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For Skull

 


“Where are all the forests, John Carfax? All
the trees that once covered this land? Where are all the animals?
The wolf and the bear once lived here, and now they are gone. The
seas and rivers and lakes once teemed with fish, now they too are
almost gone. There is only so much magic to go around, John Carfax,
and your people are taking it all. Soon, there won’t be any left,
and your people will be forced to give back what they’ve taken.
When that happens, and you are few again, then the earth will
return to the way it was before, in my time, when people understood
these things.”

 


John felt Skull standing behind him, felt the
Neanderthal’s massive but tender hand resting lightly on his
shoulder, and when he looked up, he saw the profound recognition in
the awful dark eyes and the bitter-sweet smile of a terrible secret
shared.
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“Show me how much you love me?” she breathed,
her voice husky, pitched a full octave below normal.

John chuckled and dragged his gaze away from
her wide, blue eyes to look down at her hand as it crept slowly up
his right leg. Her long, delicate fingers were immaculately
manicured, and her blazing red nail-varnish seemed to sparkle
against the black of his trousers as her hand moved spider-like
towards his fly.

“Please?” she said, her voice child-like now,
pleading, high-pitched, “Pwitty pwease?”

“I don’t see why not.” he replied, looking up
into her eyes again.

“Ooh, goody!” she sighed, and gently squeezed
him through the thin material of the dinner-suit trousers.

“Give us a kiss first.” John said, aware that
his speech was slightly slurred from the wine and the brandy at
dinner.

“Okay.”

John grinned as she leaned forward, her
bobbed blonde hair brushing against the side of his face as first
her lips and then the tip of her tongue began probing his earlobe.
He could feel the smoothness of her thigh through the silk of her
dress, and her fingers at his crotch as she deftly undid his fly
and began loosening his belt.

“I can’t tell where your dress ends and your
thigh starts.” he whispered, and then groaned as her hand slipped
under the elastic of his underpants to grip him firmly.

“Smooth-talker.” she sighed, and then her
mouth was against his, her tongue probing gently as she began to
squeeze him rhythmically.

John reached up to cradle her head with his
left hand, spreading his fingers wide and combing them into her
short hair before tugging her head back a little.

“You’re a vixen.” he croaked.

“And you’re squiffy.” she replied, smiling
wickedly, her pupils big and black as night in the dim light of the
living-room.

“Let’s go upstairs?”

“No. Let’s not. Let’s do it right here.”

John grinned again, as he knew he always did
when he’d had a few. He reached up with his right hand and found
the zipper at the back of her neck, and as their lips met again he
gently tugged it down towards the small of her back. The silk
parted, and he slipped his hand inside, feeling the smooth, warm
skin of her back.

“Hmmmm” she moaned, letting go of him,
pulling away. She stood in front of him, stepped out of her
high-heeled shoes and allowed the dress to slide gracefully from
her shoulders to the floor.

John stared at her, and she smiled back,
pausing a moment to allow him time to take it all in.

“Christ, you’re beautiful!” he sighed,
admiring the sweep of her long legs, the curve of her hips, and the
swell of her breasts beneath the silk camisole.

“Thanks.” she breathed, and then stepped
forward, kneeling up on the sofa, straddling him.

John reached around behind her, cradling her
buttocks as she leaned down to kiss him again, tenderly.

“Marry me!” he breathed, and Sarah
chuckled.

“I already did, darling.”

“Oh yeah!” John laughed, and lifted the hem
of the camisole.

Sarah leaned back a little, crossed her arms
in front of her to grip the hem of the flimsy garment, and with a
single, flowing movement, pulled it over her head and flung it
casually behind her. John leaned forward, nuzzling her breasts.

“You were magnificent tonight. I was so
proud.” he murmured, gently kissing her breast as she caressed his
head.

Sarah eased his head back and gazed down at
him lovingly. “Was I really?”

“The belle of the ball. There wasn’t a
Stuffed Shirt in the faculty couldn’t take his eyes of you.
Including me.”

Sarah grinned happily. She knew that John
hated the University social scene, and that he was obliged to put
in an appearance for the sake of politics. And he had been
proud, she’d known it, the two of them arm in arm, and he
introducing her to everyone. This is my wife, Sarah Carfax, he’d
said, to all of them, and she’d adored him for it.

“Come on then, husband of mine, time to show
me how much you really love me!”

“You’ll have to take these off first.” he
croaked, tugging at the flimsy black panties.

“Knickers!” she said, grinning wickedly
again, “Rip ‘em off!”

John grinned back, his eyes wide with
pleasant surprise, gripped the waistband and was about to snap the
elastic when the shrill, electronic squealing from her handbag
shattered the moment.

“Damn.” he breathed, and let go of her
panties. “Don’t answer it.”

Sarah closed her eyes and slumped forward,
sighing deeply. “I have to, John, you know I do. God, why now of
all times!”

John groaned, and with an expression of
frustration and abject apology, Sarah eased off of him and reached
down by the arm of the sofa to retrieve her handbag. She pulled the
squealing pager from within, silenced it with a press of a button,
and read the message on its display.

“It’s the hospital.” she said,
unnecessarily.

“Who else would it be on a Saturday night?”
John’s voice sounded petulant even to him, and as she looked up at
him he mouthed a quick ‘sorry’.

Sarah walked unselfconsciously across the
Axminster to the telephone by the armchair, lifted the handset and
dialled the hospital. As she waited for an answer, John buttoned
his trousers and shirt, and retrieved her camisole and dress from
the floor.

“Hi, it’s Doctor Carfax, you’re paging me?”
There was a long pause while Sarah listened to the hospital
explaining the urgency of the call.

