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  PART I




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  —Did you close my eyes? I often wonder what happened. Was it you who found me and was I still beautiful? I do not know how it came to this. But here we are, after all,

  and I cannot tell if I am loving you or hating you. Both, I guess. What happened to Paolo? He must be grown by now and gone to college. You know I never stopped loving you, that is why I am

  writing. Some love never fades.




  You must be surprised reading this. I can see your face as clear as ever, and your first reaction – it can’t be, not her. Did you say a prayer for me in all those years, think of me

  just a little bit? I am different now from how you remember, but not so much. Then you do not look the same either, short hair. I saw you in a magazine. You have haunted my dreams for so long, now

  it is my turn.




  On the good days my love for you overflows. Other times love is so cruel and I think, wait a minute, when I remember what you did, you should suffer too. Into each life some rain must fall. I

  cut out your picture. I am looking at it now. There’s a sorrow in your eyes. Is that because of me or do you never think of me at all? Am I just the past to you? And if you are thinking,

  ‘She can’t come back,’ do not bet on it. One of these days you will find out – Love to love you, Leah




  Did you ever see a big star cry? This one did when he read what she wrote. ‘How can I get a letter from a dead person?’ he asked Youselli.




  Like a lot of famous people the man had a big head, physically as well as in the mental sense, Youselli noticed. They were standing in a fancy panelled library out in the man’s Long Island

  residence, a second or even third home that would cost Youselli several working lifetimes of his cop’s salary.




  Till he saw the man cry Youselli had never thought about how songs were always full of crying – not just this man’s songs, everyone’s. To be fair, he was not really crying

  after reading the letter but there were tears in his eyes, and Youselli thought, ‘It sure has spoiled your party.’ He remembered the old song, ‘It’s My Party (and I’ll

  cry if I want to)’.




  In the background servants came and went. The man’s wife had told him there would be a lot of celebrities, as though he had never done security before. Recently the hiring of cops for

  celebrity security had become such a fashion accessory that his captain turned a blind eye because it gave the department access to a wealthy address list for fundraisers.




  What he could not figure was why the wife had shown McMahon the letter at all after the fuss she had made on the phone that morning about keeping it secret. ‘I don’t want him upset.

  Just find out who’s sending them,’ she had said, like they were coming from around the corner instead of Los Angeles. Youselli had wondered then if the wife was insecure. Face to face,

  he was less sure. In the flesh she was something else, as snazzy as an Italian contessa. He had heard she and McMahon led pretty much separate lives, she in Manhattan while he partied out at the

  house. Close to, Youselli could see that the hard living was taking its toll on McMahon despite the work of orthodontists and clinics. He was still star skinny and had all his hair but Youselli

  wondered about face lifts.




  McMahon read the letter again while Youselli looked at the envelope, an everyday brand and self-adhesive, which meant no saliva trace. As for getting hold of where McMahon lived, the internet

  was full of listings of famous addresses. The typeface was a regular font, almost certainly from a standard computer.




  McMahon made a helpless gesture with his hand and said, ‘I don’t understand, it makes no sense.’ Youselli’s impression was that McMahon was a phony, using pauses like an

  actor. Maybe he had played too many big stages and that made it hard for him to do close-up work without resorting to exaggerated mannerisms, like the way he raked his hand through his

  shampoo-commercial hair to signal bafflement. Youselli had never seen such silky hair not on a girl.




  McMahon finished the letter and appeared so upset that it took him several attempts to produce a coherent summary of the letter’s meaning. It referred, he finally said, to an incident that

  had taken place in France fifteen years earlier, when a teenage American girl named Leah had died in an accident while looking after the young son of a fellow band member, now also deceased.




  ‘What kind of accident?’ Youselli asked.




  ‘She died in a fall at Mickey’s house. Mickey and Astrid were with me and when they got back she was lying at the bottom of the stairs.’




  Youselli thought the story sounded conveniently vague. ‘Who was the girl?’




  ‘She came to look after Mickey’s kid, Paolo.’ McMahon spoke like he was issuing a press release. The band had been renting French chateaux that summer, gypsying round Europe to

  avoid British tax. Youselli watched the wife watching her husband and thought, he is not going to say anything in front of her. He wondered if big stars jerked off.




  Big party, rich man’s party, rich man’s house, Youselli thought as he watched the chauffeured limousines arrive. Trees high as the house screened off the world

  outside, their dusky green in smoky contrast to the brash lit-up rectangle of azure, the rich man’s pool. The rich were so predictable, he thought. He could bust them for the load of fancy

  dope they were pretending wasn’t in the back room. Youselli stuck his hands in his pockets and gave a smile to the wife that went unreturned while McMahon charged around, suddenly energized.

  Youselli told himself it was another night for the three wise monkeys: see nothing, say nothing, do nothing, and play the dumb cop.




  Youselli had made sure security was tight. He had men on the gate and in the grounds with walkie talkies. His base was the secure room under the stairs, which amounted to a closet big enough to

  sit in. It was like the inside of a large safe, steel-lined, with a fax and phone – the last line of retreat from whatever unimaginable horrors the famous lived in fear of. Youselli had a man

  in there checking the CCTV monitors that screened the exteriors. Youselli spent the early part of the evening watching the guests arrive on the screens, like they were on regular TV. A lot of

  names, a lot of faces and a lot of people dressed like pirates, too many tall women for his taste, and a couple of celebrity photographers snapping away. It was like the Seventies never went away,

  Youselli thought, plus he had not realized there were still so many smokers.




