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      For Alexander Mackinnon

fear ioúil gasda, caraid

gasda, agus duine gasda.






      

      
        
      There are terrible spirits, ghosts, in the air of America.

      D. H. Lawrence, Edgar Allan Poe, 1924
      

      

        

      
         
        
         
            
            	Hippolyta:

            
            	’Tis strange, my Theseus, that these lovers speak of.

            
         

         
         
            
            	Theseus:

            	
More strange than true: I never may believe

               These antique fables, nor these fairy toys,

               Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,

               Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend

               More than cool reason ever comprehends …

               Such tricks hath strong imagination,

               That if it would but apprehend some joy,

               It comprehends some bringer of that joy;

               Or in the night, imagining some fear,

               How easy is a bush suppos’d a bear.

            
            
         

         
      

      Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream


   



      
      INTERVIEW






      
      
      I

      
      WAS SHE afraid or not afraid? The interview was drawing to a close; from outside the theatre dressing-room, where it was taking place,
         came the murmur of traffic and the wash of rain; it was early afternoon, yet the light was already beginning to fade.
      

      
      Across the room from her interviewer, both women seated on hard upright chairs, the actress Natasha Lawrence was positioned
         with her back to her dressing-table and its mirrors, which reflected her in triplicate. She was leaning forward a little,
         hands clasped in her lap, answering a question about her work. She did so in a low, somewhat hesitant voice, which, mingling
         with the sound of rain and the faint purr of a humidifier, had a lulling effect. Was she afraid? This question, and most of
         the other questions her interviewer, Gini Hunter, would have liked to ask, had not been, and apparently could not be, voiced.

      
      This interview, like many Gini had conducted in the past, had been hedged around with restrictions from the first. For the
         past year, Natasha Lawrence had been playing the title role in Estella, a musical by a celebrated English composer which had been a succès fou in London, and was now a succès fou in New York. The musical was based on Dickens’s Great Expectations, and adjustments had been made to the novel. The part of Estella, that lovely poisonous child, trained up by mad Miss Havisham to break men’s hearts, was given greater prominence in the musical than in
         the book. There had been surprise when Natasha Lawrence took this role – her first singing role – for her fame was as a movie
         actress. Confounding the critics, however, she had proved to have a powerful, true, sweet singing voice. This, combined with
         her acting ability, never in doubt, had helped to turn Estella into a triumph. Gini Hunter, an agnostic where musicals were concerned, admired Lawrence’s performance, but retained a strong
         preference for the original novel; this preference, obviously, she had been careful not to express.
      

      
      Now, after nearly a year of eight performances a week at the Minskoff theatre, an exhausting and demanding schedule, Natasha
         Lawrence was leaving the show. She was being replaced by a slightly less famous name, and the rumour was that bookings were
         beginning to fall off. Natasha Lawrence was returning to film work, specifically to a movie directed by her former husband,
         Tomas Court; this movie, Gini gathered, was to be shot in England – and beyond that would not be discussed. She was here,
         for The New York Times, at the behest of an editor friend there. She would interview Natasha Lawrence as she prepared to leave the cast of Estella. That, at least, was the reason for the interview, or its peg, given to the collection of press agents, PR representatives,
         secretaries and aides who stood between Natasha Lawrence and the outside world; the true reason behind the decision to run
         the piece was rather different – as, in Gini’s experience, was usually the case.
      

      
      ‘I hear talk,’ said Gini’s editor friend, a young man who was rising fast; so fast was he rising that he had attention span difficulties;
         one of his eyes, Gini always felt, was permanently fixed on what he was going to do and be next. He was playing with rubber
         bands, a quirk of his.
      

      
      ‘Talk, talk, talk,’ he amplified, flicking a band and catching it. ‘Talk about the ex-husband, for a start, white hope of
         American movies et cetera et cetera – but a strange man, by all accounts. Why the divorce? They still work together. I find
         that weird. Don’t you find that weird? I can tell you, I wouldn’t get on the same airplane as my ex-wife.’
      

      
      He paused; he toyed with deflecting to the subject of his own marital sufferings – a favoured topic – eyed Gini and changed
         his mind.
      

      
      ‘Talk about the bodyguards,’ he continued, putting a bracelet of rubber bands about his wrist. ‘Never moves a step without them, I hear. Why? Your common or garden Hollywood paranoia, d’you think, or more than that? Is she afraid? If so, of whom? Of what?’
      

      
      Gini sighed. ‘I’ll ask,’ she said. ‘I don’t expect an answer. Do you?’

      
      ‘You never know.’ The rising young man gave her an evasive look. He was already losing interest, Gini felt; his attention
         was returning to the man he would be tomorrow, or the day after that. ‘The Conrad,’ he said, surprising Gini. ‘I hear she’s after an apartment in the Conrad building. Why? Prestige? Security? She won’t get it, of course. She has about
         as much chance of moving in there as I have of moving into the White House …’ He paused. ‘Less.’
      

      
      Gini agreed with this. The Conrad building, once described as the East Side’s answer to the Dakota – a description that applied
         to its architecture, not its residents – was well known as one of the most desirable, conservative strongholds in New York.
         Gini could not pass it without imagining fortifications: castellated walls, a drawbridge. The Conrad, a bastion, was not the
         kind of building that admitted actresses, particularly beautiful, still-young, divorced actresses with a child – Natasha Lawrence
         had a boy, aged six or seven, she would have to check, from her marriage to Tomas Court.
      

      
      ‘You want me to ask her about the Conrad?’ Gini said. ‘She’s even less likely to discuss that. Anything else?’
      

      
      ‘A little glimpse of her soul.’ The rising young man was not without wit or charm; he smiled. ‘Come on, Gini, you know. Insights.
         Insights. Who she truly is. What makes her tick …’
      

      
      Gini gave him a look. She rose. ‘How many words?’ she said.

      
      ‘Fifteen hundred.’ The young man removed the rubber wristbands, tossed them up and caught them – a neat trick.

      
      ‘How many words?’ Gini repeated.

      
      ‘Oh, all right. Thirteen hundred. Thirteen-fifty max.’

      
      ‘Fine. You want the glimpse of soul in my lead paragraph, or can I save it for the close? Thirteen hundred words gives me
         a whole lot of choice.’
      

      
      ‘Now, Gini, don’t be humorous,’ the young man said.

      
      ‘Why not? This is a farce.’

      
      ‘True. True. How long have you got with her?’

      
      ‘One hour. In her dressing-room.’

      
      ‘Ah, well.’ The editor shrugged. ‘Maybe she’ll open her heart to you even so …’

      
      ‘And if she doesn’t? Which she won’t.’

      
      
      ‘Then we run the picture bigger,’ he replied with a yawn. ‘What else?’

      
      In the quiet of the dressing-room now, the actress was continuing to speak in that low, lulling voice. The humidifier purred;
         every so often, its machinery underwent some minor galvanic disturbance; it would whirr and click, send out a sudden puff
         of water vapour, then revert to its steady background steaming. The actress was answering a question Gini had asked her about
         the most famous of the movies she had made with her husband, Dead Heat. That movie had been controversial, to say the least; Natasha Lawrence spoke of it in a measured, intelligent but impersonal
         way, as if it had been directed by a stranger and the leading part had been played, not by herself, but by someone else. Gini
         glanced towards her tape recorder, which was patiently recording this answer; most of the answer was unusable for journalistic
         purposes, and Gini suspected Natasha Lawrence knew that. She glanced at her watch; she had less than ten minutes left. It
         occurred to her that Lawrence, who had controlled the circumstances of this interview from the first, was still controlling
         it.
      

      
      ‘No personal questions,’ the press agent handling all publicity for Estella had said. That stricture had been repeated by the others who formed a protective shield between Lawrence and the outside
         world, as, over the weeks leading up to the interview, its date, time and location had constantly been unpicked and restitched.
         It had been reiterated finally, the previous day, by a deep-voiced and heavily accented woman named Angelica, the dragon-woman
         who was Natasha Lawrence’s chief guardian – or so other journalists said.
      

      
      Angelica’s role was part domestic, part managerial, part protective, said these sources, advising Gini to stay well out of
         her way. Angelica, officially, was nanny and caretaker to the actress’s son; unofficially, she was caretaker also to the actress
         herself.
      

      
      ‘No personal questions,’ she had rasped down the telephone to Gini. ‘You’ve got that? No questions about her son, or her marriage,
         or her divorce, or Tomas Court. And don’t think you’ll be able to wait a while and then feed them in when your tape’s switched
         off. You have one hour. In that hour, you can ask her about her movies, or her stage work, or Estella; she’s there to talk about her work and nothing else. She has to conserve her energy, and her voice. It’s demanding, playing an eight-performance week. You’re
         lucky to be seeing her at all – and if I had my way, you wouldn’t be. So those are the terms, and don’t imagine you can ingratiate yourself and alter them once you’re
         in there. She won’t fall for that.’
      

      
      Indeed she would not, Gini thought, looking at the actress, who, gentle in appearance, and gentle-voiced, conveyed nonetheless
         a certain steeliness Gini did not altogether like. She had been expecting that Lawrence would eventually drop her guard, at
         least enough to become expansive, and her own questions had been designed to provoke expansiveness. Gini had tried the technique
         of leaving a silence at the end of the actress’s answers – a silence most interviewees felt a compulsion to fill. Neither
         angled questions nor silences were effective; Natasha Lawrence said what she had to say, then stopped. She was adept at putting
         the onus on the interviewer; she did not belittle the questions asked exactly and she showed no signs of impatience, yet however
         much Gini crafted the questions, she answered as if she found them predictable, as if she were now speaking from a prepared
         script.
      

      
      She was better at evasion, diversion and deflection than most politicians. Gini, watching the minutes tick away, resigned
         herself to the fact that there would be, as she had anticipated, no breakthrough here. She angled another question at her,
         to which the actress began on a patient reply. She addressed this reply, as she had done most of the others, to the floor;
         Gini, free to look away, searched the room for something, anything, which would lend colour to an article she could already
         see would be workmanlike at best.
      

      
      This dressing-room – and she was sure Lawrence had chosen it as the location for the interview for that reason – was an anonymous
         place. The dressing-table behind Lawrence was bare of telegrams, cards or photographs. It resembled a table in an operating
         theatre; instead of gauzes, clamps and knives, there lay, in serried rows, the instruments of Lawrence’s profession, with
         the aid of which she could transform her own appearance, eight times a week. There were soft sable brushes, little pots, tubes
         and sticks of colour, a huge crystal jar of pinkish powder, on which nestled an unlikely thistledowny pink powder puff.
      

      
      Across the room, lined up on a shelf, was a lustrous row of Estella wigs. Next to them, hanging from a rack and protected by a white sheet, were the various costumes Lawrence wore as Estella,
         including that cruel child’s first-act white dress. They had a patient air, these costumes, Gini thought, as if waiting for
         the actress to inhabit and vivify them. That slippery white organdie was like a chrysalis, waiting for the lovely poisonous butterfly Estella to hatch.
      

