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1

 


THE RED
SEASON


Chapter
1

 


Within the
soundproofed walls, the candles knew the truth. This wasn’t
nirvana. It was a building in the grimy backlands of Clapham
Junction station. In the yoga studio all was hushed, but the candle
flames stirred to agitated vibration as a train passed. Delicate
instruments, shivering to an influence none of us could hear or
feel.

The truth was I
shouldn’t be here, lying still on a purple slip of mat in a row of
people who looked like they’d all fallen from the sky. Being told
by a barefoot girl to empty my mind. To quiet my thoughts. And just
be.

Quiet was
something I’d had too much of in the past few weeks.

If this were a
proper day I’d be at my Yamaha grand piano, sending glorious noise
out of its black wing. For hours I would see only the black and
white keys. My reflection in the lacquer-black bodywork swaying
across the gold lettering. My hands lifting and falling. And today,
being the first Monday of the month, I should have been at my
tutor’s house.

That was before
the pain.

Now, on this
first Monday, instead of dancing up a storm of demisemiquavers on
his Hamburg Steinway, I was lying on a wooden floor on a sticky
mat, trying to be – quiet.

I hadn’t done
yoga before. I was trying to like it. I’d heard so many people say
they loved it with a passion, but so far I didn’t get it. We’d been
here for ages and all we seemed to be doing was lying down.
Although the instructor didn’t call it lying down. She called it a
posture.

‘Shavasana,’
she intoned as she passed me at a serene pace, toes spreading with
each step. ‘It means corpse pose.’

In the mirror I
could see the clock. We had been here only ten minutes. How time
drags when you’re a corpse. But I’m not good with things that need
to be done slowly.

It must be the
pianist temperament. Pianos are percussion instruments. They can’t
give you long swelling notes like strings or woodwind. You need to
keep moving; keep the pulse.

The instructor
continued her slow tour. ‘Think of nothing,’ she said. ‘Absolute
nothing.’

The rhythm of
her feet suggested a tempo, and then the slow movement of
Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto. That moment when the orchestra goes
quiet and the piano comes in with a languorous, meandering scale
–

No, that wasn’t
nothing. Try again.

I looked at the
white ceiling tiles and tried to be blank like they were. Ah, they
weren’t blank. They had a pattern, like they’d been designed to
resemble something – what? Wood grain? Crazy paving?

No, that wasn’t
nothing.

The candle
flames trembled. They knew, even if we didn’t, that another train
was passing. With somewhere to go. I studied the orange tongues,
tried to pick up the iron beat drumming into the topsoil, the
bedrock, the bricks that made this building, the boards of this
wooden floor.

For heaven’s
sake. Was this all we were going to do?

I’d expected
yoga to be more enthralling. Overwhelming. Engulfing.

The instructor
reached the front of the room and folded into a cross-legged
position between the candles.

‘Feel your
chakras aligning,’ she said. ‘Feel your chi. Flowing through your
meridians.’

Meridians.

In the last few
weeks I’d had my stuffing searched inside out. They’d found
arteries. Veins. Nerves. Muscles. Tendons. Ligaments. Joint
capsules. Synovial fluid. Long bones and the hollows in their core.
Carpals. Metacarpals. Phalanges like witch talons. I’d been
ultrasounded, CTd, x-rayed, y-rayed, z-rayed. What they didn’t
find, ever, was chakras, meridians or chi.

‘Time your
breathing with your heartbeat. Feel your heartbeat. Through your
temples...’

I heard a sound
behind me. A sort of muted rasp.

No, surely it
couldn’t be, not in the holy yoga class.

‘Yes,’ smiled
the instructor. ‘Let go of everything. Let go of self. Let go and
just be.’

It was well
past time for me to let go. I stood up and folded my mat. I tried
to do it quietly but the purple plastic made a sticky slapping
noise which earned irritated looks from some of the corpses. No one
scowled at the corpse who’d farted, though.