  The catering staff were dressed as slaves and the prettiest waitress rolled her eyes at him whenever she passed. A steady flow of guests – but only the elite – kept disappearing into

  the room Youselli wasn’t supposed to know about and came back out animated. The door was guarded by private security. Youselli asked the wife about the extra muscle. She told him it was the

  standard arrangement for her people to mind the cloakroom. Youselli could not resist a grin, trying to decide which of the impossibly well-heeled guests was going to run off with a bunch of coats.

  The wife shot him a snooty look that said he was insubordinate.




  Before the party got too wild she made a pretty speech about all the great things her husband was about to do, including write his book. The book involved the biggest deal ever signed for any

  star’s memoirs, she proudly told her guests, and it would be the one that pulled no punches, she assured them, written by the man himself and not one of those as-told-to jobs. Youselli

  thought McMahon looked less than happy at the prospect. Maybe he was one of those musicians whose brains had been fried by drugs. Maybe he would be needing a ghost after all.




  After the speech Youselli checked the grounds. He took O’Dowd, who complained his shoes pinched.




  ‘You should swap them with Christopher Walken’s,’ said Youselli. ‘His look comfortable.’




  He had noticed Walken, taller than the rest, in a sinister dark suit that fitted his movie image, and shoes that did not, the rattiest pair Youselli had seen outside a building skip. Stars like

  Walken he had no problem recognizing. Lesser known faces hit him after a time lag. So many famous people in the room, it was like a waxworks museum.




  From across the lawn the party floated like a ship in the night.




  ‘How old’s this guy?’ O’Dowd asked. ‘I mean, giving him a sled.’




  The wife had made McMahon the presentation at the end of her speech. O’Dowd was right. A child’s sled was not the easiest thing for one adult to give to another in public, regardless

  of its particular history. It must be nice to have so many toys, Youselli thought. He had counted four vintage cars in the garage.




  They crossed from the edge of the lawn into the undergrowth. To their left was a summer house and by the light of the moon Youselli could make out the silhouette of a couple banging away at each

  other. Beyond, the water of the sound gleamed like oil. He wondered why the wife had shown McMahon the letter. He tried to picture the woman who had written it. When he got back to the house he

  would fax a copy to the shrink they used for assessment of hostile mail.




  O’Dowd wanted to stay and watch the activity in the summer house, which was reaching its noisy climax. O’Dowd was so predictable, thought Youselli. He felt inexplicably flat, maybe

  because nobody was going to stand up and make speeches about what a great guy he was, and no one was going to write to him.




  Guests with reputations to protect had gone early or retreated to private rooms. Youselli did not stop to ask himself what was going on in half of them. From time to time he

  heard applause from behind closed doors. Meanwhile the rest of the party disintegrated into an incoherent mass of squirming bodies, more or less upright on the dance floor and horizontal by the

  pool.




  Youselli’s eyes watered from the smoke. ‘What are you doing after the orgy?’ asked O’Dowd.




  O’Dowd was one of those people he felt embarrassed standing next to, with his sneaky little grin, like whatever he said was the funniest thing. O’Dowd was short with weight trouble

  and had body hair like an animal pelt, Youselli knew because he had seen him once with his shirt off. It didn’t take a lot of brains to see that his aggression was a form of defence. Not that

  the insight made Youselli any better disposed.




  ‘Fucking Village People,’ said O’Dowd.




  Youselli wished he could have a drink. He tried to calculate the cost of keeping four hundred people in booze. He doubted if he knew four hundred people, not counting criminals.




  O’Dowd was on about the sled again, worrying away at his initial question. ‘Why’d she give him the sled, it’s not like they got kids?’




  ‘It’s a movie sled,’ said Youselli. The party had reached that stage when everything became stretched. ‘A famous old movie sled.’




  The concept appeared beyond O’Dowd.




  ‘Remember Lassie the wonder dog?’ asked Youselli.




  O’Dowd frowned then nodded. ‘In the movies?’




  ‘Well, this is the Lassie of movie sleds. If Lassie had been a sled, she would have been this sled, if you take my meaning.’ Youselli was not sure O’Dowd did. ‘This is

  the sled in movie history. Steven Spielberg has one.’




  ‘The same sled?’ O’Dowd asked, confused.




  ‘The same sled.’ Youselli thought about getting the waitress’s number now that he was technically single.




  O’Dowd nodded, then grinned like some big idea had crossed his mind, and he tugged Youselli’s sleeve. ‘Yeah, but what’s he going to do with it?’




  Youselli sighed. ‘The fuck do I know. Sled on it.’




  McMahon made Youselli a present of the girl on his arm. She looked about seventeen. ‘Take her, she’s yours,’ he said. ‘This one’s mine.’ His

  choice was the prettier, which was the way it went with these people, thought Youselli.




  McMahon was making the best of appearing elegantly wasted, swigging a bottle of Jack Daniels from the neck, his eyes bulging and glittery with near obscene excitement, and looking several

  galaxies away. Youselli had to hand it to him, he knew how to put on a party. There had been fire-eaters, a tightrope walker, and a snake that had got loose in the garden, subsequently recovered,

  and now, unless he was very much mistaken, hookers, hired for the occasion to be handed out as a demonstration of the hosts’ largesse. Youselli handled McMahon’s offer badly, sounding

  uptight as he muttered about having to work.




