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For Jamie


BOOK ONE

The Sleep of Reason

One

‘There was no warning of any kind. No discernible pattern of events leading up to the incident. No catalyst or precedent. No explanation to be had from delving into the subject’s history. It was an isolated phenomenon – unaccountable, not to do with anything else.’

I wrote this down for Somerville’s benefit four or five days after it happened. Just to put a stop to all those questions.

I wanted to prove to him that I could be objective about things too.

When Somerville had read the note through, he said, ‘If one can only discover where to look, there is an explanation for everything, Mr Gregory.’ Of course, he was bound to say something of the sort: it was what he was getting paid for.

I’ve had to revise everything – change my job, my name, my life – to accommodate what I now know. At the time, I knew nothing. There really was no warning.

Certainly a few details stand out in relief, but even with the advantage of hindsight I can’t pretend that they add up to much. Everything that happened after I left my office that Friday afternoon was unremarkable. It was the end of another busy week, and I was looking forward to spending a couple of days at home with Anna and the dogs.

Saturday was Anna’s birthday and I had a surprise for her.

Most Fridays I caught the 4.48 to Bedford. This meant leaving the office half an hour early – the prerogative of our senior executives, but I was prepared to take the risk of stepping on their toes. Anything to avoid the weekend crush on the 5.28 and having to sit on an upturned briefcase all the way.

Leaving early for the weekend did a lot for my prestige around the office. It was an old trick – assuming privilege rather than trying to earn it, and it rarely failed.

Also, I was good at my job.

On that Friday I almost missed my train. I was held up at the office and arrived at Grand Central with less than a minute to spare. Cutting it too fine; it wouldn’t have been the first time …

I fought my way across the concourse, with my ticket between my teeth, an enormous package (the surprise) under one arm, two large packages under the other, my briefcase, a bottle of Veuve Cliquot, a shopping bag full of groceries and, of course, the statutory bunch of roses. I’d never felt more conspicuous – I’ve always disliked carrying things.

I was already resigned to the misery of the 5.28 when I noticed a fellow commuter scything his way through the crowd. He saw me and pointed frantically toward platform 5.

We only just made it.

I stood for a moment in the corridor trying to catch my breath. My friend looked beat. Pink-faced and gone to fat under his gray pinstripe, he was wheezing badly. He pushed his fingers through a hank of sandy hair that had fallen over his face.

‘Boy, that was a close call!’ he got out at last.

Although we’d sat opposite each other often enough, we’d never actually spoken before. Sensing that now we would feel uneasily obliged to make conversation for the rest of our working lives, I thanked him and started to move away.

‘Take it easy,’ he said. He was sweating like a pig.

Maybe it was the redness of his face or maybe it was the way the light struck him as the train pulled out of the station, but for an instant I got the impression that the beads of perspiration standing out on his forehead and the rivulet running down by his left ear over a large, soft jowl had turned to blood.

I quickly found a seat in the adjoining car.

The rest of the journey passed uneventfully. I did a little work so that I wouldn’t have it hanging over me on the weekend. I wanted everything to be just right for Anna’s birthday – down to the last detail.

I spent some time trying to decide in what order I wanted her to look at her presents. We’d open the champagne – just before she came to the surprise.

My only concern was that she might not appreciate it as fully as I hoped.

You see, I really loved my wife. Unlike almost every couple we knew, Anna and I still had something to talk about. We still enjoyed each other – after six years of marriage.

We’d never been happier.

Anna and the boys were waiting for me at the station. The sun in her eyes, she was squinting up at the windows of the slowing train. I have the memory of her face as she saw me step onto the platform. Pushing forward like an eager child, breathless with excitement, she threw her arms around my neck and gave me a long, tender kiss.

‘My God,’ I said, ‘what did I do to deserve this?’

Claus and Caesar immediately started leaping all over us, barking their heads off. I tried to calm them while Anna made a silly, charming fuss about wanting to look at her presents there and then. In the confusion, the train nearly went off with my briefcase. I accused her of being foolish and irresponsible. She laughed and stuck out her tongue.

We piled everything into the back seat of the station wagon, the dogs climbed into their gated compartment, and Anna at the wheel, we set off for home, stopping to buy cigarettes in Bedford Village. We reached the house at exactly 6.30: I remember looking at my watch – partly out of habit, but also to see if I had time to take the dogs out for a decent walk before dinner. It was the last weekend in September and the evenings were drawing in.

After changing my shoes for a pair of rubber boots, I released the boys from the back of the car. They were overexcited at the prospect of a walk, racing around in circles, yapping playfully at my ankles.

Anna stood watching us. Without a word she turned away toward the house. I called her and she glanced back, but with resentment.

She was wearing a big Aran sweater over faded blue jeans, and her long blond hair, the color of white sand, caught the evening light. I went up to her and whispered in her ear how beautiful she looked, slipping a hand under her sweater. She snaked her arms around my waist, tugging at my shirt with knee-weakening urgency.

We pulled away laughing. I tried to persuade her to come on the walk; she insisted she had things to do in the kitchen. I set off with Claus and Caesar toward the open fields behind the house.

Soon we reached the mound at the end of the road that rises sharply at one point to an outcrop of stones overgrown with bushes and bracken. You can get quite a reasonable view of the surrounding countryside from there.

I closed my eyes and, stretching out my arms like a celebrant, took several deep breaths. If that didn’t blow the junk out of my lungs, at least it was preferable to jogging around Central Park.

