into the hallway behind them, recited the message he had been ordered to deliver.


The tractor had been doomed to slowly rust, shot through with climbing weeds, a quiet place for the cats to shelter from the wind. It was a process to which Colin and his farmhands had resigned themselves, though none of them would have admitted it. Every farm had one – a tractor, a trailer, a muck cart, something that from a given moment never again left its spot, an object to which time could stick and stake its claim in a setting that was caught up in the turning of the seasons.


Jack would run over to the farm after school. Sometimes he would see no-one there for days on end and the looming, abandoned sheds frightened him so much that he murmured an Our Father as he concentrated on the job he had set himself. As yet he knew nothing of engines, could not begin to explain how they worked. He tinkered. He arranged the components of the dismantled engine one by one on a horse blanket. In search of replacements for worn seals, he explored the drawers of the workshop in the nearest shed. He polished with spit and rags. Each time he ventured a little deeper, memorising his way into the heart of the machine before fitting everything together as if slowly backing out of a room he had entered.


After three months, the engine of the Ferguson shone like new. The fact that it still did not run was of no great importance.




5


The fire is not yet fire and the people are waiting, heads peeping above the flowers on the little balconies of the tallest apartment blocks. They smoke, wait, lean over wrought-iron railings and gaze down onto boulevard Albert Premier and the packed grandstand at the starting grid. On the bend at the little church of Sainte-Dévote out towards avenue d’Ostende, men in white shirts are sitting on the stone balustrades. In the climb towards Beau Rivage, at the splashing fountain outside the famous casino, at Mirabeau and the dip into the hairpin bend, at the exit of the tunnel, the chicane, on the steps at the sharp corner by the Bureau de Tabac, along the majestic quayside, on the decks of countless yachts and up to the tight right turn from Gazomètre onto boulevard Albert Premier, everyone is waiting, keenly anticipating the cars that will soon be swarming like insects through the streets for eighty laps, cigar-shaped bodies suspended between four high wheels.




6


On the grandstand at the starting grid a woman takes a camera from her handbag. The man to her right has an uncouth air about him and forearms the size of thighs. Yet his wristwatch reveals that he is not out of place. He has not blundered onto this grandstand by mistake.


She lifts her handbag onto her lap, taking care not to touch him. The smoke from his cigarette is drifting in the opposite direction. He points at the cars on the starting grid and speaks in a loud voice to the man next to him. Then, as if to lend weight to his words, he plumps his densely haired forearm down on his leg, sending a ripple through the flesh of both limbs.


She could always change places with her husband, the man might not even notice, but she stays put for fear of offending him. To distract herself, she peers through the viewfinder of her camera.


His hair, his bearing – he could only be Italian. There is always something childish about a fat man, she thinks, even if his beard sprouts at his eye sockets and burrows deep under his shirt. Even if they smoke cigars and communicate in nothing but recalcitrant grunts, his type always fall for women who will mother them.


She thinks all this, not with distaste but with something closer to physical astonishment, imagining what it must be like, with him between the sheets. This unexpected sensation causes her to hide her face behind the camera.


Her husband does not know what she is thinking. She is taking photographs. No-one knows what she is thinking. She is a woman taking photographs, sitting on a grandstand next to a fat, Italian-looking man.




7


What sparked the news or how it spread, no-one can say. The chain of communication can no longer be traced and fades to irrelevance as soon as the name is spoken. Deedee. Everyone knows she is in Monaco. Everyone feels her presence. They understand this happening of which they are a part and reconcile themselves for one afternoon to the casual ease of the extraordinary. Deedee. A fêted young actress with the world at her feet, of course she is here. Her name, on the tip of every tongue, connects them all in a second circuit.


Deedee.


Cool as the flamed-marble hallways through which she is escorted to her suite. A provocative curl on her lips, even as chastely she lowers her gaze. A devout country girl who has gradually grown into the contours of the name by which everyone knows her. A duet with a brilliant chansonnier. An appearance on La Croisette in Cannes. Her blonde hair and the inexplicable way it embellishes her features; young women everywhere want a hairdo like it, an ambition that will make a laughing stock of many of them. Deedee. The insurrectionary students in Paris deride and desire her.




