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It begins with a sudden blow, a young woman hurled onto a pavement, a waiting motorbike being revved in a quiet city street. A simple but efficient robbery is carried out on a stranger, and this takes place twenty paces in front of a man with a camera. The man is there only by chance, but he immediately takes his opportunity.


He does not focus on the riders in their beetle-black helmets as they speed past in a clamour of acceleration. Instead his concentration is on how the hard-edged shadow of a tall building bisects the woman’s body. She is sprawled face down but has broken her fall with hands that are folded up beneath her. One leg is stuck out at an ungainly angle and a shoe hangs from the foot as if she has pitched forward whilst trying it on. Just beyond her grasp a pair of dark glasses gleam on the brightly sunlit paving.


It is not the crime that excites the photographer’s attention, but a chance configuration of shape and texture – the smooth opacity of the lenses, the knotty tension in the victim’s hands, the summer clothing rubbed along the ground. These, and the dishevelled hair that screens a face he cannot quite see and that could so easily have smashed into the pavement.


Only after he has taken several rapid photographs does the man turn to look down the gently sloping street and focus on the thieves. In that instant the stolen bag is lobbed from the pillion as if it were an empty carton, and then with a brief flash of red the bike tilts and swings out dangerously into traffic. Squealing brakes and angrily punched horns momentarily clash with the clatter of its exhaust and then everything disperses into a rumbling hum.


The narrow side street has become eerily quiet now that the thieves have gone. Both victim and photographer are motionless for a few seconds. Sultry heat slides down between the tall office blocks in an invisible layer and presses on the scene.


Later, Gregory will consider what might have happened if someone else had been present. If they had been, then they could have made sure that the woman was unharmed. They might even have contacted the police. If there had been another witness – anyone – then his own life would not have been changed so unalterably. Gregory’s natural instinct was for avoidance and observation, not involvement. He had taken his few sly photographs and that was enough. The chances were that the sprawled woman did not even know he had done this. But there was no one else nearby; at the mouth of the street the indifferent traffic moved along the broad embankment, and no witnesses could be seen peering from the mirrored windows in the high buildings.


Conscience took hold of Gregory. The victim was struggling to her knees and reaching forward for her glasses with arms that seemed too loosely articulated. The building shadow fell across her like a burden. Only now could he hear the shocked, convulsive sound of her breathing.


He studied the woman with a professional eye. The lightweight olive trousers, ripped across one knee, had been dragged down a couple of extra inches to expose the pale skin at the base of her spine and the scalloped upper edge of white underwear. The woman was slender, a little taller than average, probably in her early thirties. Gregory considered it his job to notice such things. Just as he had noticed that beneath the open lightweight jacket her white T-shirt had been scuffed across the bust by contact with the unswept pavement.


He bent closer, holding his camera bag close to his hip. The Canon swung in front of him like a sensor. The woman pushed her hair back with her left hand. It had been lightened to a reddish blonde but was darker red at the roots. She wore no wedding ring.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked. ‘Are you able to stand?’


She pushed the glasses high up on a slightly prominent nose so that her eyes were shielded. Behind the large obscuring lenses her face was a pale oval. As if she were a child on the verge of tears, her lower jaw quivered noticeably.


He stretched out a hand. ‘It’s all right, you can trust me.’


But Gregory knew that although some women would claim that he had many admirable qualities, he had never inspired trust.


She did not take his hand but remained kneeling, as if the ground were a penance and she a supplicant. Gregory knew the pavement must be hot. He could feel sweat gather on his forehead. Perhaps it made him look menacing.


‘I—’ the woman began, and then stopped, her lungs still robbed of air. After a few seconds she put the shoe back on her foot in an odd, almost absent-minded gesture.


Gregory reached out a little further, this time with both hands. The camera was a barrier between their two bodies.


‘They threw away your bag further down the street.’


She did not react.


‘We can go and find it, but they’ll have taken whatever was valuable.’


The woman accepted his grasp and got to her feet with her weight pressing on his hands. The skin of her palms was roughened and he realized she must have scraped them along the ground. As soon as she was steady the woman pushed at the bridge of the dark glasses with one finger so that they rested even closer to her eyes. Then she tugged at the waistband of her trousers to adjust them on her hips. Gregory could see the outline of a white bra beneath her cotton T-shirt.


‘You took a hard fall. Are you hurt?’


‘Did you see them? How many were there?’


Her voice was classless, educated, a little stunned.


