
		
			[image: Bello_JA_VoicesinanEmptyHouse.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Joan Aiken

			VOICES IN AN EMPTY HOUSE

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Contents

			Evening: Thomas: 1973

			Thomas: 1967

			Bo and Bella: 1974

			Gabriel: 1974

			Thomas: 1967

			Bella: 1969

			Gabriel: 1974

			Thomas: 1974

			Thomas: 1974

			Gabriel: 1974

			Bo: 1974

			Thomas: 1974

			Bo, Bella: 1974

			Thomas, Catriona: 1974

			Gabriel: 1974

			Bo, Bella: 1974

			Catriona: 1974

			Thomas, Catriona, Bo, Gabriel: 1974

			Gabriel: 1974

			Bo and Bella: 1974

			Thomas, Catriona, Gabriel: 1974

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Also by Joan Aiken

			and available from Bello

			The Embroidered Sunset

			The Butterfly Picnic

			Voices in an Empty House

			Castle Barebane

			The Five-Minute Marriage

			Last Movement

			Foul Matter

			Deception

			Blackground

			Morningquest

			Jane Austen Novels

			Emma Watson: The Watsons Completed

			The Youngest Miss Ward

			Paget Family Series

			The Smile of the Stranger

			The Weeping Ash

			The Girl from Paris

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Darkling I listen; and, for many a time

			I have been half in love with easeful Death . . .

			KEATS Ode to a Nightingale

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Evening: Thomas: 1973

			I

			HAVING JUST REALISED that he had lost his memory again, the man in the taxi felt an accustomed feverish sweat of panic begin at his feet and surge uncontrollably all the way up his body to end somewhere above the hairline. Accustomed? Yes, he felt certain that this was by no means a new experience. It had the familiarity of recent occurrence; must have happened many times before, as well.

			It’s going to be a slow job getting through life at this pace, he thought, loosening his tightly interlocked fingers—they were acutely tender, they shot small spurts of warning pain up his arms—and shifting his feet, which had somehow been left twisted sideways at a very uncomfortable angle, up on the centre bump in the taxi floor.

			Rather like living with an old person who has become senile. What time is it, dear? I told you ten minutes ago. It’s half-past three. And what day is it?

			He looked out of the taxi window. Summer, evidently. The girls on the sidewalk wore minimal skirts, the men, with shirts knotted over navels, carried their jackets on their arms. Everyone strolled slowly, many licked at ice-cream cones. And there, slicing into sight on the left, was, unmistakably, the Flatiron Building, that sharp and witty architectural impertinence, an elegant card-house cocking a knife-edged snook at the spires and rectangles and sober elevations round about.

			Blue mailboxes, yellow cabs. Fierce gouts of steam pouring from holes in the street, as if the taxi was making its way through a thermal area. Walk, don’t walk. Donuts. Chock Full o’ Nuts. Fifth Avenue, New York. Great to see you again, New York, he thought, remembering the president who used this hearty greeting indiscriminately on friends and strangers.

			Do presidents have friends?

			Look, let’s stop fooling around, shall we?

			Turning his observation inwards, he noted that he was wearing a grey suit, summer weight. White shirt. Had with him two bags, one a canvas hold-all, the other a grey fibreglass, not new; both carried PanAm labels. Returning from a trip, then? Or over on a visit?

			The labels on the bags bore the name Cook, and so, on investigation, did his passport. British, much used.

			A faint voice came back to him—doctor? lawyer? friend?—“Well, old boy, just so long as these spells go on, the best thing you can do is carry your passport around with you. Then people will easily be able to find out who you are.”

			But what’s the good of other people knowing who I am if I don’t know?

			He opened the passport and saw the usual startled, bespectacled face with dark hair that looked too short—it felt much longer now, he must have grown several inches of it since that picture was taken. Mr Thomas Cook.

			Well, well. Fancy that. Let’s go on a tour of Mr Thomas Cook.

			He could feel the muscles of his face begin to stiffen into a false smile, perfunctory social acknowledgment of a joke already wearily familiar. Frowning instead, he turned the page. Place and date of birth, Borough of Rumbury, 1933.

			Occupation, biologist.

			Biologist, huh?

			If you had a scientific training, chum, why can’t you avoid getting into this kind of jam, answer me that?

			The driver turned his head and made some brief inquiry through the hole in the bullet-proof screen.

			“What did you say?”

			“Which side?” the driver repeated patiently. “Fifth and tenth, you said. Which side?”

			Which side? which side? Which side?

			The man called Thomas Cook fell into a panic again.

			“Oh—right-hand side,” he said at last, after what seemed like five minutes of feverish, fruitless thought. The driver glanced back again, puzzled. But after all, why do we expect our minds and bodies to work always at lightning speed, dashing off memoranda like people on the movies, whipping exactly the right change out of our pockets, adding up columns like computers, leaping nimbly in and out of taxis with our luggage (in spite of the fact that our arms and legs hurt like hell), not a thought nor a movement wasted. Animals don’t function in this way, or not most of the time; animals conserve their energy, animals are slow and ruminant in their movements, except when pursued.

			That’s the difference, of course. We are being pursued.

			We live in the jungle, we are being stalked, and must act accordingly.

			But who is the stalker, the unknown factor, the enemy whose hot breath we can feel right there, close behind, so that we don’t dare turn round? Like one that on a lonesome road doth walk in fear and dread, and having turned round, walks on and turns no more his head, because he knows a frightful fiend doth close behind him tread.

			There! That came out pat as a pill. Why not my name?

			With a stylish swerve the driver swept his taxi into the kerb. Thomas fumbled for coins and bills, and dropped them into the slot. Taking them, on his side of the screen, the driver looked them over without joy, gave a brief nod in acknowledgment, and waited. Thomas levered himself out painfully with his bags, and stood on the corner at a loss. He longed for courage to say to the driver, who had not yet driven off, but was still observing him with curiosity, “What address did I give you when I got in?”

			After all, people come down with slight touches of amnesia practically every day, there is nothing to be ashamed of, nothing uncommon about it. Go on, ask him. Don’t be such a coward. But after another long, inquisitive stare the man turned, shot his yellow cab away on a long slant into the thick of the traffic, and sped off. There he goes, taking my address with him; now what the hell do I do?

			However, Tenth Street, when at length he tentatively walked round the corner and surveyed it, seemed to present a vaguely familiar, vaguely comfortable atmosphere, an indefinable sense of welcome and homecoming, as if a shape, a stencil in his mind had fallen into place over the external pattern of houses in various shades of soft ochre, red, and rose-colour, wrought-iron railings, trails of leafy creeper, garbage cans, parked cars. Plane trees, acacia trees, ailanthus trees.

			I’ll walk along very slowly, he thought. After all, anybody walks slowly along when they are carrying two heavy bags, specially if their arms are aching the way mine do—I’ll walk slowly along and perhaps something will suddenly strike me.

			Wide, aged sidewalk, cracked and patched. Two or three people in the distance. Elegant nineteenth-century brownstones.

			He stopped and stared aimlessly at a tiny green hedged-in grass patch on which a somnolent tabby lay full extended in the sun like a towel spread to dry.

			A birdcage hung above; the budgerigar in it seemed to eye him with the same alert, detached curiosity—not sympathetic—as that shown by the taxi-driver.

			How calm I am; how amazingly calm. Well, there’s a phone-booth at the end of the street; if I have remembered nothing by the time I get to the corner, I’ll walk back and call up the first doctor I can find in the book.

			The budgerigar suddenly let out two notes, shrill, derisive. Lost! Lost!

			I’ll drive the van, with our things in it

			You walk be’ind with the old cock-linnet

			—But I dillied and dallied,

			Dallied and dillied

			And I can’t find my way ‘ome.