When we first got the boys, Anna had insisted we should live in the country as soon as we could afford to move. She felt it was cruel to keep large dogs – they were long-haired golden retrievers – in the city. I have to admit taking my time to come around to the idea. Living in New York, after all, had its advantages.

Looking back at our house, though, I felt a certain sense of achievement. It wasn’t particularly large or handsome, and the barn was still awaiting the conversion we’d been talking about for the last three years. Even in the flattering September light it all looked a bit run-down. But it was ours.

The dogs had grown bored of hanging around. They ran ahead, out of control as usual.

Claus, or the ‘senior partner’, as we called him, had a few years’ start on Caesar – in fact, they were father and son. At three Caesar was still a puppy or, at any rate, chose to behave like one. He was the troublemaker – always getting into scrapes, much to Claus’s disapproval, though the senior partner usually ended up joining in, if only to assert his authority. Claus had a rather heavy, Germanic character. I often used to tease Anna about his pedigree, joking that the blood of the Hapsburgs coursed through his veins, when in fact he was from a kennel – a perfectly good kennel – outside Hackensack.

We were both devoted to the dogs. If there was a tendency to let them dominate our lives, I did my best to resist it – not always successfully. As a result, I took a sterner line with them than I might otherwise have done – a complete waste of time, of course, since both animals were thoroughly spoiled and refused to take me seriously.

On the way home, about half a mile from the house, Caesar picked up the scent of a rabbit. He went zigzagging off, tail in the air, nose skimming the ground, leaving Claus to bring up the rear. The sight of the senior partner going into his official, stiff-legged lope made me smile, as it always did, but after that I lost interest. In fact, I’d almost forgotten about the dogs when an agonized squeal went up from the woods, followed by loud barking.

At first I thought one of the boys had actually caught a rabbit. I plunged into the undergrowth, only to find Caesar rolling about just inside the fence, trying to extricate himself from a tangle of thorn. Claus, meanwhile, stood over his progeny, expressing his contempt for the younger dog’s antics by stolidly barking at him.

The last thing I wanted was to upset Anna, and coming home with a hurt dog would have done it. I freed Caesar from the patch of thorn and examined him as well as I could in the light that was left. I was able to establish that he hadn’t cut himself. He tried limping about for a while on three legs, to gain sympathy. When I saw that he was really all right, I gave both dogs a severe dressing down. They followed me home, I was pleased to note, with their tails dipped.

As I sat on the porch taking off my boots, they approached sheepishly and began licking my hands. This was so unlike them that I laughed out loud, and their tails started wagging furiously.



Two

‘But darling,’ she protested, ‘it was you who taught me how to cook.’

‘I just paid for the lessons.’

‘You wanted me to learn.’

‘So, I’m only saying how good you are.’

‘And to think I hardly knew how to boil an egg!’ She gave me the benefit of her most ingenuous smile.

We were lying together on the sofa watching TV, stupefied by food and wine. I accused Anna, only half-jokingly, of trying to sabotage my waistline so as to spoil my chances with other women.

‘I like other women to be attracted to you,’ she said.

‘Oh, you do? And am I supposed to want other men drooling over you?’

‘Yes,’ she hissed, digging her elbow into my back; ‘unless you’d prefer me to get fat?’

‘Don’t!’

‘Men are such hypocrites!’ Anna laughed.

‘I forgot to tell you, Caesar had a little accident out walking.’

She sat up, wide-eyed, and looked at me. I tried to backpedal, but it was too late. Nothing would satisfy her now short of the whole story. Afterward she insisted on giving the animal a thorough inspection so she could see for herself that he had come to no harm. Only then did she begin to relax.

I had never intended telling her. The incident was so trivial. But neither of us was capable of keeping anything from the other for very long.

About half past eleven I sent Anna up to bed. I needed the freedom of the living room to wrap her presents. We weren’t going to celebrate until the following evening, but I had to get things organized well beforehand. You see, I believed the world revolved around the principle of efficiency, and even at home, much to Anna’s amusement, I was a great one for order. I was also notoriously bad at wrapping presents.

After a long search for scissors and Scotch Tape – they were naturally not where they were supposed to be – I finally got all the paraphernalia together and set up a kind of operations center on the rug in front of the fire. Then I poured myself a stiff drink, before starting to bring the stuff in from the car. On my second trip, coming out of the garage with an armful of packages, I dropped the car keys somewhere in the driveway.

It was pitch dark. Groping around in the gravel, I realized I would probably have to go inside and get a flashlight. Just then Anna came into the upstairs bathroom through the connecting door to our bedroom and turned on the light. It was a good thing that she’d forgotten to draw the curtains: the light from the window fell directly on the driveway, and I found the keys right away. As I straightened up, preparing to go back in, Anna appeared in front of the window and, unaware that she was being observed, began to take her clothes off.

My first thought was practical: to have frosted glass put in all the bathrooms. I also intended to warn Anna against performing free striptease for any lucky trespassers – myself included. Although the house was set back from the road and well screened by trees, it was only a couple of miles from the village and the town boys often walked past it on a Saturday night. A few months before, we’d had an incident of sexual assault in Bedford which had never been cleared up. There was no sense in asking for trouble.

I have to admit here to something rather unsavory. As I watched Anna getting undressed, although I’d seen her naked a thousand times and in every possible circumstance (except this one), I began to feel the kind of desire that might be regarded as aberrant. Perhaps because she had no idea that anyone could see her, she was acting for once completely without inhibitions; and all her most intimate gestures, the small, unconscious ways of the body that I knew and loved better than any other, seemed unfamiliar. The person in our upstairs bathroom might have been a stranger.