‘Just two. The pillion passenger was the one who hit you and lifted the bag. It was all in one movement. His friend was the escape rider. They must have singled you out. You’re probably not the only victim they’ll get today. I know that won’t make you feel any better.’


‘What about your camera? Did you photograph them?’


He did not trouble himself by debating how he should answer.


‘I only had time for one shot. It won’t help identify them. Listen, if you can walk all right, then we can go down there and try to find your bag. But if you’re still shaky then just stay here, I’ll go, and if I can find it I’ll bring it back.’


The woman said nothing.


‘I won’t steal it again. Promise. One theft is more than enough.’


‘I can walk. Thank you.’


‘Do you want to lean on me?’


‘No. No, I’ll manage.’


They set off together along the pavement and through the motionless air. A set of spiked black railings in front of blank walls gave way to a second office block with smoky glass. The woman walked unevenly as if a stone had lodged in one shoe. Gregory feared that without warning she could topple to one side and he would have to catch her as she fell. If she did then he would have to be careful not to touch her breasts.


‘Are you sure you’re OK?’


‘I’ll survive. Could you recognize them again?’


‘Not with those helmets. They’re no fools. They make a living out of this.’


The woman shook her head and he registered the way that her hair moved.


Two men in business suits walked towards them, deep in loud conversation, jackets slung over their shoulders, and did not look up. Gregory realized that the men had probably walked past the stolen bag and simply ignored it.


‘I feel so stupid,’ the woman said. ‘I always carry that bag across my shoulder on the inside, away from the traffic, and yet today I didn’t. I don’t know why. And this is what happens. I didn’t even plan to be walking down this street. Usually I take the busy one, just a block along.’


‘You were unlucky, that’s all.’


‘Maybe not.’


‘You shouldn’t think that. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.’


‘But maybe it was meant to happen.’


This, Gregory thought, was an irrational comment made under stress. He ignored it because he had no reason to believe in fate.


A little further on they came to an entrance to the building. There was a broad, shallow flight of half a dozen steps beside a disabled ramp with a metal handrail. Two women were standing on the ramp in the shade. The taller one had taken the higher position so that she appeared even taller than her colleague, and they were both smoking cigarettes that were almost finished. The taller one also held the missing bag at the end of two fingers of her free hand, delicately, as though aware that she should not presume to hold it any closer.


‘Is this yours?’ she asked as they approached.


‘It’s mine,’ the woman said.


‘We came out here on a smoking break and those bikers threw it away. We usually stand leaning on that rail but it would burn your arms off in this heat so we stood back here. We thought something bad must have gone on. Same thing once happened to a cousin of mine. But with her they ran away on foot.’


‘Some of those young bastards would steal from their own mother,’ her smaller colleague announced.


‘I picked this up from where they threw it – just down here. Almost at our feet. I haven’t looked inside. Sorry, love, but whatever’s missing, they took.’


The shorter woman quickly confirmed that neither of them had looked inside. And as the victim took the bag and examined it, the smokers began to ask for detail on exactly what had happened.


As Gregory had expected, the woman’s wallet and mobile phone were missing, but all the other items were untouched.


‘I’ll ring the police,’ he said, producing his own phone, ‘although they probably won’t be all that interested.’


He was right. To the police it was just another street robbery, the kind that happened several times a day. Gregory handed his phone across for the woman to speak to an officer whom he imagined to be filling in a form at a desk and concerned that he get the details correct. She gave her name as Alice Fell and quoted an address. The smokers each lit another cigarette. In the still air a nicotine smell wreathed around everyone.


After the report Alice turned back to him. ‘They say I have to get in touch with my bank straight away about any credit cards.’


‘Of course. Do you know their numbers?’


She shook her head. Sunlight smeared the dark lenses. Gregory wondered what colour her eyes were.


‘They’ll take you for whatever they can,’ he warned. ‘Tell me which bank you use and we’ll do what we can to limit any damage.’


The smokers brought tea in plastic cups from a dispensing machine and would not take payment; meanwhile Alice used Gregory’s phone again. As she talked, he began to wonder what would happen if his own daughter were attacked and robbed and there was no one there to help. At the end of the street an unbroken stream of traffic moved past.


‘I owe you for these,’ Alice said when the last call was finished.


‘It’s all right. You owe me nothing.’


At this moment she appeared to become disoriented again.


‘I’m at work,’ she said. ‘I should get back there.’