  ‘Aren’t you a reckless man?’ asked McMahon with a sneer. ‘I bet you’re real straight.’




  McMahon went on, his voice growing more whiny and insinuating, and Youselli was left with the impression that he was only there as a butt for the man’s jokes. McMahon turned to the girl on

  his left. ‘Ask him nicely and he’ll show you his pistol.’




  Unlike McMahon, the girl wasn’t high. She looked bored. McMahon announced to the other one, ‘We’re going upstairs now. I don’t have a pistol, like this big hard policeman

  here, but we’re going to have a good old rummage round and see what we can find. Parlezvous français?’




  The girl looked panicked and said nothing.




  ‘Et toi?’ he asked Youselli who felt even more like he was there for the man’s amusement. There were hangers-on in the background, grinning expectantly. Youselli

  wondered how the atmosphere had turned predatory so fast. McMahon sensed it too.




  ‘I know what you are thinking,’ he said while Youselli held his eye. ‘Do I ever exercise my droit de seigneur? Isn’t that what you’re wondering?’




  ‘I might if I spoke French.’




  The onlookers waited for McMahon who had the grace to laugh and then they tittered appreciatively. He took a pull from his bottle, gestured broadly, pointed at the girl and said, ‘Feel

  free.’




  He lurched off with the other girl and the crowd moved away with him. Youselli could see O’Dowd grinning in the background. He looked at his girl. Sure he would like to exercise his

  fucking droit de seigneur sometimes, he thought. It wasn’t as if he was getting it anywhere else.




  ‘You want to explore around?’ asked the girl.




  ‘What’s your name?’ asked Youselli forgetting it as soon as he was told. ‘Maybe later,’ he said.




  O’Dowd came over grinning even more and said, ‘I got another sled question.’




  ‘This is Paolo,’ said Anjelica, the wife, introducing a pale young man who had not yet taken his coat off. Paolo looked twenty at most, and happy with it, except

  for eyes which read dead soul. Drug dealers got younger all the time, Youselli thought, like tennis and swimming champions. He had noticed Paolo in the course of the evening and figured him for

  being in charge of the back room, which meant the muscle on the door was his. Youselli disliked people who grinned all the time and grew goatee beards and wore overcoats at parties.




  Paolo and the wife both looked pretty high and not from booze. Youselli wondered if the wife knew what hubby was up to. She looked like she didn’t miss much however long a leash she ran

  him on.




  He needed her prompt before he realized that this was the Paolo, referred to in the letter, all grown up now and gone to college.




  He was still not sure where everybody fitted. Paolo was Mickey’s son and Mickey was the band member who had died. And Mickey had been married to Astrid, who was from Sweden but was not

  Paolo’s mother.




  Youselli had to shout over the music. It was hard playing the straight man when everything around was degenerating into one big fuck. One couple seemed like they were about to do it on the

  stairs. Youselli thought she looked semi-famous. Paolo noticed them too. Nothing seemed to faze him. He came across as the world’s best adjusted drug dealer, smiling from ear to ear and happy

  to share tales of weirdness in France.




  ‘Of course I was very young. I only remember what I was told.’




  ‘And what was that?’




  ‘That Leah and I must have been playing when it happened and I had gone and put myself to bed afterwards on my own.’




  ‘You remember nothing?’




  Even shaking his head Paolo kept grinning and Youselli wondered if it was a nervous disorder.




  ‘Tough for a kid,’ said Youselli. ‘But you look like you got over it okay.’




  Paolo replied that his unconventional upbringing had equipped him well for survival. ‘I was serving the drinks at Mickey’s sex parties when I was eight.’




  ‘Sounds like model parenting,’ said Youselli, feeling that Paolo was trying to rile him.




  ‘Unusual, and it did no harm in my case.’




  Youselli asked what he remembered of Leah and got the vague reply that so many different people had looked after him that they were all a blur. He then asked Leah’s age.




  ‘Oh, she was sixteen, something like that.’




  ‘Isn’t that young for a full-time babysitter?’




  ‘She was a friend of Astrid. I think she was taking French lessons as well.’




  ‘Astrid took her to France?’




  ‘I suppose. They were pretty close.’




  ‘Is Astrid here tonight?’




  Paolo shook his head and grinned like he had some big secret. Asshole, Youselli thought. Maybe the kid had been grinning when the girl fell and it had stuck, like pulling faces when the wind

  changed.




  There was a commotion at the top of the stairs and Youselli saw the girl whose name he had forgotten clambering over the couple. She saw him and gestured frantically for him to come up. It was

  trouble.




  The girl McMahon had been with lay flat out on the floor of the master bedroom, her works by her side. There was no sign of McMahon. The bed looked recently used. Youselli

  wondered if the junk had come from Paolo.




  The girl looked dead and he could not find a pulse. Maybe her heart was not working, he thought, but his was beating faster. He did not want any dead bodies on his first job for the client.




  Under the eyelid her eye was glassy and unsighted. She looked like marble. The other girl was standing watching and scratching her arm, being useless. He wondered where McMahon was. His hands

  were shaking he noticed.




  ‘Get a rug and make sure no one comes in.’




  He clamped his mouth to the unconscious girl’s, pinched her nose and breathed in and out, till he felt her heart flutter and she gradually revived, surfacing from a long way down. She came

  to with a fit of coughing then her body convulsed and she retched, throwing up, partly over him. Youselli didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed. There was a bruise on her cheek and he

  wondered if McMahon was a hitter. The girl looked round with panicked eyes.