      
      Could you play a character like Estella, Gini wondered, a woman trained up from her earliest youth to break men’s hearts,
         unless somewhere within you, you had the germ of such characteristics yourself? Estella, after all, was the embodiment of
         poor, mad, jilted Miss Havisham’s revenge on the male sex, and spiritual murder was her intent. Could you play such a woman,
         or indeed the strange ambivalent women Lawrence had played in her former husband’s movies, without being able to imagine them?
         And could you imagine them if you did not, inside the husk of the psyche, contain some little seed which, given the right
         soil, water and nutrients, might have made you into such a woman yourself?
      

      
      She did not know the answer to that question, which applied, she supposed in passing, to other women besides actresses. She
         would have liked to ask it, but could think of no way of posing it which would not sound banal or trite.
      

      
      She had less than five minutes left. She turned back to the actress and looked at her carefully as she continued to speak.
         Famous though she was, a physical description of her would be necessary for this article, and Lawrence was not easy to describe:
         beauty never was. She was wearing a very plain dark dress; the three mirrors behind her on the dressing-table framed her lovely
         head. The two outer mirrors of this triptych were angled; all three were lit with bare, glowing bulbs, which created a halo,
         a fizz of light, around her dark, heavy hair, and her pale face and neck. The effect was to suggest that there was more than
         one woman seated opposite her; as Lawrence moved, or gestured, her other ghostly selves in the mirrors also did.
      

      
      The length and weight of her hair was apparent only in the mirrors, for she wore it drawn back from her face and gathered
         in heavy coils at the nape of her neck. Was she beautiful? Yes, she was surely very beautiful, Gini thought, but the grammar
         of beauty was hard to convey. Did it consist in those dark straight brows, in the etch of the cheek-bones, or did it reside
         in those astonishing inky blue-black eyes, which could convey on screen, or in the huge spaces of a theatre, the tiniest nuance
         of emotion, the smallest flicker of thought?
      

      
      It was perhaps in its mobility that the beauty of this face lay, for Natasha Lawrence’s features were expressive, even when
         her words were not. She looked wary and tense, also fatigued; whatever else she was afraid, or not afraid of, she was certainly
         fearful of questions, Gini saw. She glanced at her watch; the actress was already rising to her feet. She had two minutes
         left.
      

      
      ‘Do you mind having to live with bodyguards?’ Gini said.

      
      The question took the actress by surprise, as she had hoped it would. She covered that surprise quickly.

      
      ‘Of course. But – it’s necessary. In my position …’ She gave a small shrug. ‘I’ve lived with them for years now. You get used
         to it.’
      

      
      ‘I heard—’ Gini began, reaching across to switch off her tape.

      
      ‘I’m sure you heard a lot of things.’ The actress gave a slight smile; she began to move towards the door.

      
      ‘Is it worse when you’re appearing in a theatre? You must feel more protected on a movie set …’

      
      ‘Not really. You feel protected nowhere. Is your tape recorder off? I don’t want to discuss this.’

      
      Gini put the tape recorder in her bag and rose. Quite suddenly, she found she was tired of this; she could not wait for this
         meeting to be over, to leave the theatre. Interviews were supposed to elicit information, yet this type of interview rarely
         did; for this failing, rightly or wrongly, she blamed the assumptions and procedures of the interview process, not herself.
         After an hour’s conversation, she had obtained perhaps three or four remarks which she could weave into her profile of the
         actress efficiently enough; the resulting article would tell readers something and nothing, she thought.
      

      
      She looked at the actress, who was about to open the dressing-room door, and for the sake of her rising young editor, tossed
         in one final question, expecting no reply.
      

      
      ‘Is it true you’re considering moving to the Conrad building?’ she said.

      
      To her astonishment, the actress showed greater animation at this than she had done throughout the interview. She smiled,
         then laughed.
      

      
      ‘How do these stories start?’ she said. ‘The Conrad? I don’t think they’d welcome me with open arms, do you? No, I’m moving
         back to California. I’ve bought a house in the hills outside Hollywood. It’s being decorated for me by …’ And she mentioned
         a fashionable West Coast name; she gave a small sigh. ‘It’s due to be finished this week, so as soon as I finish in Estella …’
      

      
      ‘Can I use that?’

      
      ‘Yes. It’s no secret I’m going back to California. I’m sorry, but the hour is up …’
      

      
      
      She held out her hand and took Gini’s briefly in her own. Some polite farewell was expressed; Gini was reminded of the final
         prearranged conditions of this interview: that a copy of the article should be made available in advance of publication, so
         that the accuracy of the facts – and only the facts, the actress said with another smile – could be checked. Then she found herself outside in the corridor with the
         door firmly shut.
      

      
      Gini negotiated the labyrinthine backstage corridors, faint with a residual scent of make-up, hair lacquer, disinfectant and
         sweat. She emerged into the alleyway that led down to the stage door; it was still raining, and Manhattan had not yet emerged
         from the day’s permanent dusk. She was taking the shuttle back to Washington DC, where her husband Pascal and their baby son
         awaited her. It was Hallowe’en, and – the interview already receding from her mind – she was anxious to be back. She walked
         towards Times Square, the bluish exhaust-heavy air pungent with the smells of a city winter, of pretzels and of chestnuts
         roasting at some corner ahead. She tried to hold on to her interview as she hailed a yellow cab and persuaded its driver,
         a driver of desperate, demented appearance, who spoke virtually no English, to take her out now, yes now, to the airport.
      

      
      In the cab, she flicked open her notebook, where, during the course of the interview, she had jotted down a few comments.
         She closed it again, leaned forward, and began to give the driver instructions as to the best route, instructions which he
         seemed unable to understand or unwilling to accept. Her mind curled away from the dressing-room and the interview to the journey
         ahead: a plane, then another taxi, the familiar streets of Georgetown, brick pavements, decorum, and her husband and son waiting
         for her in her dead father’s house.
      

      
      It curled back, back like a wave, to her father’s funeral a month before; to the visits to the last of the clinics that had
         preceded that funeral; to the stations on the way to the end – and the end, inevitable for all men, had been hastened in his
         case. Two bottles of bourbon a day for twenty years; promise and talent allowed to leach out; none of the scenes of reconciliation
         which she had believed must surely happen in those final weeks. Her father had lived angrily and died angrily, and now all
         that remained in every sense, was to clear up.
      

      
      She could feel it mounting, block by block, as they drove, some strange female need to dust, scrub, polish, sweep; some need
         to spring-clean a house that was about to be sold, and clean away the thirty-one years of her accumulated memories. Then she, Pascal and their beautiful son, whom she loved with a painful
         intensity, would be free to leave. They could leave Washington behind and go in any direction they chose. The whole of America
         lay before them: east, west, north, south. Should they begin with the clean bracing air of the eastern seaboard, or head for
         the plantations, the Spanish moss, of an imagined but never visited deep south?
      

      
      She looked forward to an hour, two hours, with her son when she returned. He was still too young to understand Hallowe’en,
         but she and Pascal had made a gesture towards the date. The previous evening, they had hollowed out a fat orange globe of
         a pumpkin. They had given it round eyes, a triangular nose and a wide, smiling, unthreatening mouth. This pumpkin, lit from
         inside by a candle, would be placed in the window to welcome her home; it would greet the children who came to the door for
         trick or treat. Thus far, and no further, would she go to acknowledge the date; she wanted to begin giving her son Lucien
         the childhood she had never had, but she was too recently bereaved – if bereaved was the term – to wish to celebrate more
         fully the night of the dead.
      

      
      So the pumpkin would glow, her son would be persuaded eventually that the purpose of lying down in his little red cot was
         to sleep, then there was the long tranquillity of an evening with her husband to look forward to. They would make their plans
         for Thanksgiving – her friend Lindsay Drummond would be coming from England to celebrate it with them – and they would make
         their plans for their American itinerary, for the book Pascal would photograph and she would write. They would sit by the
         fireside and consult yet more guides, yet more maps.
      

      
      The journey ahead opened up in her mind and the highways of America beckoned. She had forgotten Natasha Lawrence and all those
         unanswered questions long before the cab driver, recalcitrant, twitching and fuming with some unspecified rage, was paid off.
      

      
      The actress, who had intended to answer no questions of any import, forgot the interview even more quickly. She undertook,
         on average, some two or three interviews each week, more when a theatre opening or movie première approached, and she regarded
         them as a necessary evil. Once they were over she wiped them; five minutes later she had no recollection of the interviewer
         or of anything either had said. She had learned years before – and she was a woman of great self-discipline – that to worry
         about interviews encouraged vanity and self-doubt, also, latterly, fear – so she wiped them: click; gone from the screen, gone from
         the memory bank. On this occasion, the only question which had caused her any disturbance was the question about the Conrad
         building – and she had dealt with that. Click, and the past hour was gone; she felt reinvigorated at once.
      

      
      Her life, organized by others, was well-organized. Within five minutes of Gini Hunter’s departure, she was in the back of
         her dark limousine, with its dimmed windows, being carried north through the darkening streets of New York. Within half an
         hour, she was back in her apartment at the Carlyle hotel, where she could be with her son for at least two hours before her
         return to the theatre. Those hours, which nothing was allowed to interrupt, were the only point in her day when she felt that,
         unwatched, private and secure, she need no longer act, but could simply be herself.
      

      
      Today, however, she had one small extra anxiety.

      
      ‘Has the package come from Tomas?’ she said to Angelica, as she entered the apartment, pulling off her coat.

      
      ‘No, but he called. He’s sending it to the theatre by courier; it’ll be there when you go in tonight.’

      
      ‘Ah,’ Natasha said, looking at Angelica and taking the pile of letters and packages she held out. She looked down at these
         in a nervous way; Angelica sighed.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Nothing from him. I checked. And no calls either …’
      

      
      Faint colour rose in Natasha’s cheeks; hope lit in her eyes. She glanced over her shoulder at her son, who had looked up from
         his book. He knew better than to ask questions, or greet his mother at this point; he bent to the pages of Treasure Island again. Angelica lowered her voice.
      

      
      ‘It’s been four months now. Nothing for four months.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘He’s never been silent for this long before.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Maybe he’s dead.’ Angelica lowered her voice still further. ‘Could be. Hit by a truck, jumped off a bridge, sank a bottle
         of Temazepam, prowled about too late one night in the wrong place. It happens all the time …’
      

      
      ‘To other people, yes.’

      
      ‘I dreamed he died. I told you. I dreamed it just the other night.’

      
      ‘Ah, Angelica.’

      
      
      Angelica placed great faith in her dreams, which were often dark and occasionally malevolent. Natasha Lawrence might have
         liked to place equal faith in her dreams, but she had learned from experience, and now did not. Angelica’s dreams often inverted
         or reversed truths, and sometimes – like most dreamers – she allowed her own desires to write her dream scripts. The actress
         looked at her harsh lined face, at the two wings of grey in her short black hair. In the gentle light of the room, Angelica’s
         eyes were small, black and glittery as jet. She was of Sicilian descent; she loved and hated with a resolve and implacability
         the actress often envied; she also claimed to know how to curse. Perhaps, Natasha thought, and her heart lifted, perhaps Angelica’s
         knotty, intricate curses had finally taken effect. She leaned across and kissed her cheek.
      

      
      ‘What time did Tomas call?’ she said.

      
      ‘About an hour ago. He’s sending the book to the theatre, like I said. And something with it – a surprise, he said. Some kind
         of present. Small. Don’t miss it, he said, it’ll be inside the book …’
      

      
      ‘A present? It’s not my birthday. It’s not our anniversary. Inside the book?’

