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‘O my son Absalom,


My son, my son, Absalom!


Would God I had died for thee.’


 


Samuel II, XIX, 4










Maida Vale, London


Fat girls can do. Fat girls can do. Fat girls can do and do and do.


     As she trod the pavement towards her car, Katie Waddington used her regular mantra in rhythm with her lumbering pace. She said the words mentally instead of aloud, not so much because she was alone and afraid of seeming batty but rather because to say them aloud would put further demands on her labouring lungs. And they had trouble enough to keep going. As did her heart which, according to her always sententious GP, was not intended to pump blood through arteries that were being fast encroached upon by fat.


     When he looked at her, he saw rolls of flesh, he saw mammae hanging like two heavy flour sacks from her shoulders, he saw a stomach that drooped to cover her pubis and skin that was cratered with cellulite. She was carrying so much weight on her frame that she could live for a year on her own tissue without eating and, if the doctor was to be believed, the fat was moving in on her vital organs. If she didn’t do something to curb herself at table, he declared each time she saw him, she was going to be a goner.


     ‘Heart failure or stroke, Kathleen,’ he told her with a shake of his head. ‘Choose your poison. Your condition calls for immediate action, and that action is not intended to include ingesting anything that can turn into adipose tissue. Do you understand?’


     How could she not? It was her body they were talking about and one couldn’t be the size of a hippo in a business suit without noticing that fact when the opportunity arose to have a glimpse at one’s reflection.


     But the truth of the matter was that her GP was the only person in Katie’s life who had difficulty accepting her as the terminally fat girl she’d been from childhood. And since the people who counted took her as she was, she had no motivation to shed the thirteen stone that her doctor was recommending.


     If Katie had ever harboured a doubt about being embraced by a world of people who were increasingly buffed, toned, and sculpted, she’d had her worth reaffirmed tonight as it was every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday when her Eros in Action groups met from seven till ten o’clock. There, the sexually dysfunctional populace of Greater London came together for solace and solution. Directed by Katie Waddington – who’d made the study of human sexuality her lifelong passion – libidos were examined; erotomania and phobia were dissected; frigidity, nymphomania, satyrism, transvestism, and fetishisms were admitted to; erotic fantasies were encouraged; and erotic imagination was stimulated.


     ‘You saved our marriage,’ her clients gushed. Or their lives, or their sanity, or frequently their careers.


     Sex is profit was Katie’s motto, and she had nearly twenty years of approximately six thousand grateful clients and a waiting list of two hundred more to prove this true.


     So she walked to her car in a state that was somewhere between self-satisfaction and absolute rapture. She might be inorgasmic herself, but who was to know as long as she had success in consistently promoting happy orgasm in others? And that’s what the public wanted, after all: guilt-free sexual release upon demand.


     Who guided them to it? A fat girl did.


     Who absolved them of the shame of their desires? A fat girl did.


     Who taught them everything from stimulating erogenous zones to simulating passion till passion returned? A terminally hugely preposterously fat girl from Canterbury did and did and did.


     That was more important than counting calories. If Katie Waddington was meant to die fat, then that was the way it was going to be.


     It was a cool night, just the way she liked it. Autumn had finally come to the city after a boiling summer, and as she trundled along in the darkness Katie relived, as she always did, the high points of her evening’s group session.


     Tears. Yes, there were always tears as well as hand wringing, blushing, stammering, and sweating aplenty. But there was generally a special moment as well, a breakthrough moment that made listening to hours of repetitious personal details finally worthwhile.


     Tonight that moment had come in the persons of Felix and Dolores (last names withheld) who’d joined EiA with the express purpose of ‘recapturing the magic’ of their marriage after each of them had spent two years – and twenty thousand pounds – exploring their individual sexual issues. Felix had long since admitted seeking satisfaction outside the realm of his wedding vows and Dolores had herself owned up to enjoying her vibrator and a picture of Laurence Olivier as Heathcliff far more than the marital embrace of her spouse. But on this night, Felix’s ruminations on why the sight of Dolores’s bare bum brought on thoughts of his mother in her declining years was too much for three of the middle-aged women in the group who attacked him verbally and so viciously that Dolores herself sprang passionately to his defence, apparently washing away her husband’s aversion to her backside with the sacred water of her tears. Husband and wife subsequently fell into each other’s arms, lip-locked, and cried out in unison, ‘You’ve saved our marriage!’ at the meeting’s conclusion.


     She’d done nothing more than give them a forum, Katie admitted to herself. But that’s all some people really wanted, anyway: an opportunity to humiliate themselves or their beloved in public, creating a situation from which the beloved could ultimately rescue or be provided rescue.


     There was a genuine gold mine in dealing with the sexual dilemmas of the British population. Katie considered herself more than astute to have realised that fact.


     She yawned widely and felt her stomach growl. A good day’s work and a good evening’s work meant a good meal as a reward to herself followed by a good wallow with a video. She favoured old films for their nuances of romance. Fading to black at the crucial moment got her juices flowing far more efficiently than close ups of body parts and a sound track filled with heavy breathing. It Happened One Night would be her choice: Clark and Claudette and all that delicious tension between them.


     That’s what’s missing in most relationships, Katie thought for the thousandth time that month. Sexual tension. There’s nothing left to the imagination between men and women any longer. It’s a know-all, tell-all, photograph-all world, with nothing to anticipate and even less left secret.


     But she couldn’t complain. The state of the world was making her rich, and fat though she was, no one gave her aggro when they saw the house she lived in, the clothes she wore, the jewellery she bought, or the car she drove.


     She approached that car now, where she’d left it that morning, in a private car park across the street and round the corner from the clinic in which she spent her days. She found that she was breathing more heavily than usual as she paused on the kerb before crossing. She put one hand on a lamppost for support and felt her heart struggling to keep up its job.


     Perhaps she ought to consider the weight loss programme her doctor had suggested, she thought. But a second later, she rejected the idea. What was life for if not to be enjoyed?


     A breeze came up and blew her hair from her cheeks. She felt it cooling the back of her neck. A minute of rest was all she needed. She’d be fit as ever when she caught her breath.


     She stood and listened to the silent neighbourhood. It was partly commercial and partly residential, with businesses that were closed at this hour and houses long ago converted to flats with windows whose curtains were drawn against the night.


     Odd, she thought. She’d never really noticed the quiet or the emptiness of these streets after dark. She looked round and realised that anything could happen in this sort of place – anything good, anything bad – and it would be solely left to chance if there was a witness to what occurred.


     A chill coursed through her. Better move on.


     She stepped off the kerb. She began to cross.


     She didn’t see the car at the end of the street till its lights switched on and blinded her. It barrelled towards her with a sound like a bull.


     She tried to hurry forward but the car was upon her. She was far too fat to get out of its way.










Gideon


16 August


I want to begin by saying that I believe this exercise to be a waste of my time, which, as I attempted to tell you yesterday, is exactly what I do not have to spare just now. If you wanted me to have faith in the efficacy of this activity, you might have given me the paradigm upon which you are apparently basing what goes for ‘treatment’ in your book. Why does it matter what paper I use? What notebook? What pen or what pencil? And what difference does it make where I actually do this nonsensical writing you require of me? Isn’t the simple fact that I’ve agreed to this experiment enough for you?


     Never mind. Don’t reply. I already know what your answer would be: Where is all this anger coming from, Gideon? What’s beneath it? What do you recall?


     Nothing. Don’t you see? I recall absolutely nothing. That’s why I’ve come.


     Nothing? you say. Nothing at all? Are you sure that’s true? You do know your name, after all. And apparently you know your father as well. And where you live. And what you do for a living. And your closest associates. So when you say nothing, you must actually be telling me that you remember—


     Nothing important to me. All right. I’ll say it. I remember nothing that I count as important. Is that what you want to hear? And shall you and I dwell on what nasty little detail about my character I reveal with that declaration?


     Instead of answering those two questions, however, you tell me that we’ll begin by writing what we do remember – whether it’s important or not. But when you say we, you really mean I’ll begin by writing and what I’ll write is what I remember. Because as you so succinctly put it in your objective, untouchable psychiatrist’s voice, ‘What we remember can often be the key to what we’ve chosen to forget.’


     Chosen. I expect that was a deliberate selection of words. You wanted to get a reaction from me. I’ll show her, I’m supposed to think. I’ll just show the little termagant how much I can remember.


     How old are you, anyway, Dr Rose? You say thirty, but I don’t believe that. You’re not even my age, I suspect, and what’s worse you look like a twelve-year-old. How am I supposed to have confidence in you? Do you honestly think you’re going to be an adequate substitute for your father? It was he I agreed to see, by the way. Did I mention that when we first met? I doubt it. I felt too sorry for you. The only reason I decided to stay, by the way, when I walked into the office and saw you instead of him, is that you looked so pathetic sitting there, dressed all in black as if that could make you look like someone competent to handle people’s mental crises.


     Mental? you ask me, leaping on the word as if it were a runaway train. So you’ve decided to accept the conclusion of the neurologist? Are you satisfied with that? You don’t need any further tests in order to be convinced? That’s very good, Gideon. That’s a fine step forward. It will make our work together easier if, difficult though the acceptance may be, you’ve been persuaded that there’s no physiological explanation for what you’re experiencing.


     How well spoken you are, Dr Rose. A voice like velvet. What I should have done was turn straight round and come back home as soon as you opened your mouth. But I didn’t because you manoeuvred me into staying, didn’t you, with that ‘I wear black because my husband died’ nonsense. You wanted to evoke my sympathy, didn’t you? Forge a bond with the patient, you’ve been told. Win his trust. Make him suggestible.


     Where’s Dr Rose? I ask you as I enter the office.


     You say, I’m Dr Rose. Dr Alison Rose. Perhaps you were expecting my father? He had a stroke some eight months ago. He’s recovering now, but it’s going to take some time, so he’s not able to see patients just now. I’ve taken over his practice.


     And away you go, chatting about how it came about that you returned to London, about how you miss Boston but that’s all right because the memories were too painful there. Because of him, because of your husband, you tell me. You even go so far as to give me his name: Tim Freeman. And his disease: colon cancer. And how old he was when he died: thirty-seven. And how you’d put off having children because you’d been in medical school when you first got married and when it finally came time to think of reproducing he was fighting for his life and you were fighting for his life as well and there was no room for a child in that battle.


     And I, Dr Rose, felt sorry for you. So I stayed. And as a result of that, I’m now sitting at the first floor window overlooking Chalcot Square. I’m writing this rubbish with a biro so that I can’t erase anything, per your instructions. I’m using a loose-leaf notebook so that I can add where necessary if something miraculously comes to me later. And what I’m not doing is what I should be doing and what the whole world expects me to be doing: standing side by side with Raphael Robson, making that infernal ubiquitous nothing between the notes disappear.


     Raphael Robson? I can hear you query. Tell me about Raphael Robson, you say.


     I had milk in my coffee this morning, and I’m paying for it now, Dr Rose. My stomach’s on fire. The flames are licking downward through my gut. Fire moves up, but not inside me. It happens the opposite, and it always feels the same. Common distension of the stomach and the bowels, my GP tells me. Flatus, he intones, as if he’s offering me a medical benediction. Charlatan, quack, and fourth-rate sawbones. I’ve got something malignant devouring my intestines and he calls it wind.


     Tell me about Raphael Robson, you repeat.


     Why? I ask. Why Raphael?


     Because he’s a place to start. Your mind is giving you the place to start, Gideon. That’s how this process is going to work.


     But Raphael isn’t the beginning, I inform you. The beginning is twenty-five years ago, in a Peabody House, in Kensington Square.


17 August


That’s where I lived. Not in one of the Peabody Houses, but in my grandparents’ house on the south side of the square. The Peabody Houses are long gone now, replaced by two restaurants and a boutique the last time I checked. Still, I remember those houses well and how my father employed them to fabricate the Gideon Legend.


     That’s how he is, my father, always prepared to use what comes to hand if it has the potential to get him where he wants to go. He was restless in those days, always full of ideas. I see now that most of his ideas were attempts to allay my grandfather’s fears about him since in Granddad’s eyes, Dad’s failure to establish himself in the army presaged his failure at everything else as well. And Dad knew that’s what Granddad believed about him, I suppose. After all, Granddad wasn’t a man who ever kept his opinions to himself.


     He hadn’t been well since the war, my grandfather. I supposed that’s why we lived with him and Gran. He’d spent two years in Burma as a prisoner of the Japanese, and he’d never recovered from that completely. I suspect that being a prisoner had triggered something inside him that would have remained dormant otherwise. But in any event all I was ever told about the situation was that Granddad had ‘episodes’ which called for his being carted off for a ‘nice countryside holiday’ every now and again. I can’t remember any specific details about these episodes as my grandfather died when I was ten. But I do remember that they always began with some fierce and frightening banging about, followed by my grandmother weeping, and my grandfather shouting, ‘You’re no son of mine’ at my father as they took him away.


     They? you ask me. Who are they?


     The goblin people is what I called them. They looked like anyone else on the street, but their bodies were inhabited by snatchers of the soul. Dad always let them in. Gran always met them on the stairs, crying. And they always passed her without a word because all the words they had to say had already been said more than once. They’d been coming for Granddad for years, you see. Long before I was born. Long before I watched from between the stairway balusters, crouched there like a little toad and frightened.


     Yes. Before you ask, I do remember that fear. And something else as well. I remember someone drawing me away from the balusters, someone who peeled off my fingers one by one to loosen my grip and lead me away.


     Raphael Robson? you’re asking me, aren’t you? Is this where Raphael Robson appears?


     But no. This is years before Raphael Robson. Raphael came after the Peabody House.


     So we’re back to the Peabody House, you say.


     Yes. The House and the Gideon Legend.


19 August


Do I remember the Peabody House? Or have I manufactured the details to fill in an outline that my father gave me? If I couldn’t remember what it smelled like inside, I would say that I was merely playing a game by my father’s rules to be able to conjure the Peabody House out of my brain at a time like this. But because the scent of bleach can still transport me back to the Peabody House in an instant, I know the foundation of the tale is true, no matter how much it has been embroidered over the years by my father, my publicist, and the journalists who’ve spoken to them both. Frankly, I myself no longer answer questions about the Peabody House. I say, ‘That’s old ground. Let’s till some fresh soil this time round.’


     But journalists always want a hook for their story and, limited by my father’s firm injunction that only my career is open for discussion when I’m interviewed, what better hook could there be than the one my father created out of a simple stroll in the garden of Kensington Square:


     I am three years old and in the company of my grandfather. I have with me a tricycle on which I am trundling round the perimeter of the garden while Granddad sits in that Greek-temple affair that serves as a shelter near the wrought iron fence. Granddad has brought a newspaper to read, but he isn’t reading. Instead he’s listening to some music coming from one of the buildings behind him.


     He says to me in a hushed voice, ‘It’s called a concerto, Gideon. This is Paganini’s D Major concerto. Listen.’ He beckons me to his side. He sits at the very end of the bench and I stand next to him, with his arm round my shoulders, and I listen.


     And I know in an instant that this is what I want to do. I somehow know as a three-year-old what has never left me since: that to listen is to be but to play is to live.


     I insist that we leave the garden at once. Granddad’s hands are arthritic and they struggle with the gate. I demand that he hurry ‘before it’s too late’.


     ‘Too late for what?’ he asks me fondly.


     I grab his hand and show him.


     I lead him to the Peabody House which is where the music is coming from. And then we’re inside, where a lino floor has recently been washed and the air stings our eyes with the smell of bleach.


     Up on the first floor, we find the source of the Paganini concerto. One of the bed-sitting rooms is the dwelling place of Miss Rosemary Orr, long retired from the London Philharmonic. She is standing in front of a large wall mirror, and she’s got a violin under her chin and a bow in her hand. She isn’t playing the Paganini, though. Instead, she’s listening to a recording of it with her eyes closed and her bow hand lowered and tears coursing down her cheeks and onto the wood of her instrument.


     ‘She’s going to break it, Granddad,’ I inform my grandfather. And this rouses Miss Orr who starts and no doubt wonders how an arthritic old gentleman and a runny-nosed boy come to be standing at the door to her room.


     But there is no time for her to voice  any consternation, for I go to her and take the instrument from her hands. And I begin to play.


     Not well, of course, for who would believe that an untrained three-year-old no matter his natural talent could possibly pick up a violin and play Paganini’s Concerto in D Major the first time he’s heard it? But the raw materials are there within me – the ear, the inherent balance, the passion – and Miss Orr sees this and insists that she be allowed to instruct the precocious child.


     So she becomes my first violin instructor. And I remain with her until I am four-and-a-half-years old, at which time it is decided that a less conventional manner of instruction is required for my talent.


     So that is the Gideon Legend, Dr Rose. Do you know the violin well enough to see where it lapses into fantasy?