John could see her chewing her lip and knew
it could only mean that she’d have to leave immediately. Sure
enough, her eyes met his briefly and she spoke into the mouthpiece
once more.

“Okay. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.
Have Doctor Collins prep everything in readiness.”

John stood helpless in the middle of the
room, holding her clothes as she rose from the chair.

“John, I’m so sorry!”

“I know. It’s your job. I understand,
really.”

She stared up at him for a few lingering
moments, her eyes searching his for any sign of bitterness or
resentment. There was none, only love, pride, and perhaps a tinge
of sadness as he gazed down on her.

She smiled sadly, and slipped the offered
camisole over her head.

“It’s a bad one, apparently. I might not be
back before morning. I’ll phone and let you know as soon as I do,
okay?”

“Okay. I’ll keep everything warm for you
upstairs.”

Sarah chuckled and slipped the dress on,
spinning around so that John could zip her up. “You’d better!”

“Don’t worry, I will. You drive carefully out
there, it’s cold enough for ice tonight.”

“I will, darling, don’t worry. Where’s my
shoes?”

“Here. Have you got everything you need?”

“Yes. Keys are in my bag, I’ll let myself in
if you’re asleep when I get back.”

“I won’t be. Make sure you phone before you
leave, I’ll run a hot bath ready for when you get in.”

Sarah hurriedly slipped on her shoes, picked
up her bag, and then pressed herself hard up against him for a
last, lingering kiss.

“Gotta go!” she said as she pulled away,
“That should keep you going until I get back!”

“They’re going to love your dress in the
operating theatre!”

“They’re used to it! Should see some of the
outfits the other surgeons have turned up in! Old Parkinson even
turned up dressed as a chicken once, called out of a fancy dress
do!”

“Take care. I love you.”

“Love you too, my darling Professor! See you
later!”

And with that she was gone, out the
living-room door, into the hall, and then Carfax heard the front
door open and close. A few moments later, Sarah’s BMW roared into
life, and he watched her headlights as she drove up the drive and
out into the road. He stood looking out of the window until her car
had disappeared into the night, and then he sighed aloud before
walking out into the kitchen for a glass of water.

John Carfax, Professor of palaeoanthropology,
noted archeologist and author of the ground-breaking ‘Neolithic Man
- The Birth of Civilization’, stood six feet one in his stockinged
feet, as he was now while he held the tumbler under the cold tap.
He was thirty-nine, well-built and lean, and though slightly
intoxicated rightly regarded himself as ruggedly good-looking as he
smoothed down his short-cropped hair in the reflection from the
kitchen window. He chuckled, and admonished himself for this
uncharacteristic vanity.

He drank the cold water and turned off the
tap after rinsing the tumbler and placing it on the drainer. He’d
put it away in the morning when he and Sarah got up. Afternoon, he
corrected himself, they’d probably get up in the afternoon.

He’d known Doctor Sarah Willis, as she had
been then, for almost a year. Eleven months and three days, he
thought, as he switched off the kitchen light and went back into
the living-room. They’d met quite by chance last October, in the
woods. The Forest of Bere, to be exact. John had been standing
ankle-deep in a stream, poking the gravel with a stick, hunting for
flints or pebbles that might once have been worked by palaeolithic
man. He’d been so engrossed he hadn’t noticed the cold or the
blueness of his toes, until a female voice had called out from the
bank. “Stay in there much longer and we’ll have to amputate!”.

It had been Sarah, of course. She was out
rambling, she’d said, getting away from the city and the hospital
and pressure of life-and-death decisions, day in, day out. That was
later, when they were chatting with one another. At first, John had
simply stood there, in the freezing water, his jeans rolled up to
his knees, stick in hand. He’d felt like an idiot.

There’d been a chemistry between them,
though, right from that first amusing encounter and Sarah’s initial
suspicion that the tall and handsome man was a raving lunatic. It
had taken some time to convince the smiling sceptic that he was
indeed a University Professor, and that he was engaged in
field-work. Honestly. She’d laughed, a wonderful, throaty sound
that seemed to well up from deep within her, and it had been
infectious.

She’d helped rub the life back into his feet,
explaining that she was a surgeon, specializing in cardiology. He’d
seen instantly that she wasn’t wearing a ring on that most
important of fingers, but then had to consider that her occupation
probably made wearing jewellery impractical and unhygienic. It had
taken several phone calls after that first meeting to learn that
she was indeed single, and that yes, she’d love to go to dinner
with him.

Throughout the months of gentle courtship
that followed, he and Sarah had grown together, discovering so many
common interests that it seemed as though they’d known one-another
for years. And though Sarah’s profession meant that their evenings
were sometimes cut short, as had been the case tonight, John never
once entertained the notion of asking her to alter her lifestyle to
accommodate his. And she had loved him even more for that, for
taking pride in her achievements, her vocation.

John decided to leave the standard-lamp
alight so that Sarah would be able to see when she returned from
the hospital. He left the living-room, switched on the outside
porch-light, and climbed the stairs to the bedroom. The bedroom.
When John had proposed marriage they had yet to sleep with each
other. Not through lack of desire, but through mutual respect and,
perhaps, a little fear. “I’ll think about it.” Sarah had said when
he’d proposed, and the following evening she had said ‘yes’. And
that was when they first made love.

Afterwards, as they held each other in the
soporific sexual afterglow that followed their first desperate,
passionate embrace, Sarah had confessed that she had been afraid to
sleep with John in case sex ruined their relationship. John had
recognized instantly the anxiety Sarah described; they’d both had
relationships before, and knew how sex could sometimes drive a
wedge between lovers once the original novelty wore off. Sarah was
thirty-four, and had experienced exactly that when her first
husband had left her when she was at medical school.

