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			One

			.

			Alice Stockton hurried in from the rain, trying to reach the telephone before it stopped ringing. Her heavily loaded plastic carrier bags collided with the doorpost as she pushed through, and one of the flimsy handles broke in half, causing the lettuce on the top to fall to the floor. She got everything inside, scooping the lettuce in with her foot, then slammed the door behind her. She urgently needed to run upstairs to the toilet, but the phone call was likely to be from Granville. After a moment’s hesitation, trying to decide her priorities, she let her leather bag slip from her shoulder to the floor and rushed through to her study. The phone stopped as she put out her hand to pick it up.

			Her cat was there on the desk, lying flat across her papers and rousing to greet her, his legs straining at ninety degrees to his body, like those of the white horse engraved out of the side of the chalk downs. He turned his face to her, yawning. The phone hadn’t woken him, even though it was on the desk a few inches from his ear, but the noise of a supermarket bag, or of her own footsteps, could bring him out of the deepest sleep.

			She stared at the phone, willing it not to ring again for a few minutes at least, while the cat stood up, arched his back, then nuzzled his head against her hand.

			‘Do you want some dinner, Jimmy?’ she said. He turned an ear in her direction. ‘All right, in a moment.’

			She left him on the desk and went quickly upstairs. A few minutes later, feeling queasy and depressed, she returned to her main living room, which doubled as kitchen and dining room. Her leather bag was on the floor where it had fallen and she irritably pushed it aside with her foot, remembering too late that her only pair of spectacles was inside. Plastic lenses don’t break, they only get scratched, she thought, wondering if it were true. The carrier bag with the broken handle had tipped to one side on the table, and two apples had fallen on the floor.

			She picked up all the bags and took them across to the kitchen part of the room. The cat appeared as she opened the fridge door. He rubbed against her, ‘loving’ her legs, as Mrs Watson in the house next door described it. She pulled out that morning’s can of food, talking to the cat as she did so. He always reacted to her voice, although there were only two or three words she knew he recognized, all of them to do with food.

			The phone started ringing again. With a big dollop of unmashed cat-food on the plate, she dumped it on the floor and left the cat to work it out. She hurried into the study.

			‘Alice? This is Granville.’

			‘Oh, Granville. I hoped it would be you. Is there any news?’

			‘Well, not really. Not until this afternoon.’

			She imagined Granville in his office, the desk placed so that his back was to the window, the room obsessively tidy and clean, the houseplants, the carefully chosen furniture and the neat rows of books by his clients on the shelf beside him.

			‘I thought we agreed it would be settled this morning.’

			‘Yes. I tried to call earlier. I wanted you to know.’

			‘I had to go to the shop. What’s the excuse this time?’

			‘Some kind of meeting. I called Stackpole as I promised, but his secretary took the call. She said that the matter was in his diary for this morning, that a decision was expected, but that he’d been called away.’

			Alice made an impatient noise, and waited for more.

			‘I’ve made an appointment to see him this afternoon. It would be helpful if you could be there too.’

			‘No, that’s impossible. The car’s broken down, and there’s no train. I told you yesterday. Look, Granville, they’ve no right to do this!’

			Granville said nothing, his way of telling her she was being difficult. Alice was standing beside her desk, the telephone cord stretched taut. She half-turned, looked in the mirror on the far wall. Her hair was still wet from the rain, and she knew she really ought to wash it as soon as she had a moment. Granville was speaking again, trying to placate her. The Home Office had every right to act as they did, he was doing what he could, the problem would be resolved by this evening, and so on.

			‘What am I going to do if they keep it?’ she said.

			‘They’re not going to do that.’

			‘That’s what you said two weeks ago! They’ve still got it.’

			‘It won’t come to that. When I spoke to the secretary she made it sound as if everything had been settled.’

			‘Then why do you have to go in to meet him?’

			‘I’m not sure. It could be to pick it up.’

			‘Well, I hope so.’ Alice moved around and sat on her office chair. She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the desk, pressing the receiver to her ear, feeling bulky because she still had on the thick pullover she had been wearing under her coat. ‘Have you found out anything else about Stackpole? Like what his position is?’

			‘Only that he’s a department head.’

			‘Department of literary suppression.’

			‘He’s quite high up,’ Granville said.

			‘That makes it worse. Why the hell is the Home Office interfering with me?’

			‘I intend to find out this afternoon. Will you be in?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I’ll call you as soon as I get back to my office. I have to go now. There’s another client waiting to see me.’

			‘All right.’