I was an alien pair of eyes. She was unknown, forbidden territory, inviting exploration.

Like some Peeping Tom scarcely able to believe his luck, I concentrated my whole gaze on that bathroom window, determined to miss nothing. Anna matter-of-factly removed her bra. Then she drew the curtains. I stood there a minute or two longer, expecting I don’t know what.

I began to work on the fantasy that the girl up in the bathroom really was a stranger. I started back toward the house, treading carefully to avoid crunching the gravel. By the porch I stopped to light a cigarette.

It took me less time than I had thought to wrap her presents. Using expensive gold wrapping paper from Bendel’s, I stuck everything down with Scotch Tape and purely as decoration tied a black velvet ribbon around each gift. Then I cleared the table behind the sofa and laid out all the presents around a cut-glass vase, filled with the dozen red roses I’d bought in the city. I’d put the champagne to cool in the refrigerator along with a four-ounce jar of caviar from Poll’s, carefully hidden behind the lettuce at the back of the salad drawer. Everything was set now. When Anna came down in the morning she would see this munificent display – it looked like Christmas in September – but she would not be allowed to touch a thing until half an hour before dinner. The suspense was meant to kill her.

The only present I did not wrap was the surprise. I left the box in its original brown paper and simply shoved it under the table. It was four by two and a half and nearly a foot deep: too big to cover in gold – and anyway, I wanted it to look different.

I fixed myself a weak Scotch-and-water and sat down, trying to think up something to write on the birthday card. It was one of those elaborate Victorian efforts, with a picture of two haughty-looking Irish setters – the closest I could find to golden retrievers – being petted by a little girl in lace and ribbons. I thought Anna would be amused by the poem inside, which began: ‘I love my dogs, oh, how dearly!’

I wanted to add a witty postcript, but my imagination failed me. I decided to sleep on it.

Last thing, I took the boys out and walked them around the garden at the back of the house. The light was still on in our bedroom. I looked at my watch. Anna was an hour into her twenty-ninth year. Picturing her half-asleep, propped against the pillows with her white-blond hair brushed out over her shoulders, waiting for me to come up, I suddenly felt ashamed of myself. The joke I had intended playing on her seemed unkind – and in the worst taste.

After locking up and turning out the downstairs lights, I said good night to Caesar and Claus through the wooden gate at the bottom of the stairs, which confined them to the ground floor. I went up to Anna. She gave me a sleepy smile as I bent down to kiss her Happy Birthday. I undressed quickly and slipped between the sheets. She looked so demure and innocent. After a couple of false starts she reached over and, putting her arms around my neck, whispered something in my ear.

I asked her to repeat it, but she just laughed.

‘Did you manage to get everything done?’

‘But what was it you said before?’

Again she answered the question with one of her own. ‘Darling, don’t you think we ought to get a blind or something for the bathroom window?’

‘A blind? You mean you knew I was out there the whole time?’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Why do you think I left the curtains open?’

‘You little whore! I don’t believe it … Then why did you go and close them?’

‘Because I wanted you up here, you idiot.’

I slid my hands around her neck. ‘You nearly got more than you bargained for.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘I was going to play a nasty little trick on you.’ Very gently I pressed my thumbs into the softest part of her throat.

‘Imagine the whole house suddenly plunged into darkness,’ I began in a sepulchral voice that was meant to be an imitation of Vincent Price. ‘You hear strange noises from one of the downstairs rooms. Nothing to worry about. It’s only your husband looking for the fuse box. You call his name.

‘At the sound of your voice the noises stop. A deathly silence envelops the house. Where are the dogs? You call them. Nothing. The cold hand of fear clutches at your heart. It begins to dawn on you that something has happened, something not at all nice.

‘That’s when you hear the footsteps on the stairs …’

‘But I’d have known it was you all along,’ Anna interrupted.

‘In the dark? I’d have torn the bedclothes back, ripped your –’

‘Darling’ – she looked up at me – ‘why don’t you just show me what you were going to do?’




Three

It was raining when I came down at a quarter of seven to let the dogs out. I’d awakened from force of habit with a nagging sense of obligation, a feeling that I had something important to do. I even put on a suit. Then I remembered it was Saturday and I didn’t have a train to catch.

I opened the back door and Claus and Caesar ran out, oblivious of the rain. It was an odd, murky sort of morning. I hardly recognized the view from my own doorstep. The modest swell of Guard Hill Road seemed like an enormous wave rising above the dark screen of trees at the end of the garden, threatening to engulf the house. The air was misty and cold, and everything smelled of mildew.

I began to prepare Anna’s breakfast. Even the breakfast tray felt damp and sticky. I made tea, covered the pot and let it stand while I fixed myself a cup of instant coffee.

At five after seven I took Anna up her breakfast.

Careful not to disturb her, I put the tray down on the bedside table and left a single rose beside it, which I’d taken from the vase in the living room. She was sleeping soundly, her face buried in the crook of an arm. Asleep she looked like a child – trusting. Very gently I closed the bedroom door and locked it from the outside. Then, almost forgetting, I went into the bathroom and bolted the door on the inside. Then I went out the other door and back downstairs.

The smell of mildew had found its way into the kitchen. Although I’d shut the back door after letting the dogs out, the room felt colder than before and peculiarly damp. I picked up the cup of Nescafé that I’d left sitting on the side of the stove, took a sip and nearly spat it out, the coffee was so cold.

Looking around, I saw that the walls, the floor, the ceiling and all the surfaces in the kitchen were covered with a fine film of moisture. I ran my fingers along the top of the Welsh dresser – soaking wet! I checked the ceiling for leaks, but there was nothing to suggest the water was coming from any particular place. It was everywhere, as if the whole room had broken out in a clammy sweat.