      
      ‘He said it was the best present he could give you …’ Angelica’s face hardened; she did not like, and had never liked, Tomas
         Court. ‘Whatever that means. You’ll understand when you see it, he said.’ She paused, giving the rest of her message with reluctance. ‘He sent
         his love. Talked to Jonathan for a bit …’
      

      
      Natasha Lawrence crossed to her son and kissed his forehead.

      
      ‘You talked to Daddy, darling? Was he in Montana? Was he at the ranch?’

      
      ‘I guess he was; I forgot to ask. He’s bought two new horses: a grey one for you, she’s called Misty, and a little one for
         me – Diamond. He’s got a white blaze on his nose and four white socks.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, how lovely.’ His mother kissed him again. ‘I expect he was at the ranch then?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’ Her son’s small features composed themselves in a frown. ‘I meant to ask, but we got talking about my book.’ He held
         up the copy of Treasure Island. ‘I told him all about Blind Pew and the Black Spot. Blind Pew’s kind of scary. He has this stick, and even though he’s blind,
         he finds these people out; he tracks them down, and you can hear him coming with his stick, tap, tap, tap …’
      

      
      His mother straightened up a little hastily and made a small sign to Angelica. ‘I’m sure I remember,’ she said. ‘Blind Pew
         comes to a nasty end. He gets his just deserts …’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s what Daddy said.’

      
      ‘Shall we have our tea, darling – our Hallowe’en tea?’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I want to do that before Maria arrives to
         give me my massage, then you could put on this special costume you’ve made and show me – Maria too. Let’s have tea now. Angelica’s
         found a special Hallowe’en cake …’
      

      
      The cake was in the shape of a witch; she was mounted on a broomstick, flying over a white-icing moon, through a milky chocolate
         sky. Jonathan’s excitement at this, and at dressing up in his Hallowe’en costume, touched his mother deeply. She looked at
         her son, who was small for his age, and who had a small, somewhat melancholy face – an expressive face, a little clown’s face
         – and his innocence pained her. At seven, carefully protected and nurtured, her son still did not understand how unusual this
         Hallowe’en was. He would not, like other children, be going out to play trick or treat. His one excursion, watched over by
         Angelica, would be down the hall to an elderly guest at the Carlyle who had grown fond of him and who was known to be safe.
         He would return here, have his costume admired by Maria, and then, when his mother left for the theatre, would watch some
         Disney video with Angelica, while a bodyguard, as always, stayed within reach. Her son was a prisoner of her fame and his
         father’s fame, and a prisoner of those people, and those forces, that such fame could attract.
      

      
      This thought, as always, she tried to push aside. Four months of silence, she said to herself. She tried hard to concentrate
         on the details of a day to which she had looked forward – the witchy cake, Jonathan’s magician costume, the wand he had made,
         and the magic stars on his cape. She tried to give him the response he needed, for she could see how proud he was of this
         costume. She gave the requisite cry of fear when he embarked on a spell, and she shrank back and cried out obligingly when
         Angelica made her entrance as a burly and convincing witch. But she found she could not concentrate; her mind was running
         ahead to the theatre and the mysterious present from her husband. Tomas, a man of few words, a man who used words with care,
         would not promise her the best present he could give her, unless he meant what he said.
      

      
      ‘You’re tense,’ Maria said to her a little later, in Natasha’s bedroom, as she began her massage. She scooped some of her
         herbal oils into her palm and began a slow rhythmic massage of Natasha’s back. The room filled with the smell of lavender and rosemary; Maria, a plain woman, had magical hands – but not tonight.
      

      
      ‘Feel that – all that tension,’ she said, her hands easing and pressing at the back of Natasha’s neck. ‘Try to relax it or
         you won’t sing well tonight. What are you worrying about? You’re worrying about something – I can feel it right here.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing. Everything. The Conrad, some interview I did, the performance tonight, Tomas, Jonathan, life, why I’ve been left
         in peace for four months … I don’t know, Maria.’
      

      
      ‘You’re lovely.’ Maria said, with a sigh. Her capable magic hands moved gently down Natasha’s spine. ‘You’re the most beautiful
         thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Just lie still. You’ve been working too hard. Relax. I can get rid of all your problems –
         you know that.’
      

      
      Her therapy, indeed, was usually effective; it was without effect that night; Natasha Lawrence remained tense when the massage
         was completed. One and a half hours before curtain-up, she was back in her dressing-room, and there waiting for her, as promised
         – but Tomas Court always kept his promises – was the package her former husband had sent.
      

      
      It was contained inside a padded envelope, then wrapped again in thick brown paper, on which, in Tomas’s cursive script, was
         the name ‘Helen’. She turned it this way and that, then unsealed the wrappings. Inside, as she had expected, was a copy of
         a novel, and inside the leaves of the book was her surprise – a tiny clipping from a Montana newspaper, dated earlier that
         week.
      

      
      Her hands began to shake; the print blurred before her eyes. She read the story, which concerned the discovery of a body in
         the Glacier National Park, three times. Indeed, Tomas could have given her no better present than this. Nevertheless, lighting
         a match and watching the scrap of newsprint flare, she destroyed her present at once. She crumbled the dust in her fingers,
         then washed her hands and began the process of making up her Estella face.
      

      
      By the time her dresser arrived, she was – as always before a performance – quiet and concentrated. Her dresser, an androgynous
         young man, hired at her behest, who always dressed her for all her theatre work, was adept at making himself invisible. He
         helped her into the white organdie of her first-scene dress. For this act of the musical, in which Estella was still a child,
         no wigs were needed, and Natasha Lawrence preferred to arrange her hair herself. The invisible young man quietly withdrew;
         he returned only when the half was called, as he always did.
      

      
      
      He paused in the doorway, for the alchemy of the past half-hour never ceased to fascinate him. The dressing-room had been
         occupied by a woman – now a child, a wilful child, occupied it. He looked at the triplicate reflections of this child in the
         mirrors; the child applied one last pink stroke of colour to her lips; the tannoy crackled, the humidifier puffed.
      

      
      ‘They’ve called the half, Ms Lawrence. Can I fetch you anything?’ he asked, as he always did.

      
      He knew the answer would be a haughty impatient ‘No’, and he knew it would be made in the imperious English voice of Estella.
         The invisible young man, a romantic about the acting process, liked this transformation, this switch into character. Occasionally,
         boasting to his friends of the insights his work afforded him, he would also boast of this. He waited; he sniffed; faintly,
         through the humid air, he thought he could smell burning, an acrid scent.
      

      
      ‘Some water. A little honey. My throat’s tight,’ the actress replied, in her usual voice.

      
      The young man, surprised, fetched them with alacrity. He felt uneasy at this departure from tradition, but his unease proved
         unfounded. It was agreed by the entire cast, and all the stagehands, that for some reason, Natasha Lawrence’s performance
         was especially electrifying that night.
      

   



      HALLOWE’EN






      
      
      II

      
      THE PARTY was being held on Hallowe’en to celebrate a film; possibly the completion of a film, or its launch, possibly the clinching
         of some deal in connection with a film. The photographer, Steve Markov, who wangled the invitation for Lindsay Drummond, inclined
         to the latter view. ‘Money,’ he said, holding up the somewhat peculiar invitation card hand-delivered to Lindsay’s London
         apartment. He sniffed it in a theatrical manner. ‘I smell money. A co-production deal? Subsidiary rights? Video release in
         Venezuela?’
      

      
      He smiled one of his fugitive mocking smiles. Lindsay regarded him warily. Markov was one of her oldest friends, but his superabundant
         energy tended at times to swamp her. In the past, other friends, in particular Gini Hunter, had mitigated Markov’s influence.
         But Gini’s departure to Washington DC had left her unprotected, fighting some lonely rearguard action. Markov was currently
         conducting an energetic campaign to alter her life – he described it as sad; she suspected the peculiar invitation card was part of these manoeuvrings. Having smiled, adjusted the dark glasses he permanently
         wore, and stretched back against the cushions of her sofa, he confirmed this.
      

      
      ‘You have to go, Lindy,’ he went on, more firmly. ‘I’m going. Jippy’s going. You should go. “Nel mezzo del cammin,” my best beloved. Get a life.’
      

      
      ‘I detest that phrase,’ Lindsay replied, turning the invitation card this way and that. ‘That phrase is glib. That phrase
         is cant.’
      

      
      ‘Which? The Dante?’

      
      ‘Not the Dante, and stop showing off. Stop calling me Lindy. How do you read this damn thing anyway?’
      

      
      ‘You hold it up to a mirror, I think.’

      
      Lindsay did so. The invitation card, which was shocking pink and had appeared to be printed in Arabic, Sanskrit, or hieroglyphs,
         at once became readable, if less than informative.
      

      
      Diablo!!!, it read. Beneath that, in a smaller typeface, was a brief command: ‘Lulu says Come to Celebrate All Night on All Souls’
         Night’. Appended, in a very small typeface indeed, was an address in London’s Docklands, three fax numbers and the Hallowe’en
         date.
      

      
      ‘Who’s Lulu?’ Lindsay asked, inspecting this.

      
      ‘Lulu Sabatier. You must know her; she’s a legend. Everyone does.’

      
      ‘Do you know her, Markov?’
      

      
      ‘Not exactly.’ His tone became evasive. ‘I know of her; she knows of me. Now she knows of you, so she’s invited you to her party. Except it won’t be her party, not really. Her place, but she’ll
         just be fronting it. Welcome to Wonderland, Lindy. You know movie people. You know how they operate, yes?’
      

      
      ‘She’s in PR, in other words.’ Lindsay gave him a cold look. ‘This is a PR party. Give me strength.’

      
      ‘PR? PR? I’m seriously wounded by that accusation …’

      
      ‘It has all the hallmarks: frantic ingenuity, mirror-writing, for God’s sake. A way of attracting attention in a world with
         a ten-second attention span. How does she cap this, Markov? Send out the next invitations in Morse?’
      

      
      ‘It’s an idea. I’ll mention it …’

      
      ‘And Diablo? Who’s Diablo? What’s Diablo? Where’s Diablo?’
      

      
      ‘You mean you don’t know?’ Markov removed the dark glasses, the better to give her a pitying look. ‘Lindy, where have you been this last month? Pluto, perhaps? Diablo, sweetheart, is the name of Tomas Court’s new production company, and Tomas Court, white hope of American
         movies, is going to be at this party, Lindy, my dear. In person. Himself. Or so Lulu claims, Lulu not being one thousand per cent reliable, of course.’
      

      
      Lindsay digested this information. She had her pride.

      
      
      ‘Markov,’ she said firmly. ‘I have no intention of going to this party.’

      
      ‘You’re intrigued; admit you’re intrigued. Lulu’s hooked you. I knew she would.’

      
      ‘The hell she has. Lulu? That has to be the silliest name I’ve heard in years …’

      
      ‘She used to be called Pandora …’

      
      ‘That doesn’t make it better, it makes it worse. Markov, I don’t go to this kind of party on principle. Life’s too short.’

      
      This remark, as Lindsay instantly realized, was a mistake. A smile curled around Markov’s lips. He finished his post-lunch
         coffee, then made his conversational pounce.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to change your life, or not?’ he began. ‘Because I seem to remember, honeychild, that last month, or like the
         month before that, you said—’
      

      
      ‘I can remember what I said.’