			Granville always had someone in reception waiting to see him. An uninterrupted conversation with him was unusual. When she telephoned he often spoke to her while one of his other writers waited patiently on the far side of his desk. Or someone would arrive, or the other line would ring, or there was a client waiting. Most of Granville’s other clients were more important, because they weren’t just writers. Granville specialized in television personalities, sportsmen and politicians, whose opportunistic and often ghost-written books made him more money than books by real writers. She was used to all that.

			She walked slowly back to the kitchen to finish unpacking her shopping. Jimmy had departed through the cat door. Most of his food was untouched. In the middle of the day food was a social occasion for him, not a filling of the stomach. He would probably have cleaned the plate if she had stayed with him.

			She glanced out of the window but there was no sign of him. He perversely liked rainy days. She noticed that three more dead sparrows were on the floor of the concrete yard. It always depressed her to see them. She went out immediately, scooped them up with a shovel and dropped them in the dustbin in case the cat grew interested in them.

			She had washed her hair and was towelling it dry when the telephone rang again. This time it was the garage in the village. The distributor cap had cracked and they were having to get a new one in from Swindon. It should be ready to be picked up by the evening.

			She made herself a cup of instant coffee and took it to her desk.

			Her life was in suspense until the problem with the manuscript was sorted out. There were letters to answer and people to call, but for the last three weeks she had been lying low, waiting for Granville to come up with some kind of answer. All the natural momentum of her life had halted until this was sorted out. There seemed no point to anything. Maybe she should take some direct action herself? But Granville’s advice had been to lie low, not get involved, let him straighten it out. That was why she paid him. And so on.

			Anyway, what could she possibly do on her own? She had no idea where to begin, and in practical terms was more or less powerless to do anything. She had barely enough money to leave the village, let alone make repeated visits to London. The car was unreliable, and expensive to maintain. There were only a few trains a day: two in the early morning, for the long-distance commuters, two back again in the evening for the same people, and just one calling each way during the day. Granville was right, as always; it was best left to him.

			She wrote two short letters, then made sandwiches for lunch. Jimmy reappeared and sat helpfully on her lap, watching her eat. She shared tiny pieces of cheese with him.

			Two phone calls came in quick succession after lunch. She rushed back to the study to take the first, feeling slightly foolish at how dependent on the phone she had become. She had hardly ever used it when she lived in London.

			The first call was from Bill, still living in their old flat in West Hampstead.

			She sat down at her desk, sensing a long conversation, dreading the emotional upheavals that might result. It was still too recent for any detachment. Bill did not have to say very much to upset her. But he was in a hurry, just about to go out somewhere for the rest of the day. He had posted a cheque to her, part of the settlement that had been agreed, and he wanted her to know. He made it sound like a favour, and didn’t say where the money was from. It was probably some of the furniture he had promised to sell for her last year, but it didn’t matter. It wouldn’t be a large cheque. He never sent a large cheque.

			He asked how things were ‘going’. She answered in the same general way, with conventional vagueness. Bill couldn’t care less how things were ‘going’ for her. He was only trying to be pleasant so she wouldn’t ask about the rest of the money. He enquired after her new book, a departure from his norm. She said it was all OK, wanting to end the conversation. Bill was the last person she wanted to talk to about the Home Office.

			The second call came a few seconds after she had hung up. This was from Mrs Lodge, who worked part-time in the Post Office in Ramsford. Alice knew her through the Natural History Society in Ramsford, which she had joined during the summer.

			‘I thought you should know straight away,’ Mrs Lodge said. ‘Has anyone else told you about Mrs Traynor?’

			‘Eleanor?’ Alice said, sensing bad news. ‘No, what’s happened?’

			‘I’m afraid she’s dead. They found her body this morning.’

			‘Oh, no!’ Alice stared at the littered papers on her desk, looking blankly at the muddy prints where Jimmy must have jumped up earlier. ‘But how could that be?’ she said, feeling that nothing she could say would be adequate. ‘I saw her only two days ago.’

			‘Yes, and she was in the Post Office yesterday, just like normal.’

			‘Was she ill? Was it a heart attack?’

			‘That’s the mystery, you see,’ said Mrs Lodge. ‘There are police cars outside her house, and apparently she was found away from the house. Out in the woods, somewhere near the river.’

			‘Um, are you sure?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I meant, is there anything I can do?’

			‘I wouldn’t like to say, dear. You were friendly with her, weren’t you?’

			‘Just a little.’ Alice felt an irrational surge of selfish worry, and quickly suppressed it. Why were the police there? The business with the Home Office and her book had made her paranoid. ‘This is terrible,’ she said. ‘Does anyone know how she died?’