It was time to feed the dogs.

I took two cans of Alpo from the cupboard under the sink. From the shelf over the stove I took the twin blue plastic bowls marked CAESAR and CLAUS, which Anna had given the boys for Christmas last year. Opening the cans at both ends with the wall opener, I gave them a little shake; the cylinders of dog food flopped out solidly into the bowls. I mushed them up a little, adding a handful of dog biscuits and a cup of water to each bowl, till I had the right consistency. I put the bowls down a foot apart on the rubber mat in front of the stove. Then I washed my hands under the tap. The water ran icy cold, but now I hardly noticed.

My every movement was swift and precise; I made sure to make as little noise as possible. I knelt down behind the sofa in the living room and pulled out the surprise from under the table without disturbing the flower arrangement or any of the presents. The package weighed next to nothing, but instead of carrying it, I dragged it along the carpet, then across the hall and into the kitchen, where I parked it in the middle of the floor. I took a knife from the drawer in the kitchen table and removed the string and brown paper.

There it stood: a plain cardboard box, stark white against the terra-cotta tiles. I opened it and pushed the lid back.

The box was empty.

Until that moment I think I had genuinely believed the box contained a present for Anna. And yet – I can’t explain it – I was not in the least surprised to find it empty. I couldn’t recall what it was that should have been inside; or where I’d gotten it, or when. All I knew for sure was that it should have contained something and it didn’t.

I can only repeat and go on repeating that all I had consciously planned was the joyful celebration of my wife’s birthday.

Somehow I understood that I had to put a lining in the box, though it wasn’t clear yet to what purpose. I found some bin liners and laid them in it lengthwise and overlapping each other until the bottom was well covered in thin layers of black plastic. After a minute or two I saw that tiny drops of moisture were beginning to collect on the inside; this gave me a sense of urgency, as if I knew the die was finally cast.

Pulling on my boots and a pair of yellow rubber household gloves, I unhooked Anna’s apron from the back of the door – one of those striped butcher’s aprons with a humorous ‘THE BOSS’ motif across the front – and slipped it over my suit. Then I started going through the cutlery drawers.

The electric carving knife still had the price tag on it. It was one of the few laborsaving gadgets we never used. I switched it on to test the batteries. It came buzzing to life in my hand. I tried the fine cutting edge on a piece of Anna’s homemade bread. It was quick and efficient. It would serve better than any ordinary blade. I turned it off and left it lying on the table with the handle pointing toward the stove.

Not wanting to wake Anna, instead of the usual yell I gave a soft, low-pitched whistle to call the dogs in from the garden. They came almost at once, trotting around the corner of the barn with their ears pricked up and their pretty, plumelike tails waving from side to side. Seeing me standing just inside the back door, they broke into a run. As always, when it was feeding time, the senior partner led the way, with Caesar chivying at his side, respecting – if somewhat grudgingly – his father’s right to be first. Their long golden coats were dark with the rain. Before I would let them in I gave them a moment to shake themselves. Then I opened the door wide and they pushed past me into the kitchen. The smell of mildew rose in my nostrils – stronger than before.

They didn’t even bother to inspect the unfamiliar white box in the middle of the floor; they were so hungry, they made straight for their bowls. Heads down, tails wagging, wholly concentrated on their food, they paid no attention to me whatsoever. Their in difference suited my purpose. I picked up the carving knife and, holding it behind my back, switched on the blade.

It was Claus who cocked an ear at the unexpected sound. He looked up briefly, but my presence close behind him must have been reassuring. He shook himself and went right back to his food. I leaned forward and found myself stroking his curly wet coat as he ate. The knife I kept out of sight. Then, moving my left hand up onto his neck, I took a firm grip of a fold of loose skin and pulled it tight. Still he kept on eating. Until the moment the electric carver came up under his throat, he kept on eating.

At the first touch of the blade I felt a tremendous jolt pass through his body. But after that he didn’t struggle – at least, not as much as I’d expected him to. He just stood there while I sawed the knife up through his neck, almost to the vertebrae. The blood spurted and came gushing down his chin into the bowl. Undigested food fell out of the wound in his throat; his breath rasped through the severed windpipe. He made one lunge; he must have thought he could still run; but I held him between my knees, feeling the strength ebb from him. I waited until his eyes glazed over and his body sagged against my legs; then I pulled him across to the white cardboard box and heaved him into it.

The senior partner lay there on a bed of plastic bin liners, limbs still twitching and jerking. He looked as if he were enjoying a rabbiting dream. Except that there was not a whimper out of him, only the harsh rattle of air escaping from the hole in his throat. But then he tried to sit up, his head lolling at an impossible angle. He almost got clear of the box …

He fell back at last in a welter of blood and lay still.

All this time I’d been keeping a close watch on Caesar, who’d finished eating soon after I cut Claus’s throat. His only reaction so far had been to sniff cautiously at the blood in his father’s bowl. I called him to me, the knife once more hidden behind my back. He cowered, his tail between his legs, behaving as he did when he’d done something wrong and knew he was about to be punished. I moved toward him, stretching out my free hand in its sticky yellow glove, calling his name.

At the critical moment, I slipped in a pool of Claus’s blood and almost lost my balance. The sudden movement scared Caesar. He ran backward and forward, backward and forward across the kitchen, making a sound I had never heard from him before. He began to shit everywhere. I stood very still, waiting for him to calm down, talking to him all the while in a gentle, soothing voice: ‘There, Caesar, good dog, take it easy, boy, take it easy.’

