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Wheresoever the hour-glasse is set up and time fixed, unthinkable yet measured time and a fixed end, there we are in the field, there we are in clover … Therewith a man can live at rack and manger like a lord and astonish the world as a great nigromancer with much divel’s work … How will such an one come to think about the point in time when it is become time to give heed to the end! Only the end is ours, at the end he is ours …


THOMAS MANN, Doctor Faustus
 (trans. H. T. Lowe-Porter)




 





We are going to be reincarnated. Whether we know what our reincarnation will be, I doubt. I expect it will be full of surprises, most unforeseen. Some, given our vanity, are likely to seem outrageously warped.


NORMAN MAILER, On God
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Am I hearing myself think? Or is she whispering to me? Sometimes I can see her lips part, feel her breath at my ear, the poison start to pour. Sometimes not. Regardless, her voice is always in my headspace, probing and clinging like a tongue, insistent, irresistible.


Her voice is not mine. I ought to know the difference. And yet hers has grown so entwined with my own. We’re alike now in so many ways – like-minded, she and I, this dreadful intimacy of ours. I suppose I have been waiting, all my life, to be so very close to a woman. From no desire of my own, never, but only because ‘telepathy’, in some form, is what women claimed to want from me – claimed incessantly. They should have been more careful.


So, now, it’s her. My sister, my anima. She stands before the darkling surface of the cheval glass, reflective, as though she were made of the mirror. She awaits my decision, as if she didn’t know, as if she didn’t infest every thought in my mind.


And he, my enemy – the apex of the triangle we form in this room – he’s looking from her to me – perplexedly, some veil of concern on his face. If he had a notion of what might be about to befall him, that concern would be unfeigned and very urgent.


His lips are moving, for sure. ‘Robert,’ he’s saying, ‘this is all wrong, man …’ That mask of sympathy he’s wearing, is it for me? He’s no friend of mine. And yet, is there still time enough for me to show him some kindness?


For this feeling now rising up my spine and over my skin like some questing rat, some necrotising rot, is richly appalling but replete and commanding as supreme music – foul, monstrous, a heavy-headed beast swaying and stirring to its senses, gestated from my gut or my groin or cracked out of my head like a malformed god-foetus, the Evil infant, a spider-baby hatched from a skull, majestically fat with venom and filth.


And what am I but the worm, the vassal, the guilty man? I will obey all directives. She to whom power is given, I must rise and do her bidding. There is a pulse behind the din in my head, a chime, diamond-hard, vehement, telling me Do It. Take it. Take what you need. From him. ‘You are not permitted to dissect living subjects. Not yet …’ Doc Laidlaw’s old jest in Anatomy lab, back when we were boys. Now we are grown, for all it was worth.


And this man before me, I am going to cut in half – be the cut from nave to chaps or ear to ear, I can’t yet say. But I do know it now, his fate is sealed – his fate, and mine. I cross the threshold, I step inside, and I fall.
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ABSENT FRIENDS
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Dr Lochran’s Journal


Uneasy dreams





August 22nd


Last night a dead man came to call on me – a friend, thank God, though to my shame I let our friendship fall away in the years before he died. For my defence it had got that we met, even spoke, so very seldom. Everyday life interposed itself, bedevilling every arrangement, thwarting our best intentions – in the usual way of things. Still, for all my regret I can’t say I was glad to see my old friend now, risen from the tomb like Lazarus.


Hearing the rap of our old brass surgery-knocker I went down and opened the front door. There stood Edmond, tall and fair-haired and foursquare as was. But this time no customary crushing handshake, no ‘Ah, Grey, old boy!’ He was silent, smiling faintly and strangely, waiting for me to bid him over my threshold, which, of course, I did.


On closer inspection he didn’t look so different, save for a certain lunar whiteness to his corneas, glinting in the half-light of our living room. He lowered himself into the grasp of Livy’s beloved baggy blue sofa. I fetched us the humidor and a dram of the good Glenlivet, which he ignored. He asked after ‘Olivia’ and Cal. I responded politely, asked likewise of Anna and Peter – for all that I knew the truth, and that these poor exchanges were just as flat as those we would rush through in the desultory late years of our friendship.


It was enough to set me thinking back, pondering how much Ed and I ever really had in common beyond our vocation in surgery. A love of good sirloin, certainly. Our summer places in Dorset, barely a mile apart. And Lions rugby, I suppose, though Ed always professed a pseudo-plebeian fondness for football. In the main, though, he was a man for The Arts; and though I’m no philistine, I can’t be doing with high-flown chitter. But as he sat there before me, sphinx-like and unnerving, I suddenly remembered that stormy etching of Livy’s he always admired, gilt-framed at the left of the rear reception fireplace. So I glanced back over my shoulder to check on its dependable presence, and, of course, something wholly other hung in its place. Then we were talking about some unfathomable business in which he believed I could be of help to him – some will or matter of probate, the setting of his worldly affairs in order. It all began to seem so sad and fruitless that I felt a catch in my throat.


‘But Edmond,’ I uttered finally, ‘you died already …’ Spoken like a child, or some tipsy oaf at a party – a long way short of my best bedside manner, at any rate.


Ed merely smiled as if in pity. ‘Grey, old boy, that never happened. We don’t die. Not us.’


All of a sudden he held a pack of cards in his hand, offered to ‘tell my fortune’. I’d no truck with that. It ended up that we walked outdoors awhile, in the general direction of the Heath. But one minute he was at my side and then he was gone, then I was elsewhere entirely – in the usual asinine manner of dreams. The setting dissolved to the first hospital I ever worked, that grim old hole in Norwich, then to some dank and moss-grown shed in dense woodland … On waking from this mire of sinister nonsense I wasted no time in getting dressed and downstairs, the kettle on and the day’s graft begun. Still, I confess, I found myself brooding about Edmond for much of the morning.


To this day I shudder to think of how cruel and basically bloody avoidable was his death. He drowned on holiday in the Florida Keys, trying to rescue Peter, then only nine years old, in waters that had by all accounts turned very suddenly turbulent. The lad was never a strong swimmer but he’d bobbed and breasted a fair way out to sea alone, only to crack his head on a buoy. Edmond saw it too late. Being plenty robust he swam out swift as Leander, managed to get an arm round Peter and make some headway against the blasted current – but only so far, the shore still a way off, and so he headed for the tip of a rocky peninsula, where he managed to push and shove Peter up and onto a low ledge. By now, though, Ed hadn’t the strength left to propel himself out of the water, for the waves were fairly pounding on him. Worse, the rocks were coated with razor-sharp shells that slashed his fingers wherever he tried to grab hold. The panic, on top of the physical exertion, must have been catastrophic to his already thickened coronary arteries. With unsettling ease I can imagine myself in Edmond’s place, assuming his plight – the shortening breaths, the numbing fingers, the fearful strain on the left ventricle. At the funeral Peter, quite desolate, told me that he had watched from his ledge on the rocks, groggily semi-conscious, as his father’s grip loosened by a little and a little, and then Edmond toppled back and the water roiled over his head.