John, too, had been married before, a sad
affair which ended bitterly ten years earlier when he’d returned
from a dig in Abbeville in France, and found his wife in bed with a
mathematics undergraduate.

The past was behind them, though, and after
an engagement lasting two months and spent almost entirely in a
wild sexual frenzy (they had a lot of catching up to do, Sarah had
said) they’d been married, quietly and without great ado, and six
weeks ago had moved into this house to start their lives
together.

John undressed, and carefully hung his
dinner-suit in the wardrobe. He tossed the shirt onto the chair in
the corner of the bedroom, grinning again as he saw the lipstick on
the collar. Sarah never ceased to amaze him. She’d been the perfect
wife at the Faculty dinner, charming the Dean and the rest of the
Stuffed Shirts with her intelligence and wit. And within a few
seconds of getting indoors she’d turned into a ravenous sex-bomb.
John felt his loins stirring again at the memory, and glanced at
the bedside clock. Nearly midnight. It would be hours before she
returned. He crossed into the en-suite bathroom, and shaved and
cleaned his teeth before switching out the light and closing the
bathroom door.

He climbed into bed and switched off the
light, laying motionless and staring up into the blackness. She’d
made such a difference to his life. He could smell her perfume on
the pillow next to his, and he groaned. He actually ached for her.
And had, since the first time they’d slept together. Whenever she
was on duty, or on the increasingly rare occasions when he himself
was away giving a lecture or checking research material, he
physically ached for her.

Life was strange, he thought. Time was, his
work was enough. It filled his life with such purpose and was so
all-consuming that he could never imagine sharing it with another
human being. He’d been younger then, of course, and his book had
split the palaeo-studies community like an axe. Half hailed him as
a ground-breaking hero, possessed of revolutionary insight into the
life of Ancient Man, while the other half simply berated him for a
revolutionary, his work nothing more than hypothetical and
unsubstantiated by demonstrable fact.

John smiled in the darkness. He’d enjoyed
those years of heated debate. How could one ever provide
demonstrable facts where Ancient Man was concerned? They’d all been
dead for tens of thousands of years, long before humans developed a
written language with which to document their existence. But now,
although his opinions were still occasionally sought as a guest
lecturer, his academic star was falling, research grants dwindling.
And so he’d begun his search for the flint equivalent of the holy
grail that would give the establishment the proof they required
before his theories could be universally accepted. That was when
he’d met Sarah, while searching the gravel in the stream-bed.

It always came back to Sarah now. Everything.
The house had been her idea, of course. Carfax couldn’t possibly
have afforded it on his salary, and though he had a little put by
from the advance and royalties of his book, sales had all but dried
up now that most university libraries stocked it on their shelves.
But Sarah had simply grinned impishly, they had both sold their
flats, and now here they were. They would share everything, she’d
said, absolutely everything, and so their combined income and
savings had gone into a new joint account, and the house bought and
furnished.

John knew that it was Sarah’s salary that
paid for the mortgage and the BMW, and that his own relatively
meagre income couldn’t compare with hers. But Sarah would have none
of it. Everything went into the melting pot of their joint account,
and once there formed the Carfax Family Fund. Family Fund? he’d
asked, and she’d said she wanted children. Not right away, of
course, but in a couple of years and preferably before she turned
thirty-seven.

Children. John had never given it much
thought, but the warmth and the passion in her crystal-blue eyes
when she’d broached the subject had thrilled him, and he’d
immediately suggested they start practising, and they had. Later,
as they had held each other in the darkness, they’d talked, and
John found himself drawn deeper into the adventure of parenthood
that Sarah described. My son the archaeologist, he’d said, my
daughter the neuro-surgeon, she’d replied, and they had laughed,
and tacitly acknowledged that they would allow themselves a year of
selfish bliss before starting a new Carfax clan.

John felt the ripples of sleep lapping at his
consciousness and opened one eye for a final look at the bedside
clock. The dim red display showed it was twenty-five minutes past
midnight. He sighed, and drifted into a warm sleep, and dreamed of
his new bride. He was standing in the stream again, ankle-deep, but
this time the water was warm, and flowing gently. Sarah called to
him from the far bank, and when he looked up at her she was wearing
the white silk dress she’d worn to the Faculty dinner. She was
smiling, and allowed the dress to slip from her shoulders as she
stepped into the warm water and walked towards him, naked,
beautiful. The gravel in the stream-bed became soft, yielding,
spongy, and they made love in the gentle waters of the forest
stream. “I love you, my darling Professor!” she said, and as John
was about to reply, peals of thunder shattered the woodland peace
and he looked up at the dark sky above him. When he looked down,
Sarah was gone, and the water became icy cold.

Again the thunder pealed in his dream,
insistent, alarming. John woke with a start, slightly groggy from
the wine he’d drunk earlier, and confused. The clock showed it was
three forty-seven a.m. and the thunderclaps of his dream were
coming from the brass knocker on the front door and the chimes of
the door-bell. He sighed, climbed unsteadily out of bed, and put on
his dressing gown. Sarah must have forgotten her keys after all, he
thought, and he probably hadn’t heard the phone while he was
asleep.

John switched on the bedroom light, walked
out onto the landing and down the stairs to the hallway. The
knocking and ringing had stopped the moment he’d switched the
bedroom light on, but when he got to the front door he could make
out a shadowy figure in the porch-light through the door’s frosted
glass. He turned the latch and opened the door, recoiling a little
as a blast of cold air blew in.

“Mr Carfax? Professor John Carfax?”

John froze, stunned. There were two police
officers standing in the drizzle on the front doorstep, staring at
him with cold, hard fish-eyes that had seen too much human
degradation and violence.

“Yes?” John mumbled, dazed.

“Mr Carfax, may we come in? I’m afraid
there’s been an accident.”