			‘That’s not for me to say, dear. But there are others who do say she was murdered.’

			‘Oh that’s ridiculous! No one would kill a harmless old lady like Eleanor.’

			‘That’s exactly what I said. I heard the doctor had been called, so I reckon she must have had a seizure.’

			‘Yes,’ Alice said, then repeated the word to make herself sound more sure. ‘Look, do you think I should go over to her house? Maybe I could help in some way.’

			‘I’d say that was up to you.’

			‘Doesn’t somebody have to identify a body? She was all alone. I could do that, I suppose.’

			‘I don’t think there’s any need. They say her son is coming to the village. He’ll take care of that.’

			‘I didn’t know she had a son! She never said anything about him.’

			‘So it seems. He lives in the north, up Manchester way, and is driving down tonight.’

			Alice was thinking, trying to remember whether Eleanor had ever mentioned children. She had told Alice that her husband had died about ten years ago, that before she moved to Wiltshire she had been living somewhere on the south coast near Portsmouth. But a son?

			‘Well, thank you for telling me. What terrible news!’

			‘That’s all right, dear. Goodbye.’

			Alice went upstairs and sat on the end of her bed, looking down at the garden. It had stopped raining but the soil looked sodden, and the overgrown grass of her lawn and the late flowers seemed laden with water. She could see the sun shining weakly on the hilly edge of Salisbury Plain, which formed the southern side of this valley, a mile or so to the south. She sat quietly, thinking about Eleanor and her sudden death, still disbelieving the news, trying to come to terms with it. And all mixed up with it, her book and Granville and Bill with his small cheque in the mail. All troubles, mounting up, yet none of them as shocking as the news about Eleanor.

			Jimmy came in and sat on the bed beside her. She stroked him while she cried, listening to him purr. He tried to clamber on her lap, but she pushed him gently away, went on stroking him. Soon he settled down beside her, curling up in a contented ball of tabby fur.

			She thought bleakly how her life revolved around the cat these days, or seemed to. He was her only reliable company, just about the only part of her life that was constant. She lived in daily dread of him developing more symptoms, or perhaps, just as likely, being killed by a passing car. The countryside was dangerous for cats. The roads were quiet, but when traffic passed it was travelling quickly. She had several times seen Jimmy sitting in the lane outside the house, calmly waiting for a speeding motorbike to flatten him.

			What would she do without the cat? He was her only company. More so now than ever, if Eleanor really was dead. Writing the book had seemed at the time like an answer to the loneliness and the sense of failure. The single-mindedness of hard work was a distraction from everything else. It had helped her through the physical and emotional upheavals of leaving London, and her constant shortage of cash had been less of a worry while the book was in progress. It was easier to lie to the bank manager so long as she believed the book would start earning when it was finished.

			Now it was, but it had become in its turn a part of the problem. Minor worries were all around her. She lived alone, a single woman in a house where the only neighbours were elderly, and along a narrow unlighted country lane. The house had lost at least half its value since she bought it, while her mortgage repayments had increased sharply. She was in a part of England she barely knew, and where she had no roots, no family, no real friends. The only close friend she had made locally was suddenly dead. Her car had broken down. Bill was a bastard. She was worried about her health. And someone in the Home Office had seized her latest book, and served a restriction notice on her, her literary agent and her publisher. All because of something she had written.

			The only thing left to her was the cat, purring beside her. She stroked him affectionately, and wept.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Two

			.

			Alice waited around all afternoon for Granville to call her. At the last minute, just before his office closed for the day, she could contain her worries no more and telephoned him. The receptionist answered, to tell her that Granville had gone out without saying when he would be back. Alice left a message for him to call her urgently, but she knew she wouldn’t hear from him until the next day. The news was not going to be good.

			It was a cool but pleasant evening, with an hour or so remaining before darkness. The sky was clear after the rainfall. Alice put on her coat, still damp from her trip to the shop in the morning, and went for a walk.

			Her cottage was one of three small terraces that had originally been labourers’ cottages for one of the local farms. Now only two were occupied: hers, and the one belonging to Mr and Mrs Watson next door. Alice had loved the house when she first saw it, seeing it as a consolation prize for the mess she had made of her life, a symbol of starting again. It had been neglected for years. The previous owner lived in another part of the country and had rented it to soldiers living out of the army camps on Salisbury Plain. The house had not been repaired or decorated for ten or more years, and the surveyor’s report had been intimidating and depressing, with its litany of rising damp, antiquated wiring, rotten timbers and leaking roof. For some weeks it had been difficult to raise a loan, but she was desperate to move and more or less by sheer willpower had finally managed to get the money. After the essential repairs the place had become livable, and as soon as she had settled down to writing her book she had grown to ignore the vague background smell of damp, the uneven walls, the unpredictable plumbing, and the house had simply become home, a symbol of neither past nor future.