      
      Lindsay hastily rose to her feet. She edged across to the window and looked down at her familiar London street. Leaves whirled
         in an autumnal wind; the sun shone; the weather had an optimistic look. Backing away from the window, she thumped a cushion
         or two into place, tidied up the already tidy pile of Sunday newspapers, surveyed the detritus of the lunch table, fetched
         the coffee pot, and poured herself another cup of coffee she would not drink.
      

      
      She had hoped that one of these aimless activities might deflect Markov; none did. With buzz-saw determination, he stuck to
         the point.
      

      
      ‘Age was mentioned,’ he was continuing, still with that maddening smile on his face. ‘Career was mentioned. Domicile was mentioned. I suspect the term “empty-nest syndrome” came up …’
      

      
      Lindsay gave a groan. One of Markov’s least pleasant traits was his perfect recall of past conversations. Could she actually
         have used that trite phrase ‘empty nest’? Surely she had not sunk as low as ‘syndrome’?
      

      
      ‘I was drunk,’ she said. ‘If I said that, which I doubt, I must have been drunk. It doesn’t count.’
      

      
      ‘Bad news, sweetheart. You were stone cold sober …’ Markov paused. ‘Angry, though. Fierce. You positively trembled with resolution. I was moved, Lindy. I was impressed …’
      

      
      ‘Will you stop this?’

      
      ‘“I am sick of being a fashion editor” – that’s what you said. “I am sick of the fashion world.” You were going to talk to that editor of yours. Have you talked to that editor of yours?’
      

      
      ‘What, Max? No, not yet.’

      
      ‘Fresh woods and pastures new – you quoted that.’

      
      Markov gave a sigh that was very nearly as theatrical as his usual mode of speech. ‘Darling, you were having lunch with some
         publisher man. A contract was being dangled. This publisher man – a very big wheel – wanted a book on Coco Chanel. You, Lindy, were going to write that book. It was going to be definitive. It was
         going to make you poor, but never mind that. Has this lunch with the big cheese of British publishing actually happened?’
      

      
      ‘No, I postponed it. I need time to think.’

      
      ‘And then there was the real-estate agent …’ The buzz-saw hit a higher pitch. ‘This guy had two firm potential buyers for
         this apartment. He was promising a bidding war. He pointed out that this is now a highly desirable area of London, so if you sold, you’d make a profit. Not a large profit, I admit, but just enough to buy, or rent, a small hovel somewhere outside
         London, in the sticks. In this hovel, you, Lindy, were going to commune with nature. A dog was mentioned, and a cat. Ducks
         featured, as, I’m afraid, did chickens …’
      

      
      ‘I never mentioned chickens.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, you did – at length. Lindy, I can see this hovel now; it had a wood fire, patchwork quilts. In it, serene, scholarly
         and alone, you wrote your book …’
      

      
      ‘So? It was just an idea.’
      

      
      ‘It was never-never land, Lindy. Face facts.’

      
      ‘I’ve had a few set-backs, that’s all. That estate-agent was fired. I haven’t had time to look at any hovels yet, but I’m
         going to. I …’
      

      
      ‘And when you described this idyll, Lindy, was I unkind? No, I was not; I was encouraging, patient. And why? Because I knew
         the real reason behind this sudden desire to up sticks and change your life …’
      

      
      ‘Will you stop this? Markov, that’s enough …’
      

      
      Lindsay sank her head in her hands. She was beginning to regret, deeply regret, having asked Markov and his lover Jippy to
         Sunday lunch. She had done so partly because she was fond of them both, partly because they happened to be in London, and
         mainly because Sunday, that family day, was now the hardest, the loneliest, the most interminable day of the week.
      

      
      With a sigh, she raised her head and inspected her pleasant and familiar sitting-room. This apartment had been her home for eighteen years; formerly, it had been occupied by Lindsay, her
         son Tom, and her difficult mother, Louise. Now difficult Louise, astonishingly, had remarried and moved out; Tom was in his
         second year reading Modern History at Oxford. Thanks to their absence, the room was depressingly tidy. Markov and his friend
         Jippy, who was sitting beside him, but remaining silent as always, would soon be leaving; then the apartment would also be
         depressingly quiet. Lindsay feared this.
      

      
      Even that quietness, however, might be preferable to Markov’s present unrelenting assault, now moving in a most unwelcome
         direction. In a moment, Lindsay thought, a name – a forbidden name – would be mentioned. She embarked on a few more displacement
         activities, caught the glint of Markov’s pretentious dark glasses and sat down. She glared at the glasses, which Markov rarely
         removed; maybe he would be merciful, she thought. He was not.
      

      
      ‘Rowland,’ he said. ‘The name Rowland McGuire was mentioned; several times, sweetheart – which was progress. Which was honest, at
         least. Because let’s face facts, honeybunch – that man is at the back of this.’
      

      
      ‘I never mentioned Rowland,’ Lindsay cried, hearing a familiar defensive note enter her voice. ‘Well, maybe once or twice,
         in passing. Can we stop this conversation? All right, I said I intended to make some changes in my life. I’m making them, Markov. In my own way, at my own pace.’
      

      
      ‘Pace?’ Markov gave a snort of derision. He looked at his watch and rose to his feet. ‘Pace? Lindy, we are talking sluggish here. We are talking snail; we are talking limpet. We are talking chronic inertia and galloping indecision. We are talking one millimetre every other century …’
      

      
      ‘Give it a rest, Markov.’
      

      
      ‘And why? Because of a man. Because of that man. Lindy, you have to cure yourself of that man, and do it fast. As far as that man is concerned, you, Lindy, are invisible. You are less than a speck on the very distant horizon. When are you going to accept that?’
      

      
      ‘I have accepted it. I’ve nearly accepted it.’
      

      
      ‘Lindy, I’m now going to be brutally honest.’ Markov drew himself up. ‘You, Lindy, are not his type. Now, God knows what his type is, but it isn’t you. I think he’s a fool, Jippy thinks he’s a fool, but there you are. Three years ago, I thought we could
         bring him around, make him see sense. I put a lot of time and energy into that project, Lindy, if you remember …’
      

      
      ‘I do remember. Much good it did.’

      
      ‘Precisely. Nada. Zilch. So the time has come, Lindy, my love, to cut your losses. You have to hitch a ride, darling, to a different city
         on the highway of life …’
      

      
      ‘Markov, please. Give me a break.’
      

      
      ‘And you have to leave that son of a bitch behind in the parking lot. Am I right or am I right?’

      
      ‘You’re right, and he isn’t a son of a bitch; he’s good, he’s kind, he’s clever, he’s handsome, he’s nice.’

      
      ‘He’s blind.’ Markov became stern. ‘What you need, Lindy, is some McGuire antibiotic …’
      

      
      ‘I know that. I’m administering it. I’m in mid-cure right now …’
      

      
      ‘You are? And when does this cure cease?’

      
      ‘The end of the month. This month. I’ve set myself a deadline, Markov. Truly …’

      
      This reply, forced out of her, was another mistake – as Lindsay almost immediately realized. A crafty little smile curled
         about Markov’s lips. Next to him, the silent and gentle Jippy gave a sigh. His eyes fell on the pink mirror-writing invitation
         card, abandoned on a table. Markov at once picked it up.
      

      
      ‘This party,’ he said, with emphasis, ‘takes place on the last day of this month. All the more reason to go. You can celebrate
         your new-won freedom, for a start. You can meet new people, make new friends and kick-start your new improved McGuireless
         life.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’

      
      Lindsay took the proffered card and tucked it back in the pocket of Markov’s chartreuse-coloured jacket. Then, since she knew
         that beneath Markov’s affectations of speech and dress, his intentions were kindly, she patted the pocket and gave him an
         affectionate kiss on the cheek.
      

      
      ‘Really, Markov, I know you meant well, but I wouldn’t enjoy it. I wouldn’t know anyone there …’

      
      ‘That’s the entire point.’

      
      ‘You go, then you and Jippy can tell me all about it. It’s the day before you go off to Greece, isn’t it? You can tell me
         all about it when you get back. That gives you plenty of time to work out a good story – who was there, what I missed …’
      

      
      Markov, who rarely hesitated, hesitated then. He shifted from his right foot to his left.

      
      
      ‘Jippy thinks you ought to go,’ he announced. ‘In fact, this was all Jippy’s idea. You suggested it, didn’t you, Jippy?’

      
      It was Jippy’s main characteristic to speak only when it was unavoidable. As usual, he had that day entered Lindsay’s apartment
         without speaking, had tucked into lunch without speaking, and had sat at Markov’s side, a small benign shadow, without uttering
         once. Now, directly appealed to for confirmation, he rose to his feet. Jippy had a very bad stammer.
      

      
      ‘I d-d-did,’ he said.

      
      This unexpected endorsement made Lindsay pause. At the first meeting with Jippy, two years before, she had assumed that his
         reluctance to speak was caused by the stammer; further acquaintance with Jippy had taught her that the reason for those silences
         lay deeper.
      

      
      Jippy was a rare being: he spoke only when he had something of import to say; when he did so, his remarks, although sometimes
         difficult to interpret, were usually unequivocal, generally wise, and invariably brief. Lindsay looked at him with affection
         and with sudden doubt. Jippy was a small, squarely built man, with neat dark hair, gentle eyes and a childlike demeanour.
         Lindsay herself was not tall, but Jippy was shorter still, and could have been, she calculated, little over five feet. He
         was of indeterminate age; he might have been thirty-five, or much younger, but in certain lights he could look older, considerably
         older – as if he had been around for centuries, Markov said.
      

      
      Unlike Markov, who was flamboyant, Jippy cultivated anonymity of dress. Today, as usual, he was wearing clean, pressed blue
         jeans, a navy-blue sweater which a schoolboy might have worn, and a white shirt. His old-fashioned lace-up shoes were smartly
         polished, and, in a way Lindsay found heart-breakingly sad, he always looked spruced up, as if for a job interview – his expression,
         shy and somewhat hopeful, dogged but melancholy, suggesting it was a job Jippy was never going to get. He would have passed
         in a crowd without anyone’s giving him a second glance – indeed, Lindsay suspected that he preferred and intended this – but
         on closer inspection, he conveyed a powerful and disconcerting benevolence. Quite how he did this, Lindsay could not have
         said, since the benevolence seemed to radiate from him, without visible source, unless it be his eyes, the gaze of which was
         steady, as if expecting the best in others, and yet sorrowful – or so Lindsay thought.
      

      
      Jippy’s origins were in many ways obscure: Lindsay had never discovered his true name, where he lived or what he did before meeting Markov, or indeed how they had met. His ancestry, however,
         was for some reason elaborately exact. He was one half Belorussian, one quarter Armenian, one eighth British and one eighth
         Greek – on this issue, Jippy was emphatic, even pedantic. He was Markov’s photographic assistant as well as his lover, and
         according to Markov, he was a genius of the darkroom, indispensable to Markov’s latest experiments with silver and platinum
         prints. Lindsay knew virtually nothing else about him, except for one key piece of information, which, true, or untrue, Markov
         always stressed. He claimed that, from the Armenian grandmother, Jippy had inherited second sight.
      