			It was the worst nightmare of childhood, the known unknown, the familiar turned strange. Christmas Eve—why does that make me think of coming home on Christmas Eve?

			Another verse came into his head, from even farther back, even more frightening. Afternoons with poets; curious how poetry persists when logic has gone:

			By came a pedlar whose name was Stout

			Cut off her petticoats all round about—

			That was about the poor old woman, coming home from market, who had fallen asleep by the wayside.

			Home went the old woman, all in the dark,

			Out came her little dog and he began to bark:

			He began to bark, and she began to cry,

			Lawk a mercy on me! This is none of I!

			It always used to make me cry, when she sang it. To come home and find everything turned strange; to come home and have nobody recognise you—which would be worse?

			What a terrible thing to do, to take away a person’s identity. The worst kind of theft.

			Now here, thought Thomas Cook, pausing, here at last was something truly familiar: a set of battered garbage cans, untidily overflowing, a bent railing, a flight of cracked steps. Each crack fell neatly into place in his mind. Our feet, luckily, know where we are going, even when our minds are travelling on a different level.

			As he climbed the steps he was thinking of the story that Bo had told him—told it as a huge joke—of the man at the printing works, the man who wouldn’t join the union, so the others had boycotted him, not only by ignoring him, but by an elaborate pretence that he didn’t exist at all, removing his name from lists, looking straight through him—so that in the end the wretched fellow had a total breakdown, was afraid to go home, was picked up wandering on Battersea Embankment in the small hours, weeping that he was Little Bo Peep’s black sheep and had lost his tail. How much of that story had been true, and how much fantastic invention? It was certainly the kind of trick that Bo himself would like to play, would be quite capable of thinking up and carrying out; there was a decided streak of sadism in Bo’s nature.

			He was clever, entertaining, but one could never really think of him as a friend; I never really liked him. Certainly never trusted him; felt nothing but relief when that connection was cut. But how did that happen?

			Slipping out of his brief spell of oblivion as quickly as he had slipped into it, Thomas Cook walked through the open outer house door, fumbled slowly through a largish bunch of keys, and selected the little one that opened the mailbox. This was jammed full with the accumulations of months: bills, brochures, advertising circulars. Impatiently he unzipped his canvas hold-all and stuffed the envelopes and papers on top of his clothes; no need to re-zip. A faint uneasiness pursued him as he selected the next key and opened the front door—something he’d been trying to remember a moment ago, what was it? Something important, connected with what, with whom? It had been right there in his mind, just before the recollection about Bo. Or just after?

			Too often now, this happened: an essential link slipped away from him just before it could be hooked into place.

			As always, he checked the marble table in the lobby for mail, but there was none for him. There he stood facing himself in the hall mirror: thin, tired; bushy, darkish, greyish hair. A professor, one might have said; some kind of scholar. He began slowly climbing the first of the four flights of stairs. Each step sloped sideways, and his right-hand bag, the canvas grip, kept bumping against the rail; he had to compensate by hitching himself to the left. The air in the stairwell was solid with heat—old, well-preserved air, summer vintage, matured in wood. Old, hot, cracked wood, old, dirt-ingrained paint. He was obliged to rest after the second flight and again after the third. The last flight was narrower still, the black-painted stairs were thick with dust. Few people had climbed as high as this during the last week or two. Didn’t blame them.

			Manoeuvring two bags in the narrow space proved, as it always had, too awkward; he left the canvas one at the foot, and, with a lighter load, took the last twelve steps two at a time. Climbing made his knees hurt; get it over as fast as possible.

			He still retained the keys in his hand, uncomfortably wedged under the suitcase handle; found the right pair and, with difficulty, undid the two locks, first the mortice, then the Yale. The apartment was further defended by a police lock, a rod which fastened into place on the back of the door and hooked into the floor, so that the door would not open beyond a certain point. He put his arm through the narrow space, reaching round, and unlocked the rod. It cost him a painful twinge. Ahead, to his complete astonishment, he heard the sound of voices: several voices, male and female.

			His heart gave a great leap. Gabriel, and who else? Never mind—whoever it was, Gabriel must surely be one of the party. He had never for a moment expected that Gabriel might be here. Relief, hope, joy flooded over him. Added to that was the sheer unwonted happiness of coming home to company, after several years of returning to an empty place. His whole being expanded with delight as he ran down the stairs to pick up the second bag.

			Of course, Gabriel would not dream of coming out to welcome him. They never did that, these offhand young. Gabriel would be squatting on the floor with his back turned, studiedly unconcerned—

			The voices seemed to be rising to a quarrelsome climax, round the corner.

			“Stop! I order you to stop this minute, d’you hear me?”

			“Uncle! Uncle! Please!”

			“I won’t! I refuse! I haven’t finished. You have destroyed my life!”

			What the hell was going on here? Thomas dumped the second bag in the tiny lobby, went back for the first. Picked up the police-lock rod and leaned it in its usual corner.

			“I’m leaving this hell right now. I can’t stand it any longer!” some woman shouted.

			And a man cried, “My life is ruined. I could have been a Dostoyevsky! Oh, I’m talking rubbish, rubbish! Mother, I’m going mad!”

			That certainly wasn’t Gabriel?

			Thomas strode past bedroom and bathroom doors, both open, round the corner into the open studio room.

			“Hullo? I hadn’t expected anybody—” he began, then broke off. Gabriel wasn’t there. No one was there. The room was empty. A disc spun on the record player.

			“Gabriel? Are you here?”

			Completely puzzled, Thomas turned to check the small kitchen and bathroom, knowing before he did so that the search was futile. He had already passed the open doors. The rooms were visibly empty.

			“Gabriel!” But calling was pointless, and he stopped at once, embarrassed by the sound of his voice. The recorded voices, ignoring him, continued their protestations. Nobody was here in the small apartment, nobody but himself.

			Could the boy have slipped out somehow while Thomas undid the police lock? Could he have been hidden in the bathroom and darted past Thomas as he stepped forward? No; impossible. He had stood in the doorway as he unfastened the rod; and it was only another four steps on round the corner into the living-room.

			Gabriel was not there. Eight months’ dust covered floor, couch, table, bookshelves. The New York Times for last February lay on the table, yellow and ancient-looking as an Egyptian papyrus. Windows and skylight were shut and fastened—Thomas checked them—the air up here was stale as an old slice of toast, thick with heat, no flavour of humanity left in it at all.

			You left us alone, declared the books, the furniture, the brittle, dusty, faded curtains. You shut us in, you abandoned us; we are not prepared to welcome you back.

			Somebody said, “You must admit that his behaviour has been strange, to say the least.”

			Somebody else wailed, “Nurse! Nurse!”

			The disc. Who had put that record on the player?

			The third act of Uncle Vanya whirled to its frantic end, with revolver shots, and screams and tears and recriminations. Thomas pulled back the arm and took off the record. The catch had been pulled back, so that the record would automatically begin to play again, each time it came to its end. He took it off, absently wondering how many times the scene had been played in this room—in the world?—how often had Vanya and Sonya suffered their disillusionment, rejection, heartache. What a pity she is so plain. Oh, I am talking rubbish, rubbish! Poor Vanya was one of the most lovable characters ever created—while he is suffering his agony, people suffer with him in every corner of the world.

			I had talent, I had courage, I had intelligence.

			But who loves me?

			Who, now? Or, rather, who hates me? Enough to play a trick like that?

			A cardboard slot on the sleeve announced that the record was the property of the New York public library; good; he could take it back tomorrow, and discover who had borrowed it. Who had a key to this flat, who would come in and out at will, setting cultural boobytraps, leaving the dusty emptiness torn apart like the upholstery in a vandalised train compartment? Who has slipped in like a burglar and taken a chopper to my peace of mind? Don’t I have troubles enough already? Could it have been Gabriel? But no, Gabriel, that gentle child, that shy considerate boy, would die, would go to the stake sooner than commit such an invasion of someone else’s privacy.

