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Prologue

He hadn’t thought it would be like this. He had thought about killing of course (he had thought about little else since she had entered his life) but in his imagination and dark dreams it had all happened rather differently.

The knife was the same; the one he had in his hand now, slicing and stabbing and driving home. The one he had used during the long rehearsals when he had paced about plotting and planning and practising the death strokes. The movements had been easy then, the blade quick and bright.

Inevitably he had rehearsed the emotions too: as he feinted and lunged he experienced them in embryo; like an actor halfway towards grasping the climax of a scene, his heart and talent not yet fully engaged.

During these bouts of shadow play he was always supremely in control. Excited and lustful of course, elated naturally, but there was never any sense in which he felt that he was not utterly suited to the role of executioner.

But now it had all gone terribly wrong. Suddenly it was upon him and not at all in the way he had expected. For a start the scene was different. Although he had rehearsed in  his own room he had always pictured the actual killing taking place somewhere else against a background undefined, but perhaps faintly exotic.

His emotions too were different. They could perhaps have originally been named lust, excitement and elation but nothing could have prepared him for the dazzling change in his mind and body once the first incision had been made. It was as if the act threw a switch somewhere in the depths of his psyche and the voltage leapt. The energy then released could not be compared with that which daily got him through his exercises and normal routine. It was a black, boiling tidal wave, lifting him as it rose, urging him to a greater frenzy so that when it ebbed, leaving him stranded on the crimson bed, he looked up and around him and could not believe his eyes.

But most of all she was different. The way she had just turned up. Almost presenting herself to him, forcing his hand. And her body was different. He had kept his knife sharp, honed to a shining razor edge and had pictured it sliding into her as if through butter. But feinting and lunging through the air was one thing, flesh and blood were something else. Things got in the way: cartilage and gristle and hard, white bone. He never knew which blow killed her. It seemed to take so many.

He crouched, motionless, still humped over her body. Miraculously all was quiet. No one banged on the ceiling to complain, no one climbed the stairs to rap on the door. Trembling now he got up, washed his hands, crammed a few things in a bag, put on his jacket. Gradually as the real world returned so did his sense of the rightness of things. He had only done what had to be done. And if the Fates  were with him surely that was just another indication that what he had done was right. He crossed to the door, not looking back. All that was behind him now.

Until the next time.




Chapter One

It had taken him a long while to collect the photographs. At first he had not been at all selective. Any well-known face would do. He had even pinned up people famous just for being famous. People like Jerry Hall. But quite soon that proved to be eminently unsatisfactory. For one thing they were so elusive. You never even saw Jerry Hall. She was not on television or in the movies. And never on the radio. Occasionally there would be a picture of her at a particular night club or disco with a group of people who weren’t famous at all. So Jerry had to go.

It gave him a certain amount of pleasure, taking them down from the wall. The ones who hadn’t quite made it. He would tear the faces across very slowly once or twice and sometimes set fire to the pieces in a saucer, watching a quarter of a smile, a springy curl aligned with a glinting pupil, turn toast brown, then black, then flaky grey.

It might be some time before the blank space was filled. There was no hurry. He was gradually getting all three walls exactly as he wanted them. The fourth was nearly all door except for some shelves containing his collection of very special books. In one way the wall facing the window was  the most satisfactory. Certainly the most glittering. An odeon of stars. He was proud of ‘odeon’. He had come across the word in an American magazine and it had seemed the perfect collective noun for his glitterati. He now used it frequently, having long forgotten the source. Unknown words had a quite potent charm for him and he always carried a small notebook ‘for jotting purposes’. Many of the photographs were signed, some with dedications. ‘Best Wishes Burt Reynolds’. ‘With Very Best Wishes Faye Dunaway’. And mentioning his name. His real name, not the name he was christened with which was ludicrously unsuitable. The last time he had admitted someone to his room the visitor had looked at the photograph of Robert Redford (‘To Fenn - All Good Wishes’) and said the signature was just stamped on. There was no point in arguing. He knew that a concerned person like Robert Redford, renowned for his concern over declining species, would not dream of being so dishonest. The girl never knew why he made her cry afterwards.

