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The body lay on a small square of carpet in the middle of the gun-room floor. Alec Chipstead looked around for something to put over it. He unhooked a raincoat from one of the pegs and, covering the body, reflected too late that he would never wear that again.

He went outside to see the vet off.

‘I’m glad that’s all over.’

‘Extraordinary how painful these things can be,’ said the vet. ‘You’ll get another dog, I suppose?’

‘I expect so. That’s really up to Meg.’

The vet nodded. He got into his car, put his head out of the window and asked Alec if he was sure he didn’t want the body taken away. Alec said, no, thanks, really, he’d see to all that. He watched the car move off, up the long, sloping lane that in those parts was called a drift, under the overhanging branches of the trees, and disappear round the bend where the pine wood began. The sky was a pale silvery-blue, the trees still green but touched here and there with yellow. September had been a wet month and the lawns that ran gently to meet the wood were green too. On the edge of the grass, where a strip of flower border separated it from the paved drive, lay a rubber ball dented with toothmarks. How long had that been there? Months, probably. It was a long time since Fred had been up to playing with a ball. Alec put it into his pocket. He walked round the house, up the stone steps onto the terrace and in by the french windows.

Meg was sitting in the drawing room, pretending to read Country Life.

‘He didn’t know a thing,’ Alec said. ‘He just went to sleep.’

‘What fools we are.’

‘I held him on my lap and he went to sleep and the vet gave him the injection and he – died.’

‘We couldn’t have kept him any longer. Not with that chorea. It was too painful to watch and it must have been hell for him.’

‘I know. I suppose if we’d had a family, love – I mean, Fred was just a dog and people go through this with kids. Can you imagine?’

Meg, made sharp-tongued by distress, said, ‘I’ve yet to hear of parents calling in the doctor to put their sick children down.’

Alec didn’t say any more. He went back through the house, across the large, finely proportioned hall with its pretty, curved staircase, under the wide arch to the kitchen area and thence to the gun-room. The front kitchen and the back kitchen had been converted into one, lined with the latest in cupboards and gadgets. You wouldn’t have imagined, while in there, that the house was two hundred years old. It was the estate agent who had called the place where the freezer lived and where they hung their coats the gun-room. No guns were kept there now. No doubt there had been in the Berelands’ time and some old Bereland squire had sat in here in a Windsor chair at a deal table, cleaning them …

He twitched the corner of the raincoat and had a last look at the dead beagle. Meg had come up behind him and was standing there. Sentimentally he thought, though did not say aloud, that the white and tan forehead was still at last, would suffer no more brutal spasms.

‘His was a good life.’

‘Yes. Where are we going to bury him?’

‘On the other side of the lake, I thought, in the Little Wood.’

Alec wrapped the body up in his raincoat, wrapped it like a parcel. The raincoat had seen better days but it had come originally from Aquascutum, an expensive shroud. Alec had an obscure feeling that he owed this last sacrifice to Fred, this final tribute.

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ Meg said, putting on her anorak. ‘The Bereland graveyard. Why the Little Wood when we’ve already got an animal cemetery? Oh, do let’s, Alec. It seems so right. It’s been a traditional burying place for pets for so long. I’d like Fred to be there, I really would.’

‘Why not?’

‘I know I’m a fool. I’m a sentimental idiot but I’d sort of like to think of him with those others. With Alexander and Pinto and Blaze. I am a fool, aren’t I?’

‘That makes two of us,’ said Alec.

He went across to the old stable block where they kept the tractor and the wood that was stacked for winter and came back with a wheelbarrow and a couple of spades.

‘We’ll mark the grave with a wooden plaque, I think. I could make one out of a sycamore log, that’s a nice white wood, and you could do the lettering on it.’

‘All right. But we’ll do that later.’ Meg bent to lift up the parcel but recoiled at the last moment, straightening up again and shaking her head. It was Alec who put the dog into the barrow. They set off up the drift.

There were two woods, three if you counted the one below the lake. The lawn in front of the house in which a great black cedar grew ended at the old wood, five or six acres of deciduous trees, and beyond that, as the ground rose, a green ride of turf separated it from the pine wood. This was a plantation, rows of cluster and knob-cone pines, set rather too close together and now forming a dense reafforestation. It was larger than the deciduous wood, nearly twice the size of it, and formed a windbreak between it and the Nunes Road across which, since the uprooting of hedges, gales swept unchecked from the prairie-like fields.

Impenetrable the pine wood seemed to be from the drift and the Nunes Road. But on the southern side an offshoot from the green ride led in between the ranked trees, led in to the centre where it broadened out into a rough circular shape. Here both the Chipsteads had penetrated on one previous occasion, on a Sunday of exploration not long after they bought the house and land. If you have twenty acres of land it takes you a little time to learn exactly what your possession consists of. They had been a little moved by what they saw, gently derisive too, to conceal their sentimentality even from the other.

‘This could only be in England,’ Meg had said.

This time they knew exactly where they were going and what they would find. They left the drift by the green ride that was rather like a tunnel between the two kinds of wood and which at its distant end showed a little vista of green meadows piled in lozenge shapes, scraps of darker copse, a church tower. Underfoot, where the grass ended, was a slippery floor of pine needles. The air smelt of resin.

Turf covered the circular place, but here it was raised into a dozen or so small hummocks, shallow hills, grassy knolls. The monuments were mostly of wood, oak of course, or it would not have lasted so long, but even some of these had fallen and rotted. The rest were greened with lichen. Among them was the rare stone: a block of slate, a slab of pink granite, a kerb of bright white Iceland spar. On this last was engraved the name Alexander and the dates: 1901–1909.

What writing there might have been on the wooden crosses had been obscured by time and weather. But the inscription on the pink granite remained sharp and clear. Blaze was printed there in roman capitals and under it:


THEY DO NOT SWEAT AND WHINE ABOUT THEIR CONDITION,

THEY DO NOT LIE AWAKE IN THE DARK AND WEEP FOR THEIR SINS …

NOT ONE IS RESPECTABLE OR UNHAPPY OVER THE WHOLE EARTH.


Meg stooped down to look at brush strokes almost obliterated by yellow mould. ‘“By what eternal streams, Pinto … ”’ she read. ‘“Gone from us after three short years.” Do you think Pinto was a water spaniel?’

‘Or a pet otter.’ Alec lifted out Fred’s shrouded body and laid it on the grass. ‘I can remember doing this sort of thing when I was a kid. Only it was a rabbit we were burying. My brother and I had a rabbit funeral.’