			His thoughts ran coldly on that word, die, and slipped back to the past: Gabriel complaining, half in joke, half serious, about the church bells: It’s a hideous noise! Nobody else is allowed to advertise at full pitch all over the town on Sunday morning. I don’t play my radio in God’s ear. And an earlier memory: Gabriel at age eleven on a drive down to Cornwall. Thomas, tired, had stopped for a short nap; when he woke, although rain was pouring down, Gabriel had not been in the car. It was fairly soon after they first met, fairly soon after his leg . . . Before Thomas had time to become anxious, however, the boy returned. He had been sheltering under a clump of yew trees farther along the road; he explained, hesitantly, “You were talking in your sleep. It felt too like eavesdropping to sit and listen, so I went for a walk.” His hair and jacket were soaked and Thomas, roughly scolding, finding a sweater, switching on the car heater, felt a total immersion of shame, as if his whole soul were suffused in a deep, scalding blush; because he could not help wondering what the boy had heard, and fearing to ask, and that engulfed him in even greater shame; and it made matters no better when Gabriel, giving him the ingenuous, confiding smile which was hardly more than a warmth of the eyes, added reassuringly,

			“Don’t worry, I left before you could come out with anything really bad!”

			Pushing away memory—if his mind was going to mislay chunks of its own history, for Christ’s sake, why could it not erase some of the more painful moments—there were plenty of them—which would seem a logical behaviour pattern at least—instead of subjecting him to these unnerving random blackouts?—Thomas walked into the hot little bathroom. By now his arms and back were beginning to hurt so acutely that all his function processes were channelled into the aim of speedily finding something to relieve the agony: had he left any pain-killers in the medicine cabinet on his last visit? Or was he going to be obliged to stoop, to go down agonisingly on his knees, and delve with exquisitely tender hands in those tight and randomly packed bags?

			To his huge relief he found an almost full bottle of Paracetamol tablets. Two large pale-brown roaches scuttled out as he opened the door of the wall-cabinet, but he could not be bothered about them; the bottle cap was tightly screwed on anyway. He ran water into the basin till the first rusty gush had cleared, rinsed the dirty plastic beaker perfunctorily, and washed down a handful of tablets with a gulp of lukewarm water.

			That was better. His mouth still tasted like a mudbank, his sweaty clothes clung to him, his shoes felt as if they were full of sand, but he was too exhausted to do anything about those details at the moment, or about the dusty confusion of the living-room. Indeed, he found a kind of satisfaction in the feeling that everything matched, his circumstances were all of a piece, within and without. He need not feel guilty, as he stretched himself on the old brown-velvet couch, because his shoes were soiling it with transatlantic dirt; he sank gratefully into its fusty depths. Old dust, dry as snuff, burst in a cloud from the faded red cushions as he settled his head. Last December’s faded Times crackled under his back, from which the pain was slowly ebbing; with luck, two hours of sleep or so might see him through to a period of moderate respite.

			If not, hunting for Gabriel would hardly be difficult, merely impossible.

			Just as he shut his eyes, the telephone rang.

			Happy Noah, Thomas thought, as he struggled to push himself upright, trying to spare his throbbing hands: there was no phone on the Ark.

			The telephone was on the window-sill, at the other side of the room, half hidden behind worn rust-coloured hessian curtains. A table had been left in front, covered with dusty crockery; also a large wicker basket, piled full of books. There was no room to get by. Cursing, Thomas dragged and shoved these things out of his way. Haste made him clumsy; he knocked the phone off the narrow sill. It fell to the floor. His legs were suddenly too weak to support him. He sat down on the filthy boards, and picked up the receiver.

			“Hullo? Hullo, who is that?—Gabriel, is that you?”

			But there was no sound from the other end of the line.

			“Hullo? Gabriel?”

			No answer. Perhaps, after all, the phone had been damaged. He replaced the receiver on its rest, then, after a moment, picked it up and listened. No, it seemed to be working all right; he could hear the dial tone.

			A wrong number, perhaps. If not, whoever it was would ring again.

			Just in case it had been Gabriel, he dragged the old couch across the room, with an effort that made his shoulders and back scream almost audibly, and lay down right beside the window-sill, so that he could grab the phone at once if it rang.

			It did not ring again, however, and his mind slipped gratefully towards dissolution. Sense goes first, he thought mistily; words leave last; isn’t that strange; words begin to gallop and rattle meaninglessly inside the mind, like an unshackled anchor-chain, like an engine out of gear; while I am evolving these more-or-less connected thought processes in the basement of my brain, random language, an endless conveyor-belt of dissociated vocabulary, continues to race rattling overhead. Garbled audio, he remembered the old TV repair man in Sixth Avenue telling him: your set’s got garbled audio. Garbled audio isn’t the worst, Uncle Vanya; I’ve got garbled life, that’s my trouble.

			I wonder what Gabriel did hear, that time in the car?

			He sank deeper into the dusty brown velvet; he slept.

			When he woke next, it was late afternoon. The rose and ochre façades across the street, bathed in brilliance by the westerly sun, threw a warm reflected light, yellowish-pink, up on to his ceiling. Voices of children on their way home to supper floated faintly from the sidewalk. A helicopter puttered overhead, droning like a bee. All seemed calm, unmalevolent and commonplace.

			Thomas moved his head warily; then, with extreme caution, levered himself up on one elbow. No pain. For the moment the demon had retreated. He stood up, walked, raised his arms to his shoulders, bent forward. Still no pain.

			This reprieve, which really did seem like the departure of some evil spirit, was so unexpected that he became filled with illogical cheerfulness.

			I’ll find Gabriel all right, he thought, standing under the shower, letting the blessed hot water soothe and relax him, letting it stream and stream over his shoulders and arms and back; it should be simple enough to find him; why not? There must be any number of people to ask. I’ll begin with old Mrs Baird, she’s only a block away. I could telephone, but it would be simpler just to walk round. Old ladies distrust the telephone.

			Clean shirt—trousers—jacket—keys—money—and I’m on my way.

			He was hungry, now, though; he stopped for a hamburger at Nick’s Pie ‘n Pizza, then walked up wide, shabby Sixth Avenue with its little stores, its launderettes, bookshops, cleaners, drugstores, past the liquor store, its windows still full of hideous china ornaments, and the newspaper shop, and the patisserie, and the little Greek restaurant that was always empty; perhaps it was really a Mafia headquarters.

			Perhaps, he thought, I’ll find Gabriel staying cosily and irreproachably with his grandmother.

			But when he rang the bell of the beautiful little old brownstone house on Twelfth Street and stood waiting, the unaccustomed optimism began to ebb away as irrationally as it had come. For a start, it took a discouragingly long time before anybody arrived to open the door.

			Thomas fidgeted on the step, feeling exposed. He observed a tall thin man, with a mop of yellowish-white hair, who appeared to be trying to dissociate himself, while at the same time keeping a critical eye and a tight grip on its lead, from the actions of his equally lanky but more elegant Russian deerhound, which was slowly defecating in the gutter. The man glanced across the street and caught the eye of Thomas, watching him; his cold gaze detached itself instantly and he gave the dog’s lead an impatient twitch. The dog, interrupted in the process of sniffing its own deposit, jerked away pettishly, and Thomas, feeling rebuked, hastily withdrew his eyes and turned back towards the door, from behind which, at the same moment, he caught the sound of footsteps. Finally, after a prolonged rattling, the door was slowly pulled back.