‘Go on home,’ the tall smoker said, collecting the empty cups. ‘You can’t go back to work in the state you’re in. Besides, look – those nice trousers are all torn at the knee.’


‘She’s right,’ Gregory agreed.


Alice looked unsure. ‘They’ll be expecting me back. This is my lunch-break and . . .’ The sentence tailed away.


The smokers were ever eager with advice.


‘Report in sick, love, that’s what you should do.’ The tall one turned to Gregory. ‘Give her back your phone so she can do it – go on.’


Alice did not need further persuasion. She dialled a number and told whoever answered that she had been attacked and robbed but would be all right soon. When she handed the mobile back to Gregory she told him that her employers had advised her to take the rest of the day off.


‘What did I tell you?’ the tall smoker said. ‘You should get a taxi back home. It’s not right you standing around like this. It’ll make you feel better to get those dirty clothes off and have a shower and relax.’


‘Besides, you could go into shock real easy,’ her friend added.


‘She’s right. You could start to shake all over and not stop. That wouldn’t do you any good.’


‘I’ll walk,’ Alice announced.


‘You should do no such thing.’


‘I have to. All my money’s gone.’


‘Your friend here will lend you some cash – won’t you, darling?’


The smokers fixed Gregory with challenging stares while Alice hid behind her dark lenses.


‘Don’t say you’re going to say no,’ the tall smoker accused him.


‘We can get a taxi easily at the end of the street,’ Gregory said.


Alice moved her head like a blind person reacting to noise. ‘Thank you. I can pay the driver when I get home.’


They walked to the end of the street and were surprised to find that the smokers accompanied them. Evidently they were not yet prepared to relinquish their part in the drama of the robbery. Gregory was sure that within a few short minutes they would be back in the office eagerly telling their colleagues what had happened.


In the distance a taxi with an illuminated sign appeared and he hailed it.


‘Give her the fare,’ the tall smoker said. ‘Go on.’


Alice shook her head. ‘There’s no need.’


‘Course there is. You don’t mind, do you?’


‘I don’t mind,’ Gregory said. There was little choice. He asked the driver approximately how much the fare would be. There were lots of hold-ups on that route, the driver said, and a few diversions; it all depended.


Gregory took a twenty-pound note from his wallet.


‘It could be a bit more,’ the driver said.


‘I don’t think so,’ Gregory answered. He passed the note to Alice. She folded it several times and then closed her fist round it.


‘I’ll pay you back. Give me your address and I’ll send the money. Honestly.’


As she settled into the back of the cab Gregory handed over one of his business cards. In the dim interior Alice had to lift her glasses slightly to read the print. For just a second he saw that her eyes were puffed up with weeping. She had not cried since he had helped her up from the pavement. It must have been happening just before the attack.


Alice lowered her glasses again.


‘Should I know you?’ she asked. ‘It’s an unusual surname.’


‘Maybe you’ve seen it in print. When you get home will there be someone to look after you?’


She hesitated for longer than he expected before she answered. ‘Yes, there will be.’


Gregory closed the door and nodded at the driver. He expected Alice to say something else, or at least look at him as she was driven away, but instead she looked down, like a mourner at a funeral.


The smokers surveyed him with the satisfaction of matchmakers.


‘Lovely woman, that,’ the tall one said.


‘Lovely,’ the shorter one echoed.


Gregory nodded, said thanks, and began to walk away.


‘You won’t have seen the last of her,’ the tall one added. ‘I know.’


‘We can tell,’ the shorter one said.


But Gregory did not expect to see the woman again. His life was filled with brief meetings and casual encounters. He believed that Alice Fell had been one of those. And besides, if he wanted, there were always other women.


From across the city there was the sudden noiseless flash of summer lightning.
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Alice topples like a felled tree, her arms flung out like spreading branches, the lost shoe parted from her like a root left in the ground by the stroke of an axe. Gregory’s photographs testify to the force that propelled her body forward with a single blow. He studies them on a monitor, weighing their virtues and failings, and it is not long before he begins to manipulate them. Because of the high contrast between sunlight and shade they have unintended limitations. However, adjustments that are merely necessary soon become creative.


Gregory drains the images of colour. He contracts the margins. He enlarges sections until their texture becomes granular. One of the frames he crops so severely that all it contains is Alice’s tumbled hair parted into shadowy roots and the fallen sunglasses that have darkened to jet. Her body is abstracted into balances of shape and texture. When he has finished, Gregory puts his visual rearrangements on a slideshow program and assesses them even more critically.