     We’ve managed to promulgate the legend by actually calling it a legend, by laughing it off even as it is told. We say, Stuff and nonsense, all of it. But we say that with a suggestive smile. Miss Orr’s long dead, so she can’t refute the story. And after Miss Orr, there was Raphael Robson, who has limited investments to make in the truth.


     But here’s the truth for you, Dr Rose, because despite what you may think concerning my reaction to this exercise in which I’ve agreed to engage, I am interested in telling you the truth.


     I am in the garden of Kensington Square that day with a summer play group sponsored by a nearby convent, populated by the infant inhabitants of the square, and directed by three of the college students who live in a hostel behind the convent. We are collected daily from our individual houses by one or another of our three keepers and we are led hand-in-hand into the central garden where, it is hoped and for a nominal fee, we will learn the social skills that are engendered through co-operative play. This will stand us in good stead when we take our places at primary school. Or so the plan is.


     The college students occupy us with games, with crafts, and with exercise. And once we are set busily to whatever task they’ve chosen that day, they – unbeknownst to our parents – repair to that same Greek temple affair where they chat amongst themselves and smoke cigarettes.


     This particular day is earmarked for biking although what passes for biking is actually tricycle riding round the perimeter of the garden. And while I trundle round and round on my tricycle at the tail end of the small pack, a boy like myself – although I don’t remember his name – takes out his willie and urinates openly upon the lawn. A crisis ensues, during which the malefactor is marched directly home amidst a thorough telling-off.


     This is when the music begins, and the two college students who remain after the child has been removed haven’t the slightest idea what it is that we’re listening to. But I want to go to that sound and insist with a force so unusual that one of the students – it’s an Italian girl, I think, because her English isn’t very good although her heart is big – says that she will help me track it down. And so we do, to the Peabody House where we meet Miss Orr.


     She is neither playing, pretending to play, nor weeping when the student and I find her in her sitting room. Rather she is giving a music lesson. She ends every lesson – I learn – by playing a piece of music on her stereo for her student. Today she is playing the Brahms concerto.


     Do I like music? she wants to know.


     I have no answer. I don’t know if I like it, if what I feel is liking or something else. I only know that I want to be able to make those sounds. But I’m shy and say nothing of this, and I hide behind the Italian girl’s legs, until she clutches my hand and apologises in her broken English and shoos me back to the garden.


     And that’s the reality.


     You want to know, naturally, how this inauspicious beginning to my life in music metamorphosed into the Gideon Legend. How, in other words, did the discarded weapon left – shall we say? – to collect one hundred years of lime deposits in a cave become Excalibur, the Sword in the Stone? I can only speculate, as the Legend is my father’s invention and not my own.


     The children from the play group were taken to their homes by their student keepers at the end of the day, and reports were given on each child’s development and comportment. What else were the parents spending their money on if not to receive hopeful daily indications that a suitable level of social maturity was being achieved?


     God knows what the display in public of what should have been a private bodily function earned the willie waver that afternoon. In my case, the Italian student reported on my meeting with Rosemary Orr.


     This would have occurred in the sitting room, I dare say, where Gran would have been presiding over the afternoon tea that she never failed to make for Granddad, enveloping him in an aura of normalcy as a hedge against the intrusion of an episode. Perhaps my father was there as well, perhaps we were joined by James the Lodger, who helped us make ends meet by renting one of the vacant bedrooms on the fourth floor of the house.


     The Italian student – although let me say now that she might as easily have been Greek or Spanish or Portuguese – would have been invited to join the family for refreshment, which would then have given her the opportunity to tell the tale of our meeting with Rosemary Orr.


     She says, ‘The little one, he wants to find this music we are listening, so we trail it up—’


     ‘She means “hearing” and “track it down,” I think,’ the lodger interposes. His name is James, as I’ve said, and I’ve heard Granddad complain that his English is ‘too bloody perfect to be real’ so he must be a spy. But I like to listen to him anyway. Words come from James the Lodger’s mouth like oranges, plump and juicy and round. He himself is none of that, except for his cheeks which are red and get redder still when he realises everyone is listening to him. He says, ‘Do go on,’ to the Italian-Spanish-Greek-Portuguese student. ‘Don’t take the slightest notice of me.’


     And she smiles because she likes the lodger. She’d like him to help her with her English, I expect. She’d like to be friends with him.


     I myself have no friends – despite the play group – but I don’t notice their absence because I have my family, and I bask in their love. Unlike most children of three, I do not lead an existence separate from the adults in my limited world: taking my meals alone, entertained and exposed to life by a nanny or some other child minder, making periodic appearances in the bosom of the family, spinning my wheels until such a time as I can be packed off to school. Instead, I am of the world of the adults with whom I live. So I see and hear much of what happens in my home and if I don’t remember events, I remember impressions of events.


     So I recall this: the story of the violin music being told and Granddad plunging into the midst of the tale with an expatiation on Paganini. Gran’s used music for years to soothe him when he’s teetering on the edge of an episode and while there’s still a hope of heading it off, and he talks about trills and bowing, about vibrato and glissandi with what sounds like authority but is likely, I know now, delusion. He’s big and booming in his grandiloquence, an orchestra in and of himself. And no one interrupts or disagrees when he says to everyone but in reference to me, ‘This boy shall play,’ like God declaring Himself for light.


     Dad hears this, attaches to it a significance that he shares with no one, and swiftly makes all the necessary arrangements.


     So it is that I come to receive my first lessons in the violin from Miss Rosemary Orr. And from these lessons and from that report from the play group, my father develops the Gideon Legend which I’ve dragged through life like a ball and chain.


     But why did he make it a story about your grandfather? you want to know, don’t you? Why not just keep the central characters but fudge on the details here and there? Wasn’t he worried that someone would step forward, refute the story, and tell the real tale?


     I give you the only answer I can, Dr Rose: You’ll have to ask my father.


21 August


I remember those first lessons with Rosemary Orr: my impatience locking horns with her devotion to minutiae. ‘Find your body, Gideon dear, find your body,’ she says. And with a one-sixteenth tucked between my chin and my shoulder – for this was in the days when that was the smallest instrument one could obtain – I endure Miss Orr’s perpetual adjustments to my position. She arches my fingers over the fingerboard; she stiffens my left wrist; she grips my shoulder to prevent its intrusion into the bowing; she straightens my back and uses a long pointer to tap the insides of my legs to alter my stance. All along while I play – when she at last allows me to play – her voice rings out above the scales and arpeggios that are my initial assignments: ‘Body up, shoulder down, Gideon dear.’ ‘Thumb under this part of the bow, not on the silver part, please, and not on the side.’ ‘The whole arm up-bows.’ ‘Strokes are big and detached.’ ‘No, no! You use the fleshy part of the fingers, dear.’ Continually, she has me play one note and set up for the next. Over and over we engage in this exercise until she is satisfied that all body parts which exist as extensions of the right hand – that is to say the wrist, the elbow, the arm, and the shoulder blade – function along with the bow like an axis and wheel, with the body parts keeping the bow on course.


     I learn that my fingers must work independently of each other. I learn to find that balancing point on the fingerboard which will later allow my fingers to shift as if through air alone from one position to the next on the strings. I learn to listen for and to find the ringing tone of my instrument. I learn up bow and down bow, the golden mean, staccato and legato, sul tasto and sul ponticello.


     In short, I learn method, theory, and principle, but what I do not learn is what I hunger to learn: how to rupture the spirit to bring forth the sound.


     I persevere with Miss Rosemary Orr for eighteen months, but soon I tire of the soulless exercises that dominate my time. Soulless exercises were not what I heard issuing forth from her window that day in the square, and I rail against having to be part of them. I hear Miss Orr excuse this to my father, ‘He is, after all, a very small child. It’s to be expected that, at such a young age, his interest wouldn’t be held for long.’ But my father – who is already doing two jobs to keep the family at Kensington Square – has not attended my thrice-weekly lessons and thus he can’t perceive the manner in which they’re bleeding life from the music I love.


     My grandfather, however, has been there all along because during the eighteen months that I have been with Miss Orr, he has not experienced anything resembling an episode. So he’s taken me to my lessons and he’s listened from a corner of the room, and with his sharp eyes absorbing the form and the content of my lessons and his parched soul thirsty for Paganini, he has drawn the conclusion that his grandson’s prodigious talent is being held back, not nurtured, by well-meaning Rosemary Orr.


     ‘He wants to make music, damn it,’ Granddad roars at my father when they discuss the situation. ‘The boy’s a bloody artist, Dick, and if you can’t see that much when it’s painted in front of you, you’ve got no brains and you’re no son of mine. Would you feed a thoroughbred from the pig trough? I don’t bloody think so, Richard.’


     Perhaps it is fear that garners my father’s co-operation, fear that another episode will be forthcoming if he does not acquiesce in Granddad’s plan. And it is a plan that my grandfather makes immediately apparent: We live in Kensington, no great distance from the Royal College of Music, and it is there that a suitable violin instructor shall be found for his grandson Gideon.


     So it is that my grandfather becomes my saviour and the trustee of my unspoken dreams. So it is that Raphael Robson enters my life.


22 August


I am four years and six months old, and although I know now that Raphael would only have been in his early thirties at the time, to me he is a distant, awesome figure who commands my complete obedience from the first moment we meet.


     He isn’t pleasing to behold. He sweats copiously. I can see his skull through his baby-fine hair. His skin is the white of river fish flesh and it is patched with scales from too much time in the sun. But when Raphael picks up his violin and plays for me – for that is our introduction to each other – his looks fade to insignificance, and I am clay for him to mould. He chooses the Mendelssohn E minor, and he gives his entire body to the music.


     He doesn’t play notes; he exists within sounds. The allegro excitement he produces on his instrument mesmerises me. In a moment he has been transformed. He is no sweating patchy-skinned milksop but Merlin, and I want his magic for myself.


     Raphael doesn’t teach method, I discover, saying to my grandfather who interviews him that ‘It’s the work of the violinist to develop his own method.’ Instead he improvises exercises for me. He leads and I follow. ‘Rise to the opportunity,’ he instructs me over his own playing and watching mine. ‘Enrich that vibrato. Don’t be afraid of portamenti, Gideon. Slide. Make them flow. Slide.’


     And this is how I begin my real life as a violinist, Dr Rose, because all that has gone before with Miss Orr was a prelude. I take three lessons a week at first, then four, and then five. Each lesson lasts three hours. I go at first to Raphael’s office at the Royal College of Music, Granddad and I on the bus from Kensington High Street. But the extended hours of waiting for me to finish my lessons are tiresome to Granddad and everyone in the house is afraid that they will provoke an episode sooner or later without my grandmother there to contend with it. So eventually an arrangement must be made for Raphael Robson to come to me.


     The cost is, of course, enormous. One does not ask a violinist of Raphael’s calibre to commit vast stretches of his teaching time to one small student without recompensing him for his travel, for the hours lost from instructing other students, and from the increased time he will be spending on me. Man does not, after all, live on the love of music alone. And while Raphael has no family to support, he does have his own mouth to feed and his own rent to pay and the money must be raised somehow to see to it that he wants for nothing that would make it necessary for him to reduce his hours with me.


     My father is already working at two jobs. Granddad gets a small pension from a Government grateful for the wartime sacrifice of his sanity, and it has been in the course of preserving that sanity that my grandparents have never moved to less expensive but more trying surroundings in the postwar years. They’ve cut back to the bone, they’ve let out rooms to lodgers, and they’ve shared the expense and the work of running a large house with my father. But they have not allowed for having a child prodigy in the family – and that is what my grandfather insists upon calling me – nor have they budgeted for what the costs will be in nurturing that prodigy to fulfil his potential.


     And I don’t make it easy for them. When Raphael suggests another lesson here or there, another hour or two or three with our instruments, I am passionate about my need for this time. And they see how I thrive under Raphael’s tutelage: He steps into the house and I am ready for him, my instrument in one hand and my bow in the other.


     So an accommodation must be made for my lessons, and my mother is the one who makes it.










Chapter One


It was the knowledge of a touch – reserved for him but given to another – that drove Ted Wiley out into the night. He’d seen it from his window, not intending to spy but spying all the same. The time: just past one in the morning. The place: Friday Street, Henley-on-Thames, a mere sixty yards from the river, and in front of her house which they’d exited only moments before, both of them having to duck their heads to avoid a lintel put into a building in centuries past when men and women were shorter and when their lives were more clearly defined.


     Ted Wiley liked that: the definition of roles. She did not. And if he hadn’t understood before now that Eugenie would not be easily identified as his woman and placed into a convenient category in his life, Ted had certainly reached that conclusion when he saw the two of them – Eugenie and that broomstick stranger – out on the pavement and in each other’s arms.


     Flagrant, he’d thought. She wants me to see this. She wants me to see the way she’s embracing him, then curving her palm to describe the shape of his cheek as he steps away. God damn the woman. She wants me to see this.


     That, of course, was sophistry, and had the embrace and the touch occurred at a more reasonable hour, Ted would have talked himself out of the ominous direction his mind began taking. He would have thought, It can’t mean anything if she’s touching a stranger out in the street in public in a shaft of light from her sitting room window in the autumn sunshine in front of God and everyone and most of all me  . . . But instead of these thoughts, what was implied by a man’s departure from a woman’s home at one in the morning filled Ted’s head like a noxious gas whose volume continued to increase over the next seven days as he – anxious and interpreting every gesture and nuance – waited for her to say, ‘Ted, have I mentioned that my brother—’ or my cousin or my father or my uncle or the homosexual architect who intends to build another room onto the house— ‘stopped for a chat just the other night? It went on into the early hours of the morning and I thought he’d never leave. By the way, you might have seen us just outside my front door if you were lurking behind your window shades as you’ve taken to doing recently.’ Except, of course, there was no brother or cousin or uncle or father that Ted Wiley knew of, and if there was a homosexual architect, he’d yet to hear Eugenie mention him.


     What he had heard her say, his bowels on the rumble, was that she had something important to tell him. And when he’d asked her what it was and thought he’d like her to give it to him straightaway if it was going to be the blow that killed him, she’d said, Soon. I’m not quite ready to confess my sins yet. And she’d curved her palm to touch his cheek. Yes. Yes. That touch. Just exactly like.


     So at nine o’clock on a rainy evening deep in November, Ted Wiley put his ageing golden retriever on her lead and decided that a stroll was in order. Their route, he told the dog – whose arthritis and aversion to the rain did not make her the most co-operative of walkers – would take them to the top of Friday Street and a few yards beyond it to Albert Road where if by coincidence they should run into Eugenie just leaving the Sixty Plus Club where the New Year’s Eve Gala Committee were still attempting to reach a compromise on the menu for the coming festivities, why that’s what it would be: a mere coincidence and a fortuitous chance for a chat. For all dogs need a walk before they kipped down for the night. No one could argue, accuse, or even suspect over that.


     The dog – ludicrously albeit lovingly christened Precious Baby by Ted’s late wife and resolutely called PB by Ted himself – hesitated at the doorway and blinked out at the street, where the autumn rain was falling in the sort of steady waves that presaged a lengthy and bone-chilling storm. She began to lower herself determinedly to her haunches and would have successfully attained that position had Ted not tugged her out onto the pavement with the desperation of a man whose intentions will not be thwarted.


     ‘Come, PB,’ he ordered her, and he jerked the lead so that the choke chain tightened round her neck. The retriever recognised both the tone and the gesture. With a bronchial sigh that released a gust of dog breath into wet night air, she trudged disconsolately into the rain.


     The weather was a misery, but that couldn’t be helped. Besides, the old dog needed to walk. She’d become far too lazy in the five years that had passed since her mistress’s death, and Ted himself had not done much to keep her exercised. Well, that would change now. He’d promised Connie he’d look after the dog, and so he would, with a new regime that began this very night. No more sniffing round the back garden before bedtime, my friend, he silently informed PB. It’s walkies and nothing else from now on.


     He double checked to make sure the book shop’s door was secure, and he adjusted the collar of his old waxed jacket against the wet and the chill. He should have brought an umbrella, he realised as he stepped from the doorway and the first splash of rain water hit his neck. A peaked cap was insufficient protection, no matter how well it suited him. But why the hell was he even thinking about what suited him? he pondered. Fire and ice, if anyone wormed a way inside his head these days, it would be to find cobwebs and rot floating there.