  ‘Come on, sweetheart, you’re not in heaven yet.’




  He had to slap her to keep her conscious, and fired questions at her to stop her from nodding out. Her name was Charley, and her friend was Holly, which he was sure was not the name he had been

  told. He made Holly go downstairs for a jug of coffee, while he walked Charley round the room, which she did not want to do.




  Twenty minutes later he left them lurching round like a couple of drunks. He found McMahon by the pool with a crowd of hangers-on. Youselli drew him aside, to his visible annoyance, and told him

  what had happened. With the music he was having to shout.




  ‘Oh that’s terrible,’ said McMahon, with no sign that he knew who they were talking about. His faraway look announced he was still flying. Youselli gripped his arm.




  ‘Take your hand off,’ McMahon protested. Youselli refused. He was determined to make him own up.




  ‘The kid you were with, remember?’




  McMahon looked at him with glassy eyes and giggled. ‘That wasn’t me, that was my twin. Now get your hand off me.’




  McMahon’s nose wrinkled in distaste and Youselli was aware of the smell of vomit still on him in spite of his efforts to sponge it off. McMahon’s expression also said that he would

  recall the insult of being touched long after he had forgotten what it had referred to. Youselli backed off, realizing, if he was being honest, he did not care overmuch about the kid either. The

  real cause of his irritation was having to act as dogsbody.




  ‘Is she all right now?’ McMahon asked, apparently unconcerned.




  ‘She will be,’ shouted Youselli over the throb of cranked-up bass.




  ‘That’s okay then.’ Sensing Youselli’s resentment, he added, ‘It’s a fact of life, I’m surrounded by people who bite off more than they can chew. They

  do it by themselves. It’s not me who tells them to.’ He turned to survey the party. ‘See that man over there, with the silver hair and the cane. Go ask him why he’s fucking

  my wife.’




  Youselli was tired of McMahon’s games. ‘Ask him yourself.’




  He expected McMahon to get annoyed, not raise an eyebrow the way he did and say that at least Youselli was no yes-man like all of the rest.




  The silver-haired man was in discussion with a foreign-looking woman in a purple dress. He was handsome and older than McMahon, maybe even over sixty but well preserved. Sensing perhaps that he

  was being talked about, he turned and met their gaze with pale, unblinking blue eyes and a chilly smile, which Youselli took to mean that the two men went back a long way.




  ‘He’s a cunt,’ said McMahon airily, still having to shout. ‘And shouldn’t be here because I asked specifically for him not to be. You should throw Mr Blackledge

  out.’




  Youselli decided McMahon was joking and asked how long they had known each other.




  ‘Alex and I go back years. I first met him in the Philippines. He was the man in the white suit. He fixed things for Imelda Marcos. Blackledge turns up everywhere. He was in

  France.’




  ‘When the girl died?’




  McMahon nodded. ‘You should talk to him. It’s got to be him or Astrid or Aaron behind the letter.’ He looked at Youselli and giggled. ‘I can tell you, I was spooked for a

  moment back there. A letter from beyond the grave.’




  ‘Who’s Aaron?’




  ‘My manager, ex-manager. Aaron doesn’t go out since he got fatter, and balder.’ The remark amused McMahon and Youselli realized they had both forgotten about the kid upstairs.

  Blackledge was looking at them again. He and the woman in purple seemed to be arguing about something. ‘Are you losing your hair?’ McMahon asked suddenly and Youselli experienced a

  moment of panic. ‘The public figure’s nightmare. And those hair weave jobs never look real.’




  Because of the noise sustained conversation was impossible, but McMahon seemed in the mood to confide. ‘They’re all shitting themselves over what I’m going to write in my book,

  show them up for a bunch of leeches with revolting personal habits.’




  With that he vanished, and Youselli decided to tell O’Dowd to take the kid out the back way then he would talk to Blackledge. It was bizarre, he thought, how McMahon’s air of

  immunity seemed to brush off on him. He didn’t like it and wondered why he enjoyed being in McMahon’s orbit, and figured it had to be the fame.




  When he got back Blackledge was gone. A woman in a backless yellow dress gave a bray of laughter showing pink gums. The next time he saw her she was carrying a shoe with a broken heel, causing

  her to limp, and her mascara had run from crying. The horseplay around the pool was getting out of hand. Several people had already been pushed in by a mean-looking man with a skull for a head. He

  wore a Stetson and braids in his hair and looked like a bounty hunter in a Western movie. He saw McMahon who kept fiddling with his nose. The helpers could not keep up with the accumulating debris.

  He wondered about Blackledge and McMahon’s wife but could not bring himself to feel sorry for a man who could walk away from a dying girl in the certainty that someone else would tidy away.

  Youselli thought of something he had not realized before: crimes got solved because people didn’t tidy up afterwards. Watching the party lurch into incoherence reminded him of his

  daughter’s last birthday: high spirits turning to hysteria and over-excitement, ending in fights and tears.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  Edith Weber was studying a copy of the letter Youselli had faxed when her phone went. It was after midnight but Edith had arranged for her daughter to call, regardless of how

  late, as she suffered from insomnia.




  Edith was a sturdy, handsome woman in her sixties, with the finest white hair, who after all these years was still surprised to find herself living in New York. She retained a trace of German

  accent but had hardly spoken her native language in five decades and never returned to the country of her birth. Her survival when the rest of her family had perished still made it hard for her to

  form attachments and her life’s main companions had been her own fierce intelligence and her daughter, Susan, the result of a brief liaison with a producer from the early days of

  television.