‘I bet you didn’t have a ready-made cemetery.’

‘No. It had to be the back of a flower bed.’

‘Where shall we put him?’

Alec picked up the spade. ‘Over here, I should think. Next to Blaze. It seems the obvious place. I should think Blaze was the last to be buried here, the date’s 1957. Presumably succeeding occupants didn’t have pets.’

Meg walked round, eyeing the graves, trying to calculate the order in which the plots had been used. It was hard to tell because of the collapse of so many of the wooden monuments, but certainly it seemed as if Blaze had been the last animal laid here, there being two rows of seven hummocks each behind his grave and three hummocks to the left of it.

‘Put him on the right side of Blaze,’ she said.

Now Alec had begun to dig Meg would have liked to get it over as soon as possible. It was all folly, it was beneath their dignity as middle-aged, presumably intelligent people, it was what children did. Alec’s recounting his pet rabbit’s funeral brought this home to her. Why, at one moment she had almost been going to suggest uttering a few farewell words as Fred was laid to rest. They must bury him, they must replace the turf over him, forget all that nonsense about a memorial. White sycamore indeed! Meg seized the other spade and began digging rapidly, turning up the soft, needle-filled leaf mould. Once the turf was penetrated the ground yielded to the spade as easily as the sand on a beach above the water line.

‘Easy does it,’ Alec said. ‘It’s Fred we’re burying, not a coffin six feet under.’

These were unfortunate words that he was to remember in the days to come with a squeeze of the stomach, a wrinkling of the nose. His spade struck what he thought was a stone, a long flint. He dug round it and cleared the blade-shaped bone. There was an animal buried here already then … Something that had a very big ribcage, he thought. He wasn’t going to say anything to Meg, but just cover up that ribcage and that collar-bone quickly and start afresh up where she was digging.

Alec was aware of a rook cawing somewhere. Down in the tall limes of the deciduous wood, probably. The thought came unpleasantly to him that rooks were carrion birds. He plunged the spade in once more, slicing into the firm, dry turf. As he did so he saw that Meg was holding out her spade to him. On it lay what looked like the bones, the fan splay of metatarsals, of a very small foot.

‘A monkey?’ Meg said in a faint, faltering voice.

‘It must be.’

‘Why hasn’t it got a headstone?’

He didn’t answer. He dug down, lifting out spade-loads of resin-scented earth. Meg was digging up bones, she had a pile of them.

‘We’ll put them in a box or something. We’ll re-bury them.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, we can’t do that. Meg …?’

‘What is it? What’s the matter?’

‘Look,’ he said, and he lifted it up to show her. ‘That’s not a dog’s skull, is it? That’s not a monkey’s?’
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The things that had happened at Ecalpemos, Adam resisted thinking about. He dreamed of them, he could not expel them from his unconscious mind, and they also came back to him by association, but he never allowed himself to dwell on them, to operate any random access techniques, or eye for long the mental screen where options appeared. When the process began, when association started an entering procedure – at, for instance, the sound of a Greek or Spanish place-name, the taste of raspberries, the sight of candles out of doors – he had taught himself to touch an escape key, rather like that on the computers he sold.

There had never been, over the years, more than an associative reminder. He had been lucky. On that last day they had all agreed not only never to meet again, that went without saying, but also if a chance encounter should occur, not to seem to notice the other, to pass without recognition. It was a long time since Adam had ceased to speculate as to what had become of them, where their lives had led them. He had made no attempt to follow careers and had had no recourse to the phone book. If asked by an inner inquisitor and required to be honest, he might have said he would have felt most comfortable if he knew they were all dead.

His dreams were another story, a different area. They visited him there. The setting of the dream would always be Ecalpemos where, alone at night or on some hot, still afternoon, entering the walled garden or turning the corner to the back stairs where Zosie had seen the ghosts of Hilbert and of Blaze, he would meet one of them coming towards him. Vivien in her bright-blue dress, it had once been, and at another time Rufus, white-coated and with blood on his hands. After that particular one he had been afraid to go to sleep at night. He had lain awake purposely, for fear of having another dream like that. Soon after that the baby had been born and this had been an excuse for him to have restless, disturbed nights, to resist sleep until he was too tired to dream. It was his misfortune, really, that Abigail was such a good baby and slept seven and eight hours at a stretch.

This not only prevented him from putting forward the excuse of having to stay awake to nurse her but also had its own power to frighten. She slept so peacefully, she was so quiet and still. He had got into the habit of getting up five or six times a night and going into her room to see if she was all right. An anxiety so acute was not natural, Anne said, and he ought to see a psychiatrist if he was going to go on like that. She, the mother, slept dreamlessly, thankfully. Adam did see a psychiatrist and received some therapy which was not much use since it was impossible for him to be open and tell the truth about the past. When he told the therapist he was afraid of going into the room and finding his child dead, he was offered tranquillizers.

Abigail was now six months old and still very much alive, a placid child, large and bland-looking, who at lunchtime on a Thursday in late September took an incurious look at the check-in queue in which she found herself, laid her head back on the pushchair pillow and closed her eyes. A Spanish woman, going home, who had been watching her gave a sentimental sigh, while an American with a back-pack, irked by the slowness of the service, opined that Abigail had the right idea. Adam and Anne and Abigail – if they ever had a son they intended to call him Aaron – were on their way to Tenerife with Iberian Airlines, a ten-day holiday carefully planned for when Abigail was too old to be at risk from climatic and environmental changes and young enough still to be dependent on her mother’s milk.

Heathrow was densely crowded – when was it not, thought sophisticated Adam, a frequent traveller for his firm – a milling mass of strangely dressed people. You could always tell the seasoned ones, by their jeans and shirts, invulnerable garb, sweaters to roll up and stuff in the overhead locker, from the tyros in smart linen suits and Italian glitter and skin, boots that might have to be sliced open to release swollen feet at the other end.

‘I’d prefer window to aisle,’ said Adam, handing over their tickets. ‘Oh, and non-smoking.’

‘Smoking,’ said Anne. ‘Unless you’re going to sit by yourself.’

‘All right. Smoking.’

It so happened that there was no room left in smoking, and only aisle seats. Adam put their two big cases, one stuffed with disposable napkins in case these were not easily obtainable in the Canary Islands, onto the weighing machine. He kept his eye on them as they passed through to see that the correct label went on the handles. Twice last year, going to Stockholm and Frankfurt, his baggage had been mislaid.