      
      He was a gifted astrological interpreter, Markov said; he could read palms and sense auras, and was, at unexpected moments,
         afforded views of the future. This clairvoyance, whether a blessing or a curse, Jippy was said to treat with fortitude and
         circumspection, never discussing the ability himself. ‘Pay attention to Jippy,’ Markov liked to say. ‘He’s the seventh son
         of a seventh son, and believe me, you don’t argue with that.’
      

      
      Lindsay, who was more credulous and superstitious than she might have liked, was not disposed to argue in any case. From first
         meeting and first handshake, Jippy had impressed her. She liked his appearance, his reticence and his stammer; she liked him. Markov loved him, of course.
      

      
      When, therefore, she learned that it was Jippy who had suggested procuring the invitation to this ludicrous party, and that
         it was not one of Markov’s devious, hare-brained schemes, she began to see that mirror-writing invitation in a new light.
         Was it possible, could it be that … did Jippy see something fateful here, to which she was blind? She looked closely at Jippy,
         whose steady, liquid, brown-eyed gaze held hers. Perhaps she had been hasty; what harm could it do to go, after all? Was it
         not tempting to believe that, at last, she might be finding new purpose and direction to her life?
      

      
      At worst she risked being bored; escape would be easy; she would be free that night. Had she not, as Markov had just annoyingly
         reminded her, resolved to break out of the indecision and inertia that had comprised the last three years of her life? On
         the other hand, of course, Jippy was a social innocent; it was bound to be an appalling party, filled with people she neither
         knew, nor wished to know. Yes, it might have been intriguing to meet Tomas Court, whose movies she greatly admired, but a
         glimpse of the man, or one brief handshake, was the best she could expect, and that, she thought, she could well live without.
      

      
      And then there was the location: the party was to be held in some Dockland’s loft, in a part of London she knew well, having
         once worked for a newspaper whose grim and fortified offices lay very close to this venue in Wapping. It was miles from where
         she lived, in Notting Hill Gate; she was sure to get lost in those eerie ill-lit riverside streets. It would be dark; it would
         be Hallowe’en; she would almost certainly have to park miles away and then venture past gloomy wharves, threatening alley-ways,
         at the end of which, by mud and slippery, weedy steps, the Thames sucked and washed … She gave a small involuntary shiver.
         ‘I know you both mean well,’ she began, ‘but I really don’t want to go. It’s a Friday; I have to go to Oxford to see Tom that weekend. It’s just before the New York collections,
         so I’ll be getting ready for New York and I’ll have a mountain of work …’
      

      
      Jippy made a gesture, a tiny, quick motion of the hand. He patted her arm and smiled, and began to lead Markov towards the
         door.
      

      
      ‘S-see how you feel,’ he said, ‘on the n-night.’

      
      ‘Oh, all right, I’ll think about it,’ Lindsay conceded, ‘if you both promise to go to it too. Markov, you might as well leave
         the invitation …’
      

      
      Jippy smiled broadly. Markov smiled broadly.

      
      ‘In your left pocket, I think you’ll find, Lindy,’ Markov said, opening her front door, exiting fast and shutting it with
         a smart click.
      

      
      Lindsay had forgotten Jippy’s other skills: his sleight of hand, his conjuring tricks, his ability to convey solid matter
         from that place of concealment to this. She put her hand disbelievingly into the pocket of her jacket. It closed over the
         pink, mirror-writing invitation to a party. She still had no intention of going, she told herself, and over the next two intervening
         weeks she constantly reminded herself of this.
      

      
      The two weeks were active ones. During them, she discovered something unpleasant: she began to realize just how much she missed
         her son, and how much she missed the daily tussle of wills provided in the past by the presence of her difficult mother. She
         missed Gini and her husband Pascal; other friends, and one in particular, were also away from London during this period, and
         Lindsay, returning to her familiar apartment after work, realized with a sense of panic that these much-loved rooms could
         feel lonely, not only on Sundays, but on weekday evenings as well.
      

      
      
      So, when it finally came to Hallowe’en, and the last day of her spiritual antibiotic course, Lindsay weakened. Invitations
         to Lulu’s parties, she had heard, were much in demand. Lulu was famous for her parties. Lindsay, a social cynic, placed little faith in such claims, or in parties. On the evening in question,
         however, she discovered she had decided to go after all; a mysterious process. In the shower, she was still undecided; wrapped
         in a towel five minutes later, her mind was made up.
      

      
      She threw on a red partyish dress, hated it, pulled it off, kicked it across the room and donned a black one. She screwed
         into place the prettiest ear-rings she possessed, which had been given to her by Gini as a parting gift: two teardrops of
         pale jade which seemed to have been imbued with an animation of their own, so that they shimmered or trembled before she made
         the least gesture or the slightest turn of her head.
      

      
      She ran up and down stairs in stockinged feet as darkness fell and her front doorbell kept ringing. She gave a bar of chocolate
         to a diminutive witch and her brother the hangman. She gave a tube of sweets to a werewolf, and some Turkish delight to a
         covey of skeletons from next door, escorted by a lugubrious father with an axe through his head. She was forestalled by a
         gorilla and a ghoul when finally leaving, and lacking sweets or small change, thrust a five pound note into the startled gorilla’s
         fur-paw. The gorilla and the ghoul she noted, fought a brief battle for possession of this prize in the middle of the street.
      

      
      Then, over an hour and a half late, and thoroughly rattled, she set off in her small car eastwards. Lindsay was a bad driver,
         and her sense of direction was dysfunctional. This fact had often been remarked upon, amiably and laconically, by Rowland
         McGuire. Even in his absence, Lindsay was determined to prove him wrong. She failed; as she had predicted, she lost herself
         in the dark streets of the Docklands almost at once.
      

   



      
      
      III

      
      ‘… THE THAMES,’ Lindsay said, raising her voice and peering upwards at the white, bloodless face of a complete stranger, an exceedingly
         tall vampiric and emaciated man, whose features she could only just see through candle smoke, cigarette smoke, and some peculiar
         foggy density to the air, apparent throughout this vast and crowded room, but especially dense in this area, to which she
         had been bobbed, tossed and cast like so much flotsam and jetsam.
      

      
      ‘What? What did you say?’

      
      The pale man had backed against a pillar, towards which he too had been tossed some moments before. Jammed against his right
         elbow, was a shorter, fatter man with a ponytail, who was waving a glass in one hand, and a large prawn in the other. This
         man was haranguing a satellite group on the subject of Scorsese’s movies.
      

      
      ‘Mayhem,’ he yelled. ‘Steadicam. Mean Streets, my friends. Note the tracking shots, yes?’
      

      
      Another piece of human driftwood hit Lindsay hard from behind. She stumbled, then righted herself. She had arrived late; most
         of the other party guests appeared to have arrived early and were already wrecked. She gazed helplessly around her. If this
         room was like an aircraft carrier – and it was; several planes could have been parked in this space – its decks were awash. Waves of random conversations kept breaking over her; people surged
         on all sides; she could not even see properly, since it seemed Lulu Sabatier eschewed electric light. This entire, huge, confusing
         loft space, with a bewilderment of metal stairways; jutting, galleried upper decks; dark archways which might lead somewhere
         or nowhere, was lit by candles. In the centre of the deck, or floor, was a lipstick-coloured couch, to which party-goers clung
         like a life-raft, and thrumming up through her feet, she could sense some mysterious energy, like the power of a whirring
         turbine, buried deep in the bowels of a ship. The throb and pulse of this power source had a propulsive effect. Lindsay felt
         it was propelling her through the dark and the smoke to some vital but as yet undisclosed destination. She felt she would
         surely arrive somewhere eventually, but meanwhile she felt unstable, not too sure of her balance, and faintly sea-sick.
      

      
      She peered up at the landmark of the tall Dracula man. He had just avoided being speared by his fat neighbour’s cocktail stick
         and was looking down at Lindsay with a mad desperation.
      

      
      ‘I can’t hear,’ he shouted. ‘You cannot hear a god-damn thing in here …’
      

      
      ‘The Thames,’ Lindsay yelled, with equal desperation. ‘I said, this place is very hard to find, isn’t it? I nearly drove into the Thames
         twice …’
      

      
      The pale man, she perceived, was not interested in this. He was not interested in Lindsay either, but – hedging his bets –
         he was not yet prepared to be uninterested. She could already see that he had an acute case of party squint, partly caused
         by alcohol, she suspected, but also caused by visual dilemmas.
      

      
      It was not easy to keep one eye perpetually on the entrance doors, in case someone came in, while keeping the other eye on two hundred guests, all of whom kept milling back and forth, and any one of whom
         might be (several certainly were) someone as well. Nor was he prepared to cast off Lindsay yet; she too, after all, might turn out to be someone, though he seemed to find that possibility unlikely. He performed another periscopic manoeuvre – a process assisted by the
         length of his neck – then, with an irritable frantic air, bent one eye upon her from a great height.
      

      
      ‘Fog,’ he shouted. ‘This room is full of fucking fog. Why has Lulu opened the fucking windows? I mean, it’s October. It’s Hallowe’en, for fuck’s sake. What kind of maniac opens the windows in October? The fog comes in off the river. It mists the whole place up …’
      

      
      ‘If Lulu didn’t open the windows,’ Lindsay yelled, ‘it would be impossible to breathe …’

      
      ‘Ahhh …’ Momentary hope dawned in his eyes. ‘You know Lulu then?’

      
      ‘Intimately,’ replied Lindsay, who had still to identify her hostess, let alone be introduced to her. ‘Lulu and I go way back.’

      
      This statement, designed to annoy, had an arresting effect. The pale man’s fly-eyes stopped swivelling. He clasped Lindsay’s
         arm in a demented grip, and said something frantic and inaudible, something washed away by the incoming tide of adjacent conversations.
      

      
      ‘… Is he here?’ Lindsay heard, as the conversations ebbed. ‘Because fucking Lulu swore he was coming … Only reason I’m here … Have to speak to … Urgent … Project … Script. This man is my god. I mean no exaggeration, my god.’
      

      
      ‘Is who here?’ Lindsay shouted back, decoding this.

      
      ‘Court. Tomas Court.’

      
      ‘Where? Where?’ cried the ponytailed neighbour, as this magic name was uttered. He spun round like a dervish, grabbed the
         pale man with one hand and Lindsay with the other, spilling champagne down her dress.
      

      
      ‘He’s here? Did you say Tomas was here?’

      
      ‘No, I said maybe he was here.’ The pale man swayed. ‘I said Lulu said he’d be here. Look, d’you mind fucking letting go of me?’
      

      
      ‘Apologies, my friend.’ The ponytail stepped back half an inch, and with difficulty focused upon Lindsay.

      
      ‘And this is?’

      
      ‘I don’t know who this is,’ the pale man replied in an aggrieved tone. ‘She knows Lulu. She says she knows Lulu …’ He paused. ‘Whereas I’ve never fucking met Lulu. I’ve been here eight times and I’ve never met her yet.’
      

      
      This surprising information seemed to forge an instant bond. The two men embraced.

      
      ‘Shake, pal.’ They shook. ‘I’m beginning to wonder, my friend,’ the ponytail remarked, in Jacobean tones, ‘whether Lulu exists.’