  Edith regarded Susan as the only real success of her life. She had missed her dreadfully in the two months Susan had been gone. They lived only a short walk from each other and since the death

  of Susan’s husband, five years earlier in a senseless traffic accident, they had grown closer. Their one shared regret was there had been no children.




  Susan had gone to Los Angeles to work as an accountant for a New York movie being made on location. Edith had been surprised when Susan had told her that it was necessary to go away. From the

  one or two hints dropped, Edith had gathered that there might be a romantic attachment involved. As it was, with Susan’s work schedule and different time zones they did not speak as regularly

  as Edith would have wished. She very much enjoyed Susan’s production gossip, a mini-soap opera that sounded far more interesting than the film being made. Susan knew who was sleeping with who

  almost before they did, who was throwing tantrums, which star had a chronic alarm-call problem, and what drugs were being taken.




  Edith suspected the real reason Susan called was because she was nervous about her mother being alone, more so since Tom’s death had shown how cruel life could be. Edith knew Susan

  fretted. Thirty years ago there had been no crime in the area. Now there were bus-stop shootings less than two miles away. Edith wondered about her reluctance to move. The house was in a

  nondescript suburb, a modest, single-storey building she had never particularly liked. But she had slowly grown to accept that her memories had stamped themselves on the place, and had become a

  part of its fabric and this made it impossible to leave.




  Edith told Susan about the letter Youselli had passed on. She remembered Susan meeting him once and saying, if they were talking men as real estate, Youselli was unreconstituted outer suburbs

  and overdue for renovation.




  Edith was about to say that she thought the letter showed signs of obsession when Susan was interrupted by a call waiting. Edith held and thought of the obsessives she had treated, including a

  bright young man with a good career who had found himself repeatedly calling a woman and hanging up. ‘This is not rational behaviour,’ he had said to her with tears of

  incomprehension.




  Susan came back saying she had to go, a producer was suffering a late-night panic. ‘I’ll try and get back one of these weekends,’ she said.




  Edith knew it was unlikely. The film’s production schedule had eaten into Susan’s free time. She told Susan she missed her.




  In the silence after replacing the receiver Edith looked around the hall. So much brown and too little brightness, she thought as she walked back to her desk, wondering what was troubling

  her.




  For all her ability to rationalize and to err on the side of caution, Edith, even at her age, was still prey to childish superstition. She feared the bogeyman. She avoided cracks in the

  sidewalk. She feared an irruption of the violence that had taken away her family. She suffered the guilt of the survivor. She lived in the expectation of punishment and, for all her exercise of

  choice and control, part of her acknowledged an atavistic, pre-psychological state, somewhere in that dark fastness where templates were laid down for all time. She feared the irrational and was

  drawn to it. Sometimes she felt her whole life was a delay spent waiting for that moment of true horror when she would understand the fear and bewilderment, the rage and final naked terror her

  relatives had lived through at the end of their long, last journey, as they realized they were the victims of the most massive and cruellest deception.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  —A man once told me I was malfated. Imagine being told that. I was very young at the time. He said I would never avoid my destiny to be malfated. Make a left instead of a

  right and it is there waiting. Our lives hang by the slenderest of threads, every minute of every day. You should remember that for when I come. It all ends in death, as you will know.




  Sometimes on these sharp cold days I stand on the edge of my own particular canyon and look into the dark below which is as black as the blue above is bright. I have this recurring dream. It is

  now and I am standing on the street waiting for the lights. You are in a car, in the back, and you look up and at that moment you look so far away, so different from how I remember. Oh, yes, you

  are eating ice cream, which struck me as a detail. A sign really. A sign for us. That things will work out. Most of the time I think of us as waiting to be happy, you waiting for me. I only want to

  make everything better for you but sometimes I cannot help it, knowing it’s hopeless. The biggest struggle is always on the inside. Malfated. It’s not a nice thing to be. Love to love,

  Leah




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  ‘Obsessive love focuses on the idealized lover, what Forward calls the One Magic Person,’ said Edith Weber. ‘This person is then invested with expectations

  they are unable to live up to.’




  Youselli looked tired and preoccupied, she thought. When he lit a cigarette she was about to object, then decided there was something reassuring about the smell. She tried to remember if her

  father had smoked as she pliantly fetched a saucer for an ashtray.




  Youselli’s strong physical presence made her feel superfluous. Whatever dictated his tunnel vision – his sex drive probably – she fell outside its range. Her obvious lack of

  need for men seemed to puzzle him and with her he adopted a fidgety, sceptical manner. She could still see in him the boy who sat at the back of the class.




  ‘Whether they know it or not,’ she went on, ‘these people are re-enacting feelings of loss, hurt and rejection experienced at the hands of their parents.’




  He gave her an oh-is-it-that-easy look.




  ‘Did you ever do a school play in first grade?’ she asked, thinking their unspoken contest might be more interesting for being made personal.




  ‘I guess,’ said Youselli, not seeing the point.




  ‘What was it about?’




  He shrugged again. ‘There were songs in it. I do not recall what I was, not a big part. I remember standing at the back of the stage and in front of me was a girl in a pink ballet

  dress.’ He rolled his eyes, remembering he was talking to a psychiatrist. ‘I was what you call precocious.’




  ‘Did this play have a happy end?’




  ‘It was a kids’ play, what do you expect? We all sang a song.’