     Ted harrumphed, spat in the street, and began to give himself a pep talk as he and the dog plodded past the Royal Marine Reserve, where a broken gutter along the roof erupted rainwater in a silver plume. He was a catch, he told himself. Major Ted Wiley, retired from the Army and widowed after forty-two years of blissful marriage, was a very fine catch for any woman, and don’t you forget it. Weren’t available men scarce as uncut diamonds in Henley-on-Thames? Yes. They were. Weren’t available men without unsightly nose hairs, overgrown eyebrows, and copious ear hairs scarcer still? Yes and yes. And weren’t men who were clean, in possession of their faculties, in excellent health, dextrous in the kitchen, and of an uxorious disposition so rare in town as to find themselves victims of something akin to a feeding frenzy the very moment they chose to show themselves at a social gathering? Damn right, they were. And he was one of them. Everyone knew it.


     Including Eugenie, he reminded himself.


     Hadn’t she said to him on more than one occasion, You’re a fine man, Ted Wiley? Yes. She had.


     Hadn’t she spent the last three years willingly accepting his company with what he knew was pleasure? Yes. She had.


     Hadn’t she smiled and flushed and looked away when they’d visited his mother at the Quiet Pines Nursing Home and heard her announce in that irritating and imperious way of hers, I’d like a wedding before I die, you two. Yes, yes, and yes. She had, she had.


     So what did a touch on a stranger’s face mean in light of all that? And why could he not expunge it from his mind, as if it had become a brand and not what it was: an unpleasant memory that he wouldn’t even have had had he not taken to watching, to wondering, to lurking, to having to know, to insisting upon battening down the hatches in his life as if it weren’t a life at all but a sailing vessel that might lose its cargo if he wasn’t vigilant?


     Eugenie herself was the answer to that: Eugenie whose spectral-thin body asked for nurture; whose neat hair – thickly silvered though it was with grey – asked to be freed from the hair slides that held it; whose cloudy eyes were blue then green then grey then blue but always guarded; whose modest but nonetheless provocative femininity awakened in Ted a stirring in the groin that called him to an action he hadn’t been capable of taking since Connie’s death. Eugenie was the answer.


     And he was the man for Eugenie, the man to protect her, to bring her back to life. For what had gone unspoken between the two of them these past three years was the extent to which Eugenie had been denying herself the very communion of her fellow men for God only knew how long. Yet that denial had declared itself openly when he’d first invited her to join him for a simple evening glass of sherry at the Catherine Wheel.


     Why, she’s not had a man ask her out in years, Ted had thought at her flustered reaction to his invitation. And he’d wondered why.


     Now, perhaps, he knew. She had secrets from him, had Eugenie. I have something important I want to tell you, Ted. Sins to confess, she’d said. Sins.


     Well, there was no time like the present to hear what she had to say.


     At the top of Friday Street, Ted waited for the traffic lights to change, PB shivering close at his side. Duke Street was also the main thoroughfare to either Reading or Marlow, and as such it carried all manner of vehicles rumbling through town. A wet night like this did little to decrease the volume of traffic in a society that was becoming depressingly more reliant upon cars and even more depressingly desirous of a commuter lifestyle defined by work in the city and life in the country. So even at nine o’clock at night, cars and lorries splashed along the soaked street, their headlamps creating ochroid fans that reflected against windows and in pools of standing water.


     Too many people going too many places, Ted thought morosely. Too many people without the slightest idea of why they’re rushing headlong through their lives.


     The traffic lights changed and Ted crossed over, making the little jog into Greys Road with PB bumping along next to him. Despite the fact that they’d not walked even quarter of a mile, the old dog was wheezing, and Ted stepped into the shallow doorway of Mirabelle’s Antiques to give the poor retriever a breather. Their destination was almost in sight, he reassured her. Surely she could make it just a few more yards up to Albert Road.


     There, a car park served as courtyard for the Sixty Plus Club, an organisation attending to the social needs of Henley’s ever-growing community of pensioners. There, too, Eugenie worked as Director. And there Ted had met her, upon relocating to the town on the Thames when he could no longer bear in Maidstone the memories of his wife’s lengthy death.


     ‘Major Wiley, how lovely. You’re on Friday Street,’ Eugenie had said to him, reviewing his membership form. ‘You and I are neighbours. I’m at number sixty-five. The pink house? Doll Cottage? I’ve been there for years. And you’re at  . . .’


     ‘The book shop,’ he’d said. ‘Just across the street. The flat’s above it. Yes. But I’d no idea  . . . I mean, I’ve not seen you.’


     ‘I’m always out early and back late. I know your shop, though. I’ve been in many times. At least when your mother was running it. Before the stroke, that is. And she’s still well, which is lovely. Improving, isn’t she.’


     He’d thought Eugenie was asking, but when he realised she wasn’t – indeed, she was merely affirming information that she already had – then he also realised where he’d seen her before: at Quiet Pines Nursing Home where three times each week Ted visited his mother. She did voluntary work there in the mornings, did Eugenie, and the patients referred to her as ‘our angel’. Or so Ted’s mother had informed him once as together they watched Eugenie entering a cubicle with an adult-sized nappy folded over her wrist. ‘She hasn’t any relatives here, and the Home don’t pay her a penny, Ted.’


     Then why, Ted had wanted to know at the time. Why?


     Secrets, he thought now. Still waters and secrets.


     He looked down at the dog, who’d sagged against him, out of the rain and determined to snooze while she had the chance. He said, ‘Come along, PB. Not much farther now,’ and looked across the street to see through the bare trees that there was not much more time either.


     For from where he and the dog stood sheltered, he noticed that the Sixty Plus Club was disgorging its New Year’s Eve Gala committee. Raising their umbrellas and stepping through puddles like neophyte high-wire artists, the committee members called out their goodnights to one another with enough good cheer to suggest that a compromise on comestibles had been finally achieved. Eugenie would be pleased at this. Pleased, she’d no doubt be feeling expansive and ready to talk to him.


     Ted crossed the street, eager to intercept her, his reluctant golden retriever in tow. He reached the low wall between the pavement and the car park just as the last of the committee members drove away. The lights in the Sixty Plus Club went out and the entry porch became bathed in shadow. A moment later, Eugenie herself stepped into the misty penumbra between the building and the car park, working upon the tie of a black umbrella. Ted opened his mouth to call her name, sing out a hearty hello and make the offer of a personal escort back to her cottage. No time of night for a lovely lady to be alone on the streets, my dearest girl. Care for the arm of an ardent admirer? With dog, I’m afraid. PB and I were out for a final recce of the town.


     He could have said all this and he was indeed drawing breath to do so when he suddenly heard it. A man’s voice called out Eugenie’s name. She swung to her left, and Ted looked beyond her where a figure was getting out of a dark saloon car. Back lit by one of the street lamps that dotted the car park, he was mostly shadow. But the shape of his head and that gull’s beak nose were enough to tell Ted that Eugenie’s visitor of one in the morning had returned to town.


     The stranger approached her. She remained where she was. In the change of light, Ted could see that he was an older man – of an age with Ted himself, perhaps – with a full head of white hair scraped back from his forehead and falling to touch the turned-up collar of a Burberry.


     They began to talk. He took the umbrella from her, held it over them, and spoke to her urgently. He was taller than Eugenie by a good eight inches, so he bent to her. She lifted her face to hear him. Ted strained to hear him as well but managed to catch only, ‘You’ve got to’ and ‘My knees, Eugenie?’ and finally, loudly, ‘Why won’t you see—’ which Eugenie interrupted with a rush of soft conversation and the placement of her hand on his arm. ‘You can say that to me?’ were the final words Ted heard from the man before he jerked himself away from Eugenie’s grasp, thrust the umbrella upon her, and stalked to his car. At this, Ted breathed a cirrus of relief into the cold night air.


     It was a brief deliverance. Eugenie followed the stranger and intercepted him as he yanked open the door to his car. With the door between them, she continued to speak. Her listener, however, averted his face, and cried out, ‘No. No,’ at which point she reached up to him and tried to curve her palm against his cheek. She seemed to want to draw him to her despite the car door that continued to act like a shield between them.


     It was effective as a shield, that door, because the stranger escaped whatever caress Eugenie wanted to bestow upon him. He dived into the driver’s seat, wrenched the door closed, and started the engine with a roar that resounded against the buildings on three sides of the car park.


     Eugenie stepped away. The car reversed. Its gears ground like animals being dismembered. Its tyres spun wickedly against wet pavement. Rubber met Tarmac with a sound like despair.


     Another roar and the car was speeding towards the exit. Not six yards from where Ted watched in the shelter of a young liquidambar tree, the Audi – for now it was close enough for Ted to see the distinguishing quadruple circles on its bonnet – swerved into the street without so much as a moment’s pause for its driver to determine if any other vehicles were in his way. There was just enough time for Ted to catch a glimpse of a profile that was twisted with emotion before the Audi veered left in the direction of Duke Street and there turned right for the Reading Road. Ted squinted after it, trying to make out the number plate, trying to decide if he’d ill-chosen his moment to happen upon Eugenie.


     He didn’t have much time to select between scarpering for home and pretending he’d just arrived, however. Eugenie would be upon him in thirty seconds or less.


     He looked down at the dog, who’d taken the opportunity of this respite from their walk to deposit herself at the base of the liquidambar, where she now lay curled, with the apparent and martyred determination to sleep in the rain. How reasonable was it, Ted wondered, to suppose he could coax PB into a fast trot that would take them out of the immediate area before Eugenie reached the edge of the car park? Not very. So he would offer Eugenie the pretence that he and the dog had just arrived.


     He squared his shoulders and gave a tug on the lead, preparatory to rounding the wall and entering the car park. But as he was doing so, he saw that Eugenie wasn’t heading his way at all. Instead, she was walking in the opposite direction, where a path between buildings offered pedestrians access to Market Place. Where the blazes was she going?


     Ted hastened after her, at a brisk pace that PB didn’t much care for but couldn’t avoid without serious risk of strangulation. Eugenie was a dark figure ahead of them, her black raincoat, black boots, and black umbrella making her an unsuitable ambler on a rainy night.


     She turned right into Market Place, and Ted wondered for the second time where she was going. Shops were closed at this hour, and it wasn’t in Eugenie’s character to frequent pubs alone.


     Ted endured a moment of agony while PB relieved herself next to the kerb. The dog’s capacious bladder was legend, and Ted was certain that, in the lengthy wait for PB to empty a pool of steaming urine into the gutter, he’d lose Eugenie to Market Place Mews or Market Lane when she crossed over halfway down the street. But after a quick glance right and left, she continued on her way, towards the river. Passing by Duke Street, she crossed into Hart Street at which point Ted began thinking that she was merely taking a circuitous route home, despite the weather. But then she veered to the doors of St Mary the Virgin, whose handsome crenellated tower was part of the river vista for which Henley was famous.


     Eugenie hadn’t come to admire that vista, however, for she swiftly ducked inside the church.


     ‘Damn,’ Ted muttered. What to do now? He could hardly follow her into the church, dog in tow. And hanging about outside in the rain wasn’t an appealing idea. And while he could tie the dog to a lamppost and join her at her prayers – if praying was what she was doing in there – he couldn’t exactly maintain the pretence of a chance encounter inside St Mary the Virgin after nine in the evening when there was no service going on. And even if there had been a service, Eugenie knew he wasn’t a churchgoer. So what the hell else could he do now except turn tail for home like a lovesick idiot? And all the time seeing seeing still seeing that moment in the car park when she touched him again, again that touch  . . .


     Ted shook his head vigorously. He couldn’t go on like this. He had to know the worst. He had to know tonight.


     To the left of the church, the graveyard made a rough triangle of sodden vegetation bisected by a path that led to a row of old brick almshouses, whose windows winked brightly against the darkness. Ted led PB in this direction, taking the time that Eugenie was inside the church to marshal his opening statement to her.


     Look at this dog, fat as a sow, he would say. We’re on a new campaign to slim her down. Vet says she can’t go on like this without her heart giving out, so here we are and here we’ll be nightly from now on, making a circumvention of the town. May we toddle along with you, Eugenie? Heading home, are you? Ready to talk, are you? Can we make this the soon you spoke to me about? Because I don’t know how much longer I can hold on, wondering what it is that you want me to know.


     The problem was that he’d decided upon her, and he’d reached the decision without knowing if she’d reached it as well. In the last five years since Connie’s death, he’d never had to pursue a woman since women had done the pursuing of him. And even if that had demonstrated for him how little he liked to be pursued – damnation itself, when had women become so flaming aggressive? he wondered – and even if what evolved from those pursuits tended to be a pressure to perform under which he had consistently wilted, yet there had been an intense gratification in knowing that the old boy still had It and It was highly in demand.


     Except Eugenie wasn’t demanding. Which made Ted ask himself whether he was man enough for everyone else – at least superficially – but for some reason not man enough for her.


     Blast it all, why was he feeling like this? Like an adolescent who’d never been laid. It was those failures with the others, he decided, failures he’d never once had with Connie.


     ‘You should see a doctor about this little problem of yours,’ that piranha Georgia Ramsbottom had said, twisting her bony back from his bed and donning his flannel dressing gown. ‘It’s not normal, Ted. For a man your age? What are you, sixty-five? It’s just not normal.’


     Sixty-eight, he thought. With a piece of meat between his legs that remained inert despite the most ardent of ministrations.


     But that was because of their pursuit of him. If they’d only let him do what nature intended every man to do – be the hunter and not the hunted – then everything else would take care of itself. Wouldn’t it? Wouldn’t it? He needed to know.


     A sudden movement within one of the squares of light from an almshouse window attracted his attention. Ted glanced that way to see that a figure had come into the room that the window defined. The figure was a woman and as Ted looked curiously in her direction, he was surprised to see her raise the red jumper that she was wearing, lifting it over her head and dropping it to the floor.


     He looked left and right. He felt his cheeks take on heat, despite the rain that was pelting him. Peculiar that some people didn’t know how a lit window worked at night. They couldn’t see out, so they believed no one could see in. Children were like that. Ted’s own three girls had to be taught to draw the curtains before they undressed. But if no one ever taught a child to do that  . . . peculiar that some people never learned.


     He stole a glance in her direction again. The woman had removed her brassíre. Ted swallowed. On the lead, PB was beginning to snuffle in the grass that edged the graveyard path, and she headed towards the almshouses innocently.


     Take her off the lead, she won’t go far. But instead Ted followed, the lead looped in his hand.


     In the window the woman began brushing her hair. With each stroke her breasts lifted and fell. Their nipples were taut, with deep brown aureoles encircling them. Seeing all this, his eyes fixed to her breasts as if they were what he’d been waiting for all evening and all the evenings that had preceded this evening, Ted felt the incipient stirring within him, and then that gratifying rush of blood and that throb of life.


     He sighed. There was nothing wrong with him. Nothing at all. Being pursued had been the problem. Pursuing – and afterwards claiming and having – was the sure solution.


     He tugged PB’s lead so the dog walked no farther. He settled in to watch the woman in the window and to wait for his Eugenie.


 


 


In the Lady Chapel of St Mary the Virgin Eugenie didn’t so much pray as wait. She hadn’t darkened the doorway of a house of worship in years, and the only reason she’d done so tonight was to avoid the conversation she’d promised herself that she’d have with Ted.


     She knew he was following her. It wasn’t the first time she’d come out of the Sixty Plus Club to see his silhouette under the trees on the street, but it was the first time she wouldn’t allow herself to talk to him. So she hadn’t turned in his direction when she could have done, at the natural moment to offer an explanation to what he’d witnessed in the car park. Instead, she’d headed for Market Place with no clear idea of where she was going.


     When her gaze had fallen upon the church, she’d made the decision to slip inside and adopt an attitude of supplication. For the first five minutes in the Lady Chapel, she even knelt on one of the dusty hassocks, gazed on the statue of the Virgin, and waited for the old familiar words of devotion to spring into her mind. But they would not. Her head was too filled with impediments to prayer: old arguments and accusations, older loyalties and the sins committed in the name of them, current importunacies and their implications, future consequences if she made an ignorant misstep now.


     She’d made enough missteps in the past to devastate thirteen dozen lives. And she’d long ago learned that an action taken was the same as a pebble dropped into still water: The concentric rings that the pebble effects may lessen in substance, but they do still exist.


     When no prayer came to her, Eugenie rose from her knees. She sat with her feet flat on the floor and studied the face of the statue. You didn’t make the choice to lose Him, did you? she asked the Virgin silently. So how can I ask you to understand? And even if you did understand, what intercession can I ask you to give me? You can’t turn back time. You can’t unhappen what happened, can you? You can’t bring back to life what’s dead and gone because if you could, you would have done it to save yourself the torture of His murder.


     Except they never say it was murder, do they? Instead, it’s a sacrifice for a greater cause. It’s a giving of life for something far more important than life. As if anything really is  . . .