He does not put his shot of the escaping thieves on the slideshow, although unexpectedly he has come to regret that there are no means of identification to be found within it. Indeed, the picture contains so little information that no arrest could ever be achieved from its content. Gregory understands that it is impossible that he should become an agent for justice, and yet to him it is also inexplicable that he should fantasize about being thought of as a kind of saviour.


In almost a week he has not heard from Alice. Although at first he assumes that she has merely been delayed in returning his money, he soon begins to believe that she has never intended to. This does not prevent him from thinking more and more about her.


After seven days he was due to leave on his next assignment and still he had heard nothing. Her silence was disappointing but perhaps inevitable. Gregory told himself that he, too, had been robbed of cash, but only of twenty pounds, and not by opportunist thieves but by a woman who had probably simply decided that there was no moral need to return a stranger’s kindness.


Nevertheless he wanted to hear from Alice. The money was not important. He was willing to forget that. At one point he checked the call log of his mobile and discovered her work number. When he rang it an unfamiliar voice answered and quoted a company name. Although he had intended to ask if Alice Fell was there, he immediately closed the connection when she did not answer.


He told himself he should think no more about the robbery. And besides, he was leaving within the next few hours. And yet when his daughter Cassie rang on the landline Gregory realized that he had wanted the call to be from Alice. Disappointment hit him as a sudden ache across the lower line of his ribcage. This was both irrational and reprehensible; he had, after all, been expecting Cassie to phone.


After the call was over Gregory felt guilty about his crazy hope that it could have been Alice. He was also uneasy that Cassie might have registered the evident deflation in his tone. Perhaps she could have learned more than he had wanted to reveal.


For three days each week his daughter worked as his assistant, secretary and unofficial manager, and on the other two days she worked for a national cancer charity. Gregory had grown dependent on her abilities. She organized his contracts, diary, correspondence, and accounts, and often she helped out in the studio. On occasion she had even taken photographs instead of him.


Although he had told her what had happened Gregory had not confessed that he had given money to Alice Fell. Instead he used the robbery as a cautionary tale of how easily one could be attacked on a city street in broad daylight. Cassie’s reaction had been so offhand that he felt it necessary to repeat how risks could be minimized. He recognized that she and Alice were about the same age, and he could easily imagine Cassie being struck between the shoulder blades in the same callous manner. Furthermore, Gregory could picture how his daughter would look if she were unable to break her fall and instead smashed her head against the pavement. He did not want to have to photograph those injuries. As always, Cassie had allayed his fears with a breezy confidence.


Twenty minutes later he had just picked up his bag and was about to leave when the landline rang again. Gregory paused by the door. His own voice rasped from the answerphone. The caller hung up without saying anything.


He wondered if he should go back and check the incoming number, but then decided that this would be madness. If the call had been important then either a message would have been left or he would have been phoned on his mobile. Gregory closed the door and tried to put the incident out of his mind, but all the way to the airport he wondered if he had done the right thing.


The flight was delayed and made unpleasant by turbulence. By the time it landed Gregory could feel the tensions of the journey in the muscles at the back of his legs. He was jaded and cynical and felt that he was getting old. Around him the airport was featureless and unwelcoming, with armed security guards in illfitting uniforms and a luggage carousel that creaked and squealed as if about to seize up completely.


Carla from the agency was waiting in Arrivals. Her name was all that he had been told about her. She was in her early forties, had angular features and an unwavering stare, and spoke English as if she had spent time in the States. An ignition key was held in her hand like a valued possession.


A shower of heavy rain passed across the airport before they reached the car. Droplets pocked the grey dust on its surfaces so that they resembled NASA studies of lunar plains. Gregory sat with one camera on his lap and the equipment lodged behind the passenger seat. He was already telephoning his journalist contact as Carla drove away from the airport.


Within a few minutes Gregory knew that they would spend most of their long journey in a silence that both he and Carla understood, just as he was confident that she would offer him the opportunity to sleep with her that night. He was not sure that he wanted to. Even if he did, he wondered if he would be doing so just because it was expected of him. Perhaps it would be wiser to remain alone in his hotel room and hunt through the satellite channels.