The second wall had a definitely lower voltage. Stage and television actors, mainly from this side of the Atlantic. They could not help having a dimmer glow. Hollywood was uniquely Hollywood. Ian McKellan was there, showing in the bony planes of his face and smouldering dark eyes a febrile energy, only just contained. Fenn admired people like that; he knew how they felt. There were actors from EastEnders and Neighbours and Ian McShane from Lovejoy. Nothing from the lighter side. He never watched the comedies. The odd times he’d tried, he’d switched off in a state of extreme irritation. They always seemed to be about failure. Seedy old men bumbling about, plans coming  to nothing. Stupid women in the fashion world dressed up like scarecrows and always drunk.

The third wall was covered with personalities. In other words people with no special gifts or talents but who, unlike himself, had had all the breaks. People like Esther Rantzen and Chris Tarrant and Anne Diamond. In the very centre of the wall was an empty space about a foot square.

One of the advantages of living in London was that you actually got to see famous people in the flesh. Once he had been walking down St James’s Street and had seen Kenny Everett go into a chemist’s. He had immediately followed and they had stood side by side at the counter. When the assistant approached, although she did not look at him he had spoken up promptly saying: ‘I think this gentleman was first,’ for all the world as if he did not know who the man next to him was. Kenny had looked at him, frowning a little as if wondering if they had met before then said: ‘Thanks.’ Another time he had been in the lift at Harrods with Janet Street Porter.

But of course film stars were something else. They lived behind high walls guarded by electronic eyes and uniformed men with Dobermans. And spent their days trailing coppery limbs through aquamarine water or lying by the pool toying with a frosted glass, a pile of unread scripts to hand. At night they gathered in flocks, like brilliantly plumaged birds, sipping champagne and gazing out through vast picture windows at the Beverly Hills landscape, imprisoned by their fame and beauty like gods in Valhalla. And that was how it should be. It made him sick when one of his fanzines did a feature on how ordinary some star or other really was. Showed them icing a cake or digging the garden.  He could never keep their picture on the wall after that. After they’d lowered themselves.

The space on the third wall was for himself. He had got the photograph but would not put it up, would not even hold it against the empty square just to see, until he had made it. It wouldn’t be right and besides he was superstitious. He was a hundred per cent sure there was a place for him in the galaxy but there was no point in tempting fate. The pictures had been done by a guy in Great Portland Street specialising in theatrical photography. He had come by the address in a rather roundabout way.

To go back a bit, he had first decided to become famous as a writer. He had heard on the radio that many celebrated authors carried notebooks everywhere and, as he already did the same, this seemed almost an omen: a signpost as to where his future lay. But the notations in his book, however earnestly he studied them, yielded up neither the plot for a novel nor a film scenario and he reluctantly came to the conclusion that the well-known writers must have been looking at and listening to quite different people in much more interesting parts of the world.

Acting too had led him up a blind alley. He had sent away for brochures from various drama schools, decided Central and RADA were the only two worth bothering with, then discovered his parents wouldn’t pay the fees. His father had always been unsympathetic (he called it standing firm) but his mother had usually managed to get round the old miser. This time she hadn’t been able to do a thing and the next day, in spite of her whining and hanging round his waist like a sack of coal, he had left home and never returned. Both schools, he discovered, offered scholarships  - but the problem of finding suitable pieces for an audition and the money to pay someone to coach him had proved all too much. Added to this he had met an actor called Brett in the Salisbury, who had been a Gold Medallist at RADA and was now doing Father Christmas at Selfridges, which he called ‘resting’. And five years after graduating the guy was still doing voice exercises every morning and spending every spare penny on mime and dance classes. Brett told him over half of the profession were out of work on any given day and that you couldn’t work without an Equity card and getting one was incredibly difficult. Then he had suggested Fenn might try modelling and given him the Great Portland Street address.

At first the photographer had been very enthusiastic. He had placed his sitter carefully in front of black velvet drapes and bustled about with several lamps crying: ‘Those cheekbones are a joy to light, dear.’ But as the session progressed he seemed less pleased. He tried to dissuade Fenn from staring straight into the camera, turning his face this way and that, talking all the time.

‘We are serious today. What’s the problem? Girlfriend hanging on to the goodies? Can’t believe that. We’re quite the Adonis. Perhaps it’s the ozone layer - I know some of you young people get your knickers in a twist about that . . . No? Must be the weather then. Or have we just dropped out of our little bunk buttered side down? Got to have a bit of a smile on at least one of these. Modelling and theatre people like to see all the expressions the artiste can rustle up and the wider the range dear, the more likely there is to be one that catches their eye. So far you’ve been just a tiny bit monotone, if you get my meaning? What I say to all  my clients is, think lovely. It’s the light behind the eyes that matters - much more than all the lights I’m using. Think of someone who really matters to you . . . oh come on, you must be able to think of one person. How about family . . . ? My what a darkening of the brow - sorry I spoke. Friends then - hasn’t that special person come along yet?’