I do wonder – if Ed’s rescue effort had failed utterly, and Peter instead had been carried out to sea – could he possibly have lived on with the loss of his child? I doubt it. And had he a choice, even a devil’s choice like that, he would have chosen it to be as it played out. As for Anna – Edmond would have known she would just carry on, because she was a coper and a stoic, and in time she would find some other man to be with her for the rest of her days.


But what nags at me now is that I just don’t know if she ever did. Or what became of Peter. We simply drifted out of touch, another form of death. This is what ‘Time the Enemy’ will do to us, if we allow it.


August 23rd


Evidently I’m not myself at the moment, my head in an unhealthy place. For sure I never dreamt I’d turn into a hopeless scribbler. I’m well aware the whole anxious business of Robert has been preying on me, but I can’t stick all the blame for this disquiet onto poor, dear Doctor Forrest – whatever may have befallen him, or wherever the hell he’s taken himself.


The fact is, I’ve had other bad dreams lately, all much as foul as each other. One night just over a week ago – the night before Robert’s disappearance, an omen? – I lay awake for what must have been an hour, steeped in the kind of unease that comes with all the nocturnal bangs and groans of a big old house. I started listening to the bedside clock tock-tocking, ever louder – before it hit me that we have no such clock anywhere in the room. On cue, the tocking mutated by degrees into a sound like a humanoid growl, first guttural, then full-throated. I lay there, paralysed by alarm, deaf in one ear on the side where Livy slept soundly, that hellish roar building in the other. Then I felt hot breath on my face, though I didn’t dare turn my head toward The Presence. This is insanity, I thought, as calm as you like. And yet, in the murk of the dream-state it is blasts of lucidity like this that get one through and out the other side.


What should be my remedy, short of a heavy self-prescription of diazepam? Were I to confide in Steven, most eminent head-shrinker of my acquaintance, then the good Doctor Hartford would no doubt tell me all this is highly meaningful – the subconscious daemon wreaking mischief at a time when it knows me to be vulnerable, beginning to worry about the bitter end; hopeful, perhaps, that there might yet be some light – soupily warm, unearthly and beckoning – at the end of the tunnel. All that rot.


No, there is no return to this life, nothing and no one ever comes back. And I’ve yet to stoop so low as to wish the facts were otherwise, even though I watched my mother be quite incapacitated over my father’s coffin, refusing to let go for those impossibly tough final moments. Maybe I’ll be no different if such a day dawns for me. More likely Livy will suffer it first. Maybe sooner than I think. On these darkening mornings, after the ever more uncomfortable ablutions, scraping at my face before the smeared bathroom mirror … I do, as they say, see the old man staring back at me.


But, the End is the End, it must be faced, and in doing so we’re reminded to be serious and useful and loving to one another. To be brave, above all. What have I said myself to so many small patients and agonised parents, as kindly as I could manage? ‘This is hard for you, I know, but I’m afraid you’ll have to play this hand.’ I was only imitating old George Garrison, my and Robert’s first surgical mentor. I heard his routine so many times: he was just so bloody good at telling people they were going to die. Not for him the semi-autistic, jargon-infested stammering of lesser men in white coats. Garrison made the unlucky ones in his care figure out their fate for themselves: ‘Now, you know what we’ve been doing here, with your treatment. Why do you think we did that? Yes, that’s right. And have you felt any better? No? A little worse? I see. So, what conclusion do you draw …?’


In some profound way George’s patients were always grateful for that sense of self-awareness he gifted them. The fact is, old Garrison could make anyone in the room see that it was all basically out of their hands – when your number comes up then sayonara cruel world.


I suppose, if I’m honest, I rehearse these familiar matters in my head as some unsteady bulwark against the fear that Robert is really gone – dead – maybe even by his own hand. Christ alive, is that possible? I’ve been fighting down the thought ever since I got the news. But the plain facts persist. Robert was last seen around 7pm on August 14th, leaving his clinic for the day a shade later than customary. As I told the young sergeant Goddard, I’d spoken to Robert on the phone the night before: nothing out of the ordinary, we shared some shop talk (even mused a little – I shiver to think of it now – about that wee missing girl who’s been all over the news). The next morning he failed to show for a 10am appointment, noon went by, and his loyal secretary Fiona raised the alarm – one that resounds to this day, since there’s still no trace of him. I have, as they say, begun to dread the phone, and each time it rings I brace myself mentally: ‘Why did you let yourself laugh just then? Now you’re about to be told something terrible …’


And yet, still, the spirit revolts: I just won’t accept the doomsday scenario. No, it’s Robert I expect to see on my doorstep, spreading himself rangily across the blue sofa, eyes shining again after all his recent miseries, tumbler of Glenlivet raised in hand.


‘Rab,’ – I might say – since no one else gets away with calling him that – ‘Rab, thank God you’re alive, man.’


‘Ach Grey,’ – he might reply – ‘you fool, you clod, you fucking eejit. We don’t die, not us. And “God” has nothing to do with it.’


To a degree, I do accept – Robert had been gone from us awhile, in spirit if not in body, his mood of late so dark and erratic. Evidently for those who made his acquaintance in the last five months – the months since Malena walked out on him – he left a poor impression. These latecomers got no sense of his usual liveliness, the high gleam around his presence, the assurance with which Rab could lead you off on a scurrilous evening’s entertainment.


It’s possible my diehard friendship with such a man struck onlookers as just as much of a mystery. Robert and I were always an odd match, on paper: me, I accept, the guy you’d go to for an onerous favour, the fellow you would trust with your wife; Robert defined by his fashionable lateness, his promiscuous openness to any better offer – not to speak of his doctorate in sexual predation, that quite raptor-like pursuit of any female who took his fancy, whatever her marital status. Edmond could never abide Robert for one minute, may even have thought less of me by association – a supposedly sound paediatric surgeon consorting with this disreputably flashy nip ’n’ tuck merchant. (Steven too, of course, has had these ‘issues’ with Rab down the years.)


Not that I cared, or care now. Our life’s great friendships are dropped on us in strange little ways but – I really do believe – for providential reasons. We are meant to encounter our opposites in life and be changed by them – transformed, in some manner. For Robert and me – from Kilmuir College through medical school to our professional practices – our lives have been bonded by links of steel, our heartaches and triumphs and secrets all shared. I love him, I always have – even when he’s disappointed me, let me and himself down. This is a moral requisite of any true love, is it not? And in the manner of the Irish I am resigned to the belief that our dearest friends will, as a matter of course, be the death of us.