I dumped the
mat on the rack and grabbed my shoes. Being trainers, not slippers
or hobbitty clogs like everyone else had, the teacher had placed
them reprovingly at the door. And I left.

 




The club was
windowless like an airport. I passed from yoga studio to changing
room to reception without a clue what weather to prepare for.

When I reached
reception the front door swung open and the horrible truth greeted
me. Heavy, hissing rain. Oh great. I had a twenty-minute walk
home.

I zipped up my
inadequate fleece and prepared for a miserable journey.

‘Are you
walking?’ said the receptionist. ‘Do you want to borrow one of the
club umbrellas?’

‘I can’t,’ I
said. ‘I’ve got RSI.’

‘RSI? Is that a
class?’

A woman pushed
in through the doors, her grey tracksuit streaked with rain, her
hair in dripping straggles.

I hesitated,
looking at the jolly brolly propped by the reception back office.
But I couldn’t take it.

In medieval
times there was a kind of torture where your hands were bound in
soaking cloths. As they dried they squeezed your hands like little
birds in a vice, an inescapable ache hammering in the bones. If I
carried an umbrella for half an hour, that’s how it would feel.

 


 


I’d tried yoga
because my specialist had run out of other solutions.

The pain began
a few months ago. As I finished my work at the keyboard, as the
last chords left the iron frame and steel strings, the penalty came
creeping in. Persistent, neon flashes, deep in the structures of my
wrists, fingers and arms.

If you were
gardening and you felt pains like that you’d stop and take yourself
to the doctor. I ignored it.

All musicians
had aches and twinges. I had seen violinists put down their
instrument after a long rehearsal and take two entire minutes to
uncurl their necks.

Music is
physical. Playing a concert grand is hard work; the action is much
stiffer than a household upright. To bring out their big sound
takes real strength. You might play a passage of sixteenths at a
tempo of 120 beats per minute, which is four notes per second,
every second, and you might do it for hours. So of course we get
sore.

I thought it
was just a bad patch. I started to be careful away from the piano.
Umbrellas were avoided. I stopped opening jars. Tins likewise. But
instead of relief, each week needed another sacrifice. Years
before, the gauze of short sight had descended like a set of veils
until I couldn’t read the music in front of me. Now this damage
closed down my whole life in millimetres.

Sometimes I
woke in my bed at night, with a feeling like my arms were long
gloves stroked by wire brushes. A horrible, painful prickling that
went on for hours, as though my nerves were a crackling storm.

A month ago I
was on my way into the ENO rehearsal room. Three mornings a week I
played accompaniment for opera and ballet rehearsals. I gripped the
door handle and gave it a good twist.

Then I was
standing still, paralysed, because it felt as though my entire
wrist was about to snap.

The conductor
found me by the door, waiting for the courage to move. He looked
straight at my hands.

‘Just warming
up,’ I said. Musicians don’t talk about injury. If a concert
organiser or an ensemble suspects you might not play, they’ll find
someone else.

‘I used to be a
pianist,’ he said. ‘Now I can’t touch a piano. Go and see a
specialist.’

I did.

The specialist
did his tests, said I had repetitive strain injury, and told me to
rest for a month. For three weeks now I hadn’t touched a piano at
all.

 


 


I reached my
road: two facing rows of 1930s Tudor-looking houses. The hood of my
fleece was clinging to my head like a wet sheet. Each footfall
pumped freezing water around the inside of my trainers. I pushed
through the gate and the overgrown hedge whipped me with wet
fronds.

Parked in the
porch was a bike, its saddle covered with a Sainsbury’s bag.

My housemate,
Jerry, must have Tim over again.

No way could I
make small talk with a visitor. And the bike had fallen across the
door, a stupid place to leave it. I’d have to move it before I
could get in. I leaned on the wall and hooked my foot through the
cross-bar. What I’d intended was that the bike should move neatly
aside but it perversely crashed onto the porch, handlebars pointing
backwards. The front door was snatched open.