He crouched behind the Pentax and sighed. Thick as a navvy’s bum and twice as unaccommodating. The boy said: ‘You were highly recommended to me. By a well-known actor.’

‘I believe you, dear,’ the photographer lied pensively, pulling on his Tyrolean braces. ‘There’s been a lot of well-known faces through my cubicles. We still haven’t had that smile. Come on - force it for Lawrence. Mmmm . . . that’s a mite wolfish. Not auditioning for Hammer yet you know.’ Oh God, another frown and a sulky pout about to break forth unless he was much mistaken. Well, he’d done his best. You couldn’t bring out what wasn’t there. Then he said something he always said at the end of a session. The thought had occurred to him years ago and no longer seemed in the slightest degree revelatory but he repeated it anyway. ‘Of course in the good professional pictures the sitter looks as if he’s made it already.’ He glanced up and stopped in his tracks. The boy was transformed. So might a refugee have looked on being given a visa for the promised land. And only two shots to go. He took them quickly, easily. Just as before there had seemed to be no way of coaxing light and life into the boy’s face, now there seemed to be no way of containing it. His eyes shone so brilliantly they seemed to be full of tears, the blood coursed under his  skin leaving a warm rose stain, even his amazing bronze hair seemed more alive. Burnished, lifting around his head in a crackling nimbus of light. There was no uncertainty in his smile; nor the slightest hint of vulnerability. Lawrence had photographed the smiles of hundreds of young hopefuls, watched whilst they agonised over the twelve proofs, knowing that the one which went into Spotlight could make or break. And there had always been, no matter how cocky or handsome the face, a measure of fragility in or behind the mouth. But not here. Lawrence looked up and met the full force of the smile again. He decided he preferred the frown. ‘That’s it,’ he called.

Now Fenn knelt in his room with a stack of pictures in front of him. The poncey photographer had tried to dissuade him from his final choice. The one where he was looking straight into the camera. Had said it was a bit limiting. Luckily Fenn guessed what he was up to. He’d sussed out nonentities before. Jealous bastards who’d stop you getting on if they could. Like that guy in the Salisbury. He must have known Lawrence whatsisname was crap. Perhaps they worked together and the actor got a rake-off. Well - this time next year it would be different. This time next year it would be Bailey or Lichfield. He spread out the photographs. Even though he couldn’t escape a slight feeling of disappointment the multiplicity of images heartened him, seeming to give validity to his dreams. He picked them up and fanned them out with his hand then stacked them again, bent them slightly backwards and whirred them through with his thumb as though they were a deck of cards. That was much better. His face danced by, white and silver and black, cinematically alive. He had  rejected the idea of coloured photographs, feeling that, however skilfully done, they would appear banal, straining after effect. And he had been right.

He heard Mr Christoforou - his landlord and proprietor of the Oasis fish and chip shop - yell: ‘Post.’ He waited a moment, then opened his door and went down the stairs. His nostrils pinched together at the whiff of stale chip fat. On the fourth step lay a letter, the scarlet BBC in the top left-hand corner jumping out at him. This would be the television interview.

He had obtained a copy of the magazine Contacts and immediately scored through all the regional and freelance companies. He had no intention of leaving London or of letting himself be used by some cowboy outfit just to get his face on the map. He decided to make some tea and not open the letter till it was ready. His sink, cooker and electric kettle were concealed behind a screen in the corner of the room. There was also a cupboard with a tiny pile of domestic equipment. One cup and saucer, two tumblers, a plate, a saucepan, a frying pan. There were two tumblers because he had had the idea, when first setting up on his own, that you had to offer a girl a glass of wine or some sort of drink. Part of the foreplay, as his books called it. But it hadn’t worked out quite like that. Either they couldn’t wait or, no matter how much you gave them, all they did was whinge and find reasons why they couldn’t. ‘In which case,’ as he had said to one of them, quite reasonably he thought, ‘why come back here in the first place?’