The officers simultaneously removed their
white caps, and for the first time John noticed the Police traffic
BMW parked in the driveway where Sarah’s car had been a few hours
earlier.

“Uhm, yes, I suppose so. An accident, you
say?” John held the door wide as the policemen stepped dripping
into the hall, accompanied by the smell of wet serge and the
incessant chattering of their radios.

“Perhaps we should go into the living-room,
Sir?” the other one said.

“Oh, through there.” John indicated the way,
shivering in his thin dressing-gown as he closed the front door
against the weather outside. He followed the officers into the
warmth of the living-room, and they stood politely, waiting for
John to sit.

“I’m sorry, my wife’s not here, she’s at the
hospital.”

“Mr Carfax, I think you’d best sit down,
Sir.”

Fear began to clutch at the pit of John’s
stomach as he sat in the armchair by the telephone. The telephone
that had summoned Sarah away.

“I’m Sergeant Matthews, this is PC Brightman.
Mr Carfax, I’m afraid the accident involved your wife, Mrs Sarah
Carfax.”

“Sarah? In an accident?” The fear was
building now, like a balloon swelling inside of him.

Matthews shuffled uncomfortably as he and
Brightman sat on the sofa. The Sergeant cleared his throat. “I’m
afraid so, Sir. Your wife was driving a white BMW? Registration
number M798 OXW?”

“Yes, that’s her car.” John suddenly became
aware that his mouth was dry, like ashes.

“At about 0040 hours this morning she was in
a collision with another vehicle on the Mile End Road. A van,
stolen a few hours earlier from a pub carpark. Driven by a
drunk-driver. The van hit your wife’s car broadside-on.” Matthews
cleared his throat again, and Brightman simply stared at the
wedding photograph on the mantelpiece. “I’m sorry, Mr Carfax,
there’s no easy way to say this. I’m afraid your wife’s dead.”

The balloon in John’s stomach burst and it
was as though the words had flipped a switch in his mind. The whole
room seemed to fade into black and white, the yellow of the
Policemen’s reflective jackets turning grey, the red swirls of the
Axminster, the patterned curtains, all of it, bland,
colourless.

“No, there’s been a mistake,” he heard
someone say, with only the vaguest sense that it was he himself
speaking. “She’s a surgeon. She had to go to the hospital. Someone
was dying there. You’ve made a mistake.”

“Mr Carfax...”

“She’ll be in the operating theatre, you’ll
be able to speak to her when she’s finished.”

“Sir, is there someone we can call for you, a
friend...”

“She’ll phone before she leaves. She always
does. I make her a hot bath for when she gets in.”

“I’m so sorry, Mr Carfax. Really I am.”

“I’d drive you to the hospital to see her,
but we went to a dinner, I had a few too many. You can wait if you
like, but Sarah won’t be back for a while yet.”

“Mr Carfax, John...”

“Perhaps you could drive us there? I’ll get
dressed. It’ll only take a few minutes. Then you’ll see. You’ll see
you’ve made a mistake.”

John rose from the chair, and the officers
stood up. “It’ll only take a few minutes. Then we’ll go to the
hospital.” John’s legs carried him to the door, out into the hall,
to the stairs, and up.

“Jesus, Sarge.” Brightman whispered.

“I know. Perhaps it’s just as well. We need
him to formally identify the body anyway, perhaps that’ll help him
come to terms with it.”

“Is it always like this, Sarge?”

“You’ll never get used to it, Kevin. If you
ever do, it’s time to give up The Job. It takes different people
different ways. Just keep an eye on the poor bloke, shock’s a funny
thing.”

“Sarge. I couldn’t help looking at the photo
on the mantelpiece. The ambulance driver said he knew her. Said
they’d only been married a couple of months.”

“This is the worst part of The Job you’ll
ever have to do. Every time I do it I wonder how I’d react if some
copper turned up to tell me Angela was dead. Or how she’d cope if
it was the other way around.”

In the bedroom, John’s arms and legs moved
him around the room and dressed him. He watched them from a
distance, watched the groping fingers pulling a pair of socks from
the drawer next to the one in which Sarah kept her underwear.
Watched them pull them over his feet, feet that would have to be
amputated if he stayed in the stream too long. He watched the hands
select a shirt from the closet, and watched as arms slid into the
sleeves and fingers manipulated buttons.

And like a blue light flashing on a police
car, the word NO kept bursting in his mind. NO. Watched as hands
dragged a pair of grey slacks from a hanger in the closet, next to
where Sarah hung her dresses and blouses. NO. Watched as the hands
held the trousers and a blue-clad foot appeared, only to disappear
down the dark tunnel of the trouser-leg. NO. Watched as another
blue foot pushed its way down the dark hole, only to reappear
safely at the other end. See, he thought, not amputated after all.
NO. Watched the fumbling, numb and clumsy fingers buttoning the fly
and drawing the belt tight around his waist. NO. The legs, carrying
him to the chair in the corner of the room, the feet slipping into
his black shoes. NO. The reflection of a tall, ruggedly
good-looking man with strange eyes in the full length mirror,
fingers flitting here and there, adjusting, tidying, doing up the
buttons on his cuffs. NO.

“He’s coming.” Brightman whispered, and the
two Officers moved out of the living-room to stand at the bottom of
the stairs, looking up at the man as he descended.

Legs carried him down towards the waiting
Policemen. NO, with every step he took. NO, NO, NO, fourteen times.
Closer, to the grey, shadowy figures with their impenetrable black
eyes.

“Are these your housekeys, Sir?” Matthews
said, lifting a jangling bunch from the ashtray on the occasional
table by the front door.

“Yes.” the distant voice. NO.

“You’ll need a jacket, John. It’s raining
outside.” The one called Brightman.