			Old Mrs Baird stood there, leaning on a rosewood cane. My God, she looks ancient, he thought. Well, and so she must be: August was in his mid-seventies when he died, old Hannah’s his mother, she must be at least in her midnineties. She could be a hundred: a tiny bent figure peering up at him, wrapped in a cardigan, snow-white hair scraped back into a bun, skin wrinkled and freckled like some rain-soaked leaf trodden into the soil of an autumn wood. But the jutting angles of cheek, nose and jaw still bore witness to intelligence and strength, even more plainly now that the roundness of youth no longer survived to mask them. Shrewd grey eyes, sunk far back in huge triangular violet-stained bony sockets, still observed Thomas with a clarity undiminished, so far as he could make out, since his last visit.

			“Well? Who are you?” she said, holding the door with one freckled claw, poking her head forward like an aged seagull. He noticed the glint of fine white hairs all over her cheek and jawbone. “Whoever you are, you ought to know that I don’t receive callers in the afternoon; Hattie’s at the market and I’m having my siesta. It’s not convenient.”

			“I’d forgotten; please forgive me,” said Thomas humbly, but at the same time relieved to hear that Hattie, who must be nearly as old as her mistress, had not yet died but was still functioning. “Do you remember me? Thomas Cook? I’m your son’s publisher.”

			“Rubbish,” said the old lady tartly. “My son has a publisher already. All his books have been brought out by a perfectly respectable firm, Crusoe and Selkirk. They have been publishing his work since World War One—as you would no doubt call it. I call it the Great War.”

			“Yes, Mrs Baird; I’m the director of Crusoe and Selkirk; do you remember, I came to see you last year about the illustrations for the Collected Letters? And the year before that about the biography?”

			“Illustrations?” she said suspiciously. “No, I don’t remember that. What should I have to do with illustrations? I’m not an artist. I know nothing about such things.”

			“Photographs; family photographs, which you kindly agreed to lend us. And, if you remember, at the time I came to see you about the biography, I was married to Bella—”

			“Bella? Who is that?”

			His spirits sank still further. Between her memory and mine, he thought, we should be able to forget the whole of the twentieth century without too much trouble.

			However, at this point something about his visual aspect seemed suddenly to make a connection in the old lady’s mind, for she pulled the door wider, and remarked,

			“Well, it’s not at all good for me to stand on the doorstep in this draught, and there seems no reason why you should not come in; Hattie will be back soon and she will make us some tea.”

			“That’s very kind of you, ma’am,” he said, relieved.

			She turned away, without looking to see what he did, and led the way at a slow, laborious shuffling pace, helping herself with her stick, across the tiny hallway and into the double sitting-room which ran from front to back of the house and had windows both ways, on to the street and on to a small, overgrown garden. The room was exactly as he remembered it: rather dark, but not unfriendly. The arrangement of the crammed furniture suggested that nothing had been shifted or introduced during the last fifty years. There were braided rugs on the floor, worn basket-chairs, tables crowded higgledy-piggledy with Japanese netsuke, spectacle cases, papers, pamphlets and yellowing postcards. Tarnished mirrors swallowed the light. The volumes on the shelves wore none of the bright-jacketed exuberance of contemporary book-production; they were solid and dowdily dressed, to wear, not to attract, with covers in the rough tweedy textures favoured during the first twenty years of the century. The works of August Baird, filling one whole shelf, were the only exceptions; every one of these, every paperback, reprint, anthology and translation was there, Thomas noted with a rapid eye, and they looked well-handled, as if they were in frequent use.

			The pictures on the walls were all photographs, mostly of August himself, at every age. From dozens of different positions on the dark-grey-striped paper his calm, slightly accusing regard rested on Thomas, who seated himself nervously in a small creaking cane chair as soon as he had helped the old lady back into her rocker.

			She gave Thomas another long, severe scrutiny—not unlike that of her son—and he looked back, thinking that she seemed like some landmark, left over from the twenties or thirties. The checked gingham shirt she wore, the long box-pleated tweed skirt coming to below calf-level, recalled photographs of the Bloomsbury Group, snapped informally in the gardens of their weekend cottages with pipes and walking-sticks. For such a frail old lady, Mrs Baird had remarkably stocky legs, unshaped, running straight up and down like those of a kitchen table, her stockings ribbed grey wool and her shoes laced black Oxfords; he wondered where in present-day New York she was able to find such clothes. Perhaps she wrote to London or Boston for them. Perhaps she still had a charge account at Harrods or the Army & Navy Stores? Mrs Baird, Edinburgh-born, had moved to America while her son had a professorial position at Harvard; had found the American way of life congenial and remained there, planted, even after he returned to England.

			“Well?” she said again, hooking her stick over the high brass fire-guard, which fenced off a dusty castor-oil plant in the fireless hearth. “Have you come back for some more photographs? For another biography, is that it? What was wrong with Bodoni’s? Didn’t it sell?”

			She had a brisk, somewhat trenchant manner which, with the girlish checked cotton shirt, threw back a disarming reminder of what she must have been like in her forties, her thirties: a liberated woman before liberation was a catchword, an equal spirit long before equality was thought desirable.

			“No, ma’am, no, thank you, the photographs you lent us for those books were just what we needed; that business is all finished,” said Thomas, noticing that the volume in question lay on the little piecrust table beside her chair, with another pair of glasses marking her place. “No, I’ve come to America on quite a different errand this time, I’m not working on one of August’s books. I’m looking for Gabriel—I don’t suppose you happen to know where he is at the moment, by any chance?”

			“Gabriel?” she said vaguely.

			“Gabriel: your grandson. August’s son. I wondered if you had seen him recently? If he had been to visit you? I understand he has been over here all this year.”

			“Gabriel,” she murmured thoughtfully. “Now, let me think, who would his parents be? Have I met him?”

			“Your grandson.”

			“My grandson? Have I got a grandson?”

			“August’s son,” Thomas repeated. “As a matter of fact he’s also my stepson.”

			“Who was his mother? Berengaria?”

			“No, Mrs Baird.” Berengaria, August Baird’s first wife, had died in 1930. Thomas felt that he was rapidly losing his grip on the conversation. And here also he came up against another complexity which he felt sure would lead only to more confusion if he pursued it. He said simply, “Gabriel’s mother was August’s second wife, Bella Farragut. You remember Bella?”

			“Oh, Bella—why didn’t you say so?” A sudden sparkle of pure malice came into the triangular, hooded eyes. “Dear me, yes, it’s a long time since I’ve thought of poor Bella. Not quite a lady, that one, I always told August; I was rather surprised when he decided to marry her. Do you see what I mean? Why should he bother? There was something just slightly vulgar about her: like a hotel receptionist. A good hotel. But not out of the top drawer, as we used to say. Did you ever notice her shoes? Like a servant’s shoes. You can always tell. Oh dear me, yes: Bella. She used to amuse me very much. Has she been in America lately?”

			“I really don’t know,” said Thomas, slightly embarrassed. “But what I came here to ask—”

			“I always thought of her as Bella the Bunny-girl,” said old Mrs Baird unexpectedly. “Did you ever see a rather vulgar magazine called Playboy? My son used to bring me a copy from time to time; a very entertaining magazine. Yes, now, Bella; did she have any children?”

			“There was Gabriel, do you remember? I wondered if by any—”

			“Oh, Gabriel,” she said, using exactly the same intonation as that in which she had previously referred to Bella. “Why didn’t you say so? Dear little boy. Of course I’m very fond of Gabriel. I was looking at a photograph of him only a few minutes ago, just before you rang the doorbell. Now, what did I do with it? I know, it’s probably marking my place in Wittgenstein. Just pass me the Tractatus, will you please?”

			Every table in the room, Thomas observed, bore at least three books with markers in them; it seemed probable that the old lady moved from chair to chair and from book to book, varying her reading-matter according to mood or the time of day. He pulled the slip of card from Wittgenstein and saw Gabriel, aged twelve, standing with a worried expression, holding a tabby cat against his shoulder, in front of the door of Number Thirty-eight, Wanborough Parkside, London S.E.22.