     Eugenie put her elbows on her thighs and rested her forehead in the palms of her hands. If she was to believe what her erstwhile religion taught her to believe, then the Virgin Mary had known from the start exactly what would be required of her. She’d understood clearly that the Child she nurtured would be ripped from her life in the flowering of his manhood. Reviled, beaten, abused, and sacrificed, He would die ingloriously and she would be there to watch it all. And the only assurance she would ever have that His death had a greater meaning than what was implied by being spat upon and nailed up between two common criminals was simple faith. Because although religious tradition had it that an angel had appeared to put her in the picture of future events, who could really stretch their brains to fit around that?


     So she’d gone on blind faith that a greater good existed somewhere. Not in her lifetime and not in the lifetime of the grandchildren she would never have. But there. Somewhere. Quite real. There.


     Of course, it hadn’t happened yet. Fast forward two thousand brutal years and mankind was still waiting for the good to come. And what did she think, the Virgin Mother, watching and waiting from her throne in the clouds? How did she begin to assess the benefit against the cost?


     For years newspapers had served to tell Eugenie that the benefits – the good – tipped the scales against the price she herself had paid. But now she was no longer sure. The Greater Good she’d thought she was serving threatened to disintegrate before her, like a woven rug whose persistent unravelling makes a mockery of the labour that went into its creation. And only she could stop that unravelling, if she chose to do so.


     The problem was Ted. She hadn’t intended to draw close to him. For so very long, she hadn’t allowed herself near enough to anyone to encourage confidence of any kind. And to feel herself even capable now – not to mention deserving – of establishing a connection to another human being seemed like a form of hubris that was certain to destroy her. Yet she wanted to draw close to him anyway, as if he were the anodyne for a sickness that she lacked the courage to name.


     So she sat in the church. In part because she did not want to face Ted Wiley just yet, before the way was paved. In part because she did not yet possess the words to do the paving.


     Tell me what to do, God, she prayed in the quiet. Tell me what to say.


     But God was as silent as He’d been for ages. Eugenie dropped an offering in the collection box and left the church.


     Outside, it was still raining relentlessly. She raised her umbrella and headed towards the river. The wind was rising as she reached the corner, and she paused for a moment to wrestle against it as it struck her umbrella with more force than she expected and turned it inside out.


     ‘Here. Let me help you with that, Eugenie.’


     She swung round and Ted was standing there, his old dog droopily at his side and rainwater dripping from his nose and his jaw. His waxed jacket glistened brightly with damp, and his peaked cap clung to his skull.


     ‘Ted!’ She offered him the gift of her spurious surprise. ‘You look positively drowned. And poor PB! What are you doing out here with that sweet dog?’


     He righted her umbrella and held it over both of them. She took his arm.


     ‘We’ve begun a new exercise programme,’ he told her. ‘Up to Market Place, down to the churchyard and back home four times a day. What’re you doing here? You haven’t just come out of the church, have you?’


     You know I have, she wanted to say. You just don’t know why. But what she said was, lightly, ‘Decompressing after the committee meeting. You remember: the New Year’s Eve committee? I’d given them a deadline to decide on the food. So much to be ordered, you know, and they can’t expect the caterer to wait for ever for them to make up their minds, can they?’


     ‘On your way home now?’


     ‘I am.’


     ‘And may I  . . . ?’


     ‘You know that you may.’


     How ridiculous it was, the two of them in such an idle conversation, with volumes of what needed saying deliberately going unsaid between them.


     You don’t trust me, Ted, do you? Why don’t you trust me? And how can we foster love between us if we have no foundation of trust? I know you’re worried because I’m not telling you what it was I said I wanted to tell you, but why can’t you let the wanting to tell you be enough for now?


     But she couldn’t risk anything that would lead to revelation at the moment. She owed it to ties far older than the tie she felt to Ted to put her house in order before burning it down.


     So they engaged in insignificant chat as they walked along the river: his day, her day, who’d come into the book shop and how his mother was getting on at Quiet Pines. He was hearty and cheerful; she was pleasant albeit subdued.


     ‘Tired?’ he asked her when they reached the door of her cottage.


     ‘A bit,’ she admitted. ‘It’s been a long day.’


     He handed her the umbrella, saying, ‘Then I won’t keep you up,’ but he looked at her with such open expectation in his ruddy face that she knew her next line was supposed to be to ask him in for a brandy before bed.


     It was her fondness for him that prompted the truth. She said, ‘I’ve got to go into London, Ted.’


     ‘Ah. Early morning, then?’


     ‘No. I’ve got to go tonight. I’ve an appointment.’


     ‘Appointment? But with the rain, it’ll take you at least an hour  . . . Did you say an appointment?’


     ‘Yes. I did.’


     ‘What sort  . . . ? Eugenie  . . .’ He blew out a breath. She heard him curse quietly. So, apparently, did PB because the old retriever raised her head and blinked at Ted as if with surprise. She was soaking, poor dog. At least, thank God, her fur was thick as a mammoth’s. ‘Let me drive you in, then,’ Ted said at last.


     ‘That wouldn’t be wise.’


     ‘But—’


     She put her hand on his arm to stop him. She raised it to touch his cheek but he flinched and she stepped away. ‘Are you free for dinner tomorrow night?’ she asked him.


     ‘You know I am.’


     ‘Then have a meal with me. Here. We’ll talk then, if you’d like.’


     He gazed at her, trying – she knew – and failing to read her. Don’t make the attempt, she wanted to tell him. I’ve had too much rehearsal for a rôle in a drama you don’t yet understand.


     She watched him steadily, waiting for his reply. The light from her sitting room came through the window and jaundiced a face already drawn with age and with worries he wouldn’t name. She was grateful for that: that he wouldn’t speak his deepest fears to her. The fact that what frightened him went unspoken was what gave her courage to contend with everything that frightened her.


     He removed his cap then, a humble gesture that she wouldn’t for all her life have had him make. It exposed his thick grey hair to the rain and removed the meagre shadow that had hidden the rubicund flesh of his nose. It made him look like what he was: an old man. It made her feel like what she was: a woman who didn’t deserve such a fine man’s love.


     ‘Eugenie,’ he said, ‘if you’re thinking that you can’t tell me that you  . . . that you and I  . . . that we aren’t  . . .’ He looked towards the book shop across the street.


     ‘I’m not thinking anything,’ she said. ‘Just about London and the drive. And there’s the rain as well. But I’ll be careful. You’ve no need to worry.’


     He appeared momentarily gratified and perhaps a trifle relieved at the reassurance she meant to imply. ‘You’re the world to me,’ he said simply. ‘Eugenie, do you know that? You’re the world. And I’m a bloody idiot most of the time, but I do—’


     ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I know you do. And we’ll talk tomorrow.’


     ‘Right then.’ He kissed her awkwardly, hitting his head on the edge of the umbrella and knocking it askew in her hand.


     Rain dashed against her face. A car raced up Friday Street. She felt heavy spray from its tyres hit her shoes.


     Ted swung round. ‘Hey!’ he shouted at the vehicle. ‘Watch your bloody driving!’


     ‘No. It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing, Ted.’


     He turned back to her, saying, ‘Damn it. Wasn’t that—’ But he stopped himself.


     ‘What?’ she asked. ‘Who?’


     ‘No one. Nothing.’ He roused his retriever to her feet for the last few yards to their front door. ‘We’ll talk, then?’ he asked. ‘Tomorrow? After dinner?’


     ‘We’ll talk,’ she said. ‘There’s so much to say.’


 


 


She had very few preparations to make. She washed her face and cleaned her teeth. She combed her hair and tied a navy blue scarf round her head. She protected her lips with a colourless balm, and she put the winter lining into her raincoat to give herself more protection from the chill. Parking was always bad in London, and she didn’t know how far she would have to walk in the cold and storm-stricken air when she finally arrived at her destination.


     Raincoat on and a handbag hooked over her arm, she descended the narrow staircase. She took from the kitchen table a photograph in a plain wooden frame. It was one of a baker’s dozen that she usually had arranged round the cottage. Before choosing from among them, she’d lined them up like soldiers on the table and there the rest of them remained.


     She clasped this frame just beneath her bosom. She went out into the night.


     Her car was parked inside a gated courtyard, in a space she rented by the month, just down the street. The courtyard was hidden by electric gates cleverly fashioned to look like part of the half-timbered buildings on either side. There was safety in this, and Eugenie liked safety. She liked the illusion of security afforded by gates and locks.


     In her car – a second-hand Polo whose fan sounded like the wheezing of a terminal asthmatic – she carefully set the framed photo on the passenger seat and started the engine. She’d prepared in advance for this journey up to London, checking the Polo’s oil and its tyres and topping up its petrol as soon as she’d learned the date and the place. The time had come later, and she’d balked at it at first, once she realised ten forty-five meant at night and not in the morning. But she had no leg to stand on in protesting, and she knew it, so she acquiesced. Her night vision wasn’t what it once had been. But she would cope.


     She hadn’t counted on the rain, however. And as she left the outskirts of Henley and wound her way northwest to Marlow, she found herself clutching the steering wheel and crouching over it, half-blinded by the headlamps of oncoming cars, assailed by how the blowing rain diffracted the light in spearheads that riddled the windscreen with visual lacerations.


     Things weren’t much better on the M40 where cars and lorries put up sheets of spray with which the Polo’s windscreen wipers could barely keep pace. The lane markings had mostly vanished beneath the standing water, and those that could be seen seemed to alternate between writhing snakelike in Eugenie’s vision and side-stepping to border an entirely different traffic lane.


     It wasn’t until she reached the vicinity of Wormwood Scrubs that she felt she could relax the death hold she had on the steering wheel. Even then, she didn’t breathe with ease until she’d veered away from the motorway’s sleek and sodden river of concrete and headed north in the vicinity of Maida Hill.


     As soon as she could manage it, she pulled to the kerb at a darkened Sketchley’s. There, she let out a lungful of air that felt as if it had been held back since she’d made the first turn into Duke Street in Henley.


     She rooted in her handbag for the directions she’d written out for herself from the A to Z. Although she’d escaped the motorway unscathed, another quarter of the journey still had to be negotiated through London’s labyrinthine streets.


     The city at the best of times was a maze. At night, it became a maze ill lit and in possession of a nearly laughable paucity of signposts. But at night in the rain, it was Hades. Three false starts took Eugenie no farther than Paddington Recreation Ground before she got lost. Wisely, each time she returned the way she’d come, like a taxi driver determined to understand just where he’d made his first mistake.


     So it was nearly twenty past eleven when she found the street she was looking for in northwest London. And she spent another maddening seven minutes circling round till she found a space to park.


     She clasped the framed photo to her bosom again, took up her umbrella from the back seat of the car, and clambered out. The rain had finally abated, but the wind was still blowing. What few autumn leaves had remained on the trees were being wafted through the air to plaster themselves on the pavement, in the street, and against the parked cars.


     Number Thirty-two was the house she wanted, and Eugenie saw that it would be far up the street, on the other side. She walked along the pavement for twenty-five yards. At that hour, the houses she passed were mostly unlit, and if she hadn’t been nervous enough about the coming interview, her state of anxiety was heightened by the darkness and by what her active imagination was telling her could be hidden there. So she decided to be careful, as a woman alone in a city on a rainy night in late autumn ought to be careful. She ventured off the pavement and proceeded on her way in the middle of the road, where she would have advance warning should anyone want to attack her.


     She thought it unlikely. It was a decent neighbourhood. Still, she knew the value of caution, so she was grateful when lights swept over her, telling her that a vehicle had turned into the street behind her. It was coming along slowly, the way she herself had come and doing what she herself had been doing, looking for that most precious of London commodities: a place to park. She turned, stepped back against the nearest vehicle, and waited for the car to pass her. But as she did so, it pulled to one side and flashed its lights, telling her that the way was hers.


     Ah, she’d been mistaken, she thought, resettling her umbrella against her shoulder and going on her way. The car wasn’t waiting for a parking space at all, but rather for someone to come out of the house in front of which it sat. She gave a quick glance over her shoulder when she reached this conclusion, and as if the unknown driver was reading her thoughts, the car’s horn beeped once abruptly, like a parent who’d come calling for an unresponsive child.


     Eugenie continued walking. She counted the house numbers as she passed. She saw Number Ten and Number Twelve – she’d gone barely six houses from her own car – when the steady light behind her shifted then went out altogether.


     Odd, she thought. You can’t just park in the street like that. And thinking this, she began to turn. Which was, as it happened, not the worst of her mistakes.


     Bright lights blazed on. She was instantly blinded. Blinded, she froze as the hunted often do.


     An engine roared and tyres screeched.


     When she was hit, her body flew up, her arms flung wide, and her picture frame shot up like a rocket into the air.










Chapter Two


J. W. Pitchley, aka TongueMan, had experienced an excellent evening. He’d broken Rule One – never suggest meeting anyone with whom one has engaged in cybersex – but it had all worked out, proving to him yet again that his instincts for picking fruit past its prime but all the juicier for having hung disregarded on the tree so long were as finely honed as a surgical tool.


     Humility and honesty forced him to admit that it hadn’t been that much of a risk, however. Any woman who called herself CreamPants was as good as advertising what she wanted and if he’d had any doubts, five meetings on-line that had had him coming into his Calvin Klein jockeys without the slightest handshake of the organ on his part should have set his mind at rest. Unlike his four other current cyberlovers – whose spelling skill was, alas, often as limited as their imagination – CreamPants had a capacity for fantasy that cooked his brain and a natural ability to express that fantasy that stiffened his cock like a divining rod the moment she logged on the net.


     Creamy here, she would write. R U rdy 4 it, Tongue?


      Oh my. Oh yes. He always was.


     So he’d taken the metaphorical plunge himself this time instead of waiting for his cyberspondent to do so. This was wildly out of character for him. Usually, he played along co-operatively, always there at the other end of on-line encounters when one of his lovers wanted action, but never venturing into the arena of embodiment unless or until his partner suggested it. Following this pattern, he’d successfully transformed exactly twenty-seven Super Highway encounters into twenty-seven intensely satisfying trysts at the Comfort Inn in Cromwell Road – a wise and cautious distance from his own neighbourhood and night-clerked by an Asian gentleman whose memory for faces took a far back seat to his abiding passion for videos of old BBC costume dramas. Thus, only once had he found himself the victim of a practical cyberjoke, agreeing to meet a lover called DoMeHard and discovering two spotty-faced twelve-year-olds dressed like the Kray brothers waiting for him instead. No matter, though. He’d sorted them out quickly enough and he was fairly certain they’d not be trying that little caper on-line again.


     But CreamPants had got to him. R U rdy 4 it? She had him wondering almost from the first if she could do in person what she could do with words.


     That was always the question, wasn’t it? And anticipating, fantasising, and securing the answer were part of the fun.


     He’d worked very hard to bring CreamPants round to suggesting that they meet. He climbed to new and dizzying heights of descriptive licentiousness with the woman. To develop more ideas in the carnal vein, he’d spent six hours over a fortnight browsing through the paraphernalia of pleasure in those windowless shops in Brewer Street. And when he finally found himself spending his daily commute into the City wrapped up in lustful visions of their sated bodies inextricably twined on the hideously hued counterpane of a Comfort Inn bed – this, instead of reading the Financial Times, that daily staple of his career – he knew that he had to take action.


     So Want it 4 real? he’d finally written to her. R U rdy 4 a rsk?


      She’d been ready.


     He made the suggestion that he always made when his cyberlovers requested a meeting: drinks at the Valley of Kings, easy enough to find, just a few steps away from Sainsbury’s in Cromwell Road. She could come by car, by taxi, by bus, or by tube. And if upon first sight they found they didn’t actually appeal to each other  . . . just a quick martini in the bar and no regrets, okay?


     The Valley of Kings possessed the same priceless quality as the Comfort Inn. Like the vast majority of service-oriented businesses in London, its waiters spoke virtually no English and to them every English person looked alike. He’d taken all twenty-seven of his cyberencounters to the Valley of Kings without the maitre d’, the waiters, or the bartender so much as blinking an eyelash in recognition of him, so he was confident that he could take CreamPants there as well without any of its employees betraying him.


     He’d known who she was the moment she walked into the restaurant’s saffron-scented bar. And he was gratified to see that yet again he’d somehow instinctively known who and what she would be. Fifty-five years old if she was a day, well-scrubbed, and wearing just the right amount of scent, she wasn’t some slag out on the pull. She wasn’t a Mile End shag bag trying to better herself or a Scouse-come-south in the hope of finding a bloke who’d raise her standard of living. She was instead exactly what he’d assumed that she’d be: a lonely divorcee whose kids were grown-up and who was facing the prospect of being called Gran about ten years sooner than she wanted. She was eager to prove to herself that she still had a modicum of sex appeal despite the lines on her face and her incipient jowls. And never mind that he had his own reasons for choosing her despite the dozen years of difference between their ages. He was happy enough to supply her with the validation that she required.