‘I’d better change Abigail,’ Anne said. ‘And then we could go straight through and have a coffee in the departure place.’

‘I’ll have to find a bank first.’

Giggling, Anne pointed to the international sign indicating the mothers’ room. ‘Why a feeding bottle? Why not a breast?’

Adam nodded, absently acknowledging this. ‘You have a coffee and I’ll join you.’ He had once had a sense of humour but it was all gone now. The dreams and the sub-text of anxiety that underwrote his actions and speech had eroded it. ‘And don’t have more than one Danish pastry,’ he said. ‘Having a baby doesn’t just make you eat more, you know. It alters the metabolism. You need a whole lot less food to put on weight.’ Whether or not this was true he wasn’t sure but he had got back at her for wanting to sit in smoking.

Abigail opened her eyes and smiled at him. When she looked at him like that it made him think, with infinite pain and terror, of what losing her would be like, how he would instantly and without a thought kill anyone who harmed her, how gladly and easily he would die for her. But how much harder it is, thought Adam, to live with people than to die for them. The associative process brought another father to mind. Had he felt like that about his child, his baby? And had he recovered by now, did you ever recover? Adam touched the cancelling switch, experienced very briefly a frightening blackness, made his way with an empty mind across the check-in area towards the escalator.

Empty minds are abhorred by thought as vacuums are by nature and Adam’s was quickly filled again by the small speculations and stresses which attached to banks and exchange rates. The crowd upstairs was even greater than that below, augmented by two plane-loads, one from Paris and one from Salzburg, which had taken their baggage from adjoining carousels and surged simultaneously through Customs. In the far distance Adam could see the illuminated turquoise-blue sign for Barclays Bank. It was a colour he deeply disliked, had almost an antipathy for, but some interior warning voice always stopped him enquiring of himself why this should be. Only reason, or reasonableness, had stopped him changing his bank on this account. He began battling towards this band of blue light, past ticket desks, apologized perfunctorily for sticking his elbow into the ribs of a woman in Tyrolese hat and trachtenkleid – and through a turbulent sea of faces looked into the face of the man he always thought of as the Indian.

His first name was Shiva, for the second god of the Hindu trinity. What his surname was Adam could not remember, though he supposed he must have known it once. The ten years that had gone by had not done much to Shiva’s face, unless it was a little more set, carrying within it now the foreshadowing of a gauntness to come, an inborn racial sorrow. The skin was darkly polished, the colour of a horse-chestnut fruit, a conker, the eyes a bluish dark brown, as if the pupils floated in ink-stained water. It was a handsome face, more intensely Caucasian than any Englishman’s, the features more Aryan than any Nazi ideal or prototype, sharply cut and over-chiselled except for the mouth, which was full and curved and delicately voluptuous, and was now shyly, hesitantly, parting in the beginnings of a smile.

The eyes of each of them held the other’s for no more than a matter of seconds, an instant of time in which Adam felt his own features screw into a scowl, prohibiting, repelling, brought on by terror, while the smile on Shiva’s face shrank and cooled and died away. Adam turned his head sharply. He pushed through the crowd, gained a freer space, hastened, almost running. There were too many people for running to be possible. He gained the bank where there was a queue and stood there breathing fast, momentarily closing his eyes, wondering what he would do, what he could possibly do or say, if Shiva were to pursue him, declare himself, touch him even. Adam thought he might actually faint or be sick if Shiva were to touch him.

He had come to the bank because it had occurred to him, while bound for Heathrow in a taxi, that though in possession of travellers’ cheques and credit cards, he had no actual pesetas in cash. In Tenerife there would be another taxi-driver to pay and at the hotel a porter to tip. Adam turned over to the bank cashier half of what he had in his wallet, two ten-pound notes, and asked, in a voice so cracked that he had to clear his throat and cough to make it audible, for these to be converted into Spanish currency. When his money had been given to him he had to turn round to give way to the next person in the queue, there was no help for it. With a considerable effort of will he forced himself to lift his head and look ahead, down the long length of the arrivals area, at the milling host of travellers. He began to walk back. The crowd had cleared a little, to swell again no doubt in a minute or two when the plane-load arriving from Rome came through. He could make out several dark-skinned people, men and women of African, West Indian and Indian origin. Adam had not always been a racialist but he was one now. He thought how remarkable it was that these people could afford to travel about Europe.

‘Europe, mark you,’ as he had said to Anne when first they got there, and in answer to his scathing comment she had suggested that the black people might have been going home or arriving from lands of their own or ancestral origin. ‘This is Terminal Two,’ he said. ‘You don’t go to Jamaica or Calcutta from here.’

‘I suppose we should be pleased,’ she said. ‘It says something for their living standards.’

‘Hah,’ said Adam.

He started looking for Shiva. His eye lighted on an Indian man who was evidently an airport employee, for he wore overalls and carried some kind of cleaning equipment. Could it have been this man he had previously seen? Or even the sleekly dressed businessman, passing him now, on whose luggage label was the name D. K. Patel? One Indian, Adam thought, looks very much like another. No doubt, to them, one white man looked very like another, but this was an aspect of things Adam felt to be far less significant. The important thing was that it might not have been Shiva he had glimpsed so briefly among the faces of the crowd. It might be that his mind, in general so prudently policed, had been allowed to get a little out of hand, to run amok as a result of the previous night’s dreams, of his anxiety over Abigail, of the sight of that baggage label, and had thus become receptive to fears and fancies. Recognition there had seemed to be on the Indian’s part but could he, Adam, not have been mistaken there? These people were often ingratiating and a scowl evoked in them a smile of hope, of defensiveness …

Shiva would not have smiled at him, Adam now thought, for he would surely have been as anxious to avoid a meeting as he was. They had done different things at Ecalpemos, he and Shiva – indeed all five of them had had different roles to play – but the actions they had taken, the dreadful and irrevocable steps, would have lived equally in the memory of each. Ten years afterwards they were not of a sort to raise a smile. And in some ways it might have been said that Shiva had been closer to the heart and core of it, though only in some ways.

‘If I were he,’ Adam found himself saying, not quite aloud, though his lips moved, ‘I would have gone back to India. Give me half a chance.’ He bit his lips to still them. Had Shiva been born here or in Delhi? He could not remember. I won’t think of him or any of them, he said inwardly, silently. I will switch off.