Hands again, fingers, lifting the brown
leather jacket that Sarah had bought for his birthday. Arms, hands,
in and out the sleeves. NO.

“You sit in the back with the Professor,
Kevin.” Matthews said quietly, and the young Officer gently but
self-consciously took hold of John’s elbow.

“Come on then, Sir.”

“Okay.”

Then a change, something in his face, wet.
Dark. Legs, walking, then in a car, sitting, a noise, and moving.
Quiet but for the distant sound of an engine. Dark, but for lights
flashing, moving fast. Water on the glass beside him. NO. If you
stay there much longer, we’ll have to amputate. Lights, flashing
past, a blur, like shooting stars, like the one’s they’d seen that
night when they’d sat on the balcony in Portugal. An eternity ago,
now, their honeymoon. Seven weeks, a voice said in his head. That
was seven weeks ago. NO.

Soon, too soon, lights were brighter,
everywhere, and moving slowly, slower, stopping. More sounds, and a
voice.

“Here we are, John.”

Hands again, this time not his, gently easing
him from the car, guiding him as the legs worked once more,
carrying him to the vast double-doors and beyond, into the cold,
sterile glare. Hospital, brain said, this is where Sarah works.
Been here before.

“You’ll see now,” his voice, “You’ll see
you’ve made a terrible mistake.”

More people, more faces, more of those
shadowy grey people with black eyes, and voices that sounded far
away.

“Oh John! I’m so sorry! If there’s anything I
can do...?”

“John, my dear fellow. What can I say? If
there’s anything?”

Words and faces and eyes, and occasionally
brain would acknowledge vague recognition. Still the firm but
gentle hand on his elbow, and still the two grey Policemen by his
side, guiding as the legs kept him moving, down the white corridor,
past the grey people in their grey uniforms.

CHAPEL. Black letters on a white plaque,
double-doors with grey stained-glass windows. NO, flashing brighter
in his mind now, urgently, rhythmically, in time with the thumping
of his heartbeat in his ears. NO-NO, NO-NO, NO-NO.

Doors swinging open, still the hand on his
elbow, steering, and legs moving again. Man inside in a black
dress. Black dress? Brain reeling. NO-NO, NO-NO, NO-NO, heart
pounding, ashes in his mouth again. Priest! Brain triumphantly
identifying the shadow-man as he approached, arms wide, grey-face,
black eyes and more words.

“John...”

The hand that held his elbow let go, and John
mourned its loss, for it had guided him, held him, made his legs
work. Then more hands as the grey man in the black dress slipped an
arm around him, squeezing a little, propelling him forward once
more, the two Policemen standing still, falling behind him. A
figure on a table? Covered in a white sheet? Brain staggering,
thoughts jumping. Altar/ altarcloth/ trolley/ stretcher/ table/
white-sheet/ surprise/ old-furniture/ happy-birthday-son/
bicycle-under-the-sheet/ too-long/ too-thin/ shape/ sheet/ shape/
body. Body. Body. Moving closer. NO!-NO!-NO!-NO!-NO!-NO! like drums
and trumpet-blasts.

“Sir. I’m so sorry. I have to ask you, Sir.
Is this your wife, Sarah Jane Carfax?” Policeman.

Hand again, a black sleeve, grey hand black
sleeve white sheet lifting the corner just a little. NO! roaring,
screaming like the V-bomber at the airshow when he was a child.
Blonde hair. Sarah. Sleeping?

“Yes.”

Lights out, falling, gone.

Sergeant Matthews and PC Brightman caught
Carfax as he collapsed and together they watched over him as the
priest covered Sarah’s face again and went out to summons help. A
short time later a doctor appeared with two nurses wheeling a
trolley, and the Policemen lifted the Professor up and laid him
gently on it.

“Will he be all right, Doctor?” PC Brightman
asked, his voice a little choked by the lump in his throat.

“We’ll keep him sedated for a while, until
it’s had time to sink in. Don’t worry, Officer, we’re used to this
sort of thing. As soon as the initial shock’s worn off, and he’s
able, we’ll send him home.”

“Did you know Doctor Carfax?” Matthews said,
his voice hard now, professional, but clearly unimpressed with the
medic’s singularly casual approach.

“No. She was a surgeon. Cardiology. I’m in
casualty, night-shift. Tragic, though. I gather the patient she was
coming in to operate on didn’t make it either.”

The Doctor nodded at the two nurses and they
wheeled Carfax away down the corridor.

“What about the van driver?” Brightman
asked.

“Ah. The kid brought in with the deceased?
He’s in theatre at the moment. Don’t hold out much hope, though.
Severe head injuries like that, I doubt even his mum would want him
to survive.”

“Pity,” said Matthews, “I’m sure Professor
Carfax would have liked to have had a little chat with him. I know
I would if it was my wife lying there. You married, Doctor?”

The young medic stopped fiddling with his
stethoscope and looked up into the Sergeant’s eyes. Something was
glowing behind the black pupils, almost like an ember, smouldering
dangerously.

“Er, no, actually I’m not.”

“Well. Perhaps one day you might be. But by
then I imagine all this...” he waved a gloved hand around the
Chapel and towards to the body of Sarah Carfax under the sheet,
“will just be water off a duck’s back to you. So you won’t mind too
much if one day I have to come and call on you at three o’clock in
the morning. After all, once the initial shock’s worn off, they’ll
just send you home, won’t they?”

“Er...”

“Come on, Constable. We’ve got reports to
write up.”

“Sarge.”

The Officers brushed past the doctor and out
down the corridor. The priest simply gazed at the young man, who
turned with a mumbled “Back to work, I s’pose” and left the chapel,
and the priest, and the shattered remains of John Carfax’ entire
life under the sheet that covered Sarah’s broken body.