In this part of the world even the best roads were narrow. Military vehicles moved along them in short convoys, but so did overloaded lorries that left a smell of burned diesel in the air and tiny cars that looked as if they would fold up under the slightest impact. In litter-strewn lay-bys alongside spruce forests prostitutes stood at intervals of two or three hundred yards. They ignored Carla and, as if under a conditioned reflex, lifted their skirts as the car passed. One stood at the corner of a fenced area, as immobile as a mannequin, her heavy coat left open to show a pale body wearing black knickers and nothing else. Dark glasses covered her eyes like shields, like targets. Momentarily Gregory thought again about Alice and the way she had scrabbled on the pavement for the camouflage of smoky lenses.


They drove to a tiny village that was two hours away along potholed zigzag roads and so high above the central plain that the air was permanently cold and damp. Tall conifers dripped rain. Below the village a few tents had been pitched on a level band of earth sheltered by a thin line of broadleaf trees. At the edge of the houses a tall cross of raw pine had been erected. The heads of nails gleamed like silver against the wood. A tractor’s rusty hulk stood nearby, stripped of all usable parts. Just beyond it a series of cars had been parked on a stretch of mud. One had its window open, and behind its wheel the driver was talking excitedly into his phone. In another a woman in a fur coat snoozed with her chin sunk on her chest.


It was here that they met the journalist. He guided Gregory and Carla up through the village while its people gazed at them as if they could not quite decide whether they should be welcomed. When the journalist asked if he made a speciality of recording such cases Gregory told him that he did not, and that neither had he any religious belief. It was possible, he added wryly, that his editor thought he would be interested merely because he had recently photographed a controversial bishop and turned him into something monolithically baroque. He did not say that it had been on his return from this assignment that he had witnessed a woman being thrown to the ground and robbed.


A small group of visitors waited near the home of the girl who had seen the vision. Most were silent, but some prayed quietly and continuously. Others knelt on the stony soil with their hands clasped. Some were evidently poor, but one woman had brought a plush velvet cushion to kneel on; another wore clothes for a skiing holiday, the manufacturer’s logo bold across her back. Carla asked if they minded having their photographs taken. No one objected. One woman even asked which newspaper Gregory worked for. He lied and said the English Sunday Times.


‘They all want to be part of this,’ Carla said as they walked away.


‘They always do,’ the journalist said.


A few chickens scratched around their feet and a goat ate a sparse shrub at the end of its tether.


‘You must have covered other stories like this,’ Gregory said.


‘I’ve read the files on dozens of cases,’ the journalist answered. ‘They’re all similar. You’ll see what I mean when you meet the family. Miraculous visitations are the product of marginal communities with deep religious beliefs, and the person who sees the vision is always a lonely pubescent girl. Mostly the visions fade when she grows up.’


‘You think that will happen here?’


‘Maybe, but there’s a force behind this. You can feel the pressure. This girl fascinates believers, but the rest of the world is fascinated too. If she didn’t have that quality then you and I wouldn’t be here, and neither would anyone else. There’s another TV crew arriving tomorrow because the world wants to know about Little Maria. And a few weeks ago she wasn’t ever called that; she was Anamaria until a newspaper rechristened her. Now even the villagers call her by her new name. Her family does, too.’


‘Everyone believes it is better to call her that,’ Carla told them.


‘And do you?’ Gregory asked.


‘Perhaps. If she saw what she tells us she saw.’


‘What she saw,’ the journalist said, ‘was what these disturbed young women always see – an apparition that resembled a naïve painting. Little Maria saw a Virgin Mary who was just like an illustration in an instructional book for children. Adults in advanced societies don’t ever see visions like that.’


‘A vision can come to anyone,’ Carla said.


‘We don’t have visions; we hallucinate,’ the journalist answered. ‘We hear voices inside our heads, or get blinded by non-existent lights, or lose ourselves in the numinous. We don’t get visited by images from picture books. Look around us: we’re at the very edge of subsistence here. It’s like stepping back into feudal Europe. People see what they’ve been taught they will see at the moment of death.’


The family was what Gregory expected. A few weeks ago the parents might have been credulous, but now they had become used to media attention. He photographed them against a scabbed and whitewashed wall to show off their frayed clothing and lined faces. He asked them to make sure their hands were on display so that readers would be able to study the stumpy fingers and broken nails.


An ambitious local priest asked to be photographed, too; after all, he was the only one able to provide spiritual guidance to these people. They were, he confided, simple, goodhearted, and unable to understand why their daughter should be so honoured by Our Lady. Why, Little Maria herself was perplexed that she had been chosen. Although he doubted if the photographs would be required, Gregory allowed the priest to pose alongside the crucifix that hung above the deeply recessed window.