			It was about a quarter of a mile away from the main part of Milton Colebourne, if a village that consisted of a scattering of small houses, one general store and a pub could be said to have a main part. The only access to the house was along the lane where Jimmy liked to sit, and this led into the wider lane that ran between the rest of the houses. Two cars passed her as she walked along, turning off into her lane and accelerating towards the house, reminding her nervously that the cat was out. She wished she did not love him so much.

			She could see Eleanor Traynor’s house as soon as she reached the main road to Ramsford. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary from this distance: it was a tall, white-rendered house with a thatched roof, standing back from the main road in a large garden. Until she met Eleanor, Alice had assumed the house was occupied by a family. It looked too large for just one person, but Eleanor had easily filled the house by herself, finding a use for each of the rooms, content amongst her possessions. She was an enthusiastic gardener, a collector of old furniture (‘not antiques,’ Eleanor once said to her), a hoarder of books and records, photographs and silly mementoes. At the back of the house, overlooking the garden, was the large room Eleanor used as her study. Her typewriter and desk were here, but Eleanor had said she no longer wanted to write, that her fingers were too stiff for typing. She was happy as she was.

			Alice had sensed a kindred spirit in Eleanor. Initially it was because she was, or said she had been, a writer, but when they grew to know each other better this became less important. Eleanor had a quiet, self-absorbed life, retired and contented after the business of living. Alice had admired this, thinking how she too wished to be contented now that a major and disruptive phase of her own life was behind her. They became friends easily. Alice had been glad to meet her and at first had tried to do several small favours for her. She had quickly learned that Eleanor’s frail physical appearance was deceptive. She needed no looking after: she was an active and intelligent woman with a good mind, widely travelled, wise and alert to the events of the larger world. She was stimulating company for Alice, reading the manuscript of her book and showing a constructive interest in it. She had lent her books from her own collection that had saved Alice several trips to libraries.

			When the manuscript of her most recent book was unexpectedly seized and impounded by the government, Eleanor had proved to be a sudden ally. It was to no practical avail, but her support helped Alice through the first aftermath of the news. Until then Alice had felt paranoid and helpless, wounded by the thought that someone in authority saw her as a threat. Eleanor at least had made her feel she had done nothing wrong.

			In spite of their closeness, Alice had never really learnt much about the other woman. Eleanor did not like talking about herself, and usually avoided personal questions. Alice knew that she and her late husband Martin had been teachers, that she had written a number of novels when younger, that she moved to this house after his death, and so on, but very little more.

			The novels in particular intrigued Alice, because she sensed that to read some of them might afford insights, but Eleanor so consistently made light of them that she soon stopped asking. (A search through library catalogues – with an unmistakably furtive feeling – revealed nothing. None of the titles was even listed, and the only authors with the name Traynor were other people.)

			Alice was already thinking about Eleanor in an awkward and disturbing combination of past and present tenses. Just as she had felt when her own parents died, it was impossible to believe that Eleanor was really dead. Yet she already accepted it, even to the point of realizing that she had been prepared for this kind of news. Eleanor had seemed in good health, but she said her joints were stiffening with age and the cold weather was a torment. She had always moved, and sometimes talked, like an old lady.

			Alice reached the gated entrance to the house and glanced towards the door. Mrs Lodge had said there were police cars at the house, but if that was true they had already left. Alice hesitated, wondering if she should go to the house. It felt strange not to push the gate open and walk naturally to the door, as if had become forbidden to her. But it was no longer the same. For one thing Eleanor’s son might be there, and Alice was reluctant to interfere.

			While she was still standing undecided, the door to the house opened and a uniformed police officer appeared. He closed the door behind him, then stood inside the porch with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked towards Alice.

			Feeling that something had been decided for her, Alice went through the gate and walked up the drive. She recognized the police­man: she often saw him when she was in Ramsford, the larger village two miles down the road, where he ran the one-man police station.

			‘Can I help you, miss?’ he said.

			‘I wanted to know. Is it true about Mrs Traynor?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I was a friend of hers. I live along the lane over there. I was wondering—’

			‘Do you have information about Mrs Traynor’s death?’