In the end, he came to me – or rather, he came close enough for me to catch him.

… I slid his body into the white box alongside his father’s. There was just enough room for the two of them. I watched the blood from their wounds collect around them till they appeared to be drowning in the stuff. They looked sadly diminished lying there, insignificant and somehow artificial – like a couple of blond wigs in a basin of dye. Only an eye that wouldn’t close and Caesar’s young white teeth, exposed by a clumsy slash of the electric knife, and their lifeless paws sticking up at awkward angles; only the smell of wet dog, of fresh blood, of death, of dog shit, mildew …

And then, driven by some savage compulsion, I did things that I cannot bring myself to put down. Afterward I went over to the sink and threw up.

I stripped off apron, gloves, boots – all terribly spattered with blood – and dumped them into the garbage pail. Underneath the apron, my suit was clean.

I closed the white coffin and dragged it back out into the living room. This time it felt heavy enough. It left a trail of bloody skid marks all along the way. I pulled it up in front of the table where the presents were piled. On the lid of the box, using a forefinger I’d dipped in the dogs’ blood, I carefully inscribed the phrase ‘OUT OF THEIR MISERY’, and on the side, at one end – as it were, the bows – the word ‘MAGMEL’.

I stood back to admire my work. Too many smudges – the blood hadn’t taken on the shiny white cardboard. I’d have to use something else.

It was the picture of the little girl hugging her setters that caught my eye. Anna’s birthday card lay on the table – still unsigned. I read through the poem inside.


I love my dogs, oh, how dearly,

Words but faintly can express,

This fond heart beats too sincerely,

E’er that I should love them less!

No! My fancy never ranges;

Hopes like mine can never soar;

If the love I cherish changes,

It will be to love them more.



I had to laugh. It was grotesque … Anna would never understand, but then, it had nothing to do with her. I took out my gold pencil and drew a line through the whole poem; then, as an after-thought, I encircled the word ‘love’ wherever it occurred.

I signed the card: Martin Gregory. I stood there for a moment staring at my signature as if it had written itself in letters of fire; then I put the card back on the table in front of the eleven roses.

The sound of Anna’s sleepy voice calling to me from upstairs caught me off guard. She hadn’t discovered yet that she was locked in. There was no time to lose. I took a last look around. Everything in its place – the flowers, the presents, the surprise (blood was oozing from a soggy red corner of the cardboard box onto the carpet) – and a place for everything.

I had done my duty.

I looked at my watch. It was 7.45 precisely. If I hurried I could just make the 8.03 to Grand Central. Very gently I eased the front door open and walked over to the garage, keeping the gravel quiet under my shoes.

It must have been the humidity or something. The car refused to start. The sound of the engine brought Anna to the bedroom window. She flung up the sash and leaned out into the damp, birdless morning, wearing nothing but a thin nightdress. I remember thinking, She’ll catch cold …

‘Where are you going at a quarter to eight on a Saturday morning?’ she shouted, laughing, full of birthday spirit.

She threw the rose at me that I’d left on her breakfast tray. It fell just short of the car, scattering a few red petals in the driveway. Leaning forward, I smiled up at her through the windshield of the station wagon and held a finger up to my lips – as if to say. It’s a secret.




Four

Darkness was coming down, storm clouds rolling in over an immense black lake where the south of the city should have been, its lights sinking one by one beneath the oily surface. I had to get through to the other side – if there was another side. I could hear the din of panic as the waters rose. The air was thick with dust and fumes; those streets that were still dry were barricaded by fire. And everywhere hung the stench of decay. A hot wind blew, stiffening my neck with some shrieking virus. Flies and rats clung in terror to the underside of things. Any moment now the storm would break and the earth would open up.

I could hardly see to find my way. Wading across the torrents of scum that coursed through the main arteries of the city, I kept falling over things – human debris: the floating dead were being sucked toward the center. Jostling with these waterlogged zombies, I wanted to run, but I was one against the flow.

All the time it was getting darker. I couldn’t understand why so many people were on the streets. They bristled together like iron filings caught in magnetic flux. Dressed for a summer’s day, they seemed unaware of the approaching cataclysm. I tried to warn them, but they acted as if I were invisible.

I knew that we had to find shelter, before it all started coming down.

… I remember a man with slits for eyes, a hand at my elbow, guiding me up some steps, through a glass door covered in worn stickers. An exchange took place in a foreign language. Then the blur of a departing face and I was alone again. Gradually the darkness retreated.

‘Single room with bath for two nights sixty dollars in advance if you would care to sign here please.’

The receptionist swiveled the register. ‘Joe will help with your bags.’

‘I’m afraid I have no luggage.’ The sound of my own voice startled me.

‘That’s all right, sir.’ The girl’s moon face beamed. Her singsong had a soothing effect.

My hand shook a little as I picked up the pen and began to write.

The name Anna Gregory started up at me from the page. I let out a groan. The receptionist asked me if anything was wrong. Immediately my suspicions were aroused. She was being too solicitous. I glanced down at my hands. There was a trace of blood under my right index fingernail.

Suddenly I became convinced that there was blood on my face, my guilt plain for all the world to see. A mirror hung on the wall behind me. I had to force myself not to look around. Waves of darkness came up again in front of my eyes.

I tried to reassure myself. This hotel seemed fine, dingy as it was – a sanctuary. The girl was just being friendly.