     Such validation took place in room 109, first floor, perhaps ten yards away from the roar of traffic. Being on the street – a request he always made sotto voce prior to securing the room key – obviated the necessity of staying the night. It would be impossible for anyone in possession of normal hearing actually to sleep in any of the rooms that faced Cromwell Road. And since spending the night with a cyberlover was the last activity on his mind, being able to say, ‘God, what a din,’ at one point or another usually sufficed as prelude to a gentlemanly exit.


     So everything had gone according to plan: drinks had segued into a confession of physical attraction which had led to a stroll to the Comfort Inn, where vigorous coupling had resulted in mutual satisfaction. In person CreamPants – whose real name she coyly refused to reveal – was only slightly less imaginative than she was on the keyboard. Once all the sexual permutations, positions, and possibilities had been thoroughly explored between them, they fell away from each other, slick with sweat and other bodily fluids, and listened to the roar of lorries grinding up and down the A4.


     ‘God what a din,’ he groaned. ‘I should have thought of a better spot than this. We’ll never sleep.’


     ‘Oh.’ She took her cue. ‘Not to worry. I can’t stay anyway.’


     ‘You can’t?’ Pained.


     A smile. ‘I hadn’t actually planned on it. After all, there was always the chance that you and I wouldn’t have made the same sort of connection in person as we did on the net. You know.’


     How he did. The only question now as he drove home was What next? They’d gone at it like beavers for two solid hours, and they’d both enjoyed themselves immensely. They’d parted with promises made on both sides of ‘staying in touch’ but there had been ever so slight an undercurrent in CreamPants’ farewell embrace that belied her casual words and suggested to him that the course of wisdom called for steering clear of her for a time.


     Which was ultimately, after a long aimless drive in the rain for sexual decompression, what he decided to do.


     He yawned as he turned into his street. He’d have an excellent night’s kip after his exertions of the evening. There was nothing like spirited sex with a relative stranger of advancing years to set one up for slumber.


     He squinted through the windscreen as the wipers lulled him with their steady rhythm. He cruised up the incline and flicked on the indicator for his driveway – more out of habit than necessity – and was thinking about how much longer it would be before LadyFire and EatMe each suggested a meeting when he saw the heap of sodden garments lying next to a late model Calibra.


     He sighed. Wasn’t society crumbling round his ears? Beneath a thin protection of their epidermis, people were becoming little more than pigs. After all, why on earth should anyone drop his jumble at Oxfam when he could just as easily toss it into the street? It was pathetic.


     He was about to drive past when a flash of white within the mass of soaked material caught his eye. He glanced over. A rain-drenched sock, a tattered scarf, a limp collection of women’s knickers? What?


     But then he saw. His foot plunged wildly on the brake.


     The white, he realised, was a hand, a wrist, and a short length of arm which itself protruded from the black of a coat. Part of a mannequin, he thought resolutely, to still the hammering of his heart. Someone’s pea-brained idea of a joke. It’s too short to be a person, anyway. And there’re no legs or head. Just that arm.


     But he lowered his window in spite of these reassuring conclusions. His face spattered with the rain, he peered at the shapeless form on the ground. And then he saw the rest.


     There were legs. There was a head as well. It merely hadn’t seemed so upon an initial glance through the rain-streaked window because the head was bowed deeply into the coat as if in prayer and the legs were tucked completely under the Calibra.


     Heart attack, he thought in spite of what his eyes told him otherwise. Aneurysm. Stroke.


     Only what were the legs doing under that car? Under it, when the only possible explanation for that was  . . .


     He snatched up his mobile and punched in 999.


 


 


DCI Eric Leach’s body was screaming flu. He ached everywhere it was possible to ache. He was sweaty on the head, the cheeks, and the chest; he had the chills. He should have phoned in ill when he first started feeling like crap in a basket. He should have gone to bed. There, he would have gleaned a double benefit. He would have caught up on the sleep he’d been missing since trying to reorganise his life post-divorce and he would have had an excuse when the phone call came through at midnight. Instead, here he was dragging his sorry shivering bum from an inadequately furnished flat into the cold, the wind, and the rain where he was no doubt risking double pneumonia.


     Live and learn, DCI Leach thought wearily. Next time he got married, he’d damn well stay married.


     He saw the blue flashing lights of police vehicles as he made his final left turn. The hour was drawing on towards twenty past twelve, but the rising road in front of him was as bright as midday. Someone had hooked up floodlights and these were complemented by the lightning bolt hiccups of the forensic photographer.


     The activity outside their houses had gathered a hefty collection of gawkers, but they were being held back by the crime scene tape that had been strung along the length of the street on both sides. Additional tape as well as barriers blocked the roadway at either end. Behind these, a number of press photographers had already gathered, those vampires of the radio waves who continuously tuned in to the Met’s frequency in the hope of learning that fresh blood was available somewhere.


     DCI Leach thumbed a Strepsil out of its packet. He left his car behind an ambulance whose waterproof-shrouded attendants were lounging against its front bumper, drinking coffee from Thermos lids in an unhurried fashion that indicated which one of their services was going to be required. Leach nodded at them as he hunched his shoulders against the rain. He showed his warrant card to the gangling young PC who was in charge of keeping the press at bay, and he stepped past the barrier and approached the collection of professionals who were gathered round a saloon car halfway up the street.


     He heard snatches of neighbourhood conversation as he wearily trudged up the slight incline. Most of it was murmured in the reverential tones employed by those who understood how impartial the reaper was when he sauntered by to do his grim business. But there was also the occasional ill-considered complaint about the confusion that ensued when a sudden death in the open demanded police examination. And when one of those complaints was spoken in just the sort of pinched-nose I-smell-something-decidedly-unpleasant-and-it’s-you tone that Leach detested, he turned on his heel. He stalked in the direction of the protest, which was concluding with the phrase, ‘. . .  one’s sleep being disturbed for no apparent reason other than to satisfy the baser inclinations of the tabloid photographers’ and found its source, a hair-helmeted ghoul with her entire life savings invested in a plastic surgery job that needed redoing. She was saying, ‘If one’s council taxes cannot protect one from this sort of thing  . . .’ when Leach cut her off by speaking to the nearest constable guarding the scene.


     ‘Shut that bitch up,’ he barked. ‘Kill her if you have to.’ And he went on his way.


     At the moment, the crime scene action was being dominated by the forensic pathologist who, beneath a makeshift shelter of polythene sheets, was wearing a bizarre combination of tweeds, Wellingtons, and upmarket Patagonia rainwear. He was just completing his preliminary examination of the body, and Leach got enough of a look to see they were dealing with either a cross-dresser or a female of indeterminate age, badly mangled. Facial bones were crushed; blood seeped from the hole where an ear had once been; raw skin on the head marked the areas where hair had been ripped from the scalp; the head hung at a natural angle but with a highly unnatural twist. It was just the thing to have to look upon when one was already light-headed with fever.


     The pathologist – Dr Olav Grotsin – slapped his hands on his thighs and pushed himself to his feet. He snapped off his latex gloves, tossed them to an assistant, and saw Leach where the DCI stood, attempting to ignore his own ill health and assessing what could be assessed from his position of less than four feet from the corpse.


     ‘You look like hell,’ Grotsin said to Leach.


     ‘What’ve we got?’


     ‘Female. One hour dead when I got here. Two at the most.’


     ‘You’re sure?’


     ‘What about? The time or the sex?’


     ‘The sex.’


     ‘She’s got breasts on her. Old but there. As for the rest, I don’t like cutting off their knickers in the street. You can wait till the morning on that, I presume.’


     ‘What happened?’


     ‘Hit and run. Internal injuries. I’d venture to guess she’s ruptured everything that could be ruptured.’


     Leach said, ‘Shit,’ and stepped past Grotsin to squat by the body. It lay a scant few inches from the driver’s door of the Calibra, on its side with its back to the street. One arm was twisted behind it, and the legs were tucked beneath the Vauxhall’s chassis. The Vauxhall itself was unblemished, Leach noted, which hardly surprised him. He couldn’t see a driver hotly seeking a parking space and running over someone lying in the street in order to get it. He looked for tyre marks on the body and on the dark raincoat she wore.


     ‘Her arm’s dislocated,’ Grotsin was saying behind him. ‘Both legs are broken. And we’ve got a bit of candy floss as well. Turn her head and you’ll see it.’


     ‘The rain didn’t wash it off?’


     ‘Head was protected under the car.’


     Protected was an odd choice of word, Leach thought. The poor cow was dead, whoever she was. Pink froth from her lungs may well have indicated that she didn’t die instantly, but that was not much help to them and no help at all to the hapless victim. Unless, of course, someone had come upon her while she still lived and managed to catch a few critical words as she lay dying in the street.


     Leach got to his feet and said, ‘Who phoned it in?’


     ‘Right over there, sir.’ It was Grotsin’s assistant who replied, and she nodded across the street where for the first time Leach saw that a Porsche Boxster was double parked with its hazard lights blinking. Two police constables were guarding this vehicle at either end, and just beyond them a middle-aged man in a trench coat stood beneath a striped umbrella and anxiously alternated his gaze from the Porsche to the broken body that lay some yards behind it.


     Leach went over to examine the sports car. It would be a short night’s work if the driver, the vehicle, and the victim were forming a neat little triad here on the street, but even as he approached the car, Leach knew that this would not be likely. Grotsin would hardly have used the words hit and run if only the first term applied.


     Still, Leach walked round the Boxster carefully. He squatted in front of it and examined its front end and its body. He went from there to the tyres and checked each of these. He lowered himself to the rain-washed pavement and scrutinised the Porsche’s undercarriage. And when he was done, he ordered the car impounded for the crime team’s analysis.


     ‘Oh, I say. That can’t be necessary,’ was the complaint made by Mr Trench Coat. ‘I stopped, didn’t I? As soon as I saw  . . . And I reported it. Surely you can see that—’


     ‘It’s routine.’ Leach joined the man as a PC was offering him a cup of coffee. ‘You’ll have the car back quick enough. What’s your name?’


     ‘Pitchley,’ the man said. ‘J.W. Pitchley. But see here, this is an expensive car, and I see no reason  . . . Good God, if I’d hit her, the car would show the signs.’


     ‘So you know it’s a woman?’


     Pitchley looked flustered. ‘I suppose I thought  . . . I did go over to it  . . . to her. After I rang nine-nine-nine. I got out of the car and went to see if there was anything I could do. She might have been alive.’


     ‘But she wasn’t?’


     ‘I couldn’t actually tell. She wasn’t  . . . I mean, I could see she was unconscious. She wasn’t making a sound. She might have been breathing. But I knew not to touch  . . .’ He gulped his coffee. Steam rose from the cup.


     ‘She’s a fair enough mess. Our pathologist concluded she’s a woman by checking for breasts. What did you do?’


     Pitchley looked aghast at the implication. He glanced over his shoulder to the pavement, as if worried that the collection of onlookers standing there could hear his exchange with the detective and would draw erroneous conclusions from it. ‘Nothing,’ he said in an undertone. ‘My God. I didn’t do anything. Obviously, I could see that she was wearing a skirt beneath her coat. And her hair’s longer than a man’s—’


     ‘Where it’s not been ripped from her skull.’


     Pitchley grimaced but went on. ‘So when I saw the skirt, I just assumed. That’s it.’


     ‘And that’s where she was lying, is it? Right there by the Vauxhall?’


     ‘Yes. Right there. I didn’t touch her, didn’t move her.’


     ‘See anyone on the street? On the pavement? On a porch? At a window? Anywhere?’


     ‘No. No one. I was just driving along. There was no one anywhere except her, and I wouldn’t have noticed her at all except her hand – or her arm or something  . . . white, this was – caught my eye. That’s it.’


     ‘Were you alone in your own car?’


     ‘Yes. Yes, of course I was alone. I live alone. Over there. Just up the street.’


     Leach wondered at the volunteered information. He said, ‘Where were you coming from this evening, Mr Pitchley?’


     ‘South Kensington. I was  . . . I was dining with a friend.’


     ‘The friend’s name?’


     ‘I say, am I being accused of something?’ Pitchley sounded flustered rather than concerned. ‘Because if phoning the emergency services when one finds a body is grounds for suspicion, I’d like a solicitor with me when I  . . . Hello, there. Do keep your distance from my car, would you please?’ This last was directed towards a swarthy constable who was part of a fingertip search ongoing in the street.


     More constables combed the area surrounding Pitchley and Leach, and it was from this group that a female PC presently emerged, a woman’s handbag in her latex-gloved grip. She trotted towards Leach, and he donned his own gloves, stepping away from Pitchley with instructions to the man to give his address and phone number to one of the policemen guarding his car. He met the female constable in the middle of the street and took the handbag from her.


     ‘Where was it?’


     ‘Ten yards back. Beneath a Montego. Keys and wallet are in it. There’s an ID as well. Driving licence.’


     ‘Is she local?’


     ‘Henley-on-Thames,’ the constable said.


     Leach unfastened the handbag’s clasp, fished out the keys, and handed them over to the constable. ‘See if they fit any of the cars in the area,’ he told her and as she set off to do so, he took out the wallet and opened it to locate the ID.


     He first read the name without making a connection. Later he would wonder how he’d failed to twig her identity instantly. But he was feeling so much like trampled horse turds that it wasn’t until he’d read not only her organ donor card but also the name imprinted on her cheques that he realised who the woman actually was.


     Then he looked from the handbag he was holding to the crumpled form of its owner lying like so much discarded rubbish in the street. And as his body shuddered, what he said was, ‘God. Eugenie. Jesus Christ. Eugenie.’


 


 


Far across town, Detective Constable Barbara Havers sang along with the rest of the party-goers and wondered how many more choruses of jolly-good-fellowing she was going to have to live through before she could make her escape. It wasn’t the hour of the night that bothered her. True, one in the morning meant that she was already cutting critically into her beauty rest, but since even doing a Sleeping-Beauty wouldn’t make an inroad into her general appearance, she knew that she could live with the knowledge that if she managed to get four hours’ kip at the end of the night, she was going to be one lucky bird. Rather, she was bothered by the reason for the party, exactly why along with her colleagues from New Scotland Yard, she’d been crammed into an overheated house in Stamford Brook for the last five hours.


     She knew that twenty-five years of marriage was something worth celebrating. She could count on the digits of her right hand the couples she knew who’d attained that hallmark of connubial longevity, and she wouldn’t even have to use her thumb. But there was something about this particular couple that didn’t strike her as right, and try as she had done from the moment she’d first stepped into the sitting room where yellow crêpe paper and green balloons made a brave attempt to camouflage a shabbiness that had more to do with indifference than with poverty, she’d not been able to shake the feeling that the guests of honour and the company assembled were all taking part in a domestic drama for which she – Barbara Havers – had not been given a script.


     At first she told herself that her disconnected feeling came from partying with her superior officers, one of whom had saved her neck from the professional noose nearly three months earlier and one of whom had attempted to knot the rope himself. Then she decided her discomfort came from arriving at the party in her usual state – partnerless – while everyone else had a companion in tow, including her fellow and favourite detective constable, Winston Nkata, who’d brought along his mother, an imposing woman six feet tall and dressed in the Caribbean colours of her birth. Finally, she settled on the simple fact of celebrating anyone’s marriage as the source of her uneasiness. Jealous cow, I am, Barbara finally told herself with some disgust.


     But even that explanation couldn’t withstand much serious scrutiny, because under normal circumstances Barbara wasn’t given to wasting energy on envy. True, there were reasons aplenty all round her for her to feel that barren emotion. She was standing in a crowd of chattering couples – husbands and wives, parents and children, lovers and companions – and she herself was spouseless, partnerless, and childless without a single prospect on her horizon for changing those conditions. But having engaged in her usual reaction to this state of affairs by browsing the buffet table for edible distraction, she’d quickly won herself over to considering all the freedoms afforded her unattached status, and she’d dismissed any disquieting emotions that threatened to undermine her peace of mind.


     Still, she didn’t feel as bonhomous as she knew she ought at an anniversary party, and as the guests of honour took an over-large knife in their clasped hands and began to assail a cake whose icing was decorated with roses, ivy, twined hearts and the words Happy Twenty-fifth, Malcolm and Frances, Barbara surreptitiously stole glances round the crowd to see if anyone besides herself was giving more attention to his wristwatch than to the waning moments of the celebration. No one was. Each and every person was focused on Detective Superintendent Malcolm Webberly and his uxorial companion of a quarter of a century, the redoubtable Frances.


     This evening represented Barbara’s first encounter with Superintendent Webberly’s wife, and as she watched the woman feeding her husband a forkful of cake and laughingly accepting her own forkful in turn, Barbara realised that she’d been avoiding any prolonged consideration of Frances Webberly for the entire evening. They’d been introduced by the Webberlys’ daughter Miranda in her rôle of hostess and they’d made the sort of polite conversation one always made with the spouse of a colleague: How many years have you known Malcolm? and Do you find it difficult working in a world with so many men to contend with? and What drew you to homicide investigations in the first place? Still, throughout this conversation, Barbara had found herself itching for an escape from Frances, despite the fact that the other woman’s words were kindly spoken, her periwinkle eyes fixed pleasantly on Barbara’s face.