Apart from the screen there was a narrow bed with an old-fashioned oak headboard, a table, a hardbacked chair, a chest of drawers with two handles missing, and a black  and white television. Currently the drawers held several watches, leather wallets and jewellery newly liberated from Bond Street and not yet disposed of. He was getting low on cash and would have to shift them soon. Everything was scrupulously clean. Light was from a naked bulb. He had tried a paper shade but it only gathered dust. He was not displeased with the room. It was only temporary. An anteroom. Just a step away from where the drama, which would add meaning to his life, was about to start. Rather like an actor’s dressing room where he would go over his lines, apply his make-up and get into his costume all the while listening to the play unfolding on the Tannoy.

So Fenn waited, preparing himself for fame. He knew how important that was. The press was full of stories about young people, some even younger than himself, who had been thrust into the limelight and been unable to cope with the wealth and adulation that had followed. Famous people breathed a rarer air, the purity of which could make you ill if you weren’t acclimatised. It was like reaching a high mountain peak without doing the climb. It made your nose bleed and sometimes your veins as well. That wouldn’t happen to him. He wasn’t easily swayed. People’s dislike or liking left him equally cold. Fear was something else. At school some of his peers had been afraid of him and he had liked that. People would do anything for you if they were afraid.

He poured boiling water into his little brown teapot, replaced the lid and sat down looking at the letter on the table and wondering how many people would have had his self-control. Most would have run down the stairs, snatched up the envelope and torn into it. He had decided  against applying for any particular position, feeling sure that once he was working in the television centre it was only a matter of time before he was noticed. Obviously there would be some sort of basic training; there were no doubt technical tricks to be learned, but really it all came down to personality in the end. Looks and personality. Mentally he selected his clothes for the interview. Terylene trousers in light brown, nice and tight. His beige jacket with the latest lapels, a mohair mix, lovely and soft. His cream tie with a shine like silk, picking up the jacket colour in a scroll motif, and his shirt fawn (opaque nylon) with a self stripe. (One of the older salesmen in Cecil Gee’s had told him that there was nothing more elegant than varying shades of the same colour.)

He poured the tea, added Carnation milk and half a dessertspoon of sugar and sat with it at the table. He opened the envelope, slitting it carefully with his knife. First he withdrew his photograph, then the letter which wasn’t very long. It spoke of experience and education; of background and degrees. It declined to grant him an interview. He frowned then began to read it again, very slowly and carefully, as if the first rapid perusal had missed some vital clue. He checked the name and address, thinking perhaps another person’s letter had been sent to him by mistake. But all was quite in order. And it was his photograph. He picked it up and sat, feeling as if he had been kicked in the stomach. The sweat on his face was cold. He let out his breath in a long shuddering sigh. He should have known it would be a closed shop. You had to be in with the right people, then you got everything handed to you on a plate. He read the letter again. A degree for Christ’s sake. A  degree to sit in front of a camera and spout a load of drivel or introduce Top of the Pops. A degree in what? Geography? English? Maths? History? He ran through every subject he could think of and was surprised to see, when he had finished, the letter reduced to a little pile of paper shreds and the knife quivering in his hand. He swept the paper neatly into a pile and dropped it, a fluttering snowdrift, into his plastic bucket under the sink.

He felt better then. Able to look at things more reasonably. He remembered reading somewhere that television was the religion of the masses, so they must get thousands of letters. His had just got lost in the pile. It had probably not been seen at all by anyone of consequence. Someone right at the bottom of the ladder, an assistant to an assistant, had answered it. Straight from university; got into television by the skin of his teeth and now making sure no one else gets a look in. Probably overweight and unattractive. Fenn now thought he had made a mistake enclosing a photograph. He realised he was still holding the knife and pressed the catch. The blade vanished and he replaced the knife in his pocket. His tea was stone cold. He poured it away, washed the cup and returned to sit at the table and work out his next move.

There was no point in writing to all the other companies. The heads of department, the power people, would never get to see his letter. He saw that clearly now. There would always be someone in the lower echelon blocking the way. He must use other methods. He had to be careful. It was important not to antagonise people (people who mattered that was); on the other hand if they were never going to hear of him through normal channels, other means of  attracting their attention must be found. Not for the first time he cursed his parents. Other people with not a fraction of his looks and style were right at the top of the heap just by being born in the right family. Famous names drifted in and out of their childhoods, reading bedtime stories, becoming godparents, ready with just the right introduction when the time came. And he knew no one. But then, the thought surfaced slowly, had he ever tried? Just because you weren’t born in the right circles didn’t mean you couldn’t break in by other means. You had to box clever. Be psychological. Famous people had needs didn’t they? They wanted to be admired, told they were wonderful, looked young, were loved by thousands, otherwise why did they struggle to become famous in the first place?