In loving Robert, though, I have to ask myself if I correctly diagnosed the gravity of his recent decline, or the causes of it. Was he authentically depressed, sufficiently sick of life to want death? He’d begun taking those bloody pills, yes, yet somehow – daft of me – I’d ranked it more of a piece with his long, colourful history of pharmaceutical ‘experiments’. Of course I’d noticed in him that share of midlife gloom to which we’re all now prey, but I daresay it weighed on him – the greying of his coal-black hair, that turn to ‘cragginess’ in his looks. He spoke gloomily of ‘the gravity of time’, such that for his 45th birthday back in April I tried to make light by gifting him a walking stick, a handsome piece of good birch with a silver-plated crutch handle – I have one myself, and I felt sure Rab would accept his membership of the Old Boys Club with a broad grin. But you know at once when you’ve done the wrong thing … Within a half-hour we’d mended fences sufficiently to be sipping champagne on the lawn outside his place, but when I expressed the simple wish that he achieve all he hoped for in the coming year, he emitted a sour sort of a laugh.


‘The road ahead’s got a bleak look, my friend.’


‘Ach c’mon,’ I chided. ‘There’s plenty hunger in you yet.’


‘Hunger? Oh aye. I’m ravenous. But it’s just not satiable, doctor. It’s starting to cause me pain …’ His mouth, I saw, had set in a hard line and in the next instant he tossed his champagne flute into the air like so much rubbish. It landed on the plush grass without a crack; the gesture nonetheless seemed one of worrying indifference.


He had been sickening of his work a while, I know. For a man who not unreasonably rated himself a sort of artist, he clearly found it harder and harder to live with his flighty clientele, forever pestering him with their shopping list of wants, irrespective of the physical materials at their disposal – their body type, weight, height, colouring – even just the basic matter of how their bloody nose ought to look right bang in the middle of their face (‘Could you move it a tad to the left …?’) Robert had grown to find all that profoundly vacuous, rightly so.


Then there is his ‘bad influence’ of recent weeks, that Vukovara woman, la signora nera … But I just can’t believe such a shady female truly got hooks into Rab. He saw through her, I’m sure – she was off the scene.


So, I try to relive his and my last encounters, scour our small talk for tiny signs. But one knows, too, in one’s heart, that this is forlorn detective work. For starters, if a man commits suicide who would ever really know why? There are ostensible ‘reasons’, sure, but none get to the nub. Like the wise chap said, ‘The worm is in man’s heart.’


Malena’s leaving him for Killian counts the heaviest, of course. I saw Rab distinctly red-eyed, cut up – a state in which I’d never seen him previous – on the day after Malena and her possessions were finally shifted out of his place in Artemis Park. But there was nothing he could do to stop that: on one level he had plain ceased to deserve her. Malena told me herself she’d come to feel Robert was ‘no longer on the side of life’. The remark had struck me as curious, if clearly damning: mentally I filed it along with what I took to be her frustrated wish to start a family. Rab knew Malena would want children, she a full fifteen years younger than him. And yet he persisted in wanting to bring other things than kids into this world. So, in the space he left her …? Malena is herself an artist, drawn to fellow connoisseurs. Without doubt she was smitten first by Robert’s aesthetic genius as a surgeon. But her tastes were wide. At a certain point another model caught her eye, and she his, and that was the end of that.


A huge blow, then, to Robert’s heart. As to make a man suicidal? I don’t discount it, but still I can’t believe it. For, much as I hate the thought, he had got himself back in the hunt, was consorting again with women, however second-rate and disreputable. The Vukovara creature … My God, I find that just to think of her is to want her expelled from my mind without delay. But the police ought to be made aware of her, I know it – I really must raise the matter.


Certainly I’ve shared every other scrap of data in my possession with the appointed officer, young Goddard’s superior DI Hagen. Thus far he and I have conferred only by phone, and he’s a usefully bullshit-free talker, his habitual stress on the third syllable (‘fascinating’) betraying him for Northumbrian, i.e. just the wrong side of the border. Naturally I have lobbied as far as I’m able for Robert’s to be rated a fully-fledged Missing Persons investigation. Hagen is not unsympathetic, but I know, as he tells me, that hundreds of people vanish every week, most by choice, not wishing to be found, only a fraction of them victims of crime. Until they have significant evidence of wrongdoing they’ll not be embarking on a manhunt. For all that, Hagen’s knowing tone sometimes shades into offence. ‘Dr Forrest’s a grown man,’ he told me at one point. ‘If he fancied buggering off, that would be his own business. Even with some other bugger’s wife. Wouldn’t be our place to judge – he’s got a right to privacy.’


It occurred to me then that I might have said too much to Hagen of Robert’s ‘Don Juan’ side. Still, I pressed him to say if it was indeed the official view that Robert had engineered his own disappearance. Again the detective disconcerted me: ‘I’ve observed, Doctor, that there’s many a man takes a fancy to just … walking out, on a life that’s not fulfilling him, wanting to be new again under a bigger sky. Have you never felt that? I know I have. I’m maybe just not crafty enough. And, y’know, I’d miss the wife …’


‘Crafty’ indeed. The police opinion, then, is of a man who might just have a gift for disappearing. I can’t persuade them of the danger that someone might have disappeared him. True, I don’t myself accept that Robert had any enemies of sufficient bitterness, for all that he owes money to more than a few people, and has dallied with the wives of some fairly hard-nosed husbands. That nocturnal side of his life, those dubious enthusiasms, had earned him some shadowy acquaintances, yes. But all that carry-on had been fading away the closer he got to 50. The motiveless crime, though, the meaningless act of violence – that some thug could have stabbed him in the face for his wallet, kicked his body into a ditch – that I can imagine, in this feral bloody London. But if so, then where’s the body? Hagen is most intractable on this point: ‘It’s not hard to vanish in this world, doctor, so long as you keep breathing. Far, far harder if you die. Because a corpse is a big thing to get shot of …’ Yes, there would be a body by now: only the wretched of the earth can be made to vanish without trace. Whereas a man of Robert’s status – such a man is noticed, always.


There’s one more unhappy possibility, I suppose – that I just never really knew or understood the sort of man my friend was, and so cannot conceive now of some venal act he’s gone and done. Even were that the case, would Rab have taken off without any kind of goodbye? And had his actions been so much beyond the pale, would I then have turned my back on him? Or, however guiltily, allowed him the same forgiveness of old?


No – when I call all this to mind I feel awfully certain something wrong has happened to Robert, something very wrong. As I mull it over, the truth lies out there, somewhere, cold and comfortless as old Craigleith sandstone. I am assured I can be ‘useful’ to the police by making enquiries of my own, staying in touch with Hagen and Goddard should I uncover anything new. Well, they will find me diligent on this score.


Oh Jesus, Robert, where are you, son? Where the hell have you taken yourself? Go your own way if you have to, but don’t leave us lost in the dark.
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DI Hagen’s Notes


A man of night and day





Private & Confidential


FORREST, Robert Kyle (‘Rab’), Dr


MisPer ref. # 187–2059 (Amber Alert)




 





Reviewing actions to date in the case of Dr Forrest, this does strike me as one of those unhappily nagging Medium-Risk MisPers.