     But perhaps that was it, Barbara decided. Perhaps the source of her uneasiness lay in Frances Webberly’s eyes and what was hidden behind them: an emotion, a concern, a sense of something not quite as it should be.


     Yet exactly what that something was Barbara couldn’t have said. So she gave herself to what she earnestly hoped were the final moments of the shindig, and she applauded along with the rest of the company as the concluding ‘and so say all of us’ was sung.


     ‘Tell us how you’ve done it,’ someone from the crowd called out as Miranda Webberly stepped in to relieve her parents at the cake.


     ‘By having no expectations,’ Frances Webberly said promptly and clasped both hands round her husband’s arm. ‘I had to learn that early, didn’t I, darling? Which is just as well since the only thing I actually gained from this marriage – aside from my Malcolm – is the two stone I’ve never been able to lose from carrying Randie.’


     The company joined her lighthearted laughter. Miranda merely ducked her head and continued cutting the cake.


     ‘That sounds a fair bargain.’ This was said by Helen, the wife of DI Thomas Lynley. She’d just accepted a plate of cake from Miranda, and she touched the girl fondly on the shoulder.


     ‘Spot on,’ Superintendent Webberly agreed. ‘We’ve got the best daughter on earth.’


     ‘Oh, you’re right, naturally,’ Frances said, shooting Helen a smile. ‘I would be nowhere without Randie. But just you wait, Countess, till the day arrives when that slender body of yours starts to bloat and your ankles swell. Then you’ll know what I’m talking about. Lady Hillier, may I offer you cake?’


     There it was, Barbara thought, that something not right. Countess. And Lady. She was several beats off, was Frances Webberly, giving those titles a public airing. Helen Lynley never used her title – her husband was an earl as well as a detective inspector but he’d go to the rack before mentioning that fact and his wife was just as reticent – and while Lady Hillier might indeed be the wife of Assistant Commissioner Sir David Hillier – who himself would go to the rack before failing to make his knighthood known to anyone within hearing distance – she was also Frances Webberly’s own sister, and using her title, which Frances had done all night, seemed to be an effort to underscore for everyone differences between them that might otherwise have gone unremarked.


     It was all very strange, Barbara thought. Very curious. Very  . . . off.


     She gravitated towards Helen Lynley. It seemed to Barbara that the simple word countess had driven a subtle wedge between Helen and the rest of the party, and as a result the other woman was tucking into her cake alone. Her husband appeared oblivious of this – typical man – since he was engaged in conversation with two of his fellow DIs, Angus MacPherson who was working on his weight problem by ingesting a piece of cake the size of a shoebox and John Stewart who was compulsively arranging the remaining crumbs from his own piece of cake in a pattern that resembled a Union Jack. So Barbara went to Helen’s rescue.


     ‘Is her countess-ship thoroughly chuffed by the evening’s festivities?’ she asked quietly when she reached Helen’s side. ‘Or haven’t enough forelocks been tugged in her direction?’


     ‘Behave yourself, Barbara,’ Helen remonstrated, but she smiled as she said it.


     ‘Can’t do that. I’ve got a reputation to maintain.’ Barbara accepted a plate of cake and tucked into it happily. ‘You know, your slenderness,’ she went on, ‘you could at least try to look dumpy like the rest of us. Have you thought about wearing horizontal stripes?’


     ‘There is that wallpaper I got for the spare room,’ Helen said thoughtfully. ‘It’s vertical but I could wear it on its side.’


     ‘You owe it to your fellow females. One woman maintaining her appropriate body weight makes the rest of us look like elephants.’


     ‘I’m afraid I won’t be maintaining it for long,’ Helen said.


     ‘Oh, I wouldn’t go to Ladbrokes to put five quid—’ Barbara suddenly realised what Helen was saying. She glanced at her in surprise and saw that Helen’s face bore an uncharacteristically bashful half smile.


     ‘Holy hell,’ Barbara intoned. ‘Helen, are you really  . . . ? You and the inspector? Hell. That’s bloody brilliant, that is.’ She looked across the room at Lynley, his blond head cocked to listen to something that Angus MacPherson was saying to him. ‘The inspector hasn’t said a word.’


     ‘We’ve only just found out this week. No one actually knows yet. That seemed best.’


     ‘Oh. Right. Yeah.’ Barbara agreed, but she didn’t know what to think about the fact that Helen Lynley had just confided in her. She felt a sudden warmth swell over her and a quick pulsing in the back of her throat. ‘Gosh. Hell. Well, never fear, Helen. Mum’ll be the absolute word at this end till you tell me otherwise.’ And as she realised her inadvertent pun, Helen did also and they laughed together.


     It was at this moment that Barbara caught sight of the caterer tiptoeing along the side of the dining room from the direction of the kitchen, a cordless phone in her hand.


     ‘A call for the superintendent,’ she announced, but she managed to sound apologetic about the fact, and she added, ‘Sorry,’ as if there had actually been a chance in hell that she could have done something about it.


     ‘Here comes trouble,’ DI Angus MacPherson rumbled as ‘At this hour?’ Frances Webberly asked. She said anxiously, ‘Malcolm, good heavens  . . . You can’t  . . .’


     A sympathetic murmur rose from the guests. They all knew either first or second hand what a phone call at one in the morning meant. So did Webberly. He said, ‘Can’t be helped, Fran,’ and he put a hand on her shoulder as he went to take the call.


 


 


Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley wasn’t surprised when the superintendent excused himself from the party and climbed the stairs with the cordless receiver pressed to his ear. He was surprised, however, at the length of time that his superior officer was gone. At least twenty minutes passed during which the superintendent’s guests finished their cake and coffee and made noises about heading for their respective homes. Frances Webberly protested at this, casting more than one vexed glance at the stairs. They couldn’t leave just yet, she told them, not before Malcolm had the chance to thank them for being part of their anniversary party. Wouldn’t they wait for Malcolm?


     She didn’t add what she would never say. If their guests left before her husband had completed his phone call, common courtesy suggested that Frances step into the front garden to bid farewell to the people who’d come to honour her marriage. And what had long gone unmentioned between Malcolm Webberly and most of his colleagues was the fact that Frances had not put a toe outside her house in more than ten years.


     ‘Agoraphobia,’ Webberly had explained to Lynley on the single occasion when he’d spoken about his wife. ‘It began with simple things that I didn’t notice. By the time they had a tight enough hold on her to get my attention, she was spending all day in the bedroom. Wrapped in a blanket, would you believe it. God forgive me.’


     The secrets men live with, Lynley thought as he watched Frances fluttering among her guests. There was an edge to her gaiety that no one could miss, a hint of the determined and the anxious to her pleasure. Randie had wished to surprise her parents with an anniversary party at a local restaurant where there would be more room, even a dance floor for the guests. But that hadn’t been possible considering Frances’s condition, so the venue was restricted to the family’s disintegrating old house in Stamford Brook.


     Webberly finally descended the stairs as the company were making their farewells, ushered to the door by his daughter, who wrapped her arm round her mother’s waist. It was a fond gesture on Randie’s part. It served the double purpose of reassuring Frances even as it prevented her from tearing away from the door.


     ‘Not leaving?’ Webberly boomed from the stairs, where he’d lit a cigar that was sending a blue cloud in the direction of the ceiling. ‘The night is young.’


     ‘The night is morning,’ Laura Hillier informed him, fondly pressing her cheek to her niece’s and saying her farewells. ‘Lovely party, Randie. You did your parents proud.’ Her hand clasped in her husband’s, she went out into the night, where the rain that had been falling heavily all evening had finally stopped.


     Assistant Commissioner Hillier’s departure gave the rest of the company permission to go, and people began to do so, Lynley among them. He was waiting for his wife’s coat to be unearthed from somewhere upstairs when Webberly joined him at the door to the sitting room and said in a low voice, ‘Stay a moment, Tommy. If you will.’


     There was a drawn quality to the superintendent’s face that prompted Lynley to murmur, ‘Of course.’ Next to him, his wife said spontaneously, ‘Frances, have you your wedding pictures anywhere at hand? I won’t let Tommy take me home till I’ve seen you on your day of glory.’


     Lynley shot Helen a grateful look. Within another ten minutes, the remaining guests had departed and while Helen occupied Frances Webberly and Miranda helped the caterer clear away dishes and serving platters, Lynley and Webberly repaired to the study, a cramped room barely large enough for a desk, an armchair, and the bookshelves that furnished it.


     Perhaps in deference to Lynley’s abstemious habits, Webberly went to the window and wrestled with it to give some respite from his cigar smoke. Cold autumn air, heavy with damp, floated into the room.


     ‘Sit down, Tommy.’ Webberly himself remained standing, next to the window where the dim ceiling light cast him mostly in shadow.


     Lynley waited for Webberly to speak. The superintendent, however, was chewing the inside of his lower lip, as if the words he wanted to say were there and he needed to taste them for their fluency.


     Outside the house, a car’s gears ground discordantly while inside the doors to kitchen cupboards banged shut. These noises seemed to act like a spur upon Webberly. He looked up from his musing and said, ‘That was a bloke called Leach on the phone. We used to be partners. I haven’t talked to him in years. It’s rotten to lose touch that way. I don’t know why it happens, but it just does.’


     Lynley knew that Webberly had hardly asked him to remain behind in order to hear the superintendent wax melancholy on the state of a friendship. One-forty-five in the morning was hardly the hour to be discussing one’s former mates. Still, to give the older man an opportunity to confide, Lynley said, ‘Is Leach still in the force, sir? I don’t think I know him.’


     ‘Northwest London police,’ Webberly said. ‘He and I worked together twenty years ago.’


     ‘Ah.’ Lynley thought about this. Webberly would have been thirty-five at the time, which meant he was speaking of his Kensington years. ‘CID?’ he asked.


     ‘He was my sergeant. He’s in Hampstead now, heading up the murder squad. DCI Eric Leach. Good man. Very good man.’


     Lynley studied Webberly thoughtfully: faded thin straw-coloured hair hastily brushed across his forehead, natural ruddiness of complexion muted, neck holding the head at an angle that suggested too much weight on his shoulders. Everything about him spoke of bad news – and a single source – the phone call.


     Webberly roused himself but didn’t move from the shadows as he spoke. ‘He’s working on a hit and run up in West Hampstead, Tommy. That’s why he called. It happened round ten, eleven tonight. The victim’s a woman.’ Webberly paused, seemed to be waiting for Lynley to make a response of some kind. When Lynley didn’t do anything other than nod – unfortunately, hit and runs happened with a distressing frequency in an urban environment in which foreigners often forgot which side of the street they were supposed to be driving on and in which direction they ought to be looking if they were pedestrians – Webberly studied the tip of his cigar and cleared his throat. ‘From the state of things, Leach’s crime scene people are guessing that someone knocked her down, then deliberately ran over her. And then got out, dragged her body to one side, and drove on his way.’


     ‘Christ,’ Lynley murmured reverently.


     ‘Her handbag was found nearby. Car keys and driving licence were in it. The car itself wasn’t far, right there on the street. Inside, on the passenger seat, was a London A to Z, along with specific directions to the street where she was killed. And an address was there as well: Number Thirty-two Crediton Hill.’


     ‘Who lives there?’


     ‘The bloke who found the body, Tommy. The very same bloke who happened to drive up the street within an hour of her being hit.’


     ‘Was he expecting the victim at his home? Had they an appointment?’


     ‘Not that we know of, but we don’t know much. Leach said the bastard looked like he’d swallowed an onion when they told him the woman had his address in her car. All he said was, “No. That’s impossible,” and phoned his solicitor.’


     Which was, of course, his right. But there was certainly something suspicious about that being someone’s first reaction to learning a murder victim was carrying his address.


     Still, neither the hit and run nor the oddity of its discovery could explain to Lynley why DCI Leach had phoned Webberly at one in the morning or why Webberly was reporting that phone call to him now.


     He said, ‘Sir, is DCI Leach in over his head for some reason? Is something wrong with the murder squad in Hampstead?’


     ‘Why did he phone, you mean? And more importantly, why am I telling you?’ Webberly didn’t wait for a reply before he sank into his desk chair and said, ‘Because of the victim, Tommy. She’s Eugenie Davies, and I want you involved. I want to move heaven and earth and hell, if I have to, to get to the bottom of what happened to her. Leach knew that the moment he saw who she was.’


     Lynley frowned. ‘Eugenie Davies? Who was she?’


     ‘How old are you, Tommy?’


     ‘Thirty-seven, sir.’


     Webberly blew out a breath. ‘Then I suppose you’re too young to remember.’










Gideon


23 August


I didn’t like the way you asked me the question, Dr Rose. I was offended by your tone and the implication. Don’t try to tell me there was no implication because I’m not that much of a fool. And don’t make allusions to the ‘real meaning’ behind a patient’s drawing inferences from your words in the first place. I know what I heard, I know what happened, and I can summarise both for you in a sentence: you read what I’ve written, saw an omission in the story, and pounced on it like a criminal barrister with a mind so closed as to be virtually useless.


     Let me repeat what I said in our session: I made no mention of my mother until that final sentence because I was attempting to fulfil your assignment to me, which was to write what I remember, and I was writing what I was writing as it came into my mind. She did not come into my mind before then: before Raphael Robson became, virtually, my full-time instructor and companion.


     But the Italian-Greek-Portuguese-Spanish girl did come into your mind? you ask me in that insufferably quiet calm placid manner of yours.


     Yes, she did. What’s that supposed to mean? That I have a heretofore unmentioned affinity for Portuguese-Spanish-Italian-Greek girls, arising from my unacknowledged indebtedness to an unnamed young woman who unknowingly started me on my path to success? Is that it, Dr Rose?


     Ah. I see. You give me no answer. You keep a safe distance in your father’s chair and you fix your soulful eyes on me and I’m meant to take this distance between us as the Bosporus waiting for me to swim. Plunge into the waters of veracity, it suggests. As if I’m not telling the truth.


     She was there. Of course she was there, my mother. And if I mentioned the Italian girl instead of my mother it was for the simple reason that the Italian girl – and why can’t I remember her blasted name, for God’s sake? – figured in the Gideon Legend while my mother did not. And I thought you instructed me to write what I remembered, going back to the earliest memory I could recall. If that’s not what you instructed me to do, if instead you wished me to manufacture the salient details of a childhood that is largely fiction but safely and antiseptically regurgitated in such a way that you can identify and label where and what you choose—


     Oh yes, I am angry, before you point that out to me. Because I do not see what my mother, an analysis of my mother, or even a superficial conversation about my mother has to do with what happened at Wigmore Hall. And that’s why I’ve come to see you, Dr Rose. Let’s not forget that. I’ve agreed to this process because there on the stage in Wigmore Hall, in front of an audience paying mightily to benefit the East London Conservatory – which is my own charity, mind you – I mounted the platform, I rested my violin on my shoulder, I picked up my bow, I flexed my left hand’s fingers as usual, I nodded to the pianist and the cellist  . . . and I could not play.


     This wasn’t stage fright, Dr Rose. This wasn’t a temporary block against a single piece of music, which, by the way, I’d spent the last two weeks rehearsing. This was a total, utter, complete, and humiliating loss of ability. Not only had the music itself been ripped from my brain but how to play the music was gone as well. I may as well not ever have held a violin, let alone have spent the last twenty-one years of my life performing in public.


     Sherrill began the Allegro, and I heard it without the slightest degree of recognition. And where I was supposed to join the piano and the cello: nothing. I neither knew what to do nor when to do it. I was Lot’s son incarnate had he and not the man’s wife been the one to turn and observe the destruction.


     Sherrill covered for me. He feinted. He improvised, God help him, with Beethoven. He worked his way round to my entrance again. And again there was nothing. Just silence like a vacuum, and the silence roared like a hurricane in my head.


     So I left the platform. Blindly, body shivering, vision tunnelling, I walked. Dad met me in the Green Room, crying, ‘What? Gideon. For God’s sake. What?’ with Raphael only a step behind him.


     I thrust my instrument into Raphael’s hands and collapsed. Babble all round me and my father saying, ‘It’s that bloody girl, isn’t it? This is down to her. God damn it. Get a grip, Gideon. You have obligations.’


     And Sherrill, who’d left the platform in my wake, asking, ‘Gid? What happened? Lose your nerve? Shit. It happens sometimes.’