And he could do all those things. For as long as it was necessary to worm his way in. Once he’d got his foot in the studio door there’d be no problem.

He got up and went over to his personality wall. Male or female? He was attractive to both. Men had tried to pick him up as often as girls. An older man might be a good bet but it would have to be one without a son, and how the hell would Fenn find that out? Then again you never knew which of the people on the box were gay. They didn’t let on, like artists and writers. The real top dogs might be a bit difficult to get to; on the other hand smaller fry would not only have less influence but still be scrambling up the ladder themselves. It was important, so important, to get it right.

He moved across to the other side of the room. From there the problem of selection seemed less formidable. Each separate square in close-up reminded him of his lack of success; rebuked him almost. Now they seemed to bleed  slightly into each other, making each face as unimportant as the next. He realised then that there was no right way of choosing. All of the people were unknown to him. How could he weigh one against the other? He might as well close his eyes and stab with a pin. He remembered his mother being allowed one selection in the weekly pools coupon and how she had always squeezed her eyes up and pointed with a knitting needle. He had thought then how stupid she was but now he saw the appeal of such an action: of handing yourself over to the Fates. And why should they not be kind? Wasn’t it his turn? Hadn’t he waited long enough? And the beauty of it was, he wouldn’t be responsible. Whatever happened no one could turn round and say: ‘Why did you choose me?’

He drew the knife out of his pocket and pressed the catch. Suddenly his hand seemed much longer. An extra talon, winking silver, sprang out, catching the light. He loved the feel of the handle. It was so friendly, always warm loved the feel of the handle. It was so friendly, always warm and smooth. He knew the precise weight of the knife and could have balanced it on a hair from his head. He drew back his arm, transferred the bulk of his weight to his back foot and stood, poised for a second. Then he closed his eyes. And threw.

 



‘Can we go and see the frozen teddies today? In Marks and Spencer’s.’

‘No. You have to go to the dentist this morning.’

‘Tomorrow then?’

‘On Saturday. We’ll go on Saturday.’

Kathy started furiously chewing her lower lip. Roz reached across the breakfast-table clutter and touched her  hand. ‘It’s only three days, darling.’

She tried to remember how long three days seemed when you were seven.

Kathy’s brother stopped eating for a brief moment. He had so far demolished sausages, tomatoes, an egg, lots of toast, marmalade, two tangerines, cereal and almost a pint of fruit juice.

‘Can I have some coffee, Mum?’

‘I don’t see why not. You’ve sampled everything else.’

He went over to the cafetière. ‘Do you want another cup?’

‘Please.’

He poured very carefully into large, Italian earthenware cups. Cold sunlight seeped through the basement window, touching his thick, straight fair hair. He was tall for nearly thirteen and thin, the prodigious amounts of food that he consumed apparently sacrificed to some unappeasable intestinal god. She noticed the tender hollow at the base of his neck, as sweet and delicate as when he was small, and wondered when this changed. And if, when it did, it was a sign that one had finally grown up.

‘Do you want some coffee, Dad?’


The Times, Leo’s protective breakfast screen, rustled slightly. He made a sound, noncommittal, half grunt, half murmur.

‘What do you think he means?’

‘I think he means. . .’ and Roz mimicked the sound to perfection. She and Guy snorted with laughter. Kathy smiled a bit uncertainly. She had learned, by watching the others, that it was all right to laugh at Daddy, yet did not quite have the confidence to do so herself. The Times vibrated, getting ready to speak. Guy whispered: ‘Page the  oracle.’ Roz shook her head at him. They both drank their coffee.

Leo said: ‘I wish you could discover a breakfast cereal that doesn’t spit every time you pour liquid on it.’

‘We have searched everywhere, O mighty one!’ Pause. No response. ‘Boots and Sainsbury’s. Safeway and Tesco’s. Even the little Greek shop on—’

‘All right Guy, all right. Eat your breakfast.’

‘I’ve eaten my breakfast.’

‘Already. You don’t usually give up so easily. You’ve only been sitting there half an hour. I hope you’re not sickening for something.’ Leo lowered his paper and Roz wondered for the hundredth time why anyone so kind should have been given such forbidding features. When she had first met him she had thought of the Demon King in pantomime. Black brows, almost joining at the bridge of his nose, dark, dark eyes. A beautifully shaped mouth which turned down a little at the corners, making his face look sad, almost sour in repose. But he was smiling now and looking several years younger than thirty-eight.