There are several decent reasons why the man might have taken off; I don’t believe he’s fallen down a hole, or done himself a mischief. But small things perplex me, there’s a hollow in every scenario I build. He packed no bag, indeed I can’t see that he took anything with him he could use, beyond keys, wallet, phone – and he’s not used them, has made no calls, not withdrawn from his bank or put down his credit cards. On the evidence of our paper-chase Dr Forrest doesn’t seem to be doing any of the things he surely would be doing if he was alive.


On the upside we have good info: credit to DS Goddard of the MisPer Unit. Forrest wasn’t seen at his apartment building (Artemis Park in Finchley) on the night of August 14, but his car was. Evidently he drove himself home, and we assume the clothes on his back are still those he wore for work that day – black suit, white shirt, scarlet tie. The searches of both apartment and workplace (‘The Forrest Clinic’, St John’s Wood) were impeccable, Dr Forrest’s toothbrush was bristling with DNA, two laptop computers were taken in but have offered nothing of interest.


The man’s mental state? His long-time PA Ms Fiona Challenor (who reported him missing) worried to Goddard of his recent ‘distractedness’. He was taking the strong antidepressant Remeron, prescribed by his close friend Steven Hartford, albeit at low dosage – Hartford hadn’t believed he was really in a pit. But evidently he was still glum over the end of a five-year relationship with Ms Malena Absalonsen, since when he’s been alone. (Though Ms Challenor, a keen-eyed observer of her boss – also an ex-girlfriend, I would guess – usefully alerted us to a recent dalliance Forrest had with one of his patients, who, interestingly, is currently lodging at the private psychiatric clinic in Berkshire where Dr Hartford is director.)


This Dr Grey Lochran, a surgical consultant in paediatrics, is clearly Forrest’s most bosom friend-confidant: he’ll be our point of contact and first to be informed as and when the subject is located. Lochran is also the executor of the will: all assets and possessions of Dr Forrest pass to him on death. But as Lochran tells it, this arrangement only expresses Forrest’s wish that his godson, Lochran’s teenaged son Calder, be the ultimate inheritor.


In any case there’ll be nothing to inherit until we have a death certificate. And still there mightn’t be much, from what I understand of Forrest’s finances – his accumulation of money troubles and legal difficulties, both current and pending.


Lochran painted me an interesting portrait of his friend: ‘self-made’ insofar as he was adopted young by an uncle and aunt after the death of his parents in a drink-driving smash-up. (The father, Jack, a publican turned slum landlord/‘property developer’, was considered responsible.) Lochran and Forrest, also Hartford, all met as pupils at Kilmuir school (‘the Eton of Scotland’) outside Edinburgh, then went on to medical school together before separating to specialise. Originally Forrest’s surgical focus was disfigurement and reconstruction, but gradually he swung toward aesthetics, cosmetics. (cf. Lochran: ‘Robert liked beautiful things, he wanted to make things beautiful.’) In his late thirties he left the NHS for pure private practice, founded his own surgical ‘boutique’ offering all the beauty procedures and so-called noninvasive treatments. The work paid handsomely, though Lochran believes his friend was disillusioned (‘I think it occurred to him he’d rather sold his soul.’) And not just the practice in itself but Forrest’s own sense of what he ought to have done instead.


As Lochran described, Forrest was at one stage highly engrossed in the theory of full-face transplant for patients who had suffered especially terrible traumas or burns – the sort that would take a hundred grafts of skin/muscle just to give them anything remotely like a human face again. Dr Hartford told me Forrest hired him to do some ‘profiling’ of the sorts of victims who might be suitable, psychologically, for such an extreme procedure. Of course, if we lived in the realms of science fiction then all this might propose a notion of how a man could make himself vanish … The point for our purpose, though, is that Forrest had to bankroll all this pricy research from his own pocket, only to jack it all in for pressure of time and money, having come to the dispirited view that too many of his fellow professionals were too far advanced of him in the field.


Then two years ago he took out an eye-watering loan in order to buy out the investors in his Clinic, apparently wishing to be free of their interference. Not long after that, he was sued successfully by a patient claiming to have suffered pain and facial scarring from incompetent injections of collagen. The culprit wasn’t Forrest, rather a woman he’d hired who turned out to be not so well trained as she’d presented herself; but Forrest carried the can. The judgement came down in the same week that Ms Absalonsen moved out of his apartment. Such misery could spill the wind from any man’s sails.


This man does intrigue me, though, I admit. The photos we obtained show a fellow very presentable for his age, if somewhat saturnine in looks. Physically he was in decent shape though a habitual drinker, and partial to some soft drug use. ‘A man of night and day’ is how his friend Lochran describes him, albeit fondly, attributing this to what he calls ‘a touch of the Jekyll-and-Hyde’ inherent in the surgical profession. That is to say, the incredible rigour of the work produces a commensurate need for a private cutting-loose, what in Forrest’s case Lochran quaintly calls ‘carousing’. (Mr Hyde can take other forms too, I would say: Lochran, initially open and affable, can switch to a very stern and short-tempered force coming down the phone-line.)


And then … these are minor matters, but … Forrest’s identifying marks are distinctive, suggestive of a ‘colourful’ youth. Lochran mentioned the scar on his chest, a laceration from some boyhood knife-fight. Both he and Ms Absalonsen spoke of the prominent tattoo on Forrest’s upper right arm, acquired after some drunken cavort in his medical school years, depicting a great green snake coiled round the earth (the uroboros, as it’s known in mythology). A further quirk: we found no private diaries or letters at Forrest’s apartment, or among his hard drives, but on his writing desk was a French-language book about a Japanese writer, Mishima, who killed himself most gorily at much the same age Forrest is now. There were various pencil scribbles in the margin, but Forrest had underscored – by a precise slash of red – a line from the man’s suicide note: La vie humaine est limitée, mais je voudrais vivre éternellement. That being, ‘Human life is limited but I would like to live forever.’ Clearly this Mishima went about the ‘living forever’ part in a queer way. But I daresay we ought to take Dr Forrest’s distinctive and offbeat interests as offering some window into his state of mind.
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Dr Lochran’s Journal


Bad for the soul





August 25th


‘Ghosts return gently at twilight …’ Last night I had a sad call from Robert’s uncle Allan Steenson, whom I’ve not seen – whom Robert hardly saw – since Kilmuir. He must be 70-odd now, and he lost Jenny to cancer five years ago: the most steadfast and God-fearing of marriages torn asunder. They raised Robert together so painstakingly, after the tragedy of his real parents. (Not that Rab ever recognised old Allan as a father – I knew when we were lads, the bitterness Rab felt over his dad’s boozy recklessness could never quite mask the sneaking regard he had for the old bastard’s ‘maverick’ character.) Still, fatherhood was the duty Allan loyally discharged, and continues to – hence the awful sadness of his faltering voice asking me this and that about the ‘investigation’, me unable to say one damn thing of consequence or comfort in respect of his lost middle-aged stepson.