John regained consciousness at about eight
o’clock that morning, and as the horror of it all came flooding
back he felt a stinging in his arm, and then the world became numb.
It was as though he’d been abducted by strange and powerful
creatures, dull, lifeless grey thing-people that had taken him to
their grey world and were subjecting him to some kind of hideous
experiment. He saw them, from time to time, moving in and out of
his field of vision, but for the most part all he could see was the
ceiling as he lay flat on his back in the hospital bed.

Sometimes they spoke to him, these ephemeral
beings, but the brain couldn’t fit the sounds into a recognizable
pattern. There was just the ceiling, and an awful, yawning,
seemingly bottomless chasm deep inside that cried out for him to
jump in. He couldn’t. Every time he got close to the edge the grey
thing-people pricked his arm once more, and the ceiling drew him up
and away from the abyss.

He heard his own heart beating, slowly,
without conviction, and he heard the breath whistling in and out of
his lungs. And he could feel the blood surging through his veins
and arteries. All the sounds of his own life were there, the
ceiling was there, and occasionally the grey people were there too.
But Sarah was gone. He knew it with absolute certainty, even though
his mind cried out against the knowledge, the brain said yes, she
was gone. The ceiling was evidence of that. Demonstrable proof. She
was gone, and now the ceiling was his world. The logic was
infallible, immutable, cold as the water in the stream had been all
those months ago. If Sarah had not gone, there would be no ceiling,
no grey people, just her. She would be there, smiling down at him.
But she wasn’t. And there was the ceiling, cracked and faded, grey,
distant, hard, and totally indifferent.

Sometimes sleep came, and with it a warm
darkness filled occasionally with strange, colourful dreams,
peopled by colourful men and women, some unknown to him, some old
friends from his childhood. He tried to cling to them, too, but
they inevitably faded away, and then the ceiling came back to
remind him that Sarah had left him alone forever.

For three days and nights Carfax lay drugged
in the hospital bed. Each time the doctors allowed the sedative to
wear off the shock of Sarah’s loss tipped him over the edge and
into the abyss of despair, and he became violently uncontrollable,
calling out her name and trying to fight his way past the orderlies
to the chapel where he thought she still lay. Finally, on the
Thursday morning, the drug wore off and he simply lay there,
staring at the ceiling.

“John, can you hear me? It’s Doctor
Collins.”

“Yes.”

“Good man. How are you feeling this morning,
John?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you remember where you are?”

“Hospital.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

The grey face loomed in front of him, and
Carfax allowed his eyes to leave the cold ceiling and focus on the
Doctor’s wrinkled visage. The brain recognized the man leaning over
him. Collins had been more than Sarah’s colleague, he had been her
friend, too.

“Hello, Richard.” Carfax said quietly, but
his voice was lifeless.

Collins shivered as he gazed down at the
recumbent form in the bed. There was an ineffable emptiness in
Carfax, a dull void about the eyes that matched the lifeless voice.
Collins was instantly reminded of some of the patients he’d tended
in his younger days in Intensive Care. Back before clinical death
could be proven by a flat line on an EEG, back when brain-dead
patients whose cardio-vascular systems still ticked over were
technically and legally deemed to be alive, even though the soul
had long since departed. Seeing the shell of his friend’s husband
lying there, like that, made Collins feel glad that he had less
than a year to go before mandatory retirement spared him from
visions like these.

Collins cleared his throat. “How do you feel
today, old man?”

“Feel? How should I feel?” Carfax heard
himself say. It was though a small part of his brain had retained
mechanical control of the body, while he sat back in his long,
empty tunnel, viewing the grey world out there from a distance,
away from the sterile reality outside his skull.

“A little woozy, perhaps? Headache?”

“No.”

“Any nausea?”

“No.”

“Feel like sitting up, old man? There’s some
things we need to discuss, if you’re up to it, that is?”

“No problem.” Arms and legs, working, heaving
him upright while an orderly plumped up the pillows behind him,
alert for any signs of the violence of previous days.

“John, we’re all so sorry. So very sorry. But
life must go on, old man. Sarah would want you to carry on, you
know? You know she’d hate to see you like this.”

“I know. I know she’s gone, Richard. I know
I’ll never see her again.”

The orderly braced himself, ready to pin the
big man down should he try to make a break for the chapel
again.

“It’s a terrible thing, John, terrible. We
all miss her, me especially. You know how very fond of her I was,
don’t you?”

“She often spoke of you. You were like a
father to her, Richard.” The voice was utterly bereft of
emotion.

Carfax swung his head around, turning his
awful, empty eyes to the Doctor. John saw his own hand reach out to
pat the old man consolingly on the arm.

“Thank you, John. And I know how deeply she
loved you. You were the most important thing in her life, old man,
never doubt it for a second. But it’s time to move on, don’t you
see? Time to let go, John, and remember her how she was. Celebrate
the time you had together by getting on with your life. You do know
what I mean, old chap?”

“Yes. Yes I do. But it’s difficult.”

“I know, John. But we’re here to help.
Everything’s being taken care of, old chap. Our Welfare Officer has
everything in hand. No need to worry, old man, all the arrangements
are being made, nothing for you to worry about. You with me?
John?”

“Yes. The arrangements. In hand, you
say?”

“All in hand old boy. Welfare Officer’s taken
care of everything.”

“The funeral?”

“Everything, John. It’s you we must concern
ourselves with now. Sarah would’ve wanted you up and well again.
She wouldn’t have wanted to see you in here, like this, eh?”

“No. You’re right. Time I pulled myself
together. Things to do. Have to let people know, I suppose. Tell
the University. Perhaps take some time off. That sort of
thing.”