‘Mummy - do I have to go to the dentist?’

Guy said: ‘Mervyn’s mother has promised him a complete set of false teeth for his fifteenth birthday.’

‘Nonsense.’ Leo folded The Times. ‘Go and get your coat. And finish your egg, Kathy.’

‘Can I give it to Madgewick?’

‘He won’t eat it, darling. You know what he’s like. He had an egg yesterday.’ Roz told herself her youngest child’s lack of appetite was only a phase and the fact that the phase had already lasted for nearly two years was nothing to worry about.

‘Actually Madgewick says he’d like some chicken today.’

‘No he doesn’t.’ Guy was scathing. ‘Cats have an extremely limited vocabulary. You must learn to curb your imagination.’

‘Why don’t they have false teeth? They never clean them. Why don’t cats have to go to the dentist’s?’ Kathy glared accusingly at Madgewick’s basket next to the Aga. He opened one eye and gave her a slumbrous, indifferent glance.

Guy had found him in a dustbin outside a dress shop (Madgewick Modes), more dead than alive, in a filthy condition and with a broken leg and tail. Rescued, cleaned, cared for and mended at great expense, he had repaid them not with gratitude but with displays of quite astonishing condescension and grandeur. He had a tortoiseshell patch over one eye and one white ear, a black and white torso, ginger leggings and a striped tail. Cast to perfection by Nature to play the Fool, he played the King with absolute conviction and, if he evoked respect and admiration rather than love, did not seem to mind.

Leo got up. ‘I’ll take Guy as you’re going to the dentist’s.’

‘Oh darling, would you?’ Roz and Leo touched cheeks briefly. Kisses for courses she thought, remembering his private, night-time kisses. Fifteen years of night-time kisses and there were still lingering traces of the churning excitement which had once consumed her as she had waited for him outside the gates of the Middlesex Hospital.

As a houseman he had always looked tired. They would go to the nearby Spaghetti House, eating the cheapest thing on the menu, trying to make it last but not letting it get  cold. Leo was frequently distressed and would talk throughout the meal about what was troubling him. Sometimes it was the attitude of his fellow housemen; men no older than himself who seemed callous and already hardened. More often it was a dying patient: ‘They look at you, Roz, as if there was something you could do. As if you could stop it. Reverse things. As if you were God. I don’t know what to say.’ Loving him, she was intensely sympathetic yet always had difficulty in giving her complete attention to his words. Looking at the hopeless parting in his dark hair, watching his narrow, strong fingers gesturing, gripping his fork, sometimes reaching out for her hand, would leave her so weak with longing that there seemed to be no energy left for anything else. For six weeks he had worked on the children’s ward where some of the patients were terminally ill and she had thought then that he would give up. Every time they met he looked whiter and older and more exhausted. But she had known by then that they would marry and have their own children, and found it hard to understand why this did not comfort him.

She looked at him now, tall in an elegant pin-striped suit, smelling discreetly expensive. He carried an extra twenty pounds or so, but easily. His shoulders looked a little bulkier, his waist a fraction thicker, but that was all. Guy came down the basement steps from the hall, wearing an anorak and carrying a sports bag. As Leo picked up his briefcase Roz reached out impulsively: ‘Leo—’

‘Mm?’ He was distracted, already at the hospital, but he paused and looked at her expectantly. Roz felt awkward. Neither of them went in for ‘do you remember’ conversations, probably because they were so happy in the  present. The children were waiting too. ‘Will you be late?’

‘Don’t think so, I’ll ring. Come on, Gargantua.’ He and Guy started up the stairs. Usually at three-thirty Guy walked to Kathy’s school and Roz collected both of them there. She could hear him talking to his father.

‘Why can’t we have a Porsche, Dad?’

‘The way you eat you’re lucky we’re not all on pushbikes.’

‘Mervyn’s dad’s got a Porsche.’

‘Mervyn’s dad’s a crook.’

‘He’s not - he’s not! He’s an entrepreneur.’