			‘No. I only heard the news an hour or so ago. It was a terrible shock.’ The officer regarded her steadily. He was not reacting except as a cop on duty reacts, no small-talk, no conversational offers. He was making her nervous, anxious to explain herself. ‘I think there might be something of mine inside the house.’

			‘And what would that be, miss?’

			Of course she instantly regretted having said anything. Until that moment she hadn’t thought consciously about the tapes, but she knew they had been at the back of her mind ever since she heard the news. They were innocent enough, preparation for her next book, but Eleanor had after all been murdered and the police were presumably searching for clues, and – 

			The Home Office had made her feel that everything to do with her writing was in some way guilty or suspect.

			‘I’d lent her some books,’ she said, feeling implausible. ‘They’re not important. I can pick them up some other time. I was passing, and … I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be here. I was upset when I heard the news.’

			‘I can’t let you into the house, miss. If you could tell us what the books are, I’ll see they’re returned to you.’

			‘Just a couple of recipe books. They don’t matter.’

			She could feel the lie making her blush. She hated herself for allow­ing the policeman to intimidate her. She started to move away.

			The policeman said, ‘Let me take a note of your name and address, please.’

			‘It’s all right. I don’t want the books back.’

			‘We’re conducting a murder investigation. We might want to ask you a few questions about Mrs Traynor.’

			‘But there’s nothing useful I can tell you.’

			‘A lot of people think that. It’s just routine.’ He had his notebook out and was flicking the pages over, like a stage policeman. ‘I’d like you to meet the investigating officer. Would you call into the station, or would you prefer him to come to your house?’

			‘I’m going to be in Ramsford tomorrow. I’ll call in.’

			The policeman wrote down her name and address, using block capitals. He seemed as uncomfortable as she felt. He was young, but she had been used to that for several years, and not tall, which usually surprised her. He looked harmless enough: a country policeman standing outside a house. But these days that was a deception, a reassuring myth created by chief constables. Modern policemen were moved around: inner city slum to affluent suburb, drug squad to regional crime prevention, riot control to country village. Just as they were about to become corrupted or softened by a posting, orders moved them somewhere else. There was an official rationale behind it, something to do with the broadening of experience, but it meant the concept of community policing had gone forever. She had learnt all this, ironically enough, from Eleanor herself. Eleanor’s uncompromising and mistrustful attitude to the police was one of the first things about her that had intrigued Alice.

			She felt irritated with herself and self-conscious as she walked away down the drive, imagining the policeman was watching her, but when she glanced back from the gate he had turned away from her and was going into the house again. She wondered how he would get back to Ramsford without a car.

			Alice walked along the road in the direction of her house, thinking melodramatic thoughts. If Eleanor had been killed by someone, perhaps she was now a suspect. Her visit to the house had been noted, her name would be on the Traynor file. She imagined the constable telephoning his superiors at that moment: a woman from the village was at the house, said she knew the dead woman, something about property still in the house, I called her in for questioning tomorrow, etc.

			It was crazy to think like this! But she knew why: it was the damned Home Office seizing her book.

			She had fretted about this for three weeks, endlessly thinking through the book in her mind, wondering whatever it was about it that had concerned the authorities.

			The book seemed harmless enough to her: it comprised the biographies of six women, examining their lives and careers through traumatic events that had occurred in childhood. There was nothing political, anti-establishment or radical about it. The women were not particularly famous, and none had been arrested for subversive activities, or been shot for spying, or had made porno­graphic movies, or anything.

			Another possible explanation for the seizure was that it might have been thought of as a feminist tract. Alice had heard about several feminist writers who had been harassed in recent years. But her book was not overtly feminist, except by the implication of being about women’s lives. Anyway, she took an independent line on feminism.

			It seemed ridiculous that anyone could read something subversive into the book. Maybe it was her choice of subjects? But the women themselves were politically ‘safe’, by whatever standards of ‘unsafeness’ the Home Office might be looking for. Two had lived in the nineteenth century, one had lived most of her life abroad, one had married a diplomat, and so on.

			Even so, a government official had confiscated the manuscript, quoted Section 17 of the Copyright (Crown Property) Act – a law she had never even heard of until she received the terse, unsigned note – and the book was impounded.

			She felt she had just cause for being paranoid about the whole thing.

			But now she was thinking about her tapes, somewhere in Eleanor’s house. They too seemed harmless enough to her, but what would police conducting a murder hunt think of them? She tried to remember what might be on them.