The girl he photographed standing outside the broken-roofed cowshed where the Virgin Mary had appeared and promised to return. Her brothers and sisters looked on with a mixture of puzzlement and envy.


Gregory was certain that the priest had advised the family that Little Maria should be dressed as if for a communion. Probably he had also supplied the dress: it was slightly too large and its frills were out of place in such bleak surroundings. Little Maria’s face was bony and pale, as if she had lost blood, and she stared into the lens with a stubborn unearthly superiority. Throughout the short session she said nothing. There was animal shit on her boots and the hem of her white dress was spotted with mud.


As soon as Gregory indicated that he had finished she spoke. It was a sentence of only a few words, delivered in a monotone. Her expression did not change. Then she walked back into the house and the door was closed behind her.


‘What did she say?’ he asked.


‘She said,’ Carla began, and then seemed to consider her translation for a moment before she continued in a quieter voice. ‘She said that you do not need to live your life like this.’


Gregory smiled. ‘If I’d known that, I would have asked you to tell her that I live the kind of life that I want, and that I’m happy with it.’


Carla nodded, but said nothing else.


The priest had remained outside the house, his face expectant. The journalist suggested an amount of cash Gregory should hand over. ‘For the upkeep of the church,’ he explained drily. Gregory paid up and received a cursory blessing. The priest made a little speech that Carla translated.


‘He said that we are all instruments of God. He said that we do not understand what is really happening to us, just as musical instruments are not conscious of the tune that is played on them.’


‘Right,’ Gregory said. They thanked the priest and walked away.


‘You’ll not have got as much as that from the famous Little Maria,’ the journalist said wryly. ‘She’s laconic at the best of times.’


‘She told me that I needn’t live in the way that I do. Not that she knows anything at all about how I live. But that’s what they call faith, I suppose.’


‘The girl only says what you expect her to say. None of it is thought-provoking. She doesn’t know why she was chosen and she has no idea what will happen next. But the Virgin says that one of these days she will pass on a great secret. That kind of thing.’


‘These people believe it is certain that the Virgin will return,’ Carla added.


‘When she does I bet she won’t be visible on film,’ Gregory told her.


‘But the visual isn’t everything,’ Carla responded. ‘Neither are words. Some things are beyond photography just as they are beyond description.’


The journalist shrugged. He had seen so much of the world that he could no longer be bothered to argue such points. When Carla turned away he raised his eyebrows at Gregory, who gave a wry complicit smile in return.


By early evening Gregory had uploaded the photographs to his laptop, judged and selected them, and then transmitted his choice to the picture desk. Later, he ate with Carla from a hotel menu that exhibited only the faintest trace of national cuisine, and immediately afterwards they went to bed together.


Gregory felt no guilt about this. He was merely choosing to take something that was being made available. He was neither excited nor intrigued by Carla, and he viewed their sexual union as a purely technical exercise, one that he would perform and then forget. It had happened often enough before. And even though he obtained a certain amount of pleasure from it, a part of his mind remained aloof. For Carla, it was different. Like a castaway, she strove for something that seemed to have drifted forever out of her grasp.


In the morning their farewells were perfunctory and slightly embarrassed. They both knew the night had been a failure. Gregory was certain that he would never return to that part of the world. Why, he had not even bothered to take a photograph of Carla.


As he walked to the plane across the windy tarmac, and as he unexpectedly began to examine the way in which he had lived his life, he became convinced that a change was about to come. But he shook the feeling off because he knew it was irrational. Gregory prided himself on a clear-eyed perspective of the world. He thought that perhaps tiredness, or the rarefied air of the village, or its barely suppressed hysteria, had begun to seep unwanted into his dreams.
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Even before he opened the envelope he guessed the sender. Inside was a twenty-pound note fastened to a postcard by a red paperclip. The picture on the card was an Edward Weston photograph of a seashell. Silver and pearl-grey, the shell folded in on itself like a swan asleep.


Knowing that Cassie was watching, Gregory looked across the room to where she sat at the desk with her papers and computer screen. She inclined her head in a wry, questioning manner that always reminded him of his wife. His daughter had inherited her strong features and yet she, too, disliked being photographed.


‘They say you should never send cash through the post.’


‘So they do,’ Gregory said drily, unclipping the note to find the message written on the card’s reverse. The first thing he did was look at the signature, even though he was certain whose it would be. He was unable to suppress a tiny smile of pleasure even though Cassie kept watching.