The front door opened and closed, replacing lozenges of coloured light on the hall carpet. ‘Finish your toast, darling. I won’t be a minute.’ Roz ran up the stairs and into the long sitting room on the ground floor. The Citroën was parked opposite on a resident’s permit. She watched Leo check the road and cross, his arm around his son’s bony shoulders. He unlocked the car on the pavement side and Guy hurled his bag and then himself inside. Leo got into the driving seat. Neither looked back. Why should they? She didn’t usually stand and wave and didn’t know why she had chosen to do so this morning. She spent a moment trying to discover the reason. Why she should suddenly, after years of quiet content, have such a piercing sense of her own happiness. She was not introspective by nature and in any case her daily life, crammed as it was with work and family responsibilities, left little time for reflection. She took so much for granted. Leo’s constancy, the health and wellbeing of her children, her own health and stamina, financial security. What if any of these things disappeared? The fabric of other people’s lives was ripped apart every day,  why should she be immune? Her previous content now seemed to be nothing more than stupid complacency. She reached out and touched the glossy, white wood of the window frame.

‘Mummy?’ She looked at the grandfather clock. Fifteen minutes to get to the dentist. The day took over, thankfully demanding all her attention.

‘Mummee. . .’

‘I’m coming, darling.’ She hurried from the room.

 



Fenn walked across to the fourth wall. At first he was conscious of the keenest feeling of disappointment. The knife was vibrating, the point lodged between two glossy lips. There was no mistaking the directness of the hit; it would be cheating to pretend otherwise. He grasped the handle and withdrew the knife, then crouched down until his face was level with the photograph.

She had very beautiful eyes with long lashes, false without a doubt. And her mouth, even with the slight tear now across her front teeth, seemed just about to smile. Of course she had plenty to smile about with her luck and her money. Funny that radio had not occurred to him before, yet now the choice had been taken out of his hands - the more he thought about it the more sensible it seemed. Disappointment faded as he dwelt on the more positive aspects of this enforced change in his plans. Fewer people would be scrambling after jobs in radio, that went without saying, and once established it would be easy enough to make the transition to the small screen. Look at Wogan and Jimmy Savile, to name but two. He might start by being a DJ - any fool could put records on and yak - or he could  interview people, which might need a bit of training but there were probably courses the station would send him on.

He brought his face very close to the lovely woman in the photograph and smiled. He smiled at the contrast between her unawareness and his knowledge. He savoured the fact that he knew her life was about to change and she didn’t, like a new and rare taste on the tongue. He wanted to rush out, get on the Tube and travel over to City Radio. To go up to her office and sit down and tell her about himself and how she had been chosen to help him; but of course he wouldn’t. These people liked everything done through the proper channels, even though they’d often slipped in through the back door themselves. And after all what were a few more days?

He removed the picture from the wall (it didn’t seem right now for her to be left with the others) and carried it to the table. Then he went out and bought a new Pentel and some smart blue paper and matching envelopes. He already had notepaper and pens but felt that these were spoiled in some way, unlucky, having been used for letters which had not brought about the desired response.

He sat at the table, propped up the photograph and opened his new pad. He felt a simple appeal would be best. They could go into his future plans when they met. He wrote his address with immense care, making sure each line was precisely beneath the previous one and finishing with the date. It suddenly seemed crucial that he didn’t botch this first attempt. The virgin sheet was crisp and smooth. He was aware that he was holding the pen far too tightly and relaxed his grip. With the other hand he picked up her photograph.

He really liked that mouth. There was something almost  defenceless about the line of the parted lips. All to the good. A hardbitten career bitch might prove, provisionally, a tough nut to crack. He brought the face so close that it was almost out of focus, and felt a familiar and exciting disturbance. He wouldn’t be at all surprised if, when they met, she didn’t feel the same. Yes. He nodded and laughed, looking across at his bookshelf. If the chemistry was right he’d be able to show her a thing or two. Really open her eyes. But he was wasting time. He tightened his grip on the pen again and started to write.

‘Dear Roz. . .’

 



Sonia Marshall switched off the dicta-machine as Roz entered the office, swung around in her chair and folded her hands, in a tranquil manner, in her lap. She knew how much highly strung, creative personnel appreciated an area of calm in their place of work.

‘Good morning Mrs Gilmour. Isn’t it a lovely day?’ Roz had given up asking Sonia to use her Christian name. ‘I adore those jeans. Aren’t they new?’

Roz was wearing (apart from the jeans) a cream silk shirt, pale grey cashmere cardigan tied around her waist, some cornelian beads and chestnut boots. Her long dark hair, piled rather hurriedly on top of her head and secured with an ivory comb, was already falling down.