How could he hope to enjoy his holiday with something like that on his mind? And he intended to enjoy his holiday. Not least among the blessings it would confer was sharing their bedroom with Abigail, whose cot would be (he would see to that) on his side of their bed so that he could keep his eye on her asleep through the long watches of the night. Now he could see Anne standing waiting for him outside the entrance to the departure halls. She had obeyed him and avoided food but, strangely, this made him feel more irritable towards her. She had taken Abigail out of the pushchair and was holding her in that fashion which is possible to women because they have well-defined hips, the sight of which angered Adam. Abigail sat on Anne’s right hip with legs astride, her body snuggled into Anne’s arm.

‘You were so long,’ Anne said, ‘we thought you had been kidnapped.’

‘Don’t put your words into her mouth.’

He hated that. ‘We thought,’ ‘Abigail thinks’ – how did she know? Of course he had never told Anne anything about Ecalpemos, only that a legacy from a great-uncle had helped set him up in business, put him where he was today. In the days when he was ‘in love’ with Anne instead of just loving her (as he told himself one inevitably feels towards a wife of three years’ standing) he had been tempted to pour it all out. There had been a time, a few weeks, perhaps two months in all, when they had been very close. They seemed to think each other’s thoughts and to be shedding into each other’s keeping all their secrets.

‘What wouldn’t you forgive?’ she had asked him. They were in bed, in a cottage they had rented in Cornwall for a spring holiday.

‘I don’t know that it’s for me to forgive anything, is it? I mean, I wouldn’t think things you’d done my business.’

‘Heine is supposed to have said on his deathbed, “Dieu me pardonnera. C’est son métier.”’

She had to translate because his French was so bad. ‘OK then, let’s leave it to God, it’s his job. And, Anne, let’s not talk about it. Right?’

‘There’s nothing I wouldn’t forgive you,’ she said.

He took a deep breath, turned over, looked at the ceiling on which the irregular plaster between the dark, stained beams showed strange patterns and silhouettes, a naked woman with arms upraised, the head of a dog, an island shaped like Crete, long and beaky, a skeleton wing.

‘Not – molesting kids?’ he said. ‘Not kidnap? Not murder?’

She laughed. ‘We’re talking about things you’re likely to have done, aren’t we?’

A distance yawned between them now so great as to make their relationship a mockery of what it had been during those days, during that time in Cornwall and a bit before and a bit after. If I had told her, he sometimes thought, when opportunity came and held open that door, if I had told her then we would either have parted for good or else moved towards a real marriage. But it was a long time since he had thought like this, since thinking like this was always handled by the escape key. Irritable shades of it crossed his consciousness now. He would have liked to carry Abigail through passport control but she was on Anne’s passport and it was in Anne’s arms that she sat as the official looked at her and at her name written there, and back again at her and smiled.

If it was Shiva, he thought, at least it was in arrivals that he had seen him, not departures. That meant Shiva was going home – wherever that might be, some ghetto in the north or east, some white no-go place – while he was going away. There was therefore no possibility of his encountering Shiva again. And what harm, after all, could come of this chance sighting, if sighting it had been, if Shiva it had been? It was not as if he had seriously believed Shiva to be dead, any more than the rest of them were dead. Nor was it likely that he could hope to pass through life without ever seeing any of them again. Until now there had not been so much as a mention in a newspaper or word-of-mouth news. He had been lucky. He was lucky, for sighting Shiva had made no difference to things, had made them neither better than they had been before nor worse. Life would go on as it had been going on with Anne and Abigail, the business on a gradual ascent, their existence steadily upwardly mobile, exchanging their house next year perhaps for a rather better one, conceiving and bringing into being Aaron their son, the associative procedure retrieving Ecalpemos from among the stored files and the escape key banishing it.

Life would go on more or less in tranquillity and time, a day or two in Tenerife, would dim the memory of that brown and shining face glimpsed between pale, anxious, stressful faces. Most probably it had not even been Shiva. In the neighbourhood where Adam lived it happened to him seldom to see any but white people, so naturally he confused one dark-skinned person with another. Wasn’t it natural too that whenever he saw an Indian face he should retrieve Shiva from his memory? It had happened before in shops, in post offices. And it hardly mattered anyway, for Shiva was gone now, gone for another ten years …

He humped their hand-cases off the baggage scrutiny, passed Anne her handbag, and had recourse to a therapy he sometimes employed for turning away the rage he felt towards her. This was with a false niceness.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘we’ve time to get you some perfume in the duty-free.’
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Evil was a stupid word. It had the same sort of sense, largely meaningless, amorphous, diffuse, woolly, as applied to ‘love’. Everyone had a vague idea of what it meant but none could precisely have defined it. It seemed, in a way, to imply something supernatural. These thoughts had been inspired in her husband’s mind by a sentence from a review on the cover of a paperback novel Lili Manjusri had bought at Salzburg airport. ‘A brooding cloud of evil,’ the commentator had written, ‘hovers over this dark and magnificent saga from the first page to the astonishing denouement.’ Lili had bought it because it was the only work in English she could find at the bookstall.

Whenever Shiva considered the word he saw in his mind’s eye a grinning Mephistopheles with small, curly ram’s horns, capering in frock coat. Events in his own past he never thought of as evil but rather as mistaken, immensely regrettable, brought about by fear and greed. Shiva thought most of the folly of the world was brought about by fear and greed and to call this evil, as if it were the result of purposeful calculation and deliberate wrongdoing, was to show ignorance of human psychology. It was in this way that he was thinking when, with Lili by his side and their suitcases on a trolley he would abandon at the tube-station entrance, he looked up and met the eyes of Adam Verne-Smith.

Shiva had no doubt it was Adam he saw. To him Europeans did not specially all look alike. Adam and Rufus Fletcher, for instance, though both white, Caucasian and of more or less Anglo-Saxon-Celtic-Norse-Norman ancestry, were very dissimilar in appearance, Adam being slight and white-skinned with a lot of bushy (now receding) dark hair, while Rufus was burly and fair with curiously sharp, pointed features for so fleshy a man. Shiva had seen Rufus some years before, though he was absolutely certain Rufus had either not seen or not recognized him, while he was equally sure Adam knew perfectly well who he was. He began to smile from exactly the motive Adam had attributed to him, a desire to ingratiate and to defend himself, to turn away wrath. He had been born in England, had never seen India, spoke English as his cradle tongue and had forgotten all the Hindi he had ever learned but he had all the immigrant’s protective reactions and all his self-consciousness. Indeed, he had more, he thought, since the events at Ecalpemos. Things had got worse since then. There had been a gradual slow decline in his fortunes, his fate, his happiness and his prosperity, or prospect of prosperity.