			The familiar combination of guilt and dread engulfed his heart at the sight of that young, vulnerable face.

			“Yes: there’s Gabriel,” said the old lady with satisfaction. “Isn’t he an angelic little boy? Of course he’s bigger now; let me see, how old was he on his last birthday?”

			“Sixteen; that’s why it’s so important for me to find him. You haven’t seen him lately, then, ma’am?”

			She shook her head. “Not since August brought him last time he came; that would be about four years before he died. They were alone; Bella had gone off somewhere. Now, dear me, which year was that? Was it the same year he won his Nobel prize? I know Gabriel was just old enough to travel about on the subway by himself; which he very much enjoyed. I had thought he was too young, but August said he would be quite capable of looking after himself; and he was perfectly right.”

			“Does he write to you, ma’am? Do you get letters from him?” Thomas asked, without a great deal of hope.

			“His own mother? Of course he does. What an absurd question,” said Mrs Baird with acerbity. “He writes every single week. Why, you should know; you published his letters last year.”

			“Not August, Mrs Baird—Gabriel,” said Thomas, thinking, thank heaven, at least she isn’t deaf.

			“Oh, Gabriel; why didn’t you say so?” Her sharp old eyes softened. “Yes, he does write to me. He writes beautiful letters. I have a whole lot of them somewhere. I’ll find them for you another day—”

			“If you could possibly lay your hands on the most recent ones now—or tell me where to look—” Thomas began, with a terrible hopeless feeling of time being wasted, of time pouring, bleeding away like the fluid of life itself, clotting, drying to dust, irretrievably lost.

			“There was one from San Francisco, that began, ‘Only think, Granny, I’m writing this from an opium den’, and one written sitting on a rock by Niagara, and one from the Grand Canyon. Wonderfully funny, lively descriptive letters, often pages long. He’s a very good boy, the way he writes to his old granny—”

			The front door slammed.

			“Who’s that in there?” said another sharp old voice, New England this one, instead of Edinburgh, but Thomas noticed that, from long association no doubt, the two accents had grown alike and now overlapped. “Who’s in there tiring Mrs Baird?”

			Hattie stomped into the room with a dour expression. She wore a startling toque of brown crocheted wool sewn over with large brown sequins, and carried two brown paper bags full of groceries.

			“Oh, it’s you,” she said, recognising Thomas instantly. “Well, you can’t come visiting now, the doctor’s due in five minutes to lance her knee, and we have to get her upstairs and her stockings off before that, and anyway she ought to have been resting—”

			“I’m terribly sorry,” he said guiltily. “It’s just that I’m so anxious to find Gabriel—”

			“Well, you’ll have to come back another day, she can’t attend to you at present. Gabriel isn’t here, at all events, you can see that. And any minute now Dr Warmflash will be ringing the front door bell—”

			“You wouldn’t know where she keeps Gabriel’s letters?” murmured Thomas, elbowed into the little hallway. “She did say I could see them. This really is important, Hattie, it’s about his heart condition—”

			“They’re probably all over the house,” said Hattie grimly, “one in every book she’s been reading for the last six months. I’ll have to hunt for them. I’ll let you know. Where are you staying? Do you still keep that little place on Tenth Street that you rented when you were working on Mr August’s letters? I’ve got the number written down, I’ll telephone you on Thursday or Friday when I’ve had a look round. Tomorrow’s my cleaning day, and Wednesday I go to put flowers on my sister’s grave at North Salem.”

			“Please, Hattie, this is really urgent. We’ve simply got to find Gabriel without loss of time. You remember about his heart condition?”

			“Pish. He’s only sixteen, he’ll be all right,” said Hattie robustly, pushing Thomas out of the door. “How old do you think I am? Eighty-nine, and lively as a jack-rabbit. What’s a sixteen-year-old boy got to worry about?”

			“That’s just the—” he was beginning, but she briskly shut the door in his face; there was nothing for it but to retreat down the steps. A large glossy chauffeur-driven limousine was just pulling in to the kerb; Thomas hoped it was not that of Doctor Warmflash, or his stock with Hattie would sink even lower.

			As he walked towards Sixth Avenue, pain descended on him again like a bird of prey that had been waiting perched on some convenient cornice.

			His one wish was to get back to the apartment and swallow a couple of Najdolene tablets; eight hours must certainly have elapsed since he took his last, so it would be all right to; but he had better lay in a few supplies, milk and coffee and soap and something to drink; the apartment’s kitchen was destitute of any provisions apart from a few dusty packets of herbs.

			Dusk had begun to fall: a mild New York dusk that seemed like a gentle benefaction on the strollers loitering along the wide pavements. Soon it would be time to take cover, to make each for his own lair, to be on the alert for muggers and rapists, but not quite yet. At present the tender shabby light and the untidy street in its shirt-sleeves were joined in reflective union. New York, Thomas thought, is like the country of the future in Wells’ Time Machine; by day, sunlit exhilarating playland; while each night the tribes of cannibal Morlocks emerge from under ground to roam across the city, pouncing at random on the charming little sun-people who think themselves so civilised.

			Every luxury the heart can desire.

			He walked along to Kormendi’s, pleased to see that it still appeared to be thriving. And small wonder; it had a lavish stock of first-class foods from all over the world, at lavish prices. As he pushed through the glass doors and walked in, the air-conditioned atmosphere struck icy-chill on his wincing muscles; he found a wheeled basket and started along the frozen-goods counter in search of milk, ignoring the piles of halvah, baclava, Earl Grey, Camembert, and Bath Olivers.

			He had just picked out a carton of fat-free Slim-Queen when he saw walking towards him, unaware of his proximity because all her attention was focused on the two gallon packages of ice-cream, the pecan pie, and the bag of French pastries that she carried balanced in her arms, his ex-wife Bella Farragut. Bella Baird. Bella Cook.

			He was so startled that he dropped his carton of milk. It bounced and buckled, but fortunately did not break.

			“Bella! What the hell are you doing here? I thought you said that you couldn’t get away from England for another three weeks?”

			He was not at all pleased to see her, and made no effort to sound it.

			Bella did look embarrassed, but more, he thought, at being discovered with all those carbohydrates in her arms than from any guilt at having been caught out in a piece of deception. Her baby-smooth skin turned slightly pink; her eyes locked with his in the straight stare of the confirmed liar. She began to speak instantly and rapidly, as if it was nothing out of the common that they should meet in a luxury food-market in Greenwich Village.

			“Well, you see, old Charcroft said I’d better go—he knew how worried I was about Gabriel—and I managed to finish the design job for the coffee people much faster than I’d expected to, and old Pankhurst found somebody who wanted to rent the house on Parkside and move in right away—”

			“When did you come?” he asked, cutting her short.

			“Well, yesterday, actually—a woman I know at the Wan-borough Drama Group managed to wangle me on to a charter flight—she’d been planning to visit her sister in Detroit and couldn’t get away—”

			It was characteristic of Bella, he thought, always to have a friend conveniently placed who would oblige by fixing some slightly under-the-counter scheme for her advantage. He said sharply,

			“So I needn’t have come at all. It was desperately inconvenient for me to come away just now, with the Frankfurt Book Fair only a few weeks ahead. Why didn’t you telephone me and say that you were coming yourself?”

			Her lips parted reproachfully; she opened her large blue eyes to their fullest extent. They were a strange iridescent shade, between slate and grey; very beautiful, he had once thought.

			“But darling! I didn’t know that I was going to get the seat on the plane till the last possible minute! And anyway, you love Gabriel—didn’t you want to come? Surely you must see how important it is to find him? Aren’t you worried?”