  ‘Let’s say that your adult relationships are re-enactments of this play.’




  ‘I do not remember anything about it.’




  ‘No matter. But let’s say you’re still playing the same part.’




  ‘My life ain’t exactly song and dance.’ She seemed to have him on the defensive.




  ‘There was dancing too?’




  ‘I said.’




  ‘No, you just said. That was the first time you mentioned dancing, if you discount the girl in the ballet skirt.’




  ‘She was not about dancing.’




  She ignored his smirk. ‘What happens with obsessives is they find themselves acting out forgotten or suppressed childhood dramas.’




  Youselli grinned. ‘Same old production, new cast.’




  She acknowledged the neatness of the conceit and wondered why playing the stooge amused him.




  ‘Sexual obsession, like the sexual impulse, repeats. We are all fetishists to an extent. Any sexual behaviour is a form of theatre.’




  Youselli shook his head. ‘I don’t think you can tie sex down like that.’




  ‘Even masturbation is a theatrical fantasy involving the need for a scenario.’ He started to look uncomfortable and she wondered if he used visual stimulation. ‘We are dealing

  with cycles of frustration here. And a deep-rooted need to repeat the patterns of hurt and rejection. It’s a point made by Forward and worth quoting: “The re-enactment of childhood

  rejection in adult relationships is the basic need for all obsessive lovers.” ’




  ‘And it escalates?’




  ‘And ends in rejection.’




  ‘Then what?’ He was humouring her again.




  ‘Things usually get dramatic,’ she said. ‘She will bombard him in the hope of making him see sense and accept what to her is inevitable and obvious.’




  ‘Yeah, but say they did get together in some crazy scheme of things and she got her dream come true?’




  ‘She will still find ways of rejecting him.’




  He looked thoughtful. ‘Sounds like my wife.’




  That old double-hander, Edith thought, humour and hostility. She was surprised by the reference to the wife.




  ‘Well,’ she said neutrally. ‘We all behave obsessively at times.’




  ‘I get all the obsessive behaviour I need at work.’ She felt the shutters go down. He gestured at the letter. ‘The stuff she says about him, it’s clear she knows

  him?’




  ‘She writes like she does.’




  ‘Except she is supposed to be dead.’




  She did not appear as astonished as he had expected, and she said quietly, ‘The letters are very close to death, they are suffused with the idea of death.’




  He told her about McMahon’s suspicion that someone who had been in France was responsible for the letters. Edith frowned.




  ‘Maybe I am wasting your time,’ said Youselli, ‘if it is some game being played by one of McMahon’s friends.’




  ‘You haven’t been wasting my time at all, and I think you’re wrong.’




  ‘About the letters being faked?’




  ‘I would say they are the real thing.’




  ‘But the person writing them is supposed to be—’




  ‘I know. What I am saying is that the person writing these letters writes with a very clear voice and displays a degree of personal obsession that argues against your theory.’




  Youselli shrugged. ‘Beats me.’




  ‘What was the relationship between Leah and McMahon?’




  ‘None according to him. She was just some babysitter. Why are you looking so doubtful?’




  ‘On the basis of what I have read I would say there was a significant relationship, even if it was unrequited.’




  ‘Even if he was unaware she was nuts about him.’




  ‘To the point of obsession.’




  ‘But if she has been dead fifteen years how does someone duplicate that obsession?’




  ‘I don’t know but there is a deliberate element of surprise in that the sender is the last person you would expect to hear from.’




  ‘And the intent is malicious?’




  ‘Oh yes, I am sure. Once you get down to basics. See what she writes: “When I remember what you did, you should suffer too.” The point is she believes there was a relationship

  and she was wronged. Of course it’s possible there really was one and he is covering up. Have you considered that?’




  Youselli inclined his head. ‘He has a certain evasiveness, so maybe. Go on, what else?’




  ‘I would say initially that the writer is a woman, around thirty. There is an intelligence to the writing that only comes from experience, but we’re talking first impressions. She

  has a deep anxiety about patterns repeating themselves. The anguish of rejection is countered by the hope it will be different next time, and the fear it will not. There is also the moment of

  erotic binding, the look granted by one to the other. We should not discount the ejaculatory force of the eye as a source of obsession. I would also say the ice cream is significant too. It signals

  childhood and via that memories of the father.’




  ‘So it’s about fucking daddy.’




  ‘Succinctly put.’




  ‘And what’s her interpretation of the malfate?’




  ‘She sees it as their destiny. She wants to protect him from it but she also sees herself as its agent—’




  ‘Why bother if she knows she is going to get fucked over – excuse me – in the end?’




  ‘Delusion. I suffer from it myself.’ She caught his look of interest. ‘Take this neighbourhood, I know it is becoming dangerous for an elderly woman on her own but I do nothing

  about it. I tell myself it’s still safe.’




  For all his swagger Edith suspected Youselli was frightened by loneliness.




  ‘On a scale of one to ten, how do you rate her?’




  ‘Based on content – she is dangerous, persistent, obsessive and almost certainly trouble.’




  ‘My kind of gal.’ Youselli’s laugh went unreturned. ‘McMahon thinks it is someone playing a game.’




  ‘If so it is a very sophisticated game. I can only tell you what I think based on what is written down. Let me put it another way. You have not heard the last of her. I would liken her to

  one of those storms you see building in the Midwest. You are going to be watching those clouds for quite a while, but she will come, Lieutenant. She will come.’