Scratching out Anna Gregory, I filled in my own name with a fictitious address and turned the register back around. The moon-faced receptionist was smiling as before. There was no need for any explanation. I wrote out a check, and without comment, she handed me the key to room 9.

I was losing ground again. The girl’s directions were swamped by a roaring in my ears. I set off along a corridor that seemed to grow darker and narrower at every turn. The walls bulged out at me, pressing in on the middle. I had to push them apart with my hands. A sensation spread like an electrical fire through the circuits of my body. The whole fabric of skin, nerve, muscle and bone was rotted away. I had no strength left. I groped my way, feeling the shapes of numbers on the doors.

15, 13, 11, 9 …

Fumbling with the key, I get the door open at last and pitch forward into the room, down into everlasting night, riding the spiral to the edge of the drop.

When I came to, it was almost dark. I was lying just inside the vestiblue of my room with one foot against the door. I had no idea where I was. The room was nondescript. I could make out the name of the hotel on the key ring, but it meant nothing to me. I had a headache and severe stomach cramps, and I felt feverish. But I was lucid.

I remember locking the door, drawing the curtains and turning out the lights before retreating to the bed. I was preparing myself for a siege. I sat there in the dark and waited, as if somehow I knew what to expect.

The details arrived in no particular order. It was like one of those electronic games. Random images flashed up on a screen, and I had to make a selection. It was easy for me; I couldn’t make a mistake. You see, at first I didn’t understand that I was part of the game. Then I began to realize that they were my hands mixing up the dog food; that it was my back bent over the white cardboard box; that the blood-spattered rubber boots were mine. I felt a sudden surge of panic. I tried to block out the images, but the picture on the screen wouldn’t fade. Nor would the light in my eyes switch off. The images were there forever.

Afterward I broke down and wept. In a way it was a relief. There then followed a long period when I can remember nothing but terrible physical pain. Just to withstand it required all my energy and will.

When the pain finally eased, I found it impossible to accept that I had killed the dogs. An act of such senseless, perverse brutality wasn’t part of anything I could yet recognize in myself. I tried to take refuge in the idea that I’d had a fit or a brainstorm of some kind, but I knew that was not the case. And the more I resisted accepting responsibility for my actions, the more troubled I became.

I kept seeing Anna in her dressing gown and slippers hurrying down the stairs, opening the door of the living room and running toward the white, bloodstained box.

I was concerned about her, yet it never occurred to me to do anything. I wouldn’t have been able even to lift the telephone. I sat huddled in a corner of the bed, overcome by agonies of remorse.

Later that night, or the following morning, I dreamed that I was on trial. Although at the outset I had pleaded guilty, I suddenly realized that I had been wrongly advised. I stood up and boldly denied that I had committed any crime at all. This provoked up-roarious laughter throughout the courtroom. Even the judge could not restrain a guffaw.

Realizing how serious my position was, I made a long impassioned plea, which ended with the words:

‘After all, people have done worse things than put their pets to sleep.’

Silence.

An ominous muttering.

I knew that I’d failed to convince the court. In despair I turned to plead with the jurors and saw for the first time that all twelve of them …

I woke with the apprehension that something terrible was about to happen. I sat straight up in bed and turned on the light. The memory of what I’d done came flooding in again, and the immediate threat seemed to pass. But there had been a change.

Apart from specific remorse, I now began to be tormented by a more general and overwhelming sense of guilt. I didn’t know what I was guilty of, only that my ‘crime’ was so heinous as to be beyond redemption. The burden of it was literally insupportable. It was as if I were being slowly crushed by an enormous, invisible weight.

I don’t know how long the attack lasted. It came on very suddenly, the first onslaught knocking me to the floor. I lay at the foot of the bed winded and badly frightened. Tears started from my eyes, and I was fighting for air. The weight sat on my chest. Blood and mucus and saliva leaked from my nose and mouth. I felt that I was going to suffocate in my own juices. I vomited; violent spasms convulsed my body; my limbs bucked and twisted in futile protest. The weight kept coming down. I thought it would never stop.

And then the pressure began to ease. It left me in the end as suddenly and inexplicably as it had come. I lay in a pool of my own exudate, trembling from head to foot – a stunned fish on a riverbank gasping for its element.

For two days and two nights I remained in that room with the curtains drawn, the door locked and a sign up to keep the hotel maids away. I had no sense of time passing, no memory of being hungry or thirsty or wanting a cigarette or even of going to the john. As far as I can remember, I never moved from the bed. Some of the time I slept, but mostly I just lay there.

I didn’t recognize the sound at first, its harshness belonged to another world. This time two rings. The interval between was unfamiliar, but the jarring notes insisted. Somebody knew I was here. I must have been followed … I followed the sound to the extension on the bedside table.

I reached for the receiver.

‘Hello, ah, Room Nine? Desk speaking. Checkout time is noon. It’s already quarter of twelve.’

‘I’m sorry’ – I tried to clear my throat – ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Guests must vacate their rooms by noon or pay for another night. Sir, you wish to extend your visit?’

I wasn’t ready for this; the decision seemed momentous. ‘What day is it?’

‘Monday, sir.’ I could hear the girl trying to suppress a giggle.

‘I’ll be staying another night.’

I cut her off, slamming down the phone.

Monday! I realized how much time I’d wasted – just lying there.

Without thinking I picked up the telephone, waited impatiently for an outside line and dialed home.

‘Can I help you?’

It was a woman’s voice, not one I recognized. I hesitated, trying to guess the situation.

‘Hello?’

The voice was crisp, neither friendly nor unfriendly – official. It meant the dogs had been found.

‘Hello, can I help? Hello!’