This afternoon I took the family to Jon’s for our annual reunion of St Andrews Class of ’83: a supposedly ‘fun’ occasion I’d hoped might lift my mood. No spot finer than Jon’s epic roof terrace overlooking the Highgate end of the Heath, and after this dank, dour, generally dreich summer we were blessed with a crystal day of high sun. Only by late afternoon could you feel in the air and the shadows that we’re now slipping ‘between seasons’ – always a wistful feeling for me. Another summer fades, a finite number remain, this much achieved, that much unresolved.


The big difference this year, of course: Robert’s absence. (Not to speak of Malena’s.) But then I was much the closest to Robert. Today it seemed the company just didn’t want to speak of him. And I suppose Robert had somewhat estranged himself from said company. Our ranks are depleted anyhow, what with Donald and Kate decamped to Boston, Duncan to Côte d’Ivoire. And poor Edmond, of course. I don’t think I let the clouds hang over me, I impersonated my usual self, made conversation. But today lacked that good sociable grease, the easy shift into topics beyond the commonplace. Too much talk of minor ailments, far too much of fucking golf. It was Livy I felt for, for all that she managed gracefully.


We have hung together as a bunch, despite the dispersing tendency of the vocation; and, on the whole, we turned out as we expected. Character is destiny, yes? Didn’t we know as late adolescents – at first sight in halls of residence – that Jon, with his ponytail and Black Sabbath tee, was earmarked for Pathology? (Today, still, he drew me over to his stack of Denon separates, tried to enthuse me about some dreadful hard-rock racket.) Susan – how soon we understood! – was too kind for her own good, so heading down the pipe marked ‘Palliative Care’. And Tony, given his remote engineer-boffin air, his obsessive tinkering with car engines and Jon’s hi-fis – he had been chosen for Orthopaedics, destined to doggedly perfect his plates and screws even as the patient expired on the table. I’ve never asked but presumably they looked at me and thought, ‘There’s a big dependable oaf, probably good with kids, kind enough to cut them open carefully …’


Look at us now then: older, fatter, richer, with grey or balding heads and weary, worried laughs. More kids around us, too – more, and older. They spoil the day somewhat, with that recalcitrant teenage moodiness, studying the affluent oldsters from a distance, waiting for us to die so they can be free to do as they like, since they bloody well know it all already. I should have nipped that little tendency in the bud far earlier – bringing the kids. I should have laid down the bloody law. (Steven’s twins Julian and Jacob, for instance, are as cheery as a broken toe, God bless their glum little faces.) But then I suppose I started it all off when I first brought Cal. What was I thinking …?


Well, I was the first among us to sire; plus I reckoned me and the boy were pals; also that he made me look good. For Cal, though, these occasions were mainly a chance to hang out with his godfather Dr Forrest, to soak up that over-age bad-boy routine of Robert’s. Once Cal started to ‘pop round’ to Rab’s place for mano a mano soirées I somehow persuaded myself it was only a good padrino influence, however many times Cal traipsed home with his breath acrid from the smoky peat of Robert’s malts. God knows what they talked about, if not the ins and outs of the automotive engine, or the ins and outs of young girls. But plenty at any rate.


Today, though, I felt rueful seeing Cal, sufficiently mature to join us ‘properly’, yet no longer wishing to be here. Of course I understand, in his own moody way he’s upset about Robert. But when poor Steven, with avuncular fondness, addressed him as ‘Young Calder’, I thought Cal might punch him in the chops. It’s not the Scot thing – Cal still affects an Edinburgh burr – but I suppose he rates ‘Calder’ a name fit only for a squirt in short trousers, not the gym-enhanced, slightly marked Lothario he now reckons himself – sandy-haired six-foot Flower of Scotland, man-mountain of the rugby pitch and tennis court. (Then again, well he might, based on the longing looks Susan’s girl Jennifer kept shooting his way.)


One other thing riled me: the approach I had from this woman, Gerry McKissock’s latest squeeze. I was taking my turn at the grill, butterflying the organic leg of lamb, and she admired my bold slices and deft editing of fat. Lara was her name, her curves loosely confined by a top one might wear to a dance class, her hair a bit too blonde, as if compensating for her white-wine-drinker’s wrinkles and the tremor of sag at her jaw-line. After some meagre chit-chat she lunged in for the kill. ‘So you’re a friend of the great Robert Forrest? I hear amazing things about his clinic …’


Yes, she was after a referral – one more wretch wanting a little ‘work’ done on herself. Quietly I had to explain the present circumstances. For some moments she swilled Sancerre round her glass as if chastened. Then, stunningly, she brightened, wanted to know if I too practised cosmetics? I told her a little of my expertise in treating anorectal malformation in newborns, and watched her interest wane.


‘No, I never fancied the aesthetic stuff myself. It’s technically easy, but bad for the soul – patient’s and doctor’s.’


That had her wincing into the sun. ‘Gosh. You think?’


Steven was hovering nearby so I called him over, had him explain to this Lara what I meant by ‘psychological dysmorphism’. He obliged gladly.


‘It’s when what a person sees of themselves when they look in the mirror is all hashed. Because they can’t see themselves as they really are, or take any natural pride in it, so what’s normal looks to them like a terrible aberration. That’s a fundamental flaw in a person’s character, no amount of “work” will cure it.’


So crestfallen was this lassie by now, I felt I had to give her some comfort, namely that Robert had always claimed 100 per cent patient satisfaction from one procedure: namely, reduction mammoplasty. ‘A huge relief on the neck and shoulders, especially once you’re past a certain age. No more nasty welts off them bra straps …’ I glanced in the direction of Lara’s bare, blemished shoulder. She pushed off shortly thereafter. I know, I know … Unfriendly of me, and ungallant. There was I, outraged on Robert’s behalf, but as well both Steven and I know, had Rab been present he would have drawn Lara aside to a shady spot – without it seeming predatory in the slightest – taken out his moleskin notebook and jotted a few details, spun her a sugar-web of words, so luring her inexorably toward a pricy reservation at the Forrest Clinic of St John’s Wood.


I drove by the Clinic last week, actually, a small act of homage, recalling that afternoon Robert led me languidly on a tour of the finished conversion, every plane and surface immaculate, fit to be cleaned with a hose: his theatre, with its top-dollar ceiling canopy, then the prep and anaesthesia and treatment rooms, the day-care centre … All that shining white-on-white super-sterility (in such contrast to the rose-and-chartreuse Art Nouveau swank of Robert’s home decor). Even then I was wondering who paid for it all, and this even before Rab’s ‘troubles’.