“Well. Not all at once, eh?” Collins regarded
John for a moment, and patted his arm. “How about we get you back
home, back in familiar surrounding, eh? We’ll drive you back home,
this afternoon.”

“Sure. Fine by me.”

“Good man. Well, I’ll have a cup of tea sent
in, how would that be? Then you can stretch your legs a little,
eh?”

“Okay. Tea sounds good.”

Collins regarded the patient for a few
moments more, unsure. He’d seen plenty of grieving relatives in his
career. Shock had so many and varied manifestations. But the
violence seemed to have gone out of John Carfax, now. The panic
that had burned in the man’s eyes was gone. Now, there was just
nothing. Just indescribable emptiness and loss.

Collins left the bedside to make the
arrangements, leaving the orderly standing a discreet distance from
the bed, watchful but slightly more relaxed. John slowly scanned
his surroundings, noting that he was in a small room, the only
patient. There was a window opposite and he could see out into the
world. The sky was dark, overcast, and it was raining. He looked
up, recognizing the cracked ceiling.

“It’s raining out.” he said.

“Yes, Professor.” the orderly replied,
“Hasn’t stopped since yesterday evening.”

“Good. The rain’s good.”

“For the plants and such, you mean?”

“No. It’s just good that it’s raining. If I
were God, no-one would ever see the sun again. No-one. Ever.”
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They drove him home after lunch, apparently
satisfied the storm that had raged within him had blown itself out.
Besides, they needed the bed. The ambulance driver accompanied
Carfax to the front door, and waited until John was safely over the
threshold before saying good-bye and returning to his vehicle. John
heard its engine start up before he’d closed the front door.

There was a small pile of envelopes and
newspapers on the doormat, and he nudged them with his foot.
Papers, letters, bills. Meaningless rectangles, black words on
white pages, insignificant, pointless. He walked into the
living-room, the standard lamp still glowing feebly, the curtains
still closed. He sat in the chair by the telephone and looked down
at the off-white instrument and the answerphone beside it. The
small indicator lamp was blinking rapidly, and John’s finger
reached out to press the playback button. After a brief hiss of
tape being rewound, the machine clunked, and began to play back the
recorded messages.

“John, it’s Craig. Look, you missed the
Finance Committee meeting this morning! Ballantyne’s on the
warpath, he’s making noises about downsizing the department and
reading between the lines it’s your head he’s after. It’s serious,
John, for heaven’s sake call in, I don’t know how long I can cover
for you. If you’re ill or something, maybe Sarah can call me back
and let me know, okay? Bye.”

Beep.

“Professor Carfax, Ballantyne here. Not
impressed, I must say. Imperative I speak with you concerning your
budgetary submission. It’s two o’clock Monday, I need answers to my
questions by Wednesday morning at the latest.”

Beep.

“John, it’s Craig again. Tuesday morning.
Look, I called round last night and got no reply. Don’t tell me you
and Sarah have gone off for a nuptial somewhere! Surely you can’t
have forgotten Monday’s meeting? Ballantyne nearly went ballistic,
well you know what he’s like! I’ve managed to answer most of his
queries regarding your estimates for the department’s needs next
year, but it still looks ominous. I think he has it in mind to shed
faculty staff from practically every department. Call me, for
Christ’s sake!”

Beep.

“Hi, it’s Cindy! Message for Sarah and John!
We’re having a little do round our place Saturday after next, the
twentieth? Wondered if you’d like to come? Spot of dinner, few
drinks, that sort of thing. All very informal, like last time. Give
us a ring and let us know, okay? Ciao.”

Beep.

“Carfax, it’s Ballantyne. Robertson’s managed
to pull your fat out of the fire for now. If you’re sick, you’d
best be dying, otherwise have a damned impressive excuse. I’m
meeting with the Dean, Thursday morning. Doubtless your name will
be mentioned.”

Beep.

“John, it’s Craig. Uhm, we’ve just
heard...Jesus, mate, if there’s anything I can do, anything at all,
give me a ring, yeah? Any time, day or night, okay? Anything at
all...”

Beep.

“Carfax. It’s Ballantyne. Uhung! You, er, you
must think me an insufferable boor. I’ve just heard the awful news.
My, er, my sincere condolences...I met your wife Saturday night, of
course, charming lady, absolutely charming...So sorry, and all
that. Look, take all the time you need, okay? No need to call or
anything. Robertson’s a capable chap, he’s deputizing in your
absence. Take a couple of weeks or so, that sort of thing. Come in
when you feel you’re up to it. So sorry, Carfax, so sorry.”

Bip Bip Bip.

The answerphone clunked. No more messages.
John pressed the rewind button, then looked at the telephone. The
telephone that had killed Sarah. Stupid, he thought, the telephone
didn’t kill her. It was some moronic pissed-up little prick in a
stolen van that killed her. Some teenage yobby little shit who
thought it was big to get drunk and hurtle around the city,
taunting the police. Some snot-nosed mewling little zero whose life
would never have amounted to so much as a pile of dogshit on the
pavement. Not the telephone. But it had been the telephone that had
put her there, in that precise place and at that precise time, and
she had died and her patient had died.

He reached down and yanked the cable from its
wall socket, carefully wrapped it around the telephone, then hurled
it across the living-room. It clattered noisily before coming to
rest in the far corner by the standard lamp, and John stared at it
without feeling.

“I will never use another telephone again.”
he said aloud, and the part of his brain that still seemed to
function recognized the flat and featureless voice as his own.