Adam glared back at him and looked away. Of course he would not want to know me, Shiva thought.

Lili asked him what he was looking at.

‘A chap I used to know years ago.’ Shiva used words like ‘chap’ now, and ‘kiddy’, words used by Indians wanting to sound like true Brits, though he would not have done this once.

‘Do you want to go and say hallo to him?’

‘Alas and alack, he doesn’t want to know me. I am a poor Indian. He is not the kind of bloke who wishes to know his coloured brethren.’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ said Lili.

Shiva smiled sadly and asked why not but he knew he was being unfair to Adam as well as to himself. Had they not all agreed when they left Ecalpemos and went their separate ways that it was to be as if they had never met, known each other, lived together, that in future they must be strangers and more than strangers? Adam, no doubt, adhered to this. So, probably, did Rufus and the girl. There was something, some quality, more fatalistic, more resigned, in Shiva. He might deceive others but he was incapable of deceiving himself, of pretending, of denying thoughts. It would not have occurred to him to attempt forgetfulness by inhibiting memories of Ecalpemos. He remembered it every day.

‘It was at that place I told you about that I knew him,’ he said to Lili. ‘He was one of the group of us there. Well, he was the one, it was his place.’

‘All the better not to know him then,’ said Lili.

She bought their tickets. Adam had been right, and it was in an east London near-ghetto that Shiva lived. Lili tucked the two slips of green cardboard into a fold of her sari. She was only half Indian, her mother being a Viennese woman who had come to England as an au pair and married a doctor from Darjeeling, a surgical registrar in a Bradford hospital. When Lili grew up and the doctor died her mother went home and settled in Salzburg, selling Glockenturm beer mugs in a souvenir shop. It was there that they went each summer, in Shiva’s holidays, their fares paid by Sabine Schnitzler who, having reverted to her maiden name and largely to her native tongue, sometimes wore a surprised, even bewildered, look at being surrounded, as she put it, by ‘all those Indians’. For Lili, whose skin was nearly as white as Adam Verne-Smith’s was more Indian than true Indians, wore the sari, grew her curly brown Austrian hair down to her waist and took language lessons from a Bengali neighbour of theirs. In her voice were hints of the sing-song tone, Welsh in its rhythms, so characteristic of the Indian speaking English. Shiva thought he should be grateful for all this, though he was not. How would he have felt, he sometimes asked himself, if he had married a woman who set herself against his ethnic origins?

He had told Lili about Ecalpemos before they married. It would not have been in his nature, nor would he have been inclined, to do otherwise … But he had not gone into details, giving only the bare outline, the facts, and Lili had asked few questions. He bore in mind that the time might come when he would have to tell her everything.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she had finally said.

‘It’s true that they never consulted me. If I had given my advice it would have been ignored.’

‘Well, then.’

He began haltingly to explain, but stopped himself. He could tell the truth but not all the truth. Openness did not demand that he tell her he had suggested it.

‘You should try to forget,’ she said.

‘I suppose I feel that would be wrong. I ought never to forget about the kiddy.’

And it was perhaps inevitable that he should see the death of his own child, his and Lili’s, as retribution, as a just punishment. Yet he was not a Christian, to look at things in this light. He was not really a Hindu either. His parents had neglected this aspect of his upbringing, having largely abandoned their religion but for a few outer forms before he was born. Some lingering race memory remained though, some pervading conviction common to all Orientals, that this life was but one of many on the great wheel of existence and that reincarnation as someone better endowed or worse (in his case surely worse) awaited him. He saw himself returning as a beggar with limbs deliberately deformed, whining for alms on the sea-front at Bombay. The incongruity was that at the same time he was convinced of retribution in this world. He saw the death of his son, a placenta previa child who died during Lili’s labour, as direct vengeance, though he could not have said who was exacting it.

Crossing the hospital courtyard which divided the maternity wing from the general wards and administration building, hearing over and over in his head the words they had gently but coldly told him, the announcement of his son’s death, leaving Lili asleep, carefully sedated, he had lifted his eyes and seen Rufus Fletcher. Rufus was wearing a white coat and had a stethoscope hanging round his neck. He was walking very rapidly, far faster than Shiva was going in the opposite direction, from a building with long windows and white-uniformed men and girls behind them that looked like a lab, towards the main block. He turned his head to look at Shiva, cast on him an indifferent glance, and turned away. Rufus had simply not known who he was, Shiva was sure of that, had not recognized him as one of the other two male members of the little community in which they had all lived in such contiguity for something like two months. Shiva was astonished to find that Rufus had in fact finished his studies and become a doctor. Of course he had known Rufus had this in mind, was three years through his time at medical school, had already considerable knowledge and nous – who could forget that? – but somehow he had imagined that the same fate would have overtaken the others as had overtaken him, a deathly stultifying, an inhibition on all that was ambitious and of ascendant character, a remorseful withdrawing into the shade. Only if they did not show their faces, only if they kept their heads low and lived in obscure corners, could they hope to pass at least in physical safety through life. So he had thought. But the others evidently had not, or Rufus had not, walking jauntily and with swinging stride across the tarmac, his stethoscope bobbing up and down, letting himself into the main hospital block, Shiva later saw, by a door marked ‘Private’, which he slammed behind him with a fine disregard for the notices exhorting all to silence.

Lili had had no more babies. Perhaps they would have another child one day. Lili was still under thirty and there was no reason, the hospital staff had said, why such an unfortunate thing as a placenta previa should occur again, or if it did, they would be ready for it. Shiva was not too keen. The area in which they lived was overcrowded and unsalubrious and if there was rather less unemployment than in the north of England, that was about all that could be said for it.

The name of their street was Fifth Avenue. It is not the custom in English cities to name streets by numbers but it has happened. There are, for instance, no less than fourteen First Avenues in the London area, twelve Second Avenues, nine Third Avenues and three Fourth Avenues. The only other Fifth Avenues are in West Kilburn and Manor Park, both of which also possess a Sixth, while the latter possesses a Seventh. Shiva’s Fifth Avenue was a long, curving, treeless street that dipped steeply down and switchbacked up again, though the neighbourhood was not in general a particularly hilly place. At the end nearest the tube station was a block of shops containing a small supermarket run by Pakistanis, a Greek restaurant run by Cypriots, a triple-fronted emporium given over to the sale of motor-cycle spare parts and equipment and a paper shop run by people who when asked where they came from ingenuously replied that they were Cape Coloureds. In the middle of Fifth Avenue, where Pevsner Road crossed it, was another small grocer’s and a pub called the Boxer, and at the far end, opposite each other, a unisex hairdresser’s and a betting shop. These were linked by belts of houses in infrequently broken blocks, composed of bricks in a dull purplish red or khaki yellow, and all now between ninety-seven and ninety-nine years old. A double line of parked cars ran parallel to the pavements from the paper shop to the pub and the grocer’s to the hairdresser’s. If you half-closed your eyes and looked at it you might have likened it to a string of coloured beads.