     While Raphael set my violin on the table saying, ‘Oh dear. I was afraid this would happen eventually.’ Because like most people he was thinking of himself, of his own countless failures to perform in a public venue like his father and his father before him. Every member of his family has a high-powered career in performance music save poor sweating Raphael, and I expect he’s secretly been biding his time, waiting for disaster to befall me, making us official brothers in misery. He was the one who cautioned against climbing aboard the swift acceleration that occurred in my career after my first public concert when I was seven. Evidently, now he thinks the chickens of catastrophe, born of that acceleration, have come home to roost on my shoulders.


     But it wasn’t nerves that I felt in the Green Room, Dr Rose. And it wasn’t nerves that I felt before, in front of that audience out in the hall. It was instead some sort of shutdown, which feels irrevocable and complete. And what was odd about it was that despite the fact that I could hear all their voices – my father’s, Raphael’s, and Sherrill’s – quite clearly, all I could see in front of me was white light shining on a blue, blue door.


     Am I having an episode, Dr Rose? Just like Granddad, am I having an episode that a nice calm countryside visit can cure? Please tell me because music is not what I do, music is who I am and if I don’t have it – the sound and the sheer chivalry of sound – I am nothing but an empty husk.


     So what does it matter that in recounting my introduction to music, I made no mention of my mother? It was an omission of sound and fury, and you’d be wise to account its significance accordingly.


     But to omit her now would be deliberate, you tell me. You say, Tell me about your mother, Gideon.


25 August


She went to work. She’d been a constant presence for my first four years but once it became clear that she had a child of exceptional talent that needed fostering, which was going to be not only time consuming but hideously expensive, she took a job to help out with the costs. I was given into the care of my grandmother – when I was not practising my instrument, having lessons with Raphael, listening to the recordings he brought for me, or attending concerts in his company – but my life had altered so appreciably from what it had been before that day I first heard the music in Kensington Square, I hardly noticed her absence. Prior to that, however, I do remember accompanying her – it seemed like every day – to early morning Mass.


     She’d struck up a friendship with a nun at the convent in the square, and between them they’d arranged that my mother could attend the daily Mass that was said for the sisters. She was a convert to Catholicism, my mother. But as her own father was an Anglican minister, I wonder now how much her conversion had to do with devotion to a different dogma and how much it had to do with slapping her father in the face. He wasn’t, as I was given to understand it, a very nice fellow. Other than that, I don’t recall him.


     This is not the case for my mother, but she’s a shadowy figure for me because she left us. When I was nine or ten – I can’t remember which – I arrived home from a concert tour of Austria to find that my mother had quit Kensington Square, leaving not a trace of herself behind. She took every article of clothing she possessed, each one of her books, and a number of family photographs. And off she went, like a figurative thief in the night. Except it was the day, I’ve been told. And she called a taxi. She left no note and no forwarding address, and I never heard from her again.


     My father had been with me in Austria – Dad always travelled with me, and Raphael often accompanied us as well – so he was as much in the dark about where Mother had gone and why she had gone as I myself was. All I know is that we came home to find Granddad having an episode, Gran weeping on the stairs, and Calvin the Lodger trying to find the appropriate phone number with no one to help him.


     Calvin the Lodger? you ask me. The earlier lodger – James, is that right? – he was gone?


     Yes. He must have left the year before. Or the year before that. I don’t remember. We had a number of lodgers over time. We had to, in order to make ends meet, as I’ve already noted.


     Do you remember them all? you want to know.


     I don’t. Just those who figure large, I suppose. Calvin because he was there that night when I first learned my mother had gone. James because he was present when everything began.


     Everything? you ask.


     Yes. The violin. The lessons. Miss Orr. Everything.
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I associate everyone with music. When I think of Rosemary Orr, I think of Brahms, the concerto that was playing the first time I met her. When I think of Raphael, it’s the Mendelssohn. Dad is Bach, the solo violin sonata in G minor. And Granddad will always be Paganini. The twenty-fourth caprice was his favourite. ‘All those notes,’ he would marvel. ‘All those perfect notes.’


     And your mother? you ask me. What about her? Which piece of music do you associate with your mother?


     Interestingly, I can’t attach an actual piece of music to Mother the way I can with the others. I’m not sure why. A form of denial, perhaps? Repression of emotion? I don’t know. You’re the psychiatrist. Explain it to me.


     I still do this with music, by the way. I still associate a person with a piece. Sherrill, for example, is Bartók’s Rhapsody, which is what he and I initially played together in public, years ago, at St Martin’s in the Fields. We’ve never played it since and we were teenagers then – the American and the English wunderkind together made excellent press, believe me – but he’ll always be Bartók when I think of him. That’s just how it works in my mind.


     And it’s the same for people who aren’t musical in the least. Take Libby, for instance. Have I told you about Libby? She’s Libby the Lodger. Yes, like James and Calvin and all the others except she’s of the present, not of the past, and she lives in the basement flat of my house in Chalcot Square.


     I hadn’t thought of letting it till she turned up at my door one day, ferrying a recording contract that my agent had decided had to be signed at once. She works for a courier service, and I didn’t know she was a girl till she handed me the paperwork, took off her helmet, and said with a nod at the contracts, ‘Don’t be bugged by this, okay? I just gotta ask. You a rock musician or something?’ in that excessively casual and friendly fashion that seems to plague the native Californian.


     I replied, No. I’m a concert violinist.


     She said, ‘No way!’


     I said, Way.


     To which she produced such a blank expression that I thought I was dealing with a congenital idiot.


     I won’t ever sign contracts without having read them – no matter what my agent claims this reveals about my lack of trust in his wisdom – and rather than have the poor urchin – for so she seemed to me – wait on the front step while I read through the document, I asked her in and we climbed to the first floor, which is where the music room overlooks the square.


     She said, ‘Oh wow. Sorry. You are somebody, aren’t you?’ as we climbed because she noticed the artwork for the CD covers hanging along the staircase. ‘I feel like a real dope.’


     I said, ‘No need,’ and walked into the music room with her on my heels and my own head buried in clauses about accompanists, royalties, and timelines.


     ‘Oh, this is awesome,’ she intoned while I went to the window seat where even now I’m writing in this notebook for you, Dr Rose. ‘Who’s this guy you’re with in the picture? This guy with the crutches? Geez. Look at you. You look seven years old!’


     God. He’s possibly the greatest violinist on earth and the girl’s as ignorant as a tube of toothpaste. ‘Itzhak Perlman,’ I told her. ‘And I was six at the time, not seven.’


     ‘Wow. You actually played with him when you were only six?’


     ‘Hardly. But he was kind enough to listen to me one afternoon when he was in London.’


     ‘Very cool.’


     And as I read she continued to wander, murmuring from her rather limited vocabulary of exclamations. She took particular pleasure – so it seemed – in an examination of my earliest instrument, that one-sixteenth that I keep in the music room on a little stand. I also keep the Guarneri there, the violin that I use today. It was in its case, and the case was open because when Libby arrived with the paperwork for me, I’d been in the midst of my morning practice. Obviously unaware of the trespass she was committing, she casually reached down and plucked the E-string.


     She might as well have shot a pistol in the room. I leapt up and bellowed, ‘Don’t touch that violin!’ and so startled her that she reacted like a child who’s been struck. She said, ‘Oh my gosh,’ and she backed away from the instrument with her hands behind her and her eyes filling. And then she turned away in embarrassment.


     I set my paperwork aside and said, ‘Look. Sorry. Didn’t mean to be a swine, but that instrument’s two hundred and fifty years old. I’m rather careful with it, and I usually don’t allow—’


     Her back turned to me, she waved me off. She took several deep breaths before she shook her head vigorously which made her hair puff out – have I mentioned that her hair is curly? Toast coloured, it is, and very curly – and she rubbed at her eyes. Then she turned round and said, ‘Sorry about that. It’s okay. I shouldn’t have touched it and I totally wasn’t thinking. You were right to tell me off, you really were. It’s just that, like, for a second you were so totally Rock, and I freaked.’


     Language from another planet. I said, ‘Totally rock?’


     She said, ‘Rock Peters. Formerly Rocco Petrocelli and currently my estranged husband. I mean, as estranged as he’ll let us be since he holds the purse strings and he’s not exactly into loosening them to help me get established on my own.’


     I thought she looked far too young to be married to anyone, but it turned out that, despite her looks and what appeared to be a rather charming prepubescent plumpness, she was twenty-three years old and two years married to the irascible Rock. At the moment, however, I said, ‘Ah.’


     She said, ‘He’s got, like, this hair-trigger temper among other things, such as not knowing monogamy is usually part of the marriage deal. I never knew when he was going to blow a fuse. After two years cowering round the apartment, I called it quits.’


     ‘Oh. Sorry.’ I admit that I felt uneasy with her unburdening of personal details. It’s not that I’m unused to such displays. This tendency to confession and contrition seems peculiar to all the Americans I’ve ever known, as if they’ve somehow become acculturated to disbosoming themselves along with learning to salute their flag. But being used to something isn’t exactly akin to welcoming it into your life. What, after all, is one to do with someone else’s personal data?


     She gave me more of it. She wanted a divorce; he did not. They continued to live together because she could not come up with the money to break away from him. Whenever she came close to the amount she needed, he simply withheld her wages until she’d spent whatever nest egg she’d managed to accumulate. ‘And why he even wants me there is, like, the major mystery of my life, you know? I mean the man is totally governed by the herd instinct, so what’s the point?’


     He was, she explained, a womaniser without peer, an adherent to the philosophy that groups of females – ‘the herd, get it?’ – should be dominated and serviced by a single male. ‘But the problem is that the entire female sex is the herd in Rock’s mind. And he’s got to hump them all just to keep them happy.’ Then she clapped her hand over her mouth and said, ‘Oh. Sorry.’ And then she grinned. And then she said, ‘Anyway. Gosh. Look at me. I’m, like, totally running off at the mouth. Got those papers signed?’


     Which I hadn’t. Who’d had an opportunity to read them? I said I’d sign them if she wouldn’t mind waiting. She took herself to a corner and sat.


     I read. I made one phone call to clarify a clause. I signed the contracts and returned them to her. She shoved them into her pouch, said thanks, and then cocked her head at me and asked, ‘Favour?’


     ‘What?’


     She shifted her weight and looked embarrassed. But she plunged ahead and I admired her for it. She said, ‘Would you  . . . I mean, it’s like, I’ve never actually heard a violin in person before. Would you please play a song?’


     A song. She was indeed a philistine. But even a philistine is educable, and she’d asked politely. What would it hurt? I’d been practising anyway, working on Bartók’s solo sonata, so I gave her part of the Melodia, playing it as I always play: putting the music before myself, before her, before everything. By the time I’d reached the end of the movement, I’d forgotten she was there. So I went on to the Presto, hearing as usual Raphael’s words: ‘Make it an invitation to dance, Gideon. Feel its quickness. Make it flash, like light.’


     And when I was finished, I was brought back to an abrupt awareness of her presence. She said, ‘Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow. I mean, you are so totally excellent, aren’t you?’


     I looked her way to see that sometime during the playing she’d begun to cry because her cheeks were wet and she was digging round in her leathers, looking – I presume – for something on which to wipe her dribbling nose. I was pleased to have touched her with the Bartók, and even more pleased to see that my assessment of her educability had been on target. And I suppose it was because of that assessment that I asked her to join me in my regular cup of midmorning coffee. The day was fine, so we took it in the garden where, under the arbour, I’d been creating one of my kites on the previous afternoon.


     I haven’t mentioned my kites, have I, Dr Rose? Well, there’s nothing to them, actually. They’re just something I do when I feel the need to take a break from the music. I fly them from Primrose Hill.


     Ah yes. I can see that you’re searching for meaning there, aren’t you? What does creating and flying kites symbolise in the patient’s history and in his present life? The unconscious mind speaks in all our actions. The conscious mind merely has to grasp the meaning behind those actions and wrestle it into comprehensible form.


     Kites. Air. Freedom. But freedom from what? What need do I have to be free when my life is full and rich and complete?


     I say that there is danger in digging too deeply for meaning when something can be so simply explained: as a child and once my talent became apparent, I was not allowed a single activity that might injure my hands. Designing and creating kites  . . . My hands are quite safe from harm.


     But you do see the relevance of an activity associated with the sky, don’t you, Gideon? you ask me.


     I see only that the sky is blue. Blue like the door. That blue blue door.










Gideon


28 August


I did what you suggested, Dr Rose, and I’ve nothing to report apart from the fact that I felt a real fool. Perhaps the experiment would have turned out differently had I co-operated and done it in your office as you asked, but I couldn’t get my mind round what you were talking about, and it seemed absurd. More absurd, even, than spending hours at this notebook when I could be practising my instrument as I used to.


     But I still haven’t touched it.


     Why?


     Don’t ask the obvious, Dr Rose. It’s gone. The music is gone.


     Dad was here this morning. He’s only just left. He came round to see if I’d improved at all – for that you can read Have I tried to play again? – although he was good enough not to ask the question directly. But then, he didn’t actually need to ask it since the Guarneri was in the position he’d left it when he brought me home from Wigmore Hall. I haven’t even had the nerve to touch the case.


     Why? you ask.


     You know the answer. Because at the moment I lack the courage: If I can’t play, if the gift, the ear, the talent, the genius or whatever else you wish to call it is moribund or gone from me entirely, how do I exist? Not how do I go on, Dr Rose, but how do I exist? How do I exist when the sum and substance of who I am and who I have been for the last twenty-five years is contained in and defined by my music?


     Then let’s look at the music itself, you say. If each person in your life is indeed associated in some way with your music, perhaps we need to examine your music much more carefully for the key to unlock what’s troubling you.


     I laugh and say, Did you intend that pun?


     And you gaze at me with those penetrating eyes. You refuse to engage in levity. You say, So that final Bartók you were writing about, the solo sonata  . . . Is that what you associate with Libby?


     Yes, I associate the sonata with Libby. But Libby’s nothing to do with my present problem. I assure you of that.


     My father found this notebook, by the way. When he came round to check on me, he found it on the window seat. And before you ask, he wasn’t nosy parkering. My dad might be an insufferably single-minded bastard, but he isn’t a spy. He’s merely given the last twenty-five years of his life to supporting his only child’s career, and he’d like to see that career stay afloat and not go swimming down the plug-hole.


     Not his only child for long, though. I’d forgotten all about that in these last few weeks. There’s Jill to consider. I can’t imagine having a new brother or sister at my age, let alone a stepmother less than ten years my senior. But these are the days of elastic families, and the course of wisdom suggests that one stretch with the changing definitions of spouse, not to mention of father, mother, and sibling.


     But yes, I think it a little odd, this bit about my father and his production of a new family. It’s not that I expected him to remain a divorced single man forever. It’s just that after nearly twenty years in which he never to my knowledge even had a date with a woman – let alone a relationship whose depth might suggest the sort of physical intimacy that produces children – it’s all come as something of a shock to me.


     I’d met Jill at the BBC when I was previewing a rough cut of that documentary they filmed at East London Conservatory. This was several years ago, just before she produced that outstanding adaptation of Desperate Remedies – Did you see it, by the way? She’s quite a Thomas Hardy buff – and she was working in their documentary division then, if that’s what it’s called. Dad must have met her as well at that time, but I don’t recall ever seeing them together and I can’t say at what point they became partners. I do recall being invited round to Dad’s flat for a meal and finding her there in the kitchen, stirring away at something on the cooker, and while I was surprised to see her, I simply assumed she was there because she’d brought along a final copy of the documentary for us to preview. I suppose that might have been the start of their relationship. Dad became slightly less available to me after that evening, now I come to think about it. So perhaps everything began that night. But as Jill and Dad have never lived together – although Dad says that’s being arranged shortly after the baby’s birth – I really had no reason to conclude there was anything at all between them.


     And now that you know? you ask me. How do you feel? And when did you learn about them and the baby? And where?


     I see the direction you’re taking. But I have to tell you it’s something of a non-starter.


     I learned about my father’s situation with Jill some months ago, not on the day of the concert at Wigmore Hall, not even during the week or the month of the concert, in fact. And there was no blue door anywhere in sight when I was given the news about my future half sibling. You see, I knew where you were heading, didn’t I?


     But how did you feel? you persist in asking. A second family for your father after all these years—


     Not a second family, I hasten to tell you. A third.


     His third family? You look at the notes you’ve been taking during our sessions and you see no reference to an earlier family, before my own birth. But there was one and there was a child from that family, a girl who died in infancy.