			Just two of their conversations, rambling over the four sides of the cassettes. She hadn’t even had a real purpose in mind, simply an unspoken awareness that Eleanor was old and possibly frail, that she had a lively mind and was full of unexpected ideas and opinions. Alice knew that she had been politically active when younger, that she kept up with news reports and government statistics and scientific reports, and that there might be a book for her somewhere in all this.

			Eleanor knew what she had been planning, and had been amused and flattered by her interest. She readily acceded to the idea of taping some conversations, and had even offered to write down some notes for her. But if it was going to be a biography, then so far it was only a biography in outline. As yet, Alice had no real idea of what she was seeking. Perhaps it would turn out there was nothing at all.

			As she walked along the lane towards her house Jimmy appeared, trotting towards her with his tail raised in welcome. She stood still while he rubbed against her legs, then went into the house.

			She realized then that she had completely forgotten to collect her car from the garage.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Three

			.

			I was driving through the night, tired for the usual reasons after a day at the office, irritated with myself for having agreed so promptly to co-operate with the police, and above all fighting back feelings of guilt.

			The guilt was the worst. I had been half-expecting the news about my mother for years, and had always anticipated the consequences, yet when the moment arrived the guilt came at me as if it had been formulated especially for the occasion. Nothing prepared me for the impact it had on me. Her death was a relief; I was glad it had happened at last. While she lived she undermined everything that I was, as she had done from the start, and I had always expected that I would feel the same when she was dead. But now it had happened and I found myself the guilty party, her last act against me. The guilt began with the call from the policewoman, whose calm and factual message seemed underlaid with unspoken accusations. Why had I not been there when she died? How long was it since I had visited her? Why did I live so far away? Answers existed to all these, but they did not ease the feeling.

			Driving alone at night encourages circular thinking, and I had been going over all this for some time. Otherwise, I was concentrating on driving. I had not touched alcohol all day. In spite of my general tiredness I was not feeling drowsy. All this is relevant to what happened next.

			I was nearly at the end of the journey, driving across the Marlborough Downs, somewhere to the south of the town itself and in the thinly populated countryside that surrounds Devizes. The sky was cloudy, but through breaks in the cover I had been able to see the stars even with the car headlamps fanning across the empty road ahead. The way was straight and the ground on each side was level, with higher land some distance to the sides humping blackly against the sky.

			In the loneliest part of the road, and without any warning, the car’s engine died. The headlamps and dashboard lights went out, the radio fell silent. The car freewheeled for a few yards until I pulled it over to the side and brought it to a halt. It came to rest at a slight angle, the two nearside wheels on the sloping verge. I tried the starter, but I knew it was hopeless. There was no response. When I tried my mobile phone even that was dead.

			I cursed my luck, and looked around to see if there were any house lights in the vicinity, or if other traffic was approaching. I reached over to the back seat and grabbed the torch, but when I tried it I found the batteries had gone flat: there was not even a dim glow from the bulb.

			I felt under the dash to release the bonnet, then climbed outside to try and work out what was wrong. Once, years before, another car had refused to start when one of the battery leads worked loose. Something like that could be the only explanation.

			The darkness outside was eerie because of the unrelieved black of the ground and the spectacular broken sky. There was a cold wind, uncannily quiet because of the lack of trees. All I could hear was the sound of grass, or crops, moving in the wind. I was alone.

			Looking up, I could see some of the stars, a sickle moon, the clouds scudding by on the wind. I was frightened. I have always been scared of the dark, the childish fear that for me had persisted into adulthood. I was never calm when alone in the dark; reason died. I felt the fear rising, the first hint of panic, but I managed to suppress it. I groped under the loosened bonnet lid, trying to find the spring catch. Opening it was always awkward, even in daylight, the feeling that touching it would trigger the tautened spring with a finger-crushing recoil. I was trembling, and my hands felt weak and soft. At last I released it, but as I raised the lid it slipped from my grasp and slammed shut again.

			Something was out there in the field beside the road. It was a huge object which had not been there before.

			Disbelief impeded my vision. At first I seemed only able to glimpse it without focusing, like trying to keep the eyes open when first waking. My mind rejected what I saw, made me glance away, but because it was there and had to be seen, I forced myself to look. In persisting I made it more visible. Once I had located it, and once I knew it was real, my eyes fastened on it and I could see it clearly.

			It was a tall black cylinder, standing on end.

			I stared at it in amazement, listening to the wind in the grass, feeling it press coldly on my back and drum in my ears.

			The cylinder loomed over me, seeming as tall as an office building, towering up against the sky.