Heading back from Jon’s I put pedal to the metal, since Livy was keen to get back to that rather luminous landscape she’s been steeped in for weeks. Cal was keener still to do the driving, but I’d seen him neck several beers. Midway through our disputation I had to take a fretful call from young Dr Malik, and so reverted to my professional alter ego: all parties of my household know better than to mess with Him. Cal sank into the leather, muttering that he would never answer a phone at the wheel. Not the point. I have duties. And in thirty years of driving I’ve not had a single accident. In less than twelve months Cal’s had two, yet he acts as though these ‘just happened’, and to someone else, some callow, outmoded model of himself.


For sure, the scares wrought no discernible change in him. Fair enough, like most lads he couldn’t wait to get into the driver’s seat. As his instructor I took my role just as seriously as if he were a new surgical resident under my eye. I forbade distraction, wanted to instil in him the process, the technique, even the fundamentals of the engine. I wanted Cal to understand that learning is incremental, true skill developed and refined by the experience of unforeseen tight corners, from which one learns anticipation and adjustment. In driving, one assumes the danger of destroying life, beginning with one’s own.


Cal, though, just doesn’t get it. Some children inherently fear the unknown, the shadowy threat of a hurt that might prove irreparable. So they’re afraid to ever take that first bold step, put their foot down into murky water. It’s natural, this fear, and it must be shaken out: one cannot be afraid to act unilaterally. But I must have instilled this lesson in Cal too well. He just charges round the blind corners of life as though he were indestructible. He knows full well the sad tale of Olivia’s second ‘pregnancy’ that wasn’t – has known for as long as he could talk that he will be our only child – yet, clearly, believes he will live forever.


‘Needs a new skin, boss.’ So said the chief grease-monkey at Rawlson’s Garage after Cal took my powerful Audi out for a tear, and tore up the left flank. Then, of course, Cal damn near needed a new epidermis of his own after he took that country-lane bend blithely unhindered by a seatbelt. A lucky lad, he, that his godfather is so gifted: bloody hours it was that Rab spent plucking fragments of glass out of Cal’s brow and cheekbone, prior to sewing him up very nearly good as new. ‘A little scar tissue’s desirable in a man, lends character.’ Thus Rab’s tough-eyed verdict on his handiwork. Jesus wept, thought I. But Cal lapped it up. I suppose it was then they became bosom pals.


How Robert loved my son, with what touching fierceness! There was something heartbreaking about the proud, fond look in his eye and the way Cal would return it, their avidity for each other’s company. Cal used to look at me like that – preadolescence at least – the eager boy to whom I taught the finer points of all the sports worth teaching, bright-eyed, treading loyally and trustingly in my wake. But the teenage incarnation of Cal – the rangy, cocky insouciance, the sly smile, the mere nod of greeting – I can see whose spirit he’s channelling. He and Rab were blood brothers, of a sort.


They ‘are’, they ‘are’, goddamn it. Get a grip, Grey.




* * *





Earlier this evening I tidied up the references for my long-delayed paper on the use of Hyalomatrix in deep dermal burns; and in demob spirit I fancied I’d take a stroll out in the last of the light, wondered if my dear ones cared to join me. They were still sat over cold dinner plates, Livy with a novel, though claiming to be returning shortly to her canvas. Young Calder appeared stupefied before his laptop, but to my delight he was navigating round some website devoted to hi-tech renderings of the internal organs. I had thought the internet pandered more to a lower interest in gross anatomy. Do I dare to dream the boy may follow his old man’s footsteps? A prospective surgeon must be proud as Lucifer, Cal’s got that going for him at least. (Of course my generation did anatomy the old-school way, round a dun-coloured corpse on a slab, its face shrouded, we all breath-bated and queasy. Cal’s lot, I expect, will do it by computer-sim, free from the butcher’s-shop odour of formalin and rotting tissue, the morphology prof’s gags about ‘cold cuts’.)


At any rate I never got out of the house, because the phone rang, Cal erupted from his chair to get it, and it was Malena. The boy wasted some moments, trying to sound suave. When I finally got on the line, though, my usual pleasure in hearing Malena’s Danish purr was denied me, for tonight she was troubled. I’m sure she’s worried over Robert anyway, but this is fresh bother – some disquieting rift in her relations with Killian. I tried to sympathise, ham-fistedly, for I’m no one’s idea of a marriage counsellor. My sense was she wanted to see me in person, directly, but I couldn’t assent, not with Livy’s eyes on me from over her paperback.


It’s an awkward position for me in multiple ways. I can never speak to Malena too long without feeling I’m being weirdly ‘unfaithful’ to Robert. But then Rab and I are brothers under the skin, and – just to start with the surface – I see in Malena exactly what he saw: those crystalline eyes, that sculpted face, the long dark-auburn locks so uncommon in a Dane. Robert himself couldn’t have improved her. Only age can do that – you just know she’ll look glorious at 40, 50, 60. She has, I concede, a touch of the amoral to her, a discreet loucheness; otherwise she’d never have become Robert’s girl. At times she appears too satisfied by her own world’s wellbeing. But only to a point. And not tonight.


Malena and I have always been able to talk. If unlikely confidants on the surface, we have a robustness in common. She’s of that Nordic female type – maybe it’s the cold that makes them so coolly candid, uninhibited. As a mere girl she was driving a snow plough, ice-fishing, putting cherries in her cheeks, cheerfully tossing back vodka with the boys. Though slender as a wand she has the muscles for winter sports, and several inches in height over Killian, who, for all his roguish good looks, is a squirt. An uncouth squirt to boot: he should cut his fucking hair, for one thing. I doubt he has anything in his wardrobe but tee-shirts and denims, all frayed and stained by repeated wiping of his chisel. And this the guy who cuckolded my pal? But, but … I’ve never had reason to believe he’s anything but hugely enamoured of Malena, as he should be. And she does love him. Hence my surprise to hear of their running into choppy waters now.


Killian’s muse has gone missing, apparently, or else he’s in a blue period. I knew he’d sustained a big work disappointment, the collapse of some commission that looked to have fallen into his lap then was just as swiftly yanked away. Ever since he got the news – a week or so ago, the day before Robert disappeared, in fact – he has, it seems, been comporting himself in a moody-peculiar fashion. As a photographer and veteran of the appalling fashion world, Malena knows all about the flighty types. But the Irishman’s strange change of temper has utterly thrown her. He has complained of a few ailments, some old rugby injury that never fixed, but to her annoyance he won’t see a doctor.


I grunted, rueful, in recognition. ‘Rather like Robert – the physician who refused to heal himself.’


Malena winced. ‘Please Grey, don’t say that.’


I realised I’d been insensitive in the circumstances. Still I wasn’t convinced. All men go through phases of loathing their work. And yet there was Malena talking about booking Killian into Steven’s clinic.