‘You’re keen to find out about this, aren’t you?’ he asked.


‘It looked personal so I didn’t open it. You know I never—’


‘Yes, I know. You’re very discreet for a daughter. Or so you often tell me.’


‘I’m discreet about all kinds of things. You should know – you’ve tested me several times. Officially and without my knowing.’


The note was short and to the point.


Dear Mr Pharaoh


Thank you so much for looking after me and for being so


trusting. Here is the money that you kindly lent me.


Disappointingly, the police tell me it is unlikely that anyone will


be charged with the theft. Best wishes and thanks again. Alice Fell.


Beneath the message she had written the number of a mobile phone.


Gregory looked across to his daughter.


‘I lent her twenty pounds. It was for a taxi.’


‘The woman who had her bag stolen? You didn’t say you’d given her money.’


‘It must have slipped my mind.’


‘I see. Maybe you’re lucky that you got it back.’


‘Maybe. But if it had happened to you I would have wanted a good Samaritan to give you the taxi fare back home.’


‘Dad, I’ve been surviving on my own for a long time now. And do you know what? I’ve never been robbed. You needn’t worry about me.’


Gregory thought about confessing that in some ways he had never stopped worrying, and that it would be comforting if his daughter could find someone to live with. Cassie had had a few casual relationships and then an extended but unsatisfactory one, after which she had given up on matters of the heart. She remained determinedly alone, unattached, and, as far as Gregory knew, celibate. His behaviour and his needs were utterly different to hers. And yet, paradoxically, he envied his daughter’s resolve, and could understand her contentment at being free of the tightening coils of intimacy and romance.


‘There’s a phone number,’ he said.


‘Ah.’


‘Do you think she wants me to call?’


Gregory wondered why he should ask Cassie for approval. When she was not present he did not need her opinion. Often he did not even consider what she might think, however sensible her advice. It was only when they were together in the same room, or talking on the phone, that he felt compelled to ask his daughter what she thought. He had continued to do this despite his intermittent decisions to stop. Gregory was sure this had something to do with Ruth’s early death. His wife had left guilt behind her as well as memories; it coloured her wake like a dark stain.


‘You must realize that it’s an invitation,’ Cassie answered, reaching up to touch the beads on the necklace that she had inherited from her mother.


Gregory looked again at the message and then reversed the card to study the Weston photograph. It had been taken almost ninety years ago. The curved shell chambers looked like barriers engineered to protect an invisible centre.


‘Why not ring her now, and get it over with?’


Gregory nodded but faltered.


‘Dad, would you rather make that call when I wasn’t here?’


‘Of course not.’


For the moment, at least, he had nothing to hide.


Alice answered after a few rings. Usually Gregory began speaking as soon as he could, but for an unexpected moment, no more than a second or two, he was silent. He could hear a background of amorphous murmur, as if a hand had been cupped to his ear.


‘It’s Gregory Pharaoh.’


After a pause, Alice spoke. ‘Yes.’


‘I just thought I’d let you know that the money arrived safely. Thanks.’


This time the pause was slightly longer. ‘It seemed easier to send cash and not a cheque. Was that all right?’


‘Yes. Yes, of course. How are you feeling? I mean, after what happened?’


‘Not bad. You saw how shaken up I was.’


‘Right. Maybe there are people with you. Can you tell me anything else?’


‘I’m still bruised but I’ll get over it. It was upsetting and embarrassing but it wasn’t a disaster.’


‘The credit cards?’


‘The bank people blocked them before they could be used, so things could have been worse. Now I have replacements. And a new mobile that I’m talking on now. There were store cards as well. I’d forgotten about those.’


‘I didn’t think about them, either.’


For a few moments Alice did not speak. Silence vibrated between them.


‘Are you at work?’ Gregory asked.


‘Yes, I’m here now.’


‘Good,’ he said lamely.


‘I know why you rang.’


‘I told you why.’


‘That was just an excuse.’


‘You think so?’


‘Yes. You rang because you want to see me again.’


As if by reflex Gregory looked across at Cassie, but she was pretending not to listen. Her face was pallid in the glow from the computer screen.


‘You were badly shaken up,’ Gregory said. ‘I’d be interested to find out what you remember.’ He cleared his throat and went on. ‘Maybe we could meet up sometime?’


The response was immediate, as if Alice had been poised to make it.


‘I live with someone. I’ve lived with him for a while.’