      
      ‘She says she does.’ The pale man turned accusingly to Lindsay. ‘Knows her intimately. Friends from way back …’

      
      Fixing her with his eyes, in so far as he was able, the ponytail demanded to know where, in that case, Lulu was. ‘Because,’
         he said, swaying like a yachtsman, ‘I’ve been promised an introduction to Tomas. I spoke to a very very close aide of Lulu’s
         called Pat.’
      

      
      The two men eyed each other.

      
      ‘Pat? Pat?’ The pale man sighed. ‘That rings a bell. But there’s a lot of aides. Lulu has a confusing number of aides …’
      

      
      ‘True. An ear to the ground, however. On the inside of the inside. On the ball. That’s Lulu’s strength. Elusive, though, my friend. Cancels lunch dates …’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t return calls. Can’t be fucking reached …’

      
      ‘Here tonight though. Definitely here – somewhere. I have assurances. Lulu’s here – and so is Tomas Court.’

      
      Lindsay, growing anxious to escape, attempted to edge away, but the group behind her pushed her back. Oblivious to her presence,
         an expression of demented reverence came upon the pale man’s face.
      

      
      ‘Tomas Court!’ he cried. ‘I worship that man. I bow down before him. I say – and I don’t fucking care who hears me say it
         – I say: that man is my god.’
      

      
      ‘A director of genius, my friend. No argument. Dead Heat?’
      

      
      ‘Incandescent. I’ve seen it fifteen times. A masterpiece. I fucking wept.’

      
      ‘Pure film, my friend. In a class of its own. Except …’

      
      ‘The spider sequence?’

      
      ‘Cheap. I would have to say that. Edging towards the cheap.’

      
      ‘Vulgar?’

      
      ‘My friend, I’d have to agree. Seriously vulgar. Even jejune. You could say – a mistake.’

      
      ‘He makes mistakes!’ Here, the pale man became very animated. ‘OK, it’s heresy, but I’ll say it: Tomas Court makes mistakes,
         misjudgements. And Dead Heat is riddled with them …’
      

      
      ‘The end is lousy. Dead Heat has a lousy ending. Personally, I have my doubts about the beginning, as well …’
      

      
      ‘What’s your view on the editing?’

      
      ‘A fucking shambles.’

      
      ‘Dialogue?’

      
      ‘Please. I could write better dialogue in my sleep.’
      

      
      ‘No heart, my friend.’ Ponytail sighed. ‘It’s all window dressing. Smart-ass movie graduate stuff. Post-modern posturing.
         Hommage. Quotes. Does Tomas Court even understand genre, my friend? That’s the question I ask myself …’
      

      
      ‘Understand it? He couldn’t spell it.’
      

      
      
      ‘He’s sold out, in my view. He’s peaked, let’s face it. He peaked a while ago. He was a flash in the pan. He …’

      
      ‘Actually, he’s over there,’ said Lindsay, who had now decided that she disliked these two cabaret artists very much. ‘He’s
         over there by the door,’ she continued, giving them both the sweetest smile she possessed.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you see him? By the door, with Lulu.’

      
      She pointed across the room. There, in a thick cluster by the entrance, stood a tall and dramatically dressed woman of a certain
         age, who jutted up from the heaving crowd like a gaunt, weather-beaten lighthouse. None of her companions was Tomas Court,
         now so famous that Lindsay would have recognized him, and the tall woman was not Lulu Sabatier, but paleface and ponytail
         deserved punishment, and this woman was, without a doubt, the most terminally boring woman Lindsay had ever met in her life.
         Grasping Lindsay as she entered, she had pinned her to the wall and gone through her last screenplay scene by scene and comma
         by comma. Emma was mad about it, she said; Michelle had read it – it was female, female, female – and Michelle had flipped.
      

      
      ‘That woman there.’ Lindsay pointed again. ‘The one in the burnous. That’s Lulu. She’s been waiting there for Tomas Court
         all evening. He just came in, a second ago. Sharon Stone was with him, I think …’
      

      
      ‘Christ …’ Paleface and ponytail convulsed. Parting the waters, they hit the waves at speed; as some wind in the room took
         up the cry ‘Tomas Court, Tomas Court’ a host of back-up vessels surged in their wake. A social tide turned; two, four, ten,
         fifteen, thirty others caught the prevailing current and made for the beachhead of the burnous. Lindsay, well satisfied, watched
         this armada with delight. The burnous woman, used to being avoided, greeted her new-found popularity with stupefaction. Lindsay
         slipped her moorings, shifted behind the now-vacant pillar, and resolved to lie low, over the horizon, out of sight.
      

      
      She had been at the party less than an hour by then; it felt like a week. Somewhere during the course of the evening, she
         had lost her grip, and time and age had run amok. A rattled forty by the time she left her apartment, she suddenly turned
         thirty in the elevator here as, soothed by recondite muzak, she glided up.
      

      
      The elevator was multi-mirrored, and its lighting had been unusually flattering. Looking at what appeared to be several well-dressed,
         passably pretty women who, since she was the only female present, were presumably herself, Lindsay experienced pre-party optimism; it was as pungent as snuff. The true source
         of this optimism, she realized a second later, was not really her own reflection, but the apparently admiring glance of the
         elevator’s only other occupant, a tall, dark-haired American, who had held the doors for her, who had wished her ‘Good Evening’,
         and who bore a passing resemblance to Rowland McGuire. It was as she noticed this resemblance that she hit thirty, a promising
         age. However, on reaching Lulu Sabatier’s loft-palace, he remarked, ‘Nice dress, babe,’ and Lindsay, realizing he looked nothing like Rowland at all, hit thirty-eight.
      

      
      Thanks to paleface and ponytail, she was now sixty-five, going on eighty-two. She did not smoke, she had never smoked, but
         she now needed a cigarette badly. Also alcohol; yes, it was certainly a mistake in these circumstances to be drinking prudent
         Perrier and ice. What she needed was a triple brandy, or intravenous vodka perhaps. Since she was driving, the best she could
         risk was a glass of champagne. If she drank it extremely fast, however, having eaten nothing sinch lunch, perhaps all these
         frogs would turn into princes; perhaps all these basilisk women would turn and welcome her; perhaps the air would begin to
         ring with good fellowship and wit. And if that transformation failed to occur, as seemed likely, she would find Markov and
         Jippy and insist on escape.
      

      
      Confidence, confidence, she muttered to herself, easing between knotty groups of people who showed no inclination to admit
         her. She grabbed a glass of champagne from a scurrying waiter and found a haven of relative quiet and space in an embrasure
         by the windows. She drank half of the champagne with medicinal speed. Here, she was able to conceal herself from paleface
         and ponytail and any revenge they might seek. She moved back behind a huge and magnificent swagged curtain, constructed from
         plebeian sailcloth, but fringed with partrician silks, and, watching the ceaseless ebb and flow, waited for the magic potion
         – it was Krug – to take effect.
      

      
      Here, with a view down through wisps and drifts of mist to the sleek black curve of the river, she became calmer. Below her,
         she discovered, lay a garden, a garden that was subtly and theatrically lit, with a dark central fish pool, clipped topiary
         shapes, and some pale statuary. She could see a goddess or two, one lacking arms, a lovely blind nereid, and a nymph on a
         pedestal, who appeared to ward off the attentions of a nearby god. It was an enchanting garden, made the more beautiful by
         the flow of the river beyond, and she found that the garden – or the champagne – was soothing her. Her age steadied and approached normal; the throb of
         those mysterious party turbines seemed quieter. Leaning against the iron balustrade across the open window, she inhaled damp,
         foggy city air. Was she in London? She felt she might have been elsewhere, anywhere. She was beginning to feel like Alice,
         made tiny enough to enter Wonderland by swallowing the contents of a bottle labelled, ‘Drink me’, and then made absurdly tall
         by nibbling a cake.
      

      
      She thought of Alice, swimming in a lake of her own tears. She thought of Alice, a most sensible girl, stabilizing her size
         fluctuations by – how had she done it exactly? Lindsay frowned down at the imperceptible flow of the river below, trying to
         remember – by eating from alternate sides of a mushroom, she thought – and a vivid image came to her of reading this story
         aloud to Tom when he was seven, perhaps eight. It was a period, she knew, of some background pain, one of the last occasions
         when her ex-husband, down on his luck and thrown out by the latest girl, had attempted to come back.
      

      
      It was probably the time, if she were accurate, when she finally realized, five years after her divorce, that she neither
         loved nor needed him any more. She could remember looking at him, as he stood in the doorway; she could remember the faint
         surprise she had felt as she realized that she had loved, married, divorced, and agonized over a man whom she neither liked
         nor respected; a man who had wasted too much of her time. How stupid I was, she had thought, closing the door.
      

      
      Yes, all of that had been happening; yet now, looking back, she found that those incidents had drifted away, and in their
         place, anchoring her, distinct as the links of a chain, were her evenings with her son; evening after blessed evening, hour
         after peaceful hour, in which they shared the fantastic adventures of a Victorian child, encircled by lamplight, absorbed
         in a story, both of them contented and wanting nothing more.
      

      
      Over a decade ago, those evenings, now. Sharp as a poignard, Lindsay felt the familiar stab of regret. Such states of grace
         did not, and could not, endure; childish things, and even the most adult of children’s books, were put away. Children grew
         up, and now her son’s need for her company was diminished and infrequent – as she had always accepted it would one day be.
      

      
      It would have been consoling, she thought, watching the river flow, to know that someone else did still retain a need for
         her; the kind of need that accompanies love: a husband, an enduring partner. It would have been easier and less painful, Lindsay sometimes
         believed, to adjust to her present state had she not had to do so alone. However, alone she was and alone she was likely to
         remain, and the worst possible way of dealing with that was to indulge in this kind of melancholy introspection. Lindsay pinched
         herself viciously – one of her cures – and read herself a few bracing lectures. She turned her back firmly on the river and
         the lovely shadowy garden below; such views encouraged nostalgia and self-pity, she feared.
      

      
      She eddied out into the party again, trying to convince herself that she was glad to be there.

      
      After some while, she managed to accost a tiny waiter, bearing a huge platter aloft. He presented her with tiny but delectable
         offerings: a wren’s egg with a paring of black truffle; a tadpole-shaped blini glistening with caviar – real caviar, as it
         proved. She forced a conversation with some mad-hatter movie journalist about something; she talked to Tweedledum and Tweedledee
         who, in her experience, were always present at all parties. She was addressed by a dozy dormouse; by a duchess – and she actually
         was a duchess, or so some unctuous caterpillar of a man confirmed. There were a number of queens here, of course – in fact,
         queens were particularly thick on the ground. She looked desperately around and behind and beside them for Markov, certain
         to be queening it on an occasion such as this. But she could find no sign of him, or of silent Jippy, and after a while the
         utter randomness of these unlikely conversations began to tell. Lindsay felt afflicted with egos: me, me, me, cried her interlocutors
         – my screenplay, my company, my role, my percentage, my agent, my image … Lindsay fled.
      