‘For what?’ I asked. ‘“Exhaustion”, like the rock ’n’ rollers? Malena, I wouldn’t advise you pay the Blakedene rate. Sounds to me like all he needs is a rest, maybe a think …’


‘Huh. Maybe it’s me should check into Blakedene Hall. I’ll sit and tell Steven all my troubles …’


It alarmed me that she might be serious. I wanted also to tell her that Steven would be no help, since he takes a disapproving attitude, unconsciously or not, toward any woman who’s gone to bed with Robert. I suppose I also felt a twinge of envy, however puerile – but some part of me has determined to be Malena’s Galahad and admit no challenger, not even the honourable Doc Hartford. Especially so when Killian seems suddenly to have put on the armour of black knight. It does sound like quite a falling-off.




* * *





Was it only ten weeks ago that Livy and I called round and found those two in connubial bliss?


It had been with some unease that I accepted Malena’s invitation. I only got my excuse once Robert admitted to me he was dallying with a new girl, some pampered princess whom he’d gifted a new nose. So I told myself we were all moving on (for all that it seemed Rab was backsliding). Livy needed no pretext, she knew of Killian’s work, where he’d trained and so forth, and was curious. Still, as we clambered into the Audi that morning I couldn’t quite shake the sense that Robert was watching us from the cover of some shady remove, eyes burning …


Theirs is a good honest home, not an aesthete’s showroom like Robert’s. Malena brewed us tea in a cheerful, cluttered kitchen, the walls hung with ill-framed posters of Killian’s exhibitions (Pale Graces, Amaterasu, Red Earth Demeter). I brought a bottle of Powers Irish whiskey in tribute to the man of the house, but I read in Malena’s eyes that this was tantamount to carrying some effigy of Robert over her new threshold. Still, after a bit she duly led us up to Killian’s ‘workshop’.


Frankly I was ready to give ‘the work’ a cool appraisal but I must say I found the studio greatly to my taste. Occupying all of an upper floor, exposed brick and floorboards under high skylights, it had the good dusty odour of a masculine den, the sense of being home to a proper industrial/artisanal process. Strewn across the surfaces were masses of pencil sketches, clusters of tools and chisels upright in old fifteen-litre paint cans, rows of pieces shrouded in sackcloth and lined up on metal bracket shelves. The sheer number and variety of tools and accoutrements I found deeply appealing: goggles, gloves, earmuffs, respirator, polisher, hammer drill and grinder, whole sheaves of diamond blades. In one corner some kind of life-size wire maquette reclined blankly in a tall-backed wooden rocking chair. Neglected in the other corner was a sixty-gallon air-tank, some pneumatic tool trailing from it by a hose, begging to be picked up and blasted.


And there, planted thoughtfully amid it all, the Great Killian MacCabe, clad like a plasterer’s mate, nursing in one fist a three-pound hammer and in the other a chipped enamel teamug bearing the badge of some rugger side from Dun Laoghaire. He peered most intently at a great lump of alabaster that must have been winched up onto the reinforced bench where it sat formidably on a sandbag. Livy apologised for our disturbance. He grinned, waved a hand. ‘Nah, yousens relax. Honestly, Livy, I’ve no intention of touching this boy, not today. It’s just been giving me the eye, y’know? Throwing down the gauntlet.’


I gave him a querying look that he was good enough to address. ‘A block of this size, Grey, it’s got a world of possibles in it. And it came from somewhere, y’know? It’s got its own story. You have to respect that, it asks something of you.’


I could see he had that Irish way of looking at one, as if already amused by the quick-witted thing he was about to say, also by the sadly slug-witted manner of your comeback, since ‘you’, by definition, take life too seriously. ‘Never worry about me,’ his eyes seemed to say, ‘I do my real stuff while yousens are in bed.’ But he disarmed us, young MacCabe, and not just by his unshaven charm but by the selection of pieces he casually unveiled.


He works mainly in stone or wood, sometimes stuff he’s bought or salvaged, but more often he prefers a commissioner to provide their own raw material. He ‘likes to be surprised’ – chooses to believe that in the course of the graft he will somehow ‘fuse’ himself with the temperament of the donor – likes to feel, furthermore, that the wood or the stone will, by its intrinsic strangeness, ‘open his eyes’ and teach him something.


‘The raw state of a stone has its own perfection,’ he went on. ‘You could persuade yourself to leave well alone. Respect to “the better craftsman”, y’know? But, you’ve only got one life, so you crack on. Then once you split it – see, it’s really the flaws of the innards that get your juices going? The flaws suggest new things.’


It was high-flown yet I found it made sense. Whereupon we had a nice little chat about our shared interest in cutting: cutting tools, cutting things, people. He had more than the layman’s curiosity about the surgical. ‘When you’ve someone lying there before you with their guts laid open,’ he marvelled, ‘there’s power in that, isn’t there? You must feel like a warlock with that scalpel …’


I had to tell him that on some level I fight with indecision every time I pick up the blade – even if only for a fractional second, but it’s there the devil awaits you. At worst you can see yourself from out of body, poised over a child, blade in hand like Father Abraham. For me it’s the special onus of operating on infants and children – flawless pink flesh, my cut the first violation. Of course, very often the life is at stake, no one else can stand in my shoes at that moment, so unless I hurry up then things will get immeasurably worse. But every time I cut I’m trying, for a moment, not to think of the patient as a human being: trying to put from my mind the precious detail of skin surface, fine hair, complexion, minor blemish – all those things that Robert was required to obsess over, all of the time.


‘It’s somewhat Zen,’ I offered (imagining Robert’s wince), ‘knowing the “rightness” of your aim. Then once you’re in, it’s like the tissue falls away from the blade, and it hardly seems to bleed, funnily enough – as if the body were actively assisting the procedure.’


I had joined him on the highfaluting theoretical plane, and his smile was broad. We stood over one piece of his that had a pleasing finality, an abstracted female nude, some big stone lump he’d somehow managed to endow with a fecund, even carnal aspect. I tried a few clumsy words of appreciation: ‘It’s amazing, how you’ve suggested so much of a woman just by the flow of that curve.’


‘Yeah, but there’s aspects of the feminine we’re hard-wired to see, right?’ He grinned, glancing back at our girls. ‘Us fellas? There’s a sort of a code we know means “naked girl”. It could be a line in the sand, a piss in the snow, it wouldn’t matter …’


Malena was certainly smiling as she sallied up to us and slid her arms round his waist. ‘Gimme a kiss,’ he said, and she made a little pantomime of resisting him. Strange to relate, the spectacle didn’t make me want to vomit. They liked each other passing well, that much was clear. No, I found I didn’t mind making Killian’s acquaintance, much as I’d minded the idea. I never confessed my treachery to Rab, though I suspect he guessed. Did it bother him? Was it rank disloyalty? Damn it, knowing Killian was a function of my friendship with Malena, and for sure she became a friend of mine too, whereupon it was impossible not to care for her. I just can’t pretend Killian’s some sort of demon, or anything but personable as far as I’ve seen.