Shiva went into the paper shop. There were two Jamaican boys in there and they made a point of crowding the counter, holding their elbows akimbo, so that Shiva was unable to pick up his paper from the pile in front of them. Quietly he asked for the Standard and handed across his money between the jutting arms; he didn’t want any trouble. It was the Indians they hated down here, not the whites. Well, there were few whites left except for very old people who couldn’t have moved if they had wanted to.

Lili was waiting outside, standing between their cases. She was very brave, he thought, to wear the sari and shop in the Indian shops and have her Bengali lessons when all these things drew attention to her. It would have been easy for her to pass for a white girl. Only her eyes, distinctive dark bluish-brown, with somewhat protuberant, bluish whites, betrayed her. But people were not that perceptive and for God’s sake this was London, not Johannesburg in the fifties. She could have got away with it and he had more than once suggested she should, begged her almost. But it was her identity, she said, it was all she had, and she went on putting a caste mark which she had no right to on her forehead and wearing all her gold bracelets and cooking sag ghosht and dal instead of the defrosted hamburgers and chips which was what most people ate around there. He picked up the cases and she took their hand-cases and they walked home, passing three separate black people who looked at them with silent hostility and two elderly white women who did not look at them at all.

Lili would start unpacking at once. She would put all the light clothes into one bag and all the dark into another and take them to the launderette in Pevsner Road. He knew it would be useless to try and hinder this, she would be fidgety and fretful if there were dirty clothes about. So long as she wasn’t out after dark, he supposed it would be all right. Nothing much could happen to her on a sunny September afternoon between here and the launderette, and Mrs Barakhda who ran it was a friend of hers, or the nearest Lili had to a friend.

He made her a cup of tea while she sorted the washing, closed up the cases and pushed them into the cupboard under the stairs. At least they had a whole house, with three bedrooms. Most of the houses down here were divided into two flats, two front doors squeezed in under the tiny porch. He offered to carry the bags for her but she wouldn’t hear of it. In her reactionary way – for Lili had been brought up by an independent, feminist mother – she thought it all right for men to carry suitcases but not bags of washing.

With his second cup of tea in front of him, he sat down to look at the newspaper.

There was a big picture of the Princess of Wales visiting a home for handicapped children. The main story was about trouble in the Middle East and a subsidiary one about racial trouble in West London, street fighting mainly and breaking shop windows. Shiva’s eye travelled down the page. At the foot of one of the left-hand columns he read a headline. For the amount of text underneath it, a mere paragraph, it was a disproportionately large headline. It even rather spoiled the symmetry of the page.

The headline said: ‘Skeleton Found in Woodland Grave’, and the story beneath it ran: ‘While digging a grave for his pet dog a Suffolk landowner, with a home near Hadleigh, unearthed a human skeleton. The remains appear to be those of a young woman. Police declined to comment further at this stage and Mr Alec Chipstead, a chartered surveyor, was not available for questioning.’

Shiva read it twice. It was rather strangely put, he thought. He felt this about most accounts and articles in newspapers. They didn’t know much but they told you what they did know in the most cryptic way possible to whet your appetite and make you speculate. For instance, they didn’t tell you if the landowner and Mr Alec Chipstead were one and the same person, though you could tell that was what they meant.

He could feel sweat standing on his face, on his upper lip and forehead. Wiping it away with his handkerchief, he closed his eyes, opened them and looked round the room, then back at the newsprint in front of him, as if he might have been dreaming or have imagined it. The paragraph, of course, was still there.

There was no reason, Shiva thought after the first shock had subsided, to suppose any connection between this find and Ecalpemos. Suffolk was the only link and he could remember quite distinctly, on first going to Nunes, how there had been some dispute as to whether it was in Suffolk or Essex. The blurring of boundaries, which took place at about that time, had created such anomalies as a householder having an Essex postal address while paying his rates to Suffolk County Council. This, surely, was what had actually happened to Adam Verne-Smith.

It was not quite true that this was the only connecting link. The other, of course, was the body, the young woman’s body. Shiva thought, I must wait for more news, I must bear it and wait.

His patient was getting on for fifty, a handsome, tall woman, very well-dressed. Her expensive clothes – Jasper Conran, he guessed – she had put on again and, while behind the screen, a little more lipstick. He had just done a smear test on her.

‘You have a very nice inside,’ he told her, smiling.

The nurse smiled too. She could afford to, being twenty years younger and with her gynaecological problems, if any, taken care of by Dr Fletcher for free.

Mrs Strawson said she was very glad to hear it. She looked happy and relaxed. Rufus gave her a cigarette. One of the many aspects of his personality which endeared him to his patients – the others being good looks, charm, youth, boyishness and treating them like equals – was his inability to give up smoking.

‘I am that monstrous sinner,’ he would say to them, ‘the doctor that smokes. Each one of us is said to be worth fifty thousand pounds of advertising per year to the tobacco companies.’

And the patient, especially if she didn’t smoke, would feel empathy for him and maternal towards him. Poor boy, with all that stress, he works so hard, it’s only natural he needs something to keep him going. Mrs Strawson inhaled gratefully. This was her first visit to Rufus Fletcher in Wimpole Street and she was already delighted to have taken up her friend’s recommendation.

‘Now how about contraception? Do you mind telling me what method you’re using?’

After that implication that she was still in the prime of her fertile years, Mrs Strawson wouldn’t have minded telling him anything. An account of an ancient intra-uterine device, implanted twenty years before and never since then disturbed, made them all laugh once more. Rufus, however, suggested he should take a look, just to be on the safe side.

The Jasper Conran dress removed once more, Mrs Strawson got back on the couch. Rufus had a probe around. It was impossible to tell whether the thing she had surprisingly described as being shaped like a Greek alpha was still there or not. His thoughts wandered to the Standard which he had folded up and stuffed into the top drawer of his desk when Mrs Strawson was announced. It could not refer to the events of ten years past, of course it couldn’t. If it had been the house and the body it would surely have referred not to digging a woodland grave but to digging in an animal cemetery. They would not have got that wrong. Rufus had forgotten how often he castigated the press for inaccuracy, how he constantly said to Marigold that you couldn’t believe a word you read. He told – or, rather, politely asked – Mrs Strawson to get dressed again.