I couldn’t bring myself to answer.

A hand covered the mouthpiece while she spoke to someone there.

And I hung up.
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	INITIAL INTERVIEW FORM
	


	
	


	NAME OF INTERVIEWER
	R. M. Somerville



	DATE OF CONSULTATION
	Wednesday 4 October



	NAME OF PATIENT
	Mr Martin Gregory



	AGE 33 OCCUPATION
	Computer Sales Executive







A. REFERRAL

Urgent call from Dr Heyworth, a very competent G.P. who has referred a number of patients to me in the past, asking me to see one of his patients – a seriously ill man whom a psychiatrist at Lenox Hill wanted to hospitalize. The psychiatrist, Marcelle Hartman, is not known to me personally, though I have good reports of her.

The patient, however, seemed to take strong exception to the psychiatrist and after submitting to a Rorschach, refused to have anything more to do with her. It was then that Dr Heyworth called me up. He is an old friend of the patient’s wife and asked me as a special favor to see him right away.

I agreed, of course, but insisted on a letter from the psychiatrist and on seeing the Rorschach report, which arrived the following day. In her letter Hartman appeared to be relieved that someone else was taking over the case.



B1. APPEARANCE AND MANNER OF PATIENT

Tall, well-built, air of confidence. Strong profile, rather distant blue eyes, hair close-cropped – an intelligent face. Neatly but not scrupulously dressed – i.e., suit but no tie. Hands mostly hidden during interview.

Under stress, but controlling it reasonably well. Patient appears tired but otherwise looks to be in good health. A little drawn around the eyes. Complained to Dr Heyworth of various aches and pains; these are mostly gone now. According to Dr H., patient has a curious bruise, very large, spreading over the chest and rib cage. Claims to have no idea what caused it. Possibly self-inflicted.

His story coincides with the G.P.’s on all main points. It was presented coherently, though with some reluctance. Distaste for what he calls ‘scab-picking’ – i.e., psychiatry. Occasional outburst. Some rigidity. Aggressive insistence on his being regarded as ‘perfectly normal’.



B2. COMPLAINTS

Incident described triggered acute depression lasting a couple of days. Patient claims to be recovered, though shattered by what happened and the effect it has had, or is likely to have, on his marriage, work, life, etc. Also worried by the possibility of a recurrence – i.e., that he might do something similar or worse.

Five days ago, on his wife’s 28th birthday, after locking her into the bedroom, patient cut the throats of their two golden retrievers and left the carcasses in a large container on the living-room floor as a ‘present’ for her. He then caught the train to New York and took a room in a hotel where he remained for the next 48 hours. During this period no one knew his whereabouts. He made no attempt to contact his wife nor, it seems, anyone else, until about noon on Monday, when he called Dr H. on the telephone, urgently asking to see him.

By then the G.P. was already familiar with half of the story. On Saturday morning he had received a hysterical, very confused and alarming cry for help from the patient’s wife. Although he is a busy man with a large practice, he cancelled all his appointments and drove out to Bedford to see her, since it was clear she was not up to coming into the city.

Heyworth, it must be said, has known the patient’s wife since she was a young girl living in her native Vienna, where he worked for several years as an intern in a Red Cross hospital. When her father died in 1968, shortly after the family emigrated here from Austria, he began to take a paternal interest in her welfare. In time of crisis it was only natural for the patient’s wife to turn to the doctor for help. Apart from her husband and a sister who lives in California, he is her closest ‘relative’ in this country.

The patient contacted Dr Heyworth in the hope that he might be able to tell him how his wife was. Although deeply concerned about her, he felt, and still feels, too horrified by what he’d done to get in touch with her – even to talk to her on the telephone. It is accepted that they both truly love each other. They were also devoted to the dogs.

Dr H., who has a high regard for the patient, did his best to reassure him about his wife. He remains, however, in a state of some anxiety about her. After examining him and finding nothing physically wrong (apart from the mysterious bruising), Dr H. persuaded him to allow the initial psychiatric investigation which led to his referral.



C. FACTUAL MATERIAL

Patient comes from old New England family – several generations of educational-book publishers. Father inherited family business, but after the war chose to stay on in the Philippines helping to advise the new government. Early part of patient’s childhood spent out there. On their return to Boston, the father went back into business with his younger brother who had been managing the firm in his absence. Patient attended the Noble and Greenough School in Massachusetts, where he was considered ‘a bit of a rebel’, but did well enough to get into Brown. At college, by his own admission, he did very little work and only just scraped by with a ‘gentleman’s C’.

Upon graduation the patient went to work in the family business. Sometime in the early seventies, he succumbed to the malaise of the times and quit his job. He set off around the world following the ‘dropout trail’, and spent a year or so wandering through Europe, Afghanistan, India and the Far East. Ending up in California, he decided to remake his life there and settle down. He dusted off his engineering degree and joined a small electronics firm in San Diego. When the business was taken over by a multinational corporation, he was offered a place in its computer division. After three years he was promoted and sent back East. Since then he has risen steadily and has good prospects of being made branch manager of the New York Office (Communications) later this year.

It is, in broad terms, a success story, though the patient is still regarded by some of his family – particularly his two elder brothers who now run the family firm – as being ‘not quite serious’. They seem to mistrust and perhaps resent his venturing into a wider, more sophisticated world than theirs. Patient readily admits to no longer having much in common with any of them. Still sees his parents occasionally, who are now retired and living in a villa on one of the Florida Keys. Gets on well with his father, who also had a reputation for being something of a ‘wild one’ in his day. Patient’s mother a sensible, loving and evidently long-suffering woman.