8


Always the left door first, then the right. Jack Preston dragged them along the rail and slid the padlock through the eyes where they met in the middle. Colin had offered to rent him the shed for next to nothing. Jack was seventeen and he was earning a living. Maintenance mostly, the odd repair job. Having dug an oil-change pit and put together an orderly workbench, he tended to the farmer’s tractors and cars belonging to the villagers, Ford owners almost to a man. He turned the padlock and clicked it shut: that simple sound, feeling the weight of the lock leave his hands and letting it hang on the towering doors, it had the solemnity of a seal. The late sun turned the corn orange, the swallows twittered and he tapped a cigarette from the pack he kept in the breast pocket of his overalls. He wore the black smears on his hands with pride and held his fingers as if they were incapable of movement, the fingers of a manly hand. But in church his hands were like a child’s, clasped in prayer. He scraped his soles on the iron boot scraper before entering the little wooden porch, which smelled of disinfectant, marvelling yet again at how shoes had worn away the stone of the church’s threshold, at how – in time – the impossible became possible. Here he was, seventeen, money and cigarettes in his pocket and the key to his own lock-up. He bowed his head in thanks and prayed for his mother. He closed his eyes, heard the sound of his own breathing and prayed for his dear mother, who in four months’ time would find her rest in the Lord, a sudden, painless death, her heart in pieces.




9


Through the viewfinder of her camera the woman sees a man with brilliantine in his hair pull a length of duct tape from the roll. Another man looks on with his chin tucked into his chest, watching as his workmate crouches between the front and back wheels of the Sutton at the end of the front row of cars closest to her. Taking the edge between his teeth, the man with the tape tears off a strip and sticks it to the bodywork. The fat, Italian-looking man beside her is first to react. Out of the corner of her eye she sees his hairy forearm abruptly leave its resting place on his thigh and just as she grasps the connection between the rising, pointing arm and the length of black tape obscuring the top half of the image in the middle of the bodywork, she hears her husband moan. Her husband is a reserved man, a man of business, a property broker with connections in the world of Formula One – connections about which she hears nothing specific and about which she does not enquire, in accordance with the unspoken agreements that keep matrimonial relations running smoothly – yet now she distinctly hears him utter a moan of disappointment, of disbelief, and feels a rush of indignation at the shameless ambush of this unthinkable, almost theatrical sound, albeit not half as theatrical as the arm of the fat, Italian-looking man. Through the viewfinder she continues to look at the image on the Sutton, until a second strip of tape hides it from view. A sailor. Yes, she clearly saw the head of a sailor. A roar of laughter from the fat man punches a hole in the dignified serenity of the grandstand. There is the odd flurry of disapproval, but the overriding mood is one of amusement, protest mixed with amusement, the tumult builds and the man with the roll of tape takes a bashful look over his shoulder, unsettled perhaps by the response he has triggered. The black tape has obscured a noble, three-quarter portrait of a sailor with a ginger beard, framed by a lifebelt entwined in rope. The word “Player’s” is still legible above, the words “Navy Cut” below. Ginger beard, red lettering. A brand of cigarettes.




10


Applause resounds as the Prince takes his place in the royal box. Before he is quite seated, his son clambers onto his lap, trapping his foot – his heel, to be precise – between the sturdy chair legs. The Prince raises one hand in the air, only for a moment and no higher than his head, to acknowledge the crowd’s reception and at the same time to emphasise that today is not about him, nor about his wife and children. He takes a firm hold of his son, this is hardly appropriate behaviour for a boy his age, and having extricated his foot, he straightens the boy’s white linen jacket with a fatherly tug and orders him to sit on his own chair.

OEBPS/images/Qurcus_press.jpg
==
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





OEBPS/images/9780857054388.jpg
HWONTE
CARLO