			Because of the darkness I could not properly see where the base of it pressed against the ground, but where it was profiled against the sky I could see sharp curvature. The dim moonlight was not reflecting from its matt sides. Nothing was clear. It was like an absence of light, a darker black against the night. It hurt to look at it, just as it hurts to stare at a bright light.

			I was paralysed with fear. I stood with my hands resting on the metal bodywork of my car, and stared in fixed terror at the immense object. Rationality briefly took over. I tried to estimate the size of the thing, but I recoiled from what I was calculating: two hundred, three hundred feet high?

			How close to me was it? A vast object two hundred yards from me? Or something smaller near by? Why could I not see it properly?

			Why was it rotating?

			Irregular, improbable fitments were attached to its sides, pressing close against the cylindrical wall. I could see them now as they came into view, briefly silhouetted against the sky. I fixed on these, trying to use them for scale, or as some judge of the speed at which the thing was going round. It was rotating from left to right, anti-clockwise if seen from above, but these angular attachments did not appear to stay on one part of the side. The main cylinder rotated, taking them behind and temporarily out of my view, but when the turning brought them back into sight they were no longer at the same level as before. Somehow, they were moving up and down on the wall, but never in my sight, only when hidden from me.

			The wind was gusting, and in the quiet moments I could hear noise coming from the base of the object. It was not a mechanical sound, like that of an engine, but a product of the motion: where the great cylinder turned against the earth it made a crushing, scraping, grinding noise.

			There was another cylinder beyond it.

			This was smaller, but it too was made of the impenetrable dark substance, it too had inexplicable objects attached to its side, it too rotated inexorably.

			I turned away, full of fright, to look behind me, dreading what might be there, but there was nothing to see. The clouds in this direc­tion were faintly orange, the sky-glow of a distant town. I could see the shape of the rounded hills, feel the dry wind on my face.

			When I looked back there were five huge cylinders upright in the field, and all of them were rotating slowly.

			Two of the ones that had just appeared were small compared with the others, but the last, furthest away of all, was the largest, the tallest, the bulkiest. The worst.

			I closed my eyes, lowered my face, incapable of looking, because to look was to see and to see was to face the impossible.

			Fear has limits, and soon I reached mine. I felt my mind swimming, nausea rose, I slumped forward across the car. I gave up. I could accept no more.

			I pressed my face against the cold metal roof of the car, feeling the wind lifting the flap at the back of my jacket, chilling my spine.

			Then came clarity, transcendent from the fear.

			I stood up, looked again. A sixth cylinder had appeared, a rela­tively small one, less than fifty yards from where I stood. I could hear the crops tangling and tearing as it twisted them, and the stones and chalky soil crushing and shattering under the weight.

			I thought: This is real. What I can see is there. I know by seeing and hearing that these cylinders objectively exist. But I do not know what I am seeing, only that I can see but that this does not explain what I have to know. However, there must be an explanation, something that solves the mystery.

			They are farm machinery. (Impossible.) Something to do with the military. (Improbable, impossible, nothing like this.) Alien spaceships, UFOs, flying saucers. (Improbable, impossible, but for other reasons.) A natural phenomenon. (Then what? What is natural that is cylindrical and black and huge, and turns of its own volition? What is all of these, and is six in number?)

			A seventh had appeared.

			I am mad. (Possible, but I was not mad a few minutes ago.) I am dead and this is the afterlife. (Possible, now that I have eliminated the rest.) I am neither mad nor dead, but hallucinating. (Possible, because anything has become possible.)

			When I turned away I could see the road, pale silver in the light from the moon, stretching behind me the way I had come, stretching ahead the way I had intended to go. I could touch the car, feel the wind, hear the sounds, see everything else around me and explain it to myself. I was not hallucinating. Nor was I dead.

			I did not feel mad.

			I noticed, in my new transcendent clarity, that the angular things attached to the wall had disappeared from the cylinder I had first seen. Without them I could no longer tell if it was rotating.

			It no longer mattered: it was lifting slowly into the air.

			It went straight up in dead silence.

			The others followed, irregularly, not in formation. The last to lift was the one closest to me.

			I watched, looking for signs of light, of propulsion, of clues to human manufacture or (at least) the humanly explicable. The cylinders had not risen far before they disappeared from sight.

			I do not know where they went, or how they went. It was simply that I could no longer see them.

			The headlamps of my car suddenly came on, spreading light across the verge and along the side of the road. The inside of the car was illuminated. I could hear a woman’s voice coming quietly from the radio, reading the news, or intoning the shipping forecast.