      
      It occurred to her – she had seen a flight of steps – that somewhere there must be a way down to that tempting garden below,
         perhaps via one of the archways, or one of the corridors which seemed to lead off this aircraft-carrier deck. Carefully, she
         navigated in what seemed to be approximately the right direction. She was a little delayed, en route, first by the famous and poisonous actor, Nic Hicks, who mistook her for someone else, and then by a man who claimed she
         was his third wife and the love of his life. She was further held up by an impetuous man who grabbed her arm, waved a bottle
         of pills, and announced he was about to commit suicide; on Lindsay’s informing him that, in these circumstances his decision was perfectly understandable, he had a change of heart and decided to have another drink instead.
      

      
      At last, still nursing a few dregs of champagne, she found herself alone in a corridor, a long white corridor, lined with
         posters for, and stills from, famous movies: Casablanca, Persona, Citizen Kane, Gone With the Wind, La Règle du Jeu, Pulp Fiction, Jules et Jim, Dead Heat, Bicycle Thieves,
            The Virgin Spring … Lindsay had seen all of these films, many with Tom who was a film buff and movie addict. She passed along the display,
         slowing first at one, then another. She came to a halt in front of the celebrated poster for Tomas Court’s third and breakthrough
         movie, Dead Heat, the film paleface and ponytail had been lauding and denigrating earlier.
      

      
      It showed a still from that movie which had now become so famous it was part of the collective consciousness, imprinted on
         the minds of almost everyone, whether they had seen the actual movie or not. This image, reproduced on a million T-shirts,
         had first been seen by Lindsay some eighteen months before in New York; it had been blown up 30 feet high, and had been fronting
         the façade of a movie theatre on Madison. A marriage of beauty and menace, she had thought then; she had found it disturbing,
         and still did.
      

      
      It was a cunningly lit, rear-view shot of Natasha Lawrence, still Tomas Court’s wife when the movie was shot, but divorced
         from him shortly after its première. She was barebacked, and was framed by a suggestion of a white curtain to her left, and
         by a blank white wall in front and to the right of her. Lawrence’s singularly beautiful face could not be seen; her dark hair
         was cropped as short as a boy’s; her right arm was lifted and pressed against the wall; her left arm was pressed against her
         side; a shaft of light slanted against the curve of her spine, below which the picture was cropped.
      

      
      This image might have been, and in some senses was, an Ingres-like tribute to the beauty and allure of a woman’s back, though
         Lawrence was thinner than any of Ingres’s Odalisques. The eye was drawn by the exquisite pallor of the skin, by the arch of
         the slender neck, by the line of the spine; it suggested the skeletal, while celebrating the voluptuousness of flesh. Then,
         gradually, the eye was drawn by what appeared, at a casual glance, to be some small birthmark or blemish, a small dark patch
         high on the left scapula. On closer examination, this dark area proved to be neither a blemish, nor a tattoo – most people’s
         second assumption – but a spider, an actual spider, a real spider, of modest dimensions, with delicate legs and black skin. Discovering this, women had been known to shriek and shrink back; Lindsay herself, who
         could deal with spiders, had felt a certain revulsion. A Freudian revulsion, Tom had later annoyingly claimed; a revulsion
         Court no doubt intended, Rowland McGuire had remarked, since Court was the most manipulative of directors – and the most manipulative
         of men, or so it was said.
      

      
      Looking at this image now, Lindsay felt she saw elements in it which she had missed before; the image, and the very violent
         sequence from which it was taken – a sequence she had never watched in its entirety, because she always covered her eyes –
         seemed to her to have a riddling multiplicity of meanings: it could be read both ways, she felt; from the right and from the
         left.
      

      
      She was about to pass on towards the stairs, which she could now see at the end of this corridor, and which she hoped, if
         her navigation were accurate, might lead down to the garden below, when a small accident occurred. Stepping back, eyes still
         on that poster for Dead Heat, she collided with a woman, and – apologizing – swung around. The woman, equally startled it seemed, almost dropped the four
         laden plates she was balancing, and gave a small cry of alarm.
      

      
      ‘Whoops,’ she said, in a strong Australian or New Zealand accent, as a solitary olive bounced off the plates, rolled along
         the corridor, and came to rest in front of some bookshelves by the stairs.
      

      
      Lindsay, guiltily aware that she might now be trespassing, looked the woman up and down. She was tall and gaunt, with a large
         nose, rabbity teeth, small round granny glasses, and an arresting head of long, thick, near-white hair. Despite the hair colour,
         she was, Lindsay realized, around forty years old, no more. She was wearing what might have been a uniform: a neat black dress
         with white collar and cuffs, but no apron. Was she a waitress? Lindsay looked at the woman, and then at the plates she was
         somewhat furtively carrying.
      

      
      ‘Goodies,’ said the woman, following the direction of Lindsay’s glance.

      
      The woman appeared to have raided the sumptuous buffet table Lindsay had glimpsed earlier, through the crowds. Heaped on the
         plates were cheeses and grapes; there was a large wedge of some spectacular gilded pastry pie, some of the wrens’ eggs, a
         glistening pyramid of caviar. There might have been some lobster – Lindsay thought she glimpsed a claw – and on the largest
         of the plates was a cornucopia arrangement of little tarts and cakes and miniaturized meringues, spun-sugar confections, marzipan amuse-gueules and tiny black chocolate petits fours. Balanced on top of them was a marzipan apple, tinted pink and green, with a clove
         for a stem; a pretty conceit. This, to Lindsay’s surprise, the gaunt woman suddenly passed to her.
      

      
      ‘Delicious, yeah?’ It was delicious. ‘Mrs Sabatier is really pleased with these caterers. She says they’re a find.’
      

      
      ‘I expect I shouldn’t be here,’ Lindsay said, extracting the clove, and, for want of anywhere else, putting it in her pocket.
         ‘I hope this isn’t out of bounds …’
      

      
      ‘No worries.’

      
      ‘It’s just – I used to be good at parties, but I seem to have lost the knack.’

      
      ‘I don’t blame you.’ The woman smiled, showing even more rabbity teeth. ‘It’s pandemonium back there.’

      
      ‘It is rather.’ The woman had begun to move off, and Lindsay trotted after her. ‘I was just wondering – I wanted to see the
         garden …’
      

      
      ‘The garden?’ The woman came to a halt.

      
      ‘Would Mrs Sabatier mind? I could see it from above. It looked so beautiful. There’s all these marvellous statues, a goddess,
         a nymph …’
      

      
      The woman hesitated, then shrugged.

      
      ‘I guess it’s all right. Mrs Sabatier’s gone to bed anyway. She avoids these parties of hers like the plague. And you are?’

      
      ‘My name’s Lindsay Drummond. I work at the Correspondent …’ The woman looked her up and down.
      

      
      ‘Right. Mrs Sabatier probably wouldn’t mind. It’s those stairs over there. If you get stopped, if anyone objects, just say
         Pat gave you the OK …’
      

      
      ‘Pat?’

      
      ‘That’s me. Really.’ She made an encouraging gesture. ‘It’s fine. The doors are open. You don’t need a key.’

      
      As she made this remark, Pat was moving off rapidly again. With Lindsay at her heels, she approached a wall of bookshelves
         at the head of the stairs. Without further speech, she opened an invisible door in these bookshelves and disappeared. What
         a cunning piece of trompe l’oeil, Lindsay thought, pausing to examine it; why, even the hinges were well-nigh undetectable. She examined the false book spines,
         amused; then she began to descend the stairs. There, at a turn on a lower landing, she ran into Markov and Jippy at last. They turned back with her and accompanied her to the garden below, where, Markov claimed, they had been
         lurking for some while.
      

      
      ‘Smart move, huh?’ he said. ‘It was purgatory up there. Wall to wall jerks. No sign of Tomas Court. We saw you skulking at
         the window. We waved …’
      

      
      Lindsay was not listening. She was looking around her, entranced. A secret garden, she thought, invisible from the street,
         invisible from any other building except the one she had just left. Mist drifted across the symmetry of the hedges and settled
         above the still surface of the pool. It was as quiet as any country garden; she could hear, just, the tidal slap against stone
         of the river beyond; from above, like the murmur of bees, came muted sounds from the party; no traffic was audible and no
         roads were visible; across on the far bank of the river, she could just see the outline of some industrial building, bulking
         as large as a cathedral in the dark. Markov and Jippy had taken her arms; now, Lindsay disengaged herself. She wandered away,
         touching the stone goddess’s crumbling hem, then the base of her ardent god’s pedestal. She reached up and touched the nereid’s
         sightless eyes.
      

      
      ‘Look, Markov, Jippy,’ she said. ‘Isn’t she lovely? In daylight, I’m sure she’s meant to be blind, but the moon gives her
         eyes. She’s looking across the river … What time is it, Markov?’
      

      
      ‘Nearly midnight. Around midnight, Lindsay …’

      
      Lindsay had moved off again. She trailed her hand dreamily over the crisp crests of the topiary hedges and made her way along
         a path, the river flowing ahead of her, and Markov and Jippy somewhere behind her in the shadows. Perhaps Jippy brought me
         here for the garden, Lindsay thought; perhaps it was Jippy’s companionship that made her feel truly at peace for the first
         time that evening, for Jippy’s presence always calmed.
      

      
      She stepped through a gap in the hedges and approached a wooden balustrade. She leaned over it, wisps of mist drifting, then
         clearing, and looked down at the flow of the tide. The river was smooth and dark, a liquid looking-glass; reflected in it,
         bending gently then reassembling as the currents moved beneath, she could see the moon, lights like orbs, and an Ophelia-woman,
         pale and poised on the tide, who looked up at her, half drowned, from some water world beneath.
      

      
      In the distance, a church clock chimed, then another, then a third. The last minute of the last hour of the last day of deadline
         month. Lindsay thought of Rowland McGuire, who had felt close, very close, the instant she came out here. She would summon him up, Lindsay decided, before, as she had resolved she would, she
         said her final and irrevocable goodbye.
      

      
      Rowland McGuire, this week, was away. Taking his first vacation in a year from the newspaper he edited, he was climbing with
         friends on the Isle of Skye, or possibly – for his plans were subject to change – he had moved on to join another old friend
         from his Oxford days, a man who, as far as Lindsay could gather, was associated with the film industry in some way. This man
         had wanted Rowland to join him in Yorkshire, where he was engaged on some hush-hush project of an undisclosed kind, which
         – for unspecified reasons – required unspecified assistance from Rowland McGuire.
      

      
      Scotland; Yorkshire. Lindsay closed her eyes, spinning together these inconclusive strands in her mind. Behind her somewhere,
         Markov was talking about nothing as usual, and Jippy was walking up and down in a somewhat anxious way. She concentrated:
         Yorkshire, she felt sure and, since her imagination was on such occasions busy, detailed and compliant, Rowland rose up before her
         with a visionary speed.
      

      
      There he was, in some remote place – Rowland liked remote places, and liked to be alone in them. Lindsay discovered he had
         spent the day on some Brontë-esque moor. She could see its crags and its heathers; she could hear a lapwing’s cry. She could
         watch Rowland stride across these wuthering heights: this she did for a while, and very dark, handsome and desirable he looked.
         Then Lindsay settled him down in an inn by a blazing log fire, an inn delightfully unencumbered by the friend or other inconvenient
         occupants. Rowland, she found, was reading – well, he usually was. Yes, he was definitely reading, and he was wearing the
         green sweater Lindsay had given him the previous Christmas, a sweater which was almost exactly the same green as his eyes.
         She could not quite see the title of his book, a pity that, but she could read Rowland’s mind. He was thinking about her;
         he had just decided that before he turned in, he would give Lindsay a quick call.
      