  







  CHAPTER FIVE




  —Sometimes I have to write these letters over and over till I get them right. Today is one of those days. What you must understand is everything that got undone in France

  can be mended, if you want it. I have come back to show you the way. Everything taken from you in France will be given back.




  I saw you had your party – I thought of coming and giving you a big surprise – and now you are writing your book. Does that mean you have to tell about us? And little Paolo, lost in

  the wood, and Mickey and Queen Astrid, and Alex with his aristocratic, British accent. You had long hair then. I can still see myself sitting outside with Paolo, helping with his drawings. Every

  time he wanted it to be the perfect picture – telling me just how it was going to look – and we would make the first lines and it would start to grow, then he would falter, like even at

  that age he realized his hand was not good enough to put down what he saw in his head. But I made him carry on till the picture was nearly finished. Then the same thing always happened. The rage

  took over and he scribbled and scribbled till nothing was left except a lot of angry scratchings.




  I have scribbled out people that way too, many times. Love to love, Leah




  







  CHAPTER SIX




  The sight of McMahon freaking out made Youselli realize something he had not seen before, how cool and hysteria were the flipside of each other. He wondered if McMahon suffered

  stagefright.




  Anjelica was sitting behind a desk, studying her nails, waiting for McMahon to be done pacing the room. She and Youselli seemed to be in silent agreement that this was a performance to be

  indulged.




  ‘I was living thirty miles away! Mickey used to come to me. I saw the girl three or four times all summer!’ McMahon snatched the letter and waved it at Youselli. ‘She knows

  about the fucking party. And the book. I tell you someone is feeding her.’




  ‘The psychiatrist—’ began Youselli.




  ‘Fuck the psychiatrist! What do they know? Look at the fucking letters. She knows about France. She knows what happened. Now she knows about the party. This is being done to jerk me

  around, and I want to know who it is and I want it to stop!’




  Youselli wanted to tell the little prick to fuck off. Instead he gave the wife his best smile and asked if he could get some coffee. The request left them looking at each other like he had made

  the most outrageous demand.




  ‘Cream and sugar?’ asked Anjelica tersely.




  ‘Two sugars.’




  ‘Sugar’s bad for you,’ said McMahon.




  ‘Not if you don’t mind being fat.’




  Youselli wondered if it was drugs that kept McMahon thin. Anjelica picked up the phone. Youselli was disappointed. He had been hoping the domestic staff had the day off – because McMahon

  had answered the door himself – which meant she would have to make the coffee herself. From what he could tell, she was calling a neighbour to borrow a houseboy to fetch coffee in.




  Youselli was cheesed off. He had stopped by the Dakota apartment at McMahon’s insistence. McMahon had called personally, sounding strained. Youselli had told him he had no time, which was

  true, but it had cut no ice. McMahon announced that it was too urgent to wait. There had been another letter and he needed Youselli immediately.




  On the way into the Dakota Youselli had passed the usual gaggle of tourists hanging round the courtyard entrance, shooting each other with their handicams. As always he was struck by the

  Dakota’s ugliness and wondered why anyone rich would want to live there. It was like something out of a horror movie. Plus McMahon buying into the Dakota was a bad security move, in

  Youselli’s estimation, given the building’s history. It could be seen as tempting fate.




  He had arranged to come by during his midday break, hoping they would give him something to eat. Too many evenings these days he was forgetting to. But until he had asked they had not even

  offered coffee, just enough frost to leave him in no doubt that he had incurred their displeasure, presumably for having dared to suggest he was too busy to drop everything for them.




  Together they made a formidable team, barely looking at each other but carrying between them a sense of secrets shared that excluded anyone else.




  ‘What are your thoughts on all this?’ asked Anjelica, folding her hands neatly, and addressing Youselli like he was an interviewee for a job.




  He decided to bullshit the smug bitch. ‘Well, she’s not one of the “if onlys”.’




  ‘ “If onlys”?’




  ‘ “If only we could meet.” They’re harmless. No, there is a complicated agenda behind these letters. They display privileged information, but they cannot be from who they

  say they are because that person is dead. So the information would have to come from a third party, it seems, and yet – this is the psychiatrist’s point – the letters don’t

  read like they’re fake. I discussed with Miss Weber the possibility of Paolo writing the letters, like he’s tapping into some memory block.’




  Anjelica leaned forward. Youselli had her attention. He was sure she was one of those people who could not bear not knowing. Her husband being so secretive would drive her crazy.




  ‘I’ll talk to Paolo again, you give me his address. What about Blackledge?’




  McMahon shot his wife a look and said with considered menace, ‘Do we know where he is?’




  She met his look deadpan. ‘He’s staying at the Gramercy Park but he’s out of town.’




  ‘Did he say where?’ asked McMahon archly.




  ‘California, but he wasn’t specific.’




  McMahon snorted. ‘California! Where the letters come from! Come on, Mr Detective! I tell you, they’re all in it together, like that dumb story about the murder on the train. The kid

  writes them and Blackledge mails them in Los Angeles.’




  ‘Be sensible,’ snapped the wife. Youselli watched them simmering on the brink of a major argument.




  ‘And Aaron? Where’s he?’ Youselli asked.




  This time he caught Anjelica looking at McMahon, who mumbled, ‘Talk to the others first. I’ll think about Aaron.’




  Anjelica raised an ironic eyebrow. To Youselli she seemed the kind of woman who adopted la-di-da mannerisms from Europe.