‘If we attempted to remove it,’ he said to her, ‘it would have to be done under anaesthetic. I don’t suppose you want that, do you? It’s not harming you. Rather the reverse, I should say. It seems to have done you proud. Why not let it continue with the good work?’

He sometimes thought how astonished, how appalled indeed, many of these women would be if they knew that these intra-uterine devices were not in fact contraceptives but aborti-facients. Before the IUD could do its work conception must already have taken place, egg and sperm having fused in a fallopian, and the multiplying cells travelled down to the womb to seek a place of anchorage, a home which the alpha-shaped loop by its very presence denied them, causing the minute beginnings of an embryo to swim in vain and ultimately be shed. Rufus did not in the least care about the moral issue, but the subject itself interested him. He had long ago decided never to say a word about it to any of his patients. Marigold, his wife, he would not of course have permitted to give womb-room to such a foreign body or to take the pill or consider any so-called reversible tube-tyings. In his own bed in Mill Hill Rufus used a sheath or practised coitus interruptus, which he prided himself on being rather good at.

He said that was all, thank you, to Mrs Strawson, he would let her know the result of the smear, and he walked all the way back to the reception desk with her where her £40 fee was taken from her. They shook hands and Rufus wished her a pleasant journey home to Sevenoaks, she would just be in time to avoid the rush. He was aware of the accusation frequently levelled at doctors of his sort, that they are charming to their private patients who pay them, while treating like so many malfunctioning machines their National Health patients who merely pay the state. He was aware of this and in principle disliked it, attempting when he first set up in private practice, to resist it, but he had not been able to. In this land of two nations he was not big enough to be one of the just. At the hospital with its crowd of out-patients and wards full of in-patients he was so busy, so plagued and hassled and rushed off his feet, and the women so submissive and ignorant or merely sullen, that he forgot about principles. Nor did they speak nicely or carry handbags from Étienne Aigner in which reposed American Express Gold Cards. These two sorts of women seemed to belong to different species, being sisters only under their knickers, whether these came from Janet Reger or the British Home Stores. The treatment Rufus meted out to them was after all, the same. Special care he reserved for his own wife and not for the Mrs Strawsons of this world.

She was his last patient of the day. At this particular time he liked to begin the unwinding process. Whatever shamefaced and boyish confessions he might make to his patients, he controlled his smoking, rationing himself to between ten and fifteen a day. But in the afternoons he always smoked two after the last patient had gone. He sat smoking his cigarettes and reading the evening paper for the half-hour it took to accomplish these combined exercises, before leaving and getting into the tube at Bond Street.

Today this usually pleasurable half-hour was spoilt by the paragraph he had read prior to the arrival of Mrs Strawson. His nurse had brought the paper back from her lunch break and left it lying on the low coffee table during his appointments with his two previous patients. It was because Mrs Strawson was five minutes late – behaviour he made no demur at, though he would have refused to see a National Health patient who failed to turn up on time – that he had picked up the Standard and seen that paragraph.

The half-hour was spoilt but Rufus, just the same, was a disciplined man. He had not got where he was at the age of thirty-three by giving way to pointless speculation and neurotic inner enquiry. To have recovered as he had done, so successfully, so brilliantly, after such a traumatic experience, had been a considerable feat. He had subjected himself to his own personal therapy, requiring himself to sit alone in a hospital room and speak of those happenings aloud. He had been therapist and client both, had asked the questions and supplied the answers, aiming at total frankness, keeping nothing back, expressing to those bare walls, that metal table and black-leather swivel chair, that window with its half-drawn, dark-blue blind, the crawling distastes and shames, the self-disgust, the shrinking from light and the fear which seemed sometimes to beat with frenzied wings against bars in his brain.

It had worked – up to a point. This stuff (as he put it to himself) often does work up to a point. The point, though, is on a rather low threshold. Getting it all out and so getting rid of it – well, yes. Nobody tells you how it comes back again. With Rufus it did to some extent come back again and all he could do was grind it down and soldier on. Time, the best of all doctors, though he kills you in the end, had done more than therapy could and now days would pass, weeks, without Rufus thinking of Ecalpemos at all. For quite long periods of time it went away and he forgot it. The associative process did not work with Rufus in quite the same way as it did with his erstwhile friend, Adam Verne-Smith, for Adam was an ‘arts’ person and he a scientist, so that Greek or Spanish names, for instance, evoked none of it. Ecalpemos, after all, was not Greek and did not even sound so to Rufus who, unlike Adam, had not received a classical education. Nor was he neurotically sensitive about babies. It would hardly have done him much good in his professional life, where women were always wanting to know if they were having them or how to stop them or conceive them, if he had been. He had long ago got the whole business of Ecalpemos under tight control and lived in high hopes of never having to refer to it again in word or thought – and then there had appeared this paragraph.

If the house they referred to, thought Rufus, had been Wyvis Hall, why had they not said so? Or said ‘near Nunes’ rather than ‘near Hadleigh’? The place had certainly been nearer Nunes than Hadleigh, three miles nearer, though of course Hadleigh was a town and Nunes merely a small village. There were a great many houses in the vicinity of Hadleigh of the same sort of size as Wyvis Hall and a newspaper would be likely to describe anyone who possessed a few acres as a ‘landowner’. For all he knew it might not be unusual to unearth human bones in grounds such as these. Possibly they were ancient bones …

The only really hard piece of information the Standard gave was the name of the present owner of the house: Alec Chipstead. A chartered surveyor, it said. Rufus stubbed out his second cigarette, put the paper into his briefcase and slung over his shoulders the marvellous black leather coat from Beltrami he had bought in Florence, which would have made him look like a gangster if he had not been so fair and ruddy-faced and with such blue, English eyes.

He said good-night to his nurse and to the receptionist and walked off down the street, across Wigmore Street towards Henrietta Place. It occurred to him that he could go into any public library where they kept phone directories for the whole country and look up Alec Chipstead and see if his address was Wyvis Hall. There might well be a public library very near where he was now walking. Rufus told himself now was no time to go hunting for libraries, he would go home first. He would go home and think what to do. He had an idea it was a rule with libraries to stay open late on Thursday evenings.