     She was called Virginia, and I don’t know exactly how she died or where or how long after her death my father ended his marriage to her mother or even who her mother was. In fact, the only reason I know about her existence at all – or about my father’s earlier marriage – is that Granddad began shouting about it during one of his episodes. It was in the same vein as his ‘you’re no son of mine’ curses as he was being taken from the house. Except this time it was along the lines of Dad’s not being any son of Granddad’s because all he could ever produce was freaks. And I suppose I was given a hasty explanation by someone – Was it mother who told me or was she gone by then? – since I must have assumed that, in shouting about freaks, Granddad meant me. So Virginia must have died because there was something wrong with her, a congenital condition perhaps. But I don’t actually know what it was, because whoever it was who told me about her in the first place didn’t know or wouldn’t say and because the subject never came up again.


     Never came up? you query.


     But you know the dance, doctor. Children don’t mention topics that they associate with chaos, tumult, and contention. They learn quite early the consequences of stirring a pot best left alone. And I assume you can make the leap from there yourself: since the violin was my sole concentration, once I was assured of my grandfather’s esteem, I thought no more of the subject.


     The blue door, however, is something else entirely. As I said when I began, I did exactly as you asked me to do and as we tried to do in your office. In my mind I recreated that door: Prussian blue with a silverish ring in its centre serving as a knob; two locks, I think, done in silver like the ring; and perhaps a house number or a flat number above the knob.


     I darkened my bedroom and stretched out on my bed and closed my eyes and visualised that door; I visualised my approach to it; I visualised my hand grasping the ring that served as its knob and my fingers turning keys in the locks, the lower lock first with one of those old fashioned keys with large and easily duplicated teeth, the upper lock next, which is modern, burglar proof, and safe. With the locks disengaged, I put my shoulder against the door, gave a slight push, and  . . . Nothing. Absolutely nothing.


     There is nothing there, Dr Rose. Do you see? My mind is a blank. You want to make interpretive leaps based on what I find behind that door, or what colour it is, or the fact that it has two locks, not one, and a ring for a knob – Could he be fleeing from commitment? you ask yourself – while I’m inspired by this exercise to tell you bloody sod all. Nothing has been revealed to me. Nothing lurks ghoul-like behind that door. It leads to no room that I can conjure up, it merely sits at the top of a staircase like—


     Staircase, you leap. So there’s a staircase as well?


     Yes. Which, we both know, means climbing, rising, elevating, clawing out of this pit  . . . What of it?


     You see the agitation in my scrawl, don’t you? You say, Stay with the fear. It won’t kill you, Gideon. Feelings won’t kill you. You are not alone.


     I never thought that I was, I say. Don’t put words in my mouth, Dr Rose.


2 September


Libby was here. She knows something’s not right since she hasn’t heard the violin in weeks and she generally hears it for hours on end when I’m practising. That’s largely why I hadn’t let the basement flat once the original tenants left. I thought about it when I first bought and moved into this house in Chalcot Square, but I didn’t want the distraction of a tenant coming and going – even by a separate entrance – and I didn’t want to have to limit my hours of practice out of concern for someone else. I told Libby all this when she was leaving that day, when she’d zipped herself into her leathers, returned her helmet to her head just outside my front door, and caught sight of the empty flat below through the wrought iron railings. She said, ‘Wow. Is that for rent or anything?’


     And I explained that I left it empty. There was a young couple living there when I first bought the building, I told her. But as they weren’t able to develop a passion for the violin at odd hours of the night, they soon decamped.


     She cocked her head. She said, ‘Hey. How old are you anyway? And do you always talk like a bottle’s in your butt? When you were showing me the kites, you sounded totally normal. So what’s up? Is this about being English or something? Step out of the house and all of a sudden you’re Henry James?’


     ‘He wasn’t English,’ I informed her.


     ‘Well. Sorry.’ She began to fasten her helmet’s strap, but she seemed agitated because she had trouble with it. ‘I got through high school on Cliff’s Notes, bud, so I wouldn’t know Henry James from Sid Vicious. I don’t even know why he popped into my head. Or why Sid Vicious did, for that matter.’


     ‘Who’s Sid Vicious?’ I asked her solemnly.


     She peered at me. ‘Come on. You’re joking.’


     ‘Yes,’ I said.


     And then she laughed. Well, not laughed actually. It was more like a hoot. And she grabbed my arm and said, ‘You, you,’ with such an inordinate degree of familiarity that I was both astounded and charmed. So I offered to show her the basement flat.


     Why? you ask.


     Because she’d asked about it and I wanted to show her and I suppose I wanted her company for a while. She was so absolutely un-English.


     You say, I didn’t mean why did you show her the flat, Gideon. I meant why are you telling me about Libby.


     Because she was here, just here, just now.


     She’s significant, isn’t she?


     I don’t know.


3 September


‘It’s Liberty,’ she tells me. ‘God, isn’t that, like, totally the worst? My parents were hippies before they were yuppies, which was way before my dad made, like, a billion dollars in Silicon Valley. You do know about Silicon Valley, don’t you?’


     We are walking to the top of Primrose Hill. I have one of my kites. Libby’s talked me into flying it this late afternoon, sometime last year. I ought to be rehearsing since I’m due to record Paganini – the second violin concerto, this is – with the Philharmonic in less than three weeks and the Allegro maestoso has been giving me some trouble. But Libby’s returned from a confrontation with the acidulous Rock about wages he’s withheld from her again, and she’s reported his response to her request for her money: ‘The jerk said, “Fly a kite, bitch,” so I thought I’d take him up on it. Come on, Gideon, you’re working too hard anyway.’


     I’ve been at it for six hours, two increments of three with an hour’s break to walk over to Regent’s Park at midday, so I agree to the plan. I allow her to choose the kite, and she selects a multi-level affair that spins and requires just the right wind velocity to show its best stuff.


     We head off. We follow the curve of Chalcot Crescent – more gentrification sourly remarked upon by Libby who appears to prefer London decaying to London renewed – and dash across Regent’s Park Road and thence into the park, where we set off up the side of the hill.


     ‘Too much wind,’ I tell her, and I have to raise my voice because the wind gusts fiercely against the kite and the nylon slaps against me. ‘You’ve got to have perfect conditions for this one. I don’t expect we’ll even get it in the air.’


     That proves to be the case, much to her disappointment because it seems that she ‘just totally wanted to put it to Rock. The creep. He’s threatening to tell whoever it is that gets told—’ this with a wave of her hand in the vague direction of Westminster, by which I assume she must be talking about the Government – ‘that we were never really married in the first place. I mean physically married like in doing the deed with each other. Which is, like, just such a crock of shit that you wouldn’t believe.’


     ‘And what would happen if he told the Government that you weren’t really married?’


     ‘Except that we were. We are. Geez, he makes me nuts.’


     As it turns out, she’s afraid that her status in the country will change if her estranged husband has his way. And because she’s moved from his doubtless – to my imagination – insalubrious home in Bermondsey to the basement flat in Chalcot Square, he’s afraid that he’s losing her for good, which he apparently doesn’t wish to do despite his continued womanising. So they’ve had yet another row the end of which was his directive to her about kite flying.


     Sorry not to be able to accommodate her, I invite her for a coffee instead. It’s over coffee that she tells me the name for which Libby is merely a diminutive: Liberty.


     ‘Hippies,’ she says again of her parents. ‘They wanted their kids to have totally far out names—’ this with a mock inhalation of an imaginary cannabis cigarette – ‘My sister’s is even worse: Equality, if you can believe it. Ali for short. And if there’d been a third kid in the family  . . .’


     ‘Fraternity?’ I say.


     ‘You got it,’ she rejoins. ‘But I should be excessively glad they went for abstract nouns. I mean, God, it could be totally worse. My name could be Tree.’


     I chuckle. ‘Or perhaps just a type of tree: pine, oak, willow.’


     ‘Willow Neale. I could get behind that.’ She fingers through the packets of sugar on the table to find the dieters’ sweetener. She is, I have discovered, a chronic dieter whose pursuit of bodily perfection has been ‘the rip tide in the otherwise peaceful ocean of my existence’, she said. She dumps the sweetener into her non-fat café latte and says, ‘What about you, Gid?’


     ‘Me?’


     ‘Your parents. What are they like? Not former flower children, I bet.’


     She hadn’t yet met my father, you see, although he had seen her from the music room late one afternoon when she returned home from work on her Suzuki and parked it in her accustomed place on the pavement, right next to the steps that lead down to the basement flat. She roared up and gunned the engine two or three times, as is her habit, creating a ruckus that caught Dad’s attention. He went to the window, saw her, and said, ‘I’ll be damned. There’s an infernal cyclist actually chaining his motorbike to your front rails, Gideon. See here  . . .’ and he began to open the window.


     I said, ‘That’s Libby Neale. It’s fine, Dad. She lives here.’


     He turned slowly away from the glass. ‘What? That’s a woman out there? She lives here?’


     ‘Below. In the flat. I decided to let it out. Did I forget to tell you?’


     I hadn’t. But my failure to mention Libby and the flat hadn’t been so much a deliberate omission as a subject that hadn’t come up. Dad and I talk every day, but our conversations are always about our professional concerns, like an upcoming concert, a tour he might be organising, a recording session that hadn’t gone well, a request for an interview or a personal appearance. Witness the fact that I didn’t know a thing about his relationship with Jill until not mentioning it became more awkward than mentioning it: The sudden appearance of an obviously pregnant woman in one’s life will demand some sort of explanation, after all. But otherwise, we’ve never had a chummy father-and-son relationship. We’ve both been absorbed with my music since my childhood, and this concentration on both our parts has precluded the possibility – or perhaps obviated the necessity – of the sort of soul-baring that appears to be the hallmark of closeness between people these days.


     Mind you, I don’t regret for an instant that Dad and I have the sort of connection with each other that we have. It’s firm and true, and if it’s not the sort of bond that makes us want to hike across the Himalayas together or paddle up the Nile, it’s still a relationship that strengthens and supports me. Truth be told, if it were not for my father, Dr Rose, I would not be where I am today.


4 September


No. You will not catch me with that.


     Where are you today, Gideon? you ask me blandly.


     But I refuse to participate. My father plays no part in this, in whatever this is. If I cannot bring myself to even pick up the Guarneri, it is not my father’s fault. I refuse to become one of those gormless pulers who lay the blame for their every difficulty at the feet of their parents. Dad’s life was rough. He did his best.


     Rough in what way? you want to know.


     Well, can you imagine having Granddad for a father? Being sent off to school when you were six? Growing up with a steady diet of someone’s psychotic episodes to feed you when you were at home? And always knowing that there was never a hope in hell that you could fully measure up no matter what you did because you were adopted in the first place and your father never let you forget it? No. Dad’s done the best he could as a father. And he’s done better than most as a son.


     Better than yourself as a son? you ask me.


     You’ll have to get that information from Dad.


     But what do you think about yourself as a son, Gideon? What comes first to your mind?


     Disappointment, I say.


     That you’ve disappointed your father?


     No. That I mustn’t. But that I might.


     Has he let you know how important it is not to disappoint him?


     Never once. Not at all. But  . . .


     But?


     He doesn’t like Libby. I somehow knew that he wouldn’t like her or at least wouldn’t like her being there. He would consider her a potential distraction or, worse, an impediment to my work.


     You ask, Is that why he said ‘It’s that girl, isn’t it?’ when you had your blackout in Wigmore Hall? He leapt right to her, didn’t he?


     Yes.


     Why?


     It’s not that he doesn’t want me to be with someone. Why wouldn’t he? Family is everything to my father. But family is going to be stopped short if I don’t marry someday and have children of my own.


     Except there’s another child on the way now, isn’t there? The family will continue anyway, no matter what you do.


     Yes, it will.


     So now he can disapprove of every woman in your life without fearing the consequences of your taking that disapproval to heart and never marrying, can’t he, Gideon?


     No! I will not play this game. This is not about my father. If he doesn’t like Libby, it’s because he’s concerned about the impact she could have on my music. And he’s well within his rights to be concerned. Libby doesn’t know a bow from a kitchen knife.


     Does she interrupt your work?


     No, she doesn’t.


     Does she display an indifference to your music?


     No.


     Does she intrude? Ignore requests for solitude? Make demands upon you that violate the time you’ve set aside for your music?


     Never.


     You said she was a philistine. Have you discovered that she clings to her ignorance like a badge of accomplishment?


     No. I haven’t.


     But still your father doesn’t like her.


     Look, it’s for my own good. He’s never made a move that wasn’t for my good. I’m here with you because of him, Dr Rose. When he understood what had happened to me in Wigmore Hall, he didn’t say, ‘Buck up! Get a grip! You’ve a God damn audience who’ve paid to see you!’ No. What he said was, ‘He’s ill,’ to Raphael. ‘Make our excuses,’ and he spirited me out of there. He took me home and he put me to bed and he sat next to me all night and he said, ‘We’ll handle this, Gideon. Just sleep for now.’


     He instructed Raphael to find help. Raphael knew about your own father’s work with blocked artists, Dr Rose. And I came to you. Because my father wants me to have my music, I came to you.


5 September


No one else knows. Just the three of us: Dad, Raphael, and I. Even my publicist isn’t clear what’s going on. Under a doctor’s care, she’s given out, telling the world that it’s merely exhaustion.


     I assume the interpretation given to that story is one variation or another of The Artist Piqued, and that’s fine with me. Better the assumption that I stalked off the platform because I did not like the Hall’s lighting than the truth reach public consumption.


     Which truth is that? you ask me.


     Is there more than one? I want to know.


     Certainly, you say. There’s the truth of what’s happened to you and the truth of why. What’s happened is called psychogenic amnesia, Gideon. Why it’s happened is the reason for our meetings.


     Are you saying that until we know why I have this  . . . this  . . . what did you call it?


     Psychogenic amnesia. It’s like hysterical paralysis or blindness: Part of you that’s always worked – in this case your musical memory, if you’d like to call it that – simply stops working. Until we know why you’re experiencing this trouble, we won’t be able to change it.


     I’m wondering if you know how I recoil from that information, Dr Rose. You impart it with perfect sympathy, but still I feel like a freak. And yes, yes, I know how that word resonates in my past, so you needn’t point that out to me. I still hear Granddad howling it at my father as they drag him away and I still apply that word to myself every day now. Freak, freak, freak, I call myself. Finish the freak off. Put an end to the freak.


     Is that what you are? you ask me.


     What else could I be? I never rode a bicycle, played rugby or cricket, hit a tennis ball, or even went to school. I had a psychotic grandfather, a mother who would have been happier as a nun and probably ended up in a convent for all I know, a father who slaved at two jobs till I was established professionally, and a violin instructor who shepherded me from concert tours to recording engagements and otherwise never let me out of his sight. I was coddled, catered to, and worshipped, Dr Rose. Who would emerge from conditions like that as anything other than a bona fide freak?


     Is it any wonder that I’m riddled with ulcers? That I puke my guts out before a performance? That my brain sometimes pounds like a hammer in my skull? That I haven’t been able to be with a woman in more than six years? That even when I was able to take a woman to bed, there was neither closeness, joy, nor passion in the act but merely a need to have done, have it over, have my paltry release, and then have her gone?


     And what is the sum of all that, Dr Rose, if not a sure-fire genuine freak?


7 September


Libby asked this morning if something was wrong. She came upstairs in her usual leisure attire – denim dungarees, a T-shirt, and hiking boots – and she seemed about to head out for a stroll because she was wearing the Walkman she usually takes with her when she’s engaging in one of her diet hikes. I was in the window seat, doing my duty with this journal when she turned and saw me watching her. Up she came.


     She’s trying a new diet, she told me. The No-White-Diet, as she calls it. ‘I’ve tried the Mayo diet, the cabbage soup diet, the Zone diet, the Scarsdale diet, the you-name-it-diet. Nothing’s worked, so I’m on to this.’ This, she tells me, consists of eating whatever she wants as long as it isn’t white. White foods unnaturally altered with food colouring count as white as well.


     She is, I have learned, obsessed with her weight and this is a mystery to me. She isn’t fat, as far as I can tell, which admittedly isn’t very far since she’s always garbed either in her leathers for the courier service or in her dungarees. She doesn’t appear to have any other clothes. But even if she does look slightly podgy to some people – and mind you, I’m not saying that she looks slightly podgy to me – it’s probably because her face is round. Don’t round faces make one look plump? I tell her this but it’s no consolation. ‘We live in skeletal times,’ she says. ‘You’re lucky to be naturally skinny.’


     I’ve never told her the cost of this emaciation that she seems to admire. Instead, I’ve said, ‘Women are too obsessed with their weight. You look perfectly fine.’


     On one occasion when I say this, she responds with, ‘So if I look so perfectly fine, take me on a date, why don’t you?’


     And this is how we begin to see each other. What an odd expression that is, ‘to see each other’, as if we’re incapable of seeing another person until we’re socially involved. I don’t much like it – ‘seeing each other’ – because it smacks of a euphemism where one isn’t needed. Dating, on the other hand, sounds so adolescent. And even if that weren’t the case, I wouldn’t call what we’re doing dating.
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