  McMahon looked petulant. ‘I tell you, someone’s trying to fuck me around.’




  Youselli asked if there were any pictures from the time in France. McMahon looked surprised, and Youselli caught another exchange of glances between him and his wife.




  ‘I don’t have many private pictures,’ McMahon said with a shrug. ‘You get photographed to death as it is.’ He turned to Anjelica. ‘If there are any would they

  be here?’




  ‘I don’t see what use they could be.’




  Youselli said, ‘I’m pretty much in the dark so far.’




  He watched each of them waiting for the other. Eventually Anjelica stood up abruptly, saying she would see what she could find.




  Her exit was followed by an awkward pause. Youselli was no good at silences and said, ‘Nice place,’ feeling foolish but McMahon apparently had not heard. Bickering with his wife

  seemed to have left him indolent and preoccupied. Youselli counted his way through the next silence and had reached sixty-something before McMahon spoke.




  ‘My wife and I,’ he said, ‘inhabit households where a raised eyebrow says more than the spoken word. I am reminded sometimes of childhood games – rummaging in the

  dressing-up box – supervised by an adult cruelty that comes from being too long indoors.’




  ‘What’s that a quote from?’ Youselli meant it as a joke. In fact they turned out to be lines from a script McMahon had been sent. He told Youselli he was considering a career

  in movies. People with a music background often did, he said, usually without much success, he added glumly.




  ‘I don’t think I should do it, do you?’ he said, leaning forward as though he really cared what Youselli thought.




  ‘Why should you care what I think?’




  ‘I don’t.’ McMahon laughed good-naturedly, and for the first time there was a relaxation in the tension Youselli had sensed running through their encounters. Youselli laughed

  too, feeling it was expected of him, and was immediately annoyed at himself for sucking up to the man. With that McMahon appeared to lose interest and got up and walked across to the desk where

  copies of the letters lay. He picked one up and spent several moments reading it, a picture of studious contemplation, artfully framed by the high window. Youselli figured his positioning was

  calculated to the inch, as a result of knowing all the room’s good angles and where the light was best.




  ‘ “A man once told me I was malfated”,’ he read, quoting what Youselli recognized was the first line of the second letter. ‘It was me who told her about the

  malfate. I was that man.’




  ‘Excuse me?’ said Youselli, not sure of what he was hearing.




  ‘What it says in the letter.’




  Youselli let the man hear the disbelief in his voice. ‘I thought she was just some kid hanging around, that you did not know her.’




  ‘Sure.’ McMahon was unfazed. ‘But we were talking in the kitchen one time. About fate and destiny.’




  ‘As one does,’ said Youselli. It was his turn to raise an eyebrow.




  ‘As one does,’ conceded McMahon.




  ‘This conversation took place in France?’




  ‘At Mickey’s place. She was feeding the kid while I fetched a drink.’




  ‘And malfate, what is the meaning of that? It’s not a term I am familiar with. Is it French?’ He hoped he was getting a dig back at McMahon for putting him down at the party,

  but McMahon was too humourlessly preoccupied to notice.




  ‘It means bad or ill-fate, like when you’re on a collision course with something that’s waiting to happen.’




  Youselli pulled a face thinking of his bust marriage. ‘But isn’t the notion a little deep to be discussing with the child’s nanny when she’s feeding the kid?’




  McMahon smirked. ‘There was a lot of strange stuff in the air that summer, a lot of I-Ching and Tarot cards and star-gazing.’




  McMahon appeared lost in the past when his expression crumpled and Youselli, unless he was much mistaken, found himself witnessing a look of utter fear.




  ‘What?’ he asked.




  ‘The girl’s dead,’ McMahon whispered, ‘and someone else is pretending to be her, but how could they know about a conversation that was just between us?’




  Youselli decided McMahon was faking again. It was plain to him that the girl had reported the conversation on, though he didn’t say so, and asked instead if McMahon was superstitious.

  McMahon looked puzzled until Youselli added, ‘Are you uncomfortable with the notion of the malfate?’




  ‘It was just a phrase. I don’t think anyone took it seriously.’




  ‘So what exactly did you say to the girl?’




  ‘That maybe her life was some kind of bad trip, I don’t know. I was bored. It probably amused me to spook her.’




  ‘You were right, weren’t you?’




  ‘Right how?’




  ‘Her life turned out a pretty bad trip, considering.’




  ‘I didn’t attribute her death to the malfate, that was just an accident.’ McMahon said it without a trace of irony. He shrugged as though he had had enough of the subject. They

  fell silent.




  Youselli looked around the room and eventually asked McMahon why he had bought the place. ‘You mean considering the building’s history,’ he answered sharply, his apparent fear

  of a moment earlier forgotten. ‘It was cheap and my wife likes a bargain, and in answer to your next question, no, I am not superstitious.’




  The doorbell rang and Youselli listened to the clack of high heels on wooden floor and a few moments later the wife came in with his coffee and a couple of photographs.




  ‘These were all I could find.’ She sounded indifferent as she handed them to McMahon who glanced at them before passing them to Youselli. They were two black and whites, eight by

  ten, taken at the same time, showing a group eating outside in an orchard, seated round a table on a hot summer day. Youselli recognized McMahon who looked the same except for his hair. The other

  man he figured was Mickey. He was darker and more saturnine. Youselli asked whether the woman next to Mickey was Astrid. McMahon nodded, distracted. Youselli figured his vanity was unhappy at

  confronting his younger self.
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