He stood up and walked out into the kitchen.
The glass tumbler was still on the draining-board where he’d left
it Saturday night. He stared at it for a few moments before turning
and walking upstairs to the bedroom. The bed was as he remembered
it. His side of the duvet turned down, an indentation on his
pillow, hers still fluffed up. He was vaguely aware of the scent of
her, and he turned away from the bed, gazing down at the shirt on
the chair in the corner of the room. The lipstick on the collar
seemed less bright, less intense. He opened the closet, looked at
his clothes hanging on the left and hers on the right, his shoes on
the left, hers on the right. Hers.

He turned then, and fled the bedroom, legs
rushing him headlong down the stairs and into the living-room. He
flung open the drinks cabinet, snatched up the bottle of Grouse and
carried it to the armchair, twisting off the cap as he sat. Reality
was looming larger, and he put the bottle to his lips, and drank
deeply. He sat there, and drank, and gazed up at the ceiling. Their
ceiling. He’d thought that somehow because it was theirs, it would
be softer, more forgiving, more like a friend. But as he drank and
silently wept, the ceiling remained just a hard, pale shadow of its
former self.

Eventually he awoke, pain in his head and
nausea rising in waves from his stomach. The empty bottle lay on
the floor by his feet, and his trousers were wet with urine. He
staggered to the kitchen, leaned over the sink, and vomited, yellow
bile. He was retching uncontrollably, stomach empty, eyes brimming,
trying to gulp in the air between the gut-wrenching spasms when he
caught sight of his reflection in the kitchen window. Brain told
him he looked old, now, soiled, like a fruit that had refused to
fall and was withering and rotting on the branch. He ran the cold
tap to wash away the slime, and picked up the tumbler from the
drainer. He drank, left the empty glass in the sink and turned off
the tap before peeling off his damp trousers and dropping them in
the pedal-bin under the sink.

He opened the fridge door, pulled out a tub
of margarine, and put it on the worktop by the electric toaster.
The loaf in the breadbin was unopened, but the slices were
hardening. John put two in the toaster, and stood watching as the
elements started to glow. His stomach ached in sympathy with his
head and it seemed to take an eternity for the toast to pop up.
When at last it did, he spread the slices with margarine and
carried them into the living-room. He ate them in the armchair,
sitting in the gloom. He didn’t know what day it was, nor what time
of day, nor did he care. He simply sat in the armchair, the last
place in their home that Sarah had occupied.

From time to time the answerphone clunked and
he heard the voice of the caller. The words held no meaning for
him, they were just words, disembodied, words in a box. He heard
other things, too. Things plopping through the letter-box. Things
clanking and chinking on the front doorstep. The door-chimes. Bing
bong, he thought, through the alcoholic haze. Not answering the
bing bongs. Last time, the bing bongs brought the nightmare and the
pain and the big hole that was eating him from the inside out. The
bing bongs didn’t last long, though, they soon went away.

Once he heard a car crunching up the
driveway, and for a split-second, a small sliver of eternity, a
sizzling lightning-bolt of recognition burst through him and he
almost leapt from the chair. Sarah! But then his eyes saw the
bottles on the carpet and the big hole swallowed the lightning, and
the bing bongs came again. Voices, too, shouting through the
letter-box. Just words, meaningless, from outside. Out where it was
dark and grey and cold, cold like CHAPEL in black letters on a
white plaque.

Then, a crash! Hmmm, brain said,
sounds like glass breaking. Then other noises, voices, then a
policeman, other people.

“Jesus!”

Doctor Collins, brain advised, and Craig
Robertson from the Faculty. And PC Plod.

“Hello Craig. Hello Richard.” John said, “Sit
down, have a drink?”

“Would you like me to call for an ambulance,
Doctor?” the Constable said.

“No, thank you Officer. We can take care of
things from here on. Thanks for your help.”

“No problem, Sir. You’ll have to sign my
note-book, about the broken window.”

“Of course. Craig, perhaps you could put the
kettle on, make some coffee?”

“Sure.”

“Bye Craig.” John said, as Robertson left the
living-room.

Collins signed the Officer’s notebook and the
policeman left, then the old man began picking up the empty bottles
from the carpet by John’s feet.

“Have a drink, Richard?”

“No thanks, John.”

Craig appeared in the doorway. “Kettle’s on.
Kitchen’s a mess, but at least it looks as though he’s been
eating.”

“Good. Help me get him upstairs and into the
bath.”

“Sure.”

They heaved Carfax from the chair and bundled
him up the stairs and into the bathroom, stripping off his shirt.
They sat him on the toilet while the bath filled, then struggled to
get him into the water. John did as he was told, complying with
their every instruction like an automaton. When they’d cleaned him
up and towelled him dry they guided him into the bedroom, but once
there he refused to get into bed. For the first time since Sarah’s
death, his voice carried with it such intimidating passion that
Collins and Robertson decided it would be wiser to respect his
wishes in the matter, and guided him to the spare room.

Carfax slept for eighteen hours, unmoving.
When he awoke he found himself in the single bed in the spare room,
and there in the chair by the window was Craig Robertson.

“What’s going on?” John asked, his face
blank.

“John, you’re awake. How do you feel?”

“Sober. No thanks to you. Why are you
here?”

“Because I’m your friend, John, and we were
worried about you. With good cause, too, it would seem. Do you
remember anything about the past two weeks?”

“Sarah’s gone, Craig. What else is there to
remember?”

“Yes, John. Sarah’s gone. But you’re still
here. You owe it to her to carry on. You owe it to yourself as
well.”

“I don’t care any more. There’s no
point.”

“Christ. The John Carfax I’ve known for the
last ten years would spit self-pity in the eye. Mourn his losses,
grieve for a while, then pull himself together and bury himself in
his work. Not this, not this self-destruction.”

“The John Carfax you knew is dead, Craig. He
left his life under a sheet in a hospital chapel.”

“She’d hate you for this, John.”

“You
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