			“Of course I’m worried,” he said irritably.

			It was like Bella, too, invariably to slide the other party into a need for self-justification, to initiate a jockeying of moral claims and counter-claims. To set up a magnetic field where the particles flowed violently north and south, where Bella, virtue embodied, attracted to herself every grain of right and justice.

			“You’re always so good with Gabriel,” she was saying reproachfully, “because you have the ability to keep calm, you don’t overwhelm him with too much anxiety and love, the way Bo and I do; I made sure you’d see the need for your being here. Of course, if you don’t want to stay and help find him and persuade him—”

			“It’s not a case of wanting,” he snapped. “It’s a case of necessity. Is it necessary or is it not?”

			“You know it’s necessary! It’s vitally necessary.” Her voice rang; her eyes flashed; she looked like Joan of Arc. “Listen: that boy’s going to die if we don’t find him within the next six weeks and convince him that he’s got to have this operation—don’t you realise that? Perhaps the time is less than six weeks! Doesn’t that affect you at all? Haven’t you a grain of compassion in your nature?”

			“Yes, yes, I realise—for pete’s sake, Bella! Cut out the dramatics!” He lowered his voice; two college girls and a woman with a basket full of frozen pizza were staring at them curiously. “Do you have all the stuff you came to buy? Well, let’s get out of here and find some place where we can talk quietly. And just keep calm, will you, kindly?”

			“All right,” she agreed, suddenly meek, and waited by the checkout point while he rapidly assembled eggs, butter, soap and coffee. She stayed there until he joined her, before putting down her own purchases on the counter by the cash-register, and it was plain she hoped that he would pay for hers along with his, but he took a sour pleasure in frustrating her aim by returning to the centre aisle for bread, which he had forgotten, so that, urged on by the queue behind her, she was obliged to go through and pay for herself. He did not, he decided, intend to supply Bella with three weeks’ ice-cream; specially when she had obliged him to come to America on what was almost certainly just another of her wild-goose-chases.

			“Right,” he said, having caught up with her again by the main entrance, where she stood biting her lip, staring out through the big glass doors at the dusk-filled street. “Where are you staying? Shall we go there?”

			“Oh, no, I’m at Angie Wasserman’s in Fourteenth Street, no, that wouldn’t be at all a good place to talk. What about you, are you with old Mrs Baird?”

			“Of course not; why should you think so?” Why should she indeed? Old Mrs Baird never had visitors actually sleeping in her house unless they were members of her immediate family; Bella herself, even when married to August, had never, so far as he knew, been invited to stay there.

			“I’m at the flat in Tenth Street,” he said.

			“Oh,” she said artlessly. “Do you still keep on that little place? I didn’t know.”

			“Crusoe and Selkirk took it on a five-year lease. It’s used now and then by other office staff when they’re visiting the New York branch.”

			“Well, shall we go and talk there?”

			“No, it isn’t worth it; there’s not all that much to say.” In fact he had a violent revulsion against the idea of Bella’s visiting the flat; the objection to her seeing its dusty squalor and discomfort was only one of several factors contributing to this feeling. “Besides,” he added, “you wouldn’t want to climb four flights of stairs with that load. We might as well go in here and have a coffee.”

			He walked ahead of her into Nick’s Pie ‘n Pizza.

			“Oh, Tom—can’t you think of anywhere better? This really is a cheesy little joint.”

			“It won’t kill you.” Cheesy was one of Bella’s words that always annoyed him; she possessed a curious knack of hanging on to outmoded slang and using it inappropriately with the happy confidence of someone who feels thoroughly in the swim of dashing contemporary idiom.

			“Anyhow, I really ought to get back,” she said plaintively. “My ice-cream will melt.”

			“Not in five minutes, for God’s sake. Do you want tea or coffee?”

			How like her it was to launch into high drama in front of a crowd of strangers about the urgency of finding Gabriel and then five minutes later begin back-pedalling and worrying about her ice-cream.

			“Tea. No milk or sugar. I’m on my usual diet,” she said primly, and slipped into one of the red-upholstered booths which gave the illusion of privacy.

			When he returned with the two teas she had pulled a handful of transparencies from an envelope in her handbag; she passed them across the table to him.

			“Look, these are the designs I did for the Coffee Centre. Do you like them? Old Charcroft was really bucked with them, he said they had a kind of Klee touch. What do you think?”

			Thomas received them sceptically; for a start, he did not admire the work of Klee. Suppressing the comment that this seemed a curious time to ask his opinion of her work, he looked at the photographs, which were designs for fabrics—towels, tea-cloths, table napery, as well as kitchen wallpaper. There were also some plates and cups.

			“Very good,” he said at length, judicially. Her face brightened into the smile of a child, greedy for praise. He passed back the pictures. Her work always surprised him slightly by being better than he expected; it had a fluid, easy charm. She could do little trees and houses and landscapes, little plants and boats, birds and fishes that, while not particularly original, contained a pleasing freshness and gaiety of their own. And every now and then, by accident it seemed, she was able to produce a design that appeared to be really original, out of the common run. Although incapable of real application or research, she had built up for herself quite a successful freelance connection with half a dozen different firms, and could have trebled her income if she had wanted to work harder; but why should she? Gus had left her an annuity that saw her comfortably provided for. Sometimes Thomas wondered what were her motives in doing as much work as she did. To stay topsides with Bo, perhaps?

			“And what are you doing now?” she asked magnanimously.

			“Running Crusoe and Selkirk. Writing a book about molluscs. When I have time.”

			“Molluscs!” she shuddered. “How dreary! Don’t you get bored? And what about your awful arthritis? How’s that?”

			“Not too good,” he said briefly.

			“You should take more care of yourself, you know. You don’t want to get the way your mother ended up.”

			“You don’t know anything about it,” he said sharply.

			“Only what you told me, darling,” said Bella, lighting a cigarette and blowing smoke. She read him a lecture about acupuncture, Zen, and a diet consisting of apple-vinegar and honey.

			“Let’s get back to Gabriel, shall we?” he suggested.

			“All right, darling. Where have you tried so far?”

			“Nowhere, apart from old Hannah. For heaven’s sake, Bella! I only arrived this morning.”

			“So you did. I keep forgetting.”

			I keep forgetting, Thomas thought, but he had no intention of letting Bella know about his flashes of amnesia, if he could help it. He would hate to put a weapon like that into her casual little spiteful hands.

			He tried to look at her dispassionately. Gus had married her when she was twenty-five; she must have been enchantingly pretty then. For even now, at—he did sums in his head—Gabriel was coming up to sixteen, so she must be forty-one or thereabouts—even now at forty-one she could easily have been taken for little over thirty. Her exquisite pink-and-white skin had the smoothness and glow that comes with health and a secure income and freedom from care; her little round face was poised like a cherry on its long stalk of neck; she wore her soft dark hair coiled in a very becoming chignon. She was dressed in a beautifully cut grey cotton dress, with black piping here and there—anticipatory mourning? he thought uncharitably—and might, so far as appearance went, have stepped straight out of the pages of a Henry James novel. And in some other ways too.

			“You look like a Persian cat,” said Thomas, not meaning it as a compliment.

			She took it as one, however.

			“Sweet Thomas! It is so lovely to see you again!”

			Hardly accords with what you said last time, baby, he thought, and remembered how she had screamed, Get out! And I don’t care if I never see you again as long as I live! I hope you bloody well die of your stupid illness! Could she have forgotten that?

			A sidelong, smiling glance from the slate-blue eyes assured him that she had not.

			“Now; tell me all that you know about Gabriel,” he said curtly.

			“But, darling, nothing! Nothing more than I told you on the phone when I frantically rang and asked you to come over and try to locate him.”

			“Why did you ring me just then?”