			Still in shock, still tortured by clarity, I climbed inside the car and slammed the door. The torch was on, the beam slanting upwards from where I had dropped it on the floor.

			I switched everything off, locked all the doors, then sat in the silent darkness, protected by the car’s capsule of metal and glass. I felt secure at last. The fear had left me, the sharp intensity of the trans-fear rationalism died away. I was not mad, I had not hallucinated. It had all been real.

			A car went past, dazzling me with its headlamps. I turned my head to watch it pass, trying to catch a glimpse of the driver. Why were you not here when I needed you?

			I sat quietly for a few more minutes, now unafraid. I listened to the radio, switching through channels. I heard part of a pop-song, an interview with a television celebrity, a phone-in coming from Bristol. I did not look out towards the place where the cylinders had been.

			At last I started the car, switched on the lights and moved off the verge to the road. I looked carefully for any other cars that might be approaching, then reversed a few yards, backing into the middle of the road.

			I swung the car around, moving directly up the verge until it was level and until the headlights played across the field. I saw crops of some kind blowing in the wind.

			Taking the torch with me I left the car and walked out into the field, staying within the arc of the headlamps. I soon found the place where the nearest cylinder had been.

			An immense circular impression had been made in the ground, thirty or forty feet in diameter. The crops were tangled and flattened, crushed into a level spiral where the cylinder had pressed and turned. At the periphery of the circle the plants grew normally. The circle was as precisely made and as clean-edged as one lifted with a circular cutter from pastry dough. I knelt down and felt the ground through the mat of broken vegetation. It was hard and smooth.

			I was unwilling to venture further away from the car, because the immensity of the land and the sky above was bearing down on me. I felt the beginnings of the fear again. I quickly flashed my torch around. I glimpsed other circular marks where the cylinders had pressed against the ground.

			I returned to the car, reversed back to the road, then continued with my journey. Soon I felt again the weight of guilt turning in me, grinding me down, reminding me of the chore that lay ahead.

			I still had to face the final explanation from the woman I had loved the least.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Four

			.

			Alice had expected Granville to telephone her first thing in the morning, and so she was out of bed before eight o’clock, sitting in the kitchen drinking coffee, reading her mail and the newspaper, distracted by the silent telephone. By eleven she had worked herself into what she felt was an entirely rational state of impatience, and called him.

			He came on the line without the customary delay, and immediately disarmed her with a friendly greeting.

			Then he said, ‘I’ve been trying to reach you, Alice. The girl on the switchboard said there was no answer. Have you been out?’

			‘No, I was here. What happened yesterday?’

			‘Well, I met Stackpole.’ His tone had changed. ‘There isn’t much good news for you, I’m afraid. They’re not going to let the manuscript go for a while.’

			‘I thought you said – Never mind.’ Alice felt a familiar dread growing in her; familiar, that is, for the last three weeks. ‘Did you find out what’s going on?’

			‘Let me tell you exactly what was said. Stackpole explained the Home Office regulations under which your book was seized. These rules amount to a complete banning order, for the time being. Officially, the book no longer exists until they decide to release it. The restriction order means rather more than I thought—’

			‘Granville, I don’t understand!’ She was feeling dizzy, losing track of what he was saying. ‘What do you mean, the book no longer exists? Have they destroyed it?’

			‘I’m trying to explain. They haven’t physically destroyed it. But the effect of the restriction order is that the book has no existence until they decide otherwise.’ Granville paused. ‘It means rather more than that, unfortunately. I admit that I thought it simply meant they could stop you having it published. It’s more serious. So long as the order is in effect we can’t tell even anyone that it exists. You mustn’t talk about it, Alice. Not to me, to the publisher, to friends. You can’t even mention the title.’

			‘So how do I explain what’s happened?’

			‘You can’t even tell anyone that they’ve taken it in.’

			‘I haven’t. That’s what the note they gave me said.’

			She thought guiltily about Eleanor, and the letters they had been planning to write.

			‘Yes, but they’re concerned about other copies. How many copies did you make?’

			‘Just the two. The one they’ve got, and the one we sent to Harriet.’

			Granville said, ‘They have that copy as well.’

			Alice groaned. She was sitting at her desk, her head bent low. Her free hand was clasped tensely against the side of her neck.

			‘Stackpole asked me if you had made any other copies, for your own use.’

			‘No, just the two.’

			‘No carbons? Or photocopies?’

			‘No.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘I used my word processor. I can’t make carbon copies.’ She closed her eyes, suddenly realizing. ‘I still have it on disk.’
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