Soon after his return to New York, patient rediscovered affinity with an attractive Austrian girl he had been in love with before going off around the world. Ignoring mild family resistance, because she was a foreigner, he married her. Past experience of women considerable, but this was his first and only love. The marriage has been happy from the start. The couple are prospering and live well on his salary. No children through choice, as they are still very much involved in each other and do not feel ready to start a family.



D. PATIENT’S CONCEPTION OF HIMSELF

Ambitious, efficient, reliable. Affectionate, kind, but not overly demonstrative. A loner since childhood, has found companionship and contentment in marriage. Cares about his comforts; believes charity starts at home. Reads less than he used to. Believes in God, not in any organized religion. Distraught over what has happened, but determined to get to the bottom of it. Insists that he’s ‘a very ordinary sort of person’.



E. DOCTOR – PATIENT RELATIONSHIP

1. How patient treated doctor – reluctant to discuss ‘personal matters’, which he insists have no bearing on what happened. Obviously prejudiced against the idea that a psychiatrist might be able to help. But a heartfelt desire to solve the ‘mystery’. Since patient has agreed to a second interview, the fear of recurrence, which I carefully did not dispel, may be edging his chair toward mine.

2. How doctor treated patient – kept a fairly low profile in order not to frighten him off at this point, especially after his experience with Hartman. Playing it very cautiously – i.e., not probing too much, nor appearing in any way critical. Hinted only that he might be able to use me as a litmus paper for his own experiments in the search for an explanation. This seems to be the safest approach. Made no therapeutic interventions nor gave any diagnostic interpretations. Decided not to mention the possibility of using hypnosis – though may suggest it after next session. It already seems clear that short of long-term therapy, hypnosis is going to be the only way to unlock what is undoubtedly an interesting case.

N.B. Must remember to ask the patient or Dr Heyworth what was written in the note he left his wife.



F. SUMMARY

To be completed after second session.
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It extended diagonally from just below the collarbone to the base of the rib cage: a black-and-blue-and-mauve sash edged with a ribbon of mottled yellow. On either side of the bruise and reaching down across the abdomen almost to the groin, the skin was traversed by the tiny crimson threads of countless ruptured blood vessels.

I caught Heyworth’s slight intake of breath as I removed my shirt.

‘How exactly did this happen?’

‘I don’t know … really. I never even noticed it until this morning.’

‘How is that possible?’

‘I didn’t take my clothes off.’

‘Were you in some sort of accident?’ He eyed me suspiciously. ‘Somebody beat you up?’

‘Not that I remember.’

He unhooked the stethoscope from his ears.

‘Nothing broken, no abrasions, no swelling.’ His crabbed old fingers moved slowly across my chest, expertly feeling their way. ‘Extensive purpura – I’ve not seen anything quite like it before.’

‘What is purpura?’

‘Extravasated blood. Blood forced from its normal channels into the surrounding tissue. Does it hurt when I do this?’

He pressed gently against the wall of my abdomen.

‘Only when I laugh.’

He gave a sigh. ‘I can’t make you tell me, Martin, but it might help, you know.’

‘Look, it’s got nothing to do with anything.’

Even if I’d tried to explain how I got the bruise, he would never have believed me. Heyworth was the down-to-earth type, sober, meticulous – he wasn’t going to listen to some wild story about my being pinned to the floor by an invisible weight in a seedy hotel room on Forty-fifth Street.

‘I want to know about Anna. That’s why I’m here, Bill. Not because of a lousy little bruise. You haven’t said a thing.’

‘Haven’t I?’ He shot me a quick, disapproving glance over the top of his glasses. ‘I apologize, if that’s the case.’

With his forehead creased back and the familiar shock of grizzled hair standing up over his long, sagging face, he looked tired and almost comically dejected. Understandably, he was disturbed by what I had done. He’d known Anna since she was a child; he regarded her almost as one of his own. I think he suspected that I’d deliberately set out to hurt her.

‘She’s going to be fine,’ he said quietly.

‘Bill, for Christ’s sake!’

‘She was worried about you. More than the dogs at first. What she saw in the box … she thought some maniac – I’m sorry, but that’s how it looked, like a maniac had gone on the rampage. She was afraid he’d killed you too.’

‘How did she get out of the bedroom?’

‘She climbed out onto the roof of the porch and lowered herself down by the wisteria. Must have been about an hour after you left. She’d gotten bored with waiting for something to happen – some sort of surprise, she said. The house was quiet. She wondered where the dogs had got to. She called them, and of course they didn’t answer. Then as she was coming in through the front door, she saw blood on the hall carpet.

‘Anna wouldn’t talk about finding them, Martin, so don’t ask me. The poor child was terrified the killer might still be in the house. When it became clear that she was there alone, she locked all the doors and was about to call the police. She was more anxious about what had happened to you than anything else. But then she found the birthday card.’

‘But she saw me drive off. I waved to her.’

‘She said she wasn’t sure that was you.’ There was anger in his voice. ‘She wasn’t sure of much by then.’

‘I don’t remember any birthday card.’

‘It was enough to make her put the phone down. It was your handwriting, all right. She was in a pretty bad way by the time I got to her.’

‘What else did she say?’

‘I gave her a sedative. She didn’t really talk much. She was asleep when I left, but not alone. The nurse arrived about five. I told you, there’s nothing to worry about. She’s in good hands now … Mrs James will stay as long as Anna needs her. I considered asking her sister to fly in from Monterey, but I figured the fewer people who know about this the better.’

‘Who took care of
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