Malena, though, has clearly now seen a side to him she hadn’t bargained for. So it goes – romance can be a drug for a certain sort of woman, but it’s only the spice of life, not the daily common-clay stuff of it. We have to compromise with our lovers. Moreover, I do suspect – however acrimoniously things finished between Malena and Rab – she must retain some feelings for him, be more worried for him now than she’s letting on. And Killian could hardly be blind to that, could he?
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Malena’s Diary


His mere possession





August 26th


Who is sleeping in my bed? Or in whose bed am I sleeping? And does he want what I want, or something else entirely? I’m no longer sure – nothing feels solid or secure any more. My honest and earnest and light-hearted lover has, quite suddenly, changed into one of those dark men who keep secrets. Perhaps I’m imagining, some paranoid fear, ‘only a phase’, maybe. But all I can see now is difference, someone I don’t understand and yet conceivably – my worst fear – recognise all too well. ‘Rather like Robert …’ Grim, grim, the very last thing I needed to hear!


Only hours ago our argument was so bitterly intractable that I struggled for breath, and searching in vain for some mercy or concession in his mean, hard face I actually had to ask: ‘Who am I talking to?’ I believe the question struck home, at least, for he paused, then was most subdued as he replied, ‘I’m your lover who loves you, who’s always loved you …’ But his face as he said it – was not a lover’s face, no.


Such professions of ‘love’. And yet he has forgotten how it’s done. Our ‘romantic’ dinner last week at the St John, his idea – I thought we would talk, he merely drank. Always we’ve talked so easily (as I used to imagine did Robert and I, before I realised he was only extracting data from me, one more proof of his ownership). If Killian wants to revive the first flush of our love he needs to remember how it started. It is as though he wishes to begin our relationship anew but on terms favourable only to him, all the while expecting I will faithfully delight in the new dispensation. 


It’s his humour I’m missing above all, the lightness, the silliness, the true romance of him. Over dinner I wanted us to share again the story of how we met, at Susanne’s party, both of us having gone in search of a moment’s quiet, only to find each other, miraculously, in a darkened, empty room – then, somehow, dancing together, close, to the distant music from the floor below. The mischief of him as he murmured in my ear, ‘I feel a connection …’ I’d come to consider myself a married woman – ‘kept’, certainly – but I fell for him then. That is our story, and I recited it happily, expecting his eyes to shine over the candlelight. He listened, brooded, nodded, as though he’d had no part of it, as though some little Leporello had slipped into his clothes that night and worked all that charm on his behalf.


Every day now I watch him from the corner of my eye, I sneak peeks into his studio, and all I see is evidence of strange new habits – the undoing of what I took for his habits of a lifetime. That huge hunk of alabaster for which he paid a ransom but professed great plans – yes, I imagined it would sit a little while unattended, not that he would abuse it as he has done. This newfound zeal for the air-chisel … It gathered dust for months, most cumbersome of unwanted gifts, Killian was amused by it but showed no inclination whatever to pick up that pneumatic hammer – swore he hated the noise, the vibration, how the stone chips flew. Well, now it is his favourite toy. And it’s me who loathes the noise of it. For sure I knew the day he attacked the alabaster, and without a facial shield – that much I saw when he slouched downstairs with a fresh cut on his cheekbone, one that could have been immeasurably worse.


And not just how he works, but what he works on – chiselling away like a jeweller at some small piece, ‘small’ in every sense. The Killian I thought I knew has always sculpted in order to explore, to excavate the material. He’s never made endless sketches or fussy little maquettes. And he would never EVER do a portrait bust – nothing so ‘pretty’, so banal as that. His women have been bigger, more mysterious, but more generous too – yes, I am so vain as to glimpse myself within their abstraction. Was I flattered, then, that day I sneaked up to his shoulder and saw his desk strewn with precise pencil sketches of my face? A little, yes. But if I expressed scepticism about his intentions it was only that I’ve never had the slightest wish to be his model – have only wanted him to be the artist I’d admired from afar. So maybe I stung him, perhaps he felt slighted. If so, he wasted no time in selecting another model. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, not pleasantly, as he tore up those pages in front of me. ‘I’ll not make that mistake again …’ This new face he’s making is ‘beautiful’, yes, but a typical man’s fantasy of pristine female beauty, and in virgin white. If he hopes to make me jealous I will not take that bait. I saw enough of that from Robert, albeit late, and after so long taking me for granted, his mere possession, his clockwork doll.


I do not believe Killian has anyone else. For one thing he has become so confined to his quarters. And he is drinking while he works. No appetite was ever improved by such a mix. So, after all his recent and quite insatiable amorousness, he is now failing us in bed. Only a fortnight ago he wanted to make love daily, and in the middle of the day too. I wasn’t always so ready, but he wasn’t taking ‘No’ – was at least endearing in his insistence – and I went with the flow, my only surprise that he was not more gentle – the natural psychology, I would have thought, when lovers are waiting to learn if they have been ‘blessed’. But tenderness has gone astray in him – so far removed from when we first slept together, and I was so clumsy, all fingers and thumbs, not even sure I knew what to do, whether I could please him, having been for so long and so thoroughly – professionally – used, manipulated, by Robert, my body surrendering inevitably to his attentions.


Killian’s drinking, I think, is in part an anaesthetic, for this stupid injury he never got fixed from some stupid game of rugby. Three years ago and now he tells me about it, NOW he says he’s in constant pain from it. He has muttered complaints of headaches, too, albeit with less drama. But I see it – I see him wince when he thinks I’m not looking. He’ll clap his hand to his eye, or to the wall, or sink his head into his hands. And I ask him to take something or see someone but he won’t.


No, instead he closes the door in my face. Am I supposed to do likewise to him? Am I meant to become one of those women who seek a refuge from their partners in work? I have no stomach for that. My whole wish was to step off that conveyor, put my camera bag down, bury my passport, let myself be changed by this love – not that we live in compartment worlds, the way that Robert always wanted. Where we ceased to see anyone, and if I tried I felt invigilated. Where he knew me inside and out, supplanted my gynaecologist, sought to supervise my hair and make-up and wardrobe – his power over me a delusion from which I awoke, my Big Love only a false idol, a god of clay, the brazen serpent.


No, I thought I had left all that behind. The things I let him do, the torpor into which we degenerated. And now it seems like a pit into which I could slide once again. Impossible but true.


Perhaps I am a bad penny, a magnet, do I carry a curse? Since it seems I now give Killian no pleasure, then surely Robert has found a way to curse me. Or am I being punished because I thought ill of Robert, and then something very bad happened to him …? I must not think of such superstition. Robert has no control any more. Robert is in some hole of his own making. It is Killian and I who are together now, we must weather the storm, I must find a way to crack through the glacier that’s formed between us.


Or could it be that we need ‘a break from each other’? Oh please God, no, that was not ever the plan. This is not the time. Tomorrow I believe I will know for sure.
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