      
      ‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ Markov said, on a plaintive note, ‘but is it suddenly arctic out here? Jippy, can you feel the
         wind getting up? It’s Siberian. Brrr … Like my legs are icy, my nose is icy, my hands …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Markov, shut up,’ Lindsay cried, and concentrated again.
      

      
      It might have been pleasant had Rowland begun that telephone call with some momentous word – ‘darling’, for instance, would have done very nicely indeed. Lindsay’s imagination, however,
         had its dry, its legalistic side; it was a stickler for accuracy. Rowland, therefore, did not use this, or any other inflammatory
         term, he simply addressed her, as he always did, by name.
      

      
      And then – she could hear his voice distinctly – he told her in a friendly, fraternal way what he had been up to this past
         week. He enquired as to her own recent activities and announced he’d be returning to London soon. He recommended a book for
         Tom’s Oxford history course. He passed on his best wishes to Tom; then, with less obvious warmth, but a politeness characteristic
         of him, he sent his regards to Lindsay’s difficult mother, whom he disliked, not unreasonably, and to her mother’s new husband,
         disliked by both Lindsay and Rowland, who disparaged him with enjoyment and accord.
      

      
      These formalities over, he said, as he often did, that it was good to hear her voice, hoped she was well and looked forward
         to seeing her again soon.
      

      
      Lindsay disconnected. It was a conversation of a kind she had had with Rowland a hundred times: amusing, polite, concerned,
         dispassionate, brotherly; these conversations broke her heart. Rowland, of course, did not know that, at least Lindsay was
         hopeful he did not, for she kept her own feelings well concealed, and had done so now for a long time – almost three years.
      

      
      Lindsay opened her eyes; the moment felt auspicious. She looked down at her own wavering Ophelia-woman reflection, and wished
         Rowland a long goodbye. She said her farewell, her final farewell, to the other Rowland, the Rowland she wanted but could
         not have, the Rowland that inhabited a future that was never going to happen. Let him go, oh let him go, she said to herself, and then, since she wished him nothing but well, she added a rider: that Rowland might find a woman
         who would bring him the happiness he deserved, and that he would do so yesterday, tomorrow, at once, very soon.
      

      
      This was a spell, as Lindsay was aware. She could sense its power in the air, but it was important, indeed vital, that effective
         spells be correctly wound up. Accordingly, she touched wood three times; she crossed and uncrossed her fingers three times,
         but these actions seemed insufficiently solemn – she felt, obscurely, that some offering or sacrifice needed to be made. And
         so, hoping neither Markov nor Jippy could see her actions, she opened her small evening bag. Inside it, folded small, was
         a note written by Rowland McGuire. It was not a long note, nor were its contents – they concerned work – of any great significance, but it was the only
         specimen of Rowland’s handwriting she possessed, and she had been carrying it around like a talisman for nearly three years.
         A small square of paper: ‘Dear Lindsay,’ this note began. If she read it, she knew she would weaken, so she did not read it
         – anyway, she knew its four-line contents by heart. Leaning over the balustrade, she let this charmed piece of paper fall.
         It eddied towards her, then away; some current of air caught it, and it settled on the water like a pale moth; she watched
         it be carried away by the tide.
      

      
      The gesture made her sad, but she also felt immeasurably lighter, she found. She floated back up the path, arm in arm with
         Markov and Jippy, Markov grumbling about the cold and Jippy’s quiet gaze resting on the flagstones ahead. It was at this point
         in the evening, perhaps a little belatedly, that Lindsay, glancing at Jippy, wondered if he might have been influencing her
         once more. It was Jippy, after all, who had suggested Markov procure her the invitation to this party; it was at Jippy’s urging
         that she had kept that invitation, and she began to suspect now that it was Jippy’s influence that had weighed with her when
         she finally decided to come. It was odd, was it not, she thought, that he and Markov had been in the garden all evening, as
         if they had been waiting for her there. With Jippy, mainly because his presence was so silent and unobtrusive, it was always
         easy to forget he was there; it was only after her meetings with him were over that Lindsay sometimes suspected he had influenced her in some shadowy way, with some invisible sleight of hand.
      

      
      Now, drifting back through the garden to the stairs, she had, most strongly, the sensation that Jippy had possibly been guiding
         her, and that he was certainly guiding her now. This was superstition on her part, she told herself; Jippy did not do anything to which she could have pointed in evidence – at least not for a little while. Even so, the impression grew; it
         was imprecise and hazy, yet it was strong. Jippy’s grip on her arm was light; he guided her back along that white corridor,
         Markov forging ahead of them both now, and he guided her back through the tides of that party crowd. Lindsay could sense both
         that he wished to speak and was as yet unable to do so, and that he had a destination in view for her; looking at his pale,
         set face, she felt sure this destination was close, perhaps just the other side of those entrance doors.
      

      
      
      Their passage through the party was not the easiest of odysseys. Caught up in the swirling currents, they were buffeted towards
         that lipstick-red couch with its limpet men and siren girls; negotiating that, they were accosted, several times, by various
         ancient mariners wishing to tell various tales. Jippy guided them past these hazards; he paused briefly as paleface and ponytail
         hove into view, lamenting the latest news, which was that treacherous Lulu Sabatier had organized simultaneous Hallowe’en
         parties in New York and Los Angeles to celebrate Diablo, and that – ultimate treachery! – Tomas Court was now rumored to be
         at one or the other of these.
      

      
      ‘But which, my friend, which?’ The ponytail cried.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ Paleface responded. ‘I don’t fucking well know.’
      

      
      ‘If I find Lulu, my friend, I won’t be responsible for my actions …’

      
      ‘I’ll fucking well kill her,’ cried paleface, diving into some murky confluence by the doors.
      

      
      Jippy gave a small gentle smile at this and touched Lindsay’s arms. The crowds parted like the Red Sea before Moses, and she
         and Jippy surged through. Outside, in the peace and darkness of the streets, Jippy and Markov escorted Lindsay back to her
         car. They walked, footsteps echoing, along narrow cobbled roads, with the dark walls, the rusting winches and traps of abandoned
         warehouse machinery, rising up on either side. Just audible on the breeze came the slithering sound of river water against
         mud; Lindsay could sense that Jippy still wished to speak and was still struggling to voice words.
      

      
      Nearly half a mile from Lulu’s loft-palace, they finally found Lindsay’s little car, parked outside a ruinous, boarded-up
         church, with one of its wheels – Lindsay was impetuous at parking – on the pavement. From the deserted streets, from nowhere,
         the taxi Markov had been demanding of the air some seconds earlier, now appeared. No-one was too surprised by this phenomenon;
         such things tended to happen when Jippy was around.
      

      
      ‘Greece, tomorrow.’ Markov kissed Lindsay. ‘Blue skies, sun, pagan temples, divine hotels. Enjoy Oxford. Enjoy New York. See you when we get back, my dearest. We leave at dawn!’
      

      
      He then began to argue with the taxi driver – he always argued with taxi drivers on principle – about the route he should
         take to Markov’s London apartment, which, like the other bolt-holes Markov maintained around the world, was enviably situated,
         utterly practical, and very small.
      

      
      
      ‘Goodbye, Jippy,’ Lindsay said, kissing him. ‘I hope you have a wonderful holiday. Send me a card …’

      
      ‘I w-w-will. I …’ There came a lengthy, choking pause. Knowing that Jippy was finally about to volunteer the statement she
         had sensed was imminent when they were in the garden, Lindsay waited quietly while he fought consonants.
      

      
      ‘Y-y-y-yaw …’ Jippy stuck painfully; his brown eyes beseeched her. Lindsay did not prompt, for she knew that could make him
         seize up completely; she shivered as the wind gusted.
      

      
      ‘Y-y-y-York …’ he managed finally. Lindsay stared at him. Drops of sweat now beaded his forehead; his face was pale. Gently,
         she took his hand.
      

      
      ‘York? Do you mean Yorkshire, Jippy? I was thinking of Yorkshire, earlier. When we were in that garden. Did you know?’
      

      
      Jippy nodded, then shook his head. He gripped her hand tightly; his own felt deathly cold.

      
      ‘Ch-ch …’ This word, also, would not be said. Lindsay glanced over her shoulder at the desolate, semi-ruined building, with
         its forlorn boarded eyes. Church? Was Jippy trying to say church?
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Jippy?’ she began. ‘You look …’ She hesitated; ‘afraid’ was the word that sprang to mind, but she was
         reluctant to use it. She could sense some alarm, some skin-chilling anxiety; it was being communicated to her from Jippy’s
         cold hand. His lips were now trembling with the effort of words; his eyes rested on hers with a dog-like fidelity; she could
         not tell for sure, she realized, whether his expression was happy or sad. He gave a small convulsive jerk of the head and
         suddenly the word, the phrase, burst through its restrictions.
      

      
      ‘Ch-check your machine.’

      
      Lindsay looked at him blankly. She had been expecting a less mundane statement; according to Markov, Jippy’s words often carried
         a secondary, hidden meaning, but this suggestion seemed to defy all but the most obvious of interpretations.
      

      
      ‘My machine, Jippy? You mean my answering machine? When? Tonight? But I always check it anyway …’

      
      Jippy’s burst of eloquence was over. This time, he did not shake his head or nod; he bestowed on her instead one of his heartening,
         benevolent smiles – a smile Lindsay would remember, many months later, when she came to consider the results of this evening,
         and of Jippy’s advice. He pressed her hand, then climbed into the cab beside Markov. As it drove away, both men waved. Curiouser
         and curiouser, Lindsay thought, driving home.
      

      
      
      Mindful of Jippy’s words, and still haunted by his expression, she checked her fax and her answering machine immediately she
         entered her apartment. Her hopes, which had risen high on the drive back here, now fell. No faxes; no messages; the machine’s
         unwinking red light mocked her. During her absence, no-one had called her – from Yorkshire, or indeed from elsewhere.
      

   



      
      
      IV

      
      TOWARDS MIDNIGHT, the same night, Rowland McGuire put down the book he had been reading, rose, and threw another log on the fire. He pulled
         on the green sweater Lindsay had given him the previous Christmas, and moved quietly past the table where his friend Colin
         Lascelles was contriving to smoke two cigarettes at once and exude desperation. He opened the door.
      

      
      This rented cottage was set high on the north Yorkshire moors. Until his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness beyond, Rowland
         could see nothing. He drew the door half shut behind him, looked out and waited. After a while, he began to see the tussocky
         shapes of heather and gorse, the broken suggestions of crags on the horizon and, thrown out across the blackness above him,
         a glittering profusion of stars.
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell me you’re going out now?’ Colin called. ‘You’re mad. It’s All Souls’ Night – the night of the dead. The hobgoblins will get you. I’ll find you in
         the morning, stretched out, stone cold, with your teeth bared in a vampiric smile …’
      

      
      ‘I’ll risk it; just for a while. I like walking at night. It would be quite pleasant to breathe. You’ve smoked two hundred
         cigarettes this evening …’
      



OEBPS/images/9781408705643.jpg
SALLESS
BEAUMAN