			“Because old Moncrieff said we must find him.”

			“When did he come to the States?”

			“In January, after he had finished those language courses he was taking in London. He had a list of people to get in touch with over here, the Wassermans, and Greta, and the Bradshaws, and old Moncrieff had given him the name of a heart specialist in New York to go to if he had the least trouble, a Dr Tschiffely, but he hasn’t heard from him, and nor have any of the others—”

			“And you—didn’t you hear? Didn’t he write to you?”

			“Darling: I told you. Only this one, rather strange letter at the end of April, saying he had a lot of thinking to do and I wouldn’t be hearing from him again for a long time.”

			“Have you got it?”

			“No, I lost it, darling, I cannot think what can have become of it, it’s too maddening,” Bella said, glancing absently at her handsome black calf handbag. I’d lay a fiver it’s in there, Thomas thought. “I hunted for it high and low before I came over, but it never turned up. I think perhaps that naughty Bo must have put it in his pocket sometime when I was showing it to him, and you know what a rag-bag he lives in. Anyway, it didn’t really tell anything—there was no address on it.”

			“Was it handwritten?”

			“No, typed; quite well typed, too.”

			“Postmark?”

			“San Francisco. But that was in April and here it is nearly September—he may be any where by now.”

			“Back in England, for instance.”

			“I doubt it, darling! He said he liked it in America and wanted to stay as long as possible. Haven’t you heard from him at all?” she asked innocently.

			Thomas shook his head, and a sparkle of triumph shot into the wide slate-blue eyes. She had always bitterly resented Gabriel’s affection for his step-father—those chess-walks, for instance—how she did hate them! Soon after they were married, Thomas had realised that an infallible way to stimulate Bella’s somewhat scanty and capricious maternal feeling was to make much of Gabriel himself; but this was a devious line of behaviour which he very much resented when he found himself, almost unconsciously, beginning to adopt it. After that he tried to steer a narrow course between the risk of exhibiting too much interest in Gabriel, thereby rousing Bella’s antagonism, and erring in the other direction, assuming a brusqueness that might puzzle or hurt the boy.

			“No, we don’t correspond,” he said. “But do you mean to say that you left it from May until now before you started to get anxious about him?”

			“Well, darling, what could I do? After all, Gabriel’s always been sensible, and I never thought but that he’d turn up. But then old Moncrieff wrote to me last month, to remind me that Gabriel’s due for his teeny thing in October and telling me he’d booked a bed for him at the Cavendish Clinic—and he wanted Gabriel to go along and see him, around now, for a check-over, you know—then he rang me up—so then I really did begin to worry.”

			“Did Sir John Moncrieff know that Gabriel had gone to America?”

			“Oh yes, he’d more or less suggested the trip. A summer roaming around getting fit was just what Gabriel needed, he said. He and old Manresa had a consultation about it all, and they took a lot of X-rays and decided that Gabriel would be perfectly okay till the autumn. After all, darling, you can’t very well keep a sixteen-year-old boy in a box.”

			“I daresay not,” Thomas agreed, remembering how irrationally angry he used to get at Bella’s habit of referring to anyone she knew above a certain social eminence as “old” so-and-so; the old Manresa in question was Lord Manresa of Keele, very likely the most skilful heart-surgeon in the world. Having been married to August Baird for ten years might have cured her, one would have thought, of such little social pretensions, but it had not.

			For perhaps the ten thousandth time Thomas found himself wondering: why did August ever marry her?

			“Darling, I must rush,” she said, stubbing out her half-smoked cigarette. “Thanks for the deevy tea. Now, we’ll keep in touch, won’t we? I’ll try all my contacts and you try yours, and if you have any brainwaves, let me know. Oh, I got in touch with old Sam Schillenbach, did you ever meet him? He used to be a crony of Gus at Harvard and he’s now head of NYBS, one of those huge networks—he’s going to have an SOS broadcast on telly and radio too, with me appearing in person and asking people to keep a look-out for Gabriel. Nobel prizewinner’s son needed for urgent heart-surgery ought to get results you’d think, wouldn’t you? Sam said he’d offer a reward, too, but I thought that would produce a lot of phoneys.”

			“Very likely,” said Thomas, thinking, how vulgar and how she is loving all this exploitation of the situation. He hoped that Gabriel would soon turn up for the boy’s own sake; he could not think of anyone who would more violently object to the kind of publicity that Bella seemed to be setting in motion.

			She slipped the cigarettes and the envelope of transparencies back into her bag. Idly following the movements of her hands as she did so, Thomas chanced to catch her eye; he was surprised when she blushed a violent red which, for a moment, made her look a much older woman.

			“So long then, sweetie, to the re-see,” she said rapidly, fluttered her hands at him, and took her departure. Several men glanced after her with approval as she walked out. It occurred to Thomas, idly pondering over her unexpected confusion, that it might have been due to his catching a glimpse of a packet of Coconut Candy Cookies among the cosmetics, coins, keys, letters and oddments in her capacious handbag. Was she ashamed of being caught out yet again in another lapse from her perennially self-imposed, perennially violated diet?

			Then it struck him as odd that, if she had bought the cookies at Kormendi’s—which seemed most likely, since there had been a large display-rack of this brand just around the corner from the check-out desk—the packet had been tucked into her handbag, instead of in the large brown paper sack along with the rest of her purchases.

			If the other articles were contributions to the housekeeping at Angela Wasserman’s, perhaps greedy Bella had intended to keep the cookies separate, for private bedroom munching, and so stowed them where they would not come to light when the other things were unpacked?

			Anyway, hell! Bella’s little private greeds and stinginesses were no affair of his, these days, thank God. Let’s forget about Bella, shall we? His feet, hands, back, arms, hurt more than he could bear; he paid for the tea and walked the couple of blocks back to Tenth Street.

			This time the dusty black stairs seemed like a trailer from next week’s showing of the Inferno. Hell might as well be up as down, he thought, toiling, toiling, not daring to stop because if he did the worst pain of all, the one just a step behind him down there like a pursuing fiend, that pain would catch him before he could climb to safety and swallow the two little red bullets that were going to set him free.

			But suppose home wasn’t at the top of these stairs after all, suppose he had come to the wrong house, suppose the staircase led only to some great and windy height, off which he would be unable to prevent himself sliding, launched helplessly over the edge into that ultimate terrifying descent which had no ending? The worst part is not the crash at the foot, for that must be over in the hundredth part of a second; no, by far the worst part is the fall itself, and suppose we discover that death turns out to be a never-ending fall? Suppose the retreat from life is not sudden, but a gradual, eternal diminution, a whirling away, an infinitely prolonged collapse into space? But I am not going to die, he told himself, I have no intention of dying, other people have learned to live with pain at this degree, surely I have enough resolution to do so? Suppose I haven’t enough resolution, though, or suppose it crumbles during one of those blank spells—suppose I return from one of those little trips into vacancy to find myself in articulo mortis? Suppose I get back to find myself endlessly falling, endlessly dying, trapped in eternal farewell? Suppose I fail Gabriel yet again by not being there to encourage him, to persuade him, to help him? I am not worth much, he acknowledged humbly, digging with his delicate fingers, each of which seemed to be an individual small howl of pain, into a pocket that was stuffed with sharp edges and jagged lumps of rock, I am not worth much more than the flaking bones that support me so inadequately and painfully, but Gabriel may well be worth something.

			Only, how can I pull him back from that brink if I am not capable of pulling myself back?