Gregory had not expected to be told that. In the background the office conversations were fragmentary and indistinct, like noises through an adjoining wall.


‘Right,’ he answered, ‘OK.’


‘I just wanted to make that clear.’


‘It’s clear. But it doesn’t change things.’


Another slight delay; again Gregory detected a sense of calculation. He was not certain if he had been refused.


‘I have to go now,’ Alice said; ‘I’m busy.’


‘I understand.’


‘I was right, wasn’t I? About why you called?’


Unexpectedly Gregory felt that he should rush out a confession. If Cassie had not been present then he could have been foolish enough to do it, even if he was unsure if it would be true.


Passion, Gregory thought, was no guarantor of truth. Like a younger and more impulsive man, he could have told Alice that he could not stop thinking of her. If he had told her such things, then maybe she would have ridiculed his fixation. It was even possible that he could ridicule it himself. Gregory was puzzled by his own feelings. He felt suspended, unequal, and faced with choices he was strangely cautious about making.


There was only one certain way of tempting Alice to meet him, and that was to admit that he had taken photographs as she lay sprawled on the ground. And yet he could not tell her that in a telephone conversation. Only if they were face to face would he be able to persuade her of his good faith. Over a telephone he would come across as exploitative and sinister.


‘You were right,’ he agreed.


He believed he heard a small exhalation of breath. What she said next took him by surprise.


‘I could meet you by the river. On my lunch-break, near to where I work. But not until Friday.’


Gregory was already consulting his diary. He was free. If he had not been, he would have made sure that he was.


‘I could get there by about ten past one,’ Alice said. ‘I couldn’t stay for very long. I have to be back by two.’


‘Tell me where exactly and I’ll be there.’


It took less than half a minute to agree a place. As soon as they had done so, Alice repeated that she was busy and hung up.


Gregory leaned back in his chair. The postcard was still in his hand. Now that he had gone to the trouble of arranging a rendezvous, he wondered if he should keep it.


‘Well,’ said Cassie, not looking up, ‘something must be happening.’


‘She doesn’t know I took photographs while she was on the ground.’


‘You didn’t tell her?’


Gregory stared into the seashell whorls and was silent.


‘You’ll have to confess,’ Cassie advised.


‘I know how to do the right thing.’


‘That hasn’t always been true.’


‘It will be this time.’


To close the subject Gregory handed over some prints he had made of the girl who saw visions, her family and the priest. He liked the photographs of Little Maria. Posed in her soiled confirmation dress, her imagination seized by the miraculous, she stared numbly into his camera.


Cassie examined the prints with an expert eye and asked several questions. Gregory answered truthfully, even repeating with a laugh what Little Maria had told him, but he made no mention of having slept with Carla.


Picture editors had already selected the images they wanted, but these were not the ones that Gregory would have chosen for a planned second exhibition of his work. In the newspaper his portraits from the visitation site would be embedded in a journalist’s text and printed with explanatory captions. But for his gallery exhibition Gregory would strip personal and social contexts from each of the prints. They would be hung as pure images. The intense young girl with the bony features and the white confirmation dress with a dirty hem would stare out at the viewer in a challenge to interpretation. She would be neither visionary nor pawn, but just an arrangement of gradations in tone, abstracted and mysterious, her meanings kept hidden from the inquiring eye.


Gregory liked that. He wanted his work to be lifted free from its origins and valued for its compositional qualities alone. If ever he chose to include images of Alice, no one would know who she was or how and why they were taken. Viewers would not even be sure what had happened or what would have happened afterwards; they would be denied a narrative. Such uncertainties would give a mysterious edge to his other work, too.


Gregory kept photographs of all his lovers, photographs that Cassie had often seen. Their bodies were of as much aesthetic interest to him as their faces. For one particular session, with one particular lover, he had paid homage to the 1950s work of Bill Brandt and posed her nude against a bank of pebbles, so that her form and texture became as abstracted, sculpted and inert as an object worn smooth by an ocean. All that was some years ago, and the woman in question had liked the results. She had especially liked walking round Gregory’s first exhibition and overhearing comments by visitors who stood in admiration before the huge prints without realizing that the owner of such smooth flesh was standing beside them. Another lover had eagerly posed naked and with her legs apart, head and limbs cropped from the shot so that her torso replicated Stieglitz’s 1918 study of Georgia O’Keeffe. Gregory was no longer surprised at what some women would do when asked.
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