‘No. Got them in the Armani sale last year.’ She seized the guillotine and attacked the mountain of post on her desk. She tried to encourage Sonia to work in the reporters’ room, whilst being well aware that the reporters were encouraging Sonia to work in her room. At the moment the reporters were winning.

‘I love this time of year don’t you? There’s something so crisp about late autumn days isn’t there? I just can’t wait to bite into them. I leap out of bed in the morning. . .’

In the morning eh? Gosh, thought Roz, then told herself not to be mean. She could make quite a lot of noise with the guillotine if she tried, slamming the blade down hard. After a moment she saw Sonia swing back to her machine, stretch out her bony wrists with their charmless bracelets of angry eczema, and start typing. She still talked though. Phrases of ineffable sweetness, punctuated by the thud of the guillotine, filled the room. It wouldn’t be so bad, thought Roz, if she hadn’t known that her secretary disliked her.

Sonia was ambitious but kept quiet about her plans. She regarded her present position as a mere stepping stone in her career, but while she occupied it was determined to do the job thoroughly. She was quite without perception or humour and not very intelligent, and would have been surprised and distressed to know how nakedly she revealed her hopes for the future. Roz, seeing the pitiful armoury with which Sonia was equipped to scale the dizzy heights of admin, viewed her with a mixture of pity and irritation. This morning irritation was winning. She interrupted a throbbing description of the previous evening’s sunset.

‘Most of these can have standard replies, Sonia. I’ve put the number under the clip. I’ll do the rest at home and bring the tape in on Friday.’

‘Shall I sign the standard replies as usual, Mrs Gilmour?’

‘Yes. That’s OK.’

There was an awkward silence. Letters were a tricky area. A few weeks ago Roz, who was accustomed to signing a stack of replies at a time without reading them, had  noticed a paragraph which looked unfamiliar. She had checked the letter, then gone through the rest of the pile. Nearly all of them had been amended and contained brisk little homilies to the writers suggesting that perhaps their troubles were largely of their own making, and that they should pull themselves together and go in for self-help a bit more. Like a great many sentimental people Sonia was markedly short of the milk of human kindness. There had been a not very pleasant confrontation: Sonia tearfully insisting that at her interview she had been told that secretaries were encouraged to work on their own initiative and Roz saying that although she was always happy to listen to Sonia’s ideas (not true), if she dictated a letter she expected to have it typed with a reasonable degree of accuracy.

She stuffed about nine letters into her briefcase, leaving three piles on her desk secured by bulldog clips. The letters on pile one were from people believing she was an Open Sesame to a career in radio; on pile two from people who believed she could get them any sort of job anywhere where all other avenues had failed; and pile three were fairly straightforward consumer problems where the next step for the correspondent was to contact the local CAB or nearest consumer group.

‘The London Library rang just before you came in. They have the book you wanted.’

‘Oh marvellous.’ Roz was working on a biography of the tenor Michael Kelly and had been held up for a week or so waiting for The Libertine Librettist by April Fitzlyon.

‘How is he coming along? Your Mr Kelly?’ Sonia cooed. Her voice was all concern. She sounded as if she was  bending over a pram. Roz resisted the temptation to reply: one more tooth through and he’s put on nearly two pounds.

‘Fine. Er . . . why don’t you stay and work in here when I’m gone? It’ll be quieter than the reporters’ room. You’ll probably get on a lot better.’ Duffy and his crowd would appreciate that. Maybe they’d do the same for her when their room was empty, as it was quite a lot of the time.

‘Oh no - thank you. I love a bit of company. I can’t understand these people who seal themselves away from their fellow humans. I mean . . . what are we here for if not to help each other?’

‘Well, it’s up to you.’

When Roz had left Sonia crossed to the window and stood, invisible, behind the slatted blinds. She watched the black Golf back out of the line of parked cars, leaving a large white RG clearly visible on the ground. Still she waited. Roz had been known to get halfway to the gates, then pull into the side, slam on the brakes and race back to the office for something she’d forgotten. She really needed a personal assistant. Sonia had tried to fulfil that role but without success. All her little reminder notes had been brushed aside. Dashing after Roz with things she had forgotten only provoked irritation. She had even found a personalised number plate, R G 100, in the Standard, had rung up, got all the details and put a note in Roz’s tray. When she read it Roz just hooted with laughter and said she’d know where to go if she ever got ideas above her station.
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