Deliberately, he switched his thoughts. Library or no library, he would take Marigold out to dinner. Hampstead somewhere, he thought, and then he might take the opportunity to slip into the big library at Swiss Cottage … No more of that. Over dinner they would talk about moving house. Rufus thought he was growing out of Mill Hill and it was time to consider a move to Hampstead. Marigold would have preferred Highgate, he knew, but in spite of the therapy and the control he shied away from Highgate. These places were all villages really, you got to know the neighbours, met people at parties and, given that you were a middle-class professional person, there was a limited number of like people it was possible to meet. Suppose he were to encounter the Ryemarks or even Robin Tatian? No, it was unthinkable.

A house in Hampstead would mean taking on an astronomical mortgage, but so what? Take what you want, have what you like, he had read somewhere, and drag your income along behind you. He was doing well, anyway, getting more patients each month, would soon have more than he could comfortably cope with.

The means he used for getting home was the Central Line to Tottenham Court Road and then the Northern Line to Colindale, where he had left his car. Rufus made it into the train before the rush began. Something happened which always pleased him: his wife opened the front door to him just as he was about to put his key in the lock.

Marigold’s name suited her. She was tall and generously built and fair, with a high colour and a red mouth and white teeth. In other words, she looked a lot like him. If not twins, they might have been taken for brother and sister. Rufus was one of those people who admire their own kind of looks better than any other sort and whose partners are chosen because they belong in the same type as themselves. Soon after he met Marigold he had taken her to the opera to see Die Walküre and afterwards had said without forethought:

‘The Brünnhilde was all wrong. She should have looked like you.’

She had made some preparations for their dinner but she didn’t object to going out. She never did. It wasn’t yet five-thirty, but not too early, in Rufus’s opinion, for a drink. He looked forward to this drink, the first of the day, with a sensuous desire. Any white spirit would do for him, he wasn’t fussy, and he poured himself a stiff vodka, some of that Polish stuff they had brought back from their Black Sea summer holiday. It flooded his head, charged it with recklessness and brought – he could feel it happening – a warm flush to his face.

‘We’ll go out and drink a lot and get pissed,’ he said.

He gave her his golden ferocious grin. She knew that grin, it meant something had happened, but she wasn’t going to ask what. Let him tell her if he liked. There was a lot of underlying violence in Rufus, and not all that underlying either, a lion-like aggression in times of stress that took the form of a whooping, destructive merriment. She didn’t mind that, though sometimes she had a prevision that one day, when he was a rheumy old lion and she a worn-out, weary lioness, she might mind it very much.

‘Go and put on something beautiful,’ he said at seven, after he had had two overt vodkas, and poured, as was his habit, a single, large, secret one, and had taken her to bed.

Marigold disappeared into the bathroom. Rufus, sleek with love and ardent spirits, thought with wonder about how he had actually imagined for all of ten minutes that the house they talked about in the Standard might be Wyvis Hall. It amused him for a moment to speculate about the others, if they too had seen the paragraph and whether they had been astonished and afraid. The five of them, he repeated their names silently: Adam, himself, Shiva, Vivien and – Zosie.

They would be more discomposed than he. Discomposed, he thought, a word entirely different in meaning (as Adam himself might have pointed out) from its near-homophone, decomposed. There was no point in dwelling on that. He and Adam had been at the same school, though he was a bit older. From the day they had all parted, diverging from Ecalpemos out into the world, he had never seen Adam again, but he knew all about him, knew for instance that he had become a partner in a company selling computers that called itself Verne-Smith-Duchini. And old man Verne-Smith and his wife, he knew, lived no more than a mile away, but them he avoided out of simple antipathy. What had the Indian’s surname been? He had heard it, but not often, it was a strange one and it escaped him. Manresa? No, that was a town in Spain and a street in Chelsea. Malgudi? A place in the novels of R. K. Narayan that Marigold read. Anyway, it was something of that sort. Vivien had been called Goldman, not particularly euphonious or attractive, that. And Zosie? What was Zosie’s name?

He got out of bed and put his clothes on, the same clothes but a clean shirt. Marigold was running a bath, stepping into the water. She always made a great splashing. Secrecy was a necessary ingredient of Rufus’s life. Even if the things he kept from his wife – had once kept from parents, brother, girlfriends – were very minor, he had to have them, had, if need be, to create them. The photograph was one of these. All these years he had had it and kept it for safety and secrecy’s sake inside a boring medical book. Not one of those books on healthy vaginas and wombs which Marigold might easily have looked into but a work on the nasty bacilli which may infest the human reproductive organs after a bungled or septic abortion. Rufus had not looked at the picture for years.

It was still there, though, and looking at it gave him a shock. If it was possible to be surprised by a shock Rufus was surprised. He had thought he could look at a picture of Wyvis Hall, a photograph he had taken himself with a cheap camera Zosie had stolen, with equanimity and even a rueful amusement, but it appeared he could not. It made him feel chilled and sober, as if the love and vodka had never been.

‘I will get pissed tonight, by God,’ he said aloud. ‘And why not?’

The house stood remote, in the middle of nowhere, on the side of a river valley, embowered in trees of many kinds. Woodland, Rufus thought, a woodland grave. It had been built in the late eighteenth century, two storeys high, shallow slate roof, red brick, seven windows set in ashlar along the upper floor, six below and the front door set centrally under a portico and pillared porch. A chimney at each end. Outbuildings, the stable block. In front a broad sweep of gravel, and this side of it, just in the picture, a rolling lawn with a cedar set in it, a huge, black, ungainly tree that lurched like a galleon at sea when the wind blew. To take the photograph he must have stood on the edge of the wood, under the beech hedge which bounded it perhaps. The sun looked very bright, but when had it not been bright that summer?

Rufus found his heart was beating fast. He even considered fetching his sphygmomanometer and taking his blood pressure, simply out of curiosity. Instead he turned the photograph face-downwards. He then picked it up delicately between thumb and forefinger, as if he held something highly vulnerable in tweezers. He opened the medical book, placed the photograph inside the chapter on Clostridium welchii, a rod-shaped bacterium which decays the body while it is still alive, and went into his living room. On a window sill, hidden by the curtain hem, was his secret vodka, still half a glass left.

But he was already affected by a euphoria which induced courage and recklessness. His heart had steadied. He wondered why he had considered having recourse to a public library when he had a much simpler means to hand of identifying the house in the newspaper paragraph.

Now that his consciousness was changed, how could he possibly have allowed himself to speculate about its identity, postpone the means of putting his mind at rest and then, ostrich-like, avoid the issue altogether? This was no way to conduct one’s life, as he had always maintained
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