			After several tries he got his key out and put it in the lock; its pressure on his fingers while he struggled to turn it was extreme agony, but on the other side of that door lay the little warm bathroom with its plastic tooth-mug and all the water in the world ready to come out of the tap, and the white cardboard container with its neat round cream-coloured plastic lid, and under the lid the handful of miraculous red torpedoes, of which he must only swallow two because even two every eight hours came dangerously near to the top safety level beyond which there was no guarantee against undesirable side-effects—

			But who is to judge, he thought, pushing open the door and walking straight into the bathroom, who except I myself can possibly judge which is more undesirable, pain to the degree that I am feeling now, or those hypothetical side-effects? Spells of amnesia are certainly inconvenient, they are more than that, but what is this, anyway, a TV quiz, and the prize a trip to a desert island with Miss Lola Casanova? What sets off these blank spells, anyway? Not just pain; pain plus what?

			He swallowed the two capsules, gulped another mugful of the warm, brackish water, kicked the front door shut behind him without looking back, and made straight for the sofa. It was too lumpy and sagging, though, the position it imposed on him was far too cramped for the pain that was now invading him; that pain wanted plenty of scope; he searched in a closet, found a dusty blanket, flung it on the floor with a cushion, and lay down, unfolding himself with as much care as if he had been a Dead Sea Scroll.

			Thomas the Dead Sea Scroll, he thought, true Thomas returned from inside the hill, back home to tell what he has seen, and no one believes him because who would want to believe such a tale? It’s not to their advantage. I am Lazarus, come back from the dead, come back to tell you all, I will tell you all . . . 

			But they said, that is not what I meant at all. Nevermore.

			They said it’s absurd to encourage that bird, so they smashed the old man of Whitehaven.

			Suppose the phone rang now and it was Gabriel, what would I be able to say to him?

			Listen, Gabriel, there is more to it than this. To the measure of the pain that I feel now, that you may feel in your turn, may already have felt, there is also joy, there is also amazement, there is also discovery; look back on your past, child, do you see nothing worth remembering there? You, of all children? And as the road leads back to a mysteriously beautiful distance, so also it leads forward, who knows where? How can you shut your eyes to the possibilities of that journey ahead into unknown territory?

			But if he says, no, I don’t choose to be a pioneer, I do not choose to travel ahead, why should I be obliged to undertake this laborious and painful pilgrimage probably leading nowhere, what do I say to him then?

			Listen, Gabriel. Do you know how to measure the height of the sun? You take a grassblade, you take a tree, you measure the angle from the grass to the top of the tree, you produce that line upwards, you cast it into the sky like a fishing-rod to hook the sun. Do you know how to draw a graph, Gabriel? You begin at the bottom left-hand corner, you make your graph spring on and upward like a chamois from point to point, you can forecast the end from those beginnings. Surely you, above all, ought to be able to throw your mind ahead of you and guess what heights it may be within your power to climb?

			If even I, wrapped as I am in clogging webs of pain, frustration, inadequacy and deceit, can make some vague forecast of what might lie ahead for you, surely you with your clear and unimpeded vision could see enough of that landscape to make the trip worthwhile?

			Why, the very first time I saw you—

			A steely, hysterical trill cut through his arguments; at first, confusedly, he mistook the stridency for a translation of his pain into terms of sound; then he realised that it was the telephone.

			Careful now; don’t knock it down again.

			Employing as much care as might be needed to manoeuvre a liner into dock he raised himself to a kneeling position, propped against the window-sill.

			Let it be Gabriel this time, he thought, in the position of prayer. Just let it be Gabriel. Let me put the necessity of his return to him in a couple of well-chosen sentences, let him be convinced and agree to fly back to England with me tomorrow. We could have such a happy trip: with Gabriel in the seat beside me to chatter and tell me his adventures, give his impressions of America, the pain would be bearable, we’d probably fall into one of those philosophical discussions that we used to have coming back from our chess-walks. The little skinny, bony claw tucked so confidingly into mine: Uncle Tom? Are you very busy? Would you have time to come on a chess-walk? It was always Uncle Tom, never daddy or papa; though Bella tried hard to make him adopt one of those, he always rejected them with calm logic: But he isn’t my father. Yet he seldom addressed August as father, Bella said; he almost always called him Gus, right from the start, and August preferred it.

			The old sense of deprivation returned to him, the swift immediate anguish and loss of watching water widen between the quayside and the boat that has sailed prematurely, the friend who left the rendezvous without waiting, the unique bargain that was taken ten minutes before you entered the shop.

			When a great man suddenly dies whom you have waited all your life to meet, you feel a purely selfish sense of bereavement, as if providence had dealt you a special, spiteful blow. And whatever arduous method you adopt of sublimating, dissipating your childish rage, some of it will remain with you till your last breath.

			With a careful, trembling hand he lifted the receiver and held it to his ear.

			Gabriel? Is that you?

			“Hullo?”

			But again, on the other end of the line, there was nothing but silence, a black, breathing, waiting silence that seemed to greet him like a familiar. I know you, the silence muttered in his ear; I know you from a long way back; you and I have a bone to pick, my friend.

			“Gabriel!” he shouted angrily. “Look, Gabriel, if this is you, will you grow up, and stop playing these childish tricks? It isn’t funny; it’s disgustingly stupid and cruel. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. Please will you tell me where you are? Gabriel?”

			Nothing answered him but a ghostly click, rejecting his plea with mocking finality; the silence now had a different ring to it, metallic and empty.

			He crashed back the mouthpiece on to its rest and let himself down on to his blanket again with a creak of agony, muttering in weak hysterical rage. That boy—fucking—sodding—young lout—Yet after all, why should he assume that it was Gabriel? There was no reason to suppose that Gabriel even knew he was in America. And if he did know, how could it conceivably be in Gabriel’s character to play malicious tricks of this kind? Wasn’t it much more likely that somebody else—the person who had been illicitly making use of the apartment, some complete unknown—was now phoning to check whether the owner was there? And, now they knew, they would very likely leave him alone.

			But now it did occur to Thomas that he had left the front door unlocked. With an angry groan he hoisted himself up once more, limped across the room, snecked the catch. Then, stumbling over his canvas grip, he remembered for the first time that he had thrust a bundle of mail into the top, downstairs, when he originally walked into the house.

			What a fool. Perhaps there’s a letter from Gabriel right there in that lot, and I never gave it a thought.

			He pulled out the bundle and sorted hastily through it. Suzanne from the office was supposed to come periodically to clear out the mailbox but evidently had not done so for some time. But the envelopes all contained publishers’ promotion material—Book News, Publishers’ Weekly—leaflets from the Block Association—ads for local decorators and furniture-movers—invitations to long-extinct cocktail parties celebrating the publication of novels he had no wish to read—no personal mail, nothing handwritten. Yet—wait—there was a plain buff envelope, Thomas Cook, typed address, and a New York postmark. Bella said Gabriel had typed the letter to her.

			The envelope was very flat. Nothing at all inside?

			He tore it open.

			A smallish thinnish strip, off-white paper, the kind spewed out by a cash register as it lists all the purchases and adds them—indeed on one side were faint violet figures adding up to seven dollars and eighty-five cents’ worth of something. On the other side were typed words.

			YOU TURD, YOU SHIT, YOU FILTHY DREG, WHAT MAKES YOU THINK YOU HAVE A CHANCE TO FIND HIM? THE BEST THING YOU CAN DO IS FALL DOWN THE STAIRS AND BREAK YOUR ROTTEN LITTLE NECK.

			Holding the slip in stiff fingers he worked his way slowly back across the room to his blanket—it felt like a day’s journey—and sank down into a kind of squatting position.

			Was this what Gabriel had become in the course of five months?

			But it said him, not me. What company can Gabriel be keeping?

			I have to sleep now. I’ll study the implications of this tomorrow.

			Who hates me so?

			Why?

			Useless tears, acid burning tears crept sideways across his face. Jan, what had I done? What did you have against me? And earlier still—she loved Christmas so, why did she have to die on Christmas Eve?
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