Jerry stood
there, his shaved head grained with stubble and his black eyebrows
horrified. ‘Why are you kicking Tim’s bike?’

I waved my
hands at him. ‘Because I’m not allowed to pick it up.’

Of course I
could have picked it up, but the specialist had said everything I
did with my hands had to be rationed. I’d denied myself an
umbrella, so why did an unwanted visitor deserve precious hand
time?

And I was worn
out and worn down and the wind was gusting on my skin as though the
rain had dissolved all my clothes.

‘Tell him if
he’s going to park his bike like a clown he might as well ride a
unicycle,’ I added, just in case my mood wasn’t clear, and hurried
into the hall.

‘Glad to see
the yoga’s working,’ muttered Jerry.

In the lounge,
Tim the offender was sitting on the sofa, peering at me with
curiosity. Looking at the foul-tempered prima donna pianist, as
well he might. I rushed upstairs.

‘Wow,’ I heard
Tim say, ‘she’s got an artistic temperament all right.’

I locked myself
in the bathroom, turned the taps on. The strain of that simple
action felt like a Chinese burn. I should have asked Jerry to help.
He would have, too, despite me snapping his head off.

Water thundered
out of the central spout into the bath. The noise was cathartic,
like the howl that had been churning inside me all day. I sat on
the bath’s rim, exhausted and cold. The spray from the taps sent
hot mist over my back.

On the radiator
was a pair of white cotton gloves, drying. The specialist had told
me to wear them so that I would realise every time I used my hands.
I certainly did; they made everything slippery. I couldn’t type
emails, or write longhand, send texts or even hold a mug of tea.
I’d sniggered at the suggestion when it was first made, imagining
Victorian gentlewomen and dandyish hip-hop stars. Now I’d lost my
sense of humour about them.

I peeled off my
clothes. As they slapped onto the floor I saw a lime green Post-It
note with a calm face drawn on it.

Jerry had them
all over the house. I must have dislodged it when I came up the
stairs.

He was prone to
panic attacks. He’d had them for years but recently they’d been
getting worse. He’d gone to doctors, who gave him things to do like
sticking green smileys everywhere. I was forever finding one stuck
to my foot as I walked out of the house, or opening the fridge to
see a green grin. Painful as it was, I’d find a pen and annotate
them. The one in the fridge had a slurping tongue. The one in the
microwave had gone cross-eyed. Jerry, strangely, never said
anything about how they were acquiring personalities.

I turned the
taps off and slid into the bath. Sat in the water gazing at that
green face – which I’d given a blindfold to, under the
circumstances.

I don’t know
what it did for Jerry but it made me furious. I wished someone
could prescribe me a cheery face to take everything away.

I couldn’t go
downstairs again. I couldn’t think of how to get us all chatting
normally and passing cups of tea around or glasses of wine. I
stayed in the bath, the water turning tepid like my anger, until I
heard Tim and Jerry go out and I could tiptoe back into my
home.


Chapter
2

 


Four weeks’
waiting were over. I was in the office of Dr Johnson Golding,
consultant in rheumatology and rehabilitation, high up the tower
block of Guy’s Hospital.

I’d spent a lot
of time in this room, sitting patiently while machines examined,
scanned and scrutinized. But all those tests had involved some
polite ray doing invisible detective work while I studied the
anatomical charts on the walls.

Not today.
Electrodes were taped on my forearms, one on the wrist and one in
the crook of my elbow. These were connected by red and black wires
to a machine with dials and lights. When the switch was thrown, an
electric current fired down the main nerves and the doctor watched
my thumbs twitch. It was painful and peculiar in a sickening way,
like grabbing an electric cable and not being able to let go. Not
the million volts they use to fry murderers in Alabama, of course.
This was a spider-leg scratching, an electrical rasp, a dance of
millipedes under the skin that you felt could do bad things to your
heart but only if given the long leisure of a professional
torturer.

Now it was over
I flexed my fingers, checking they belonged to me again and only
moved when I asked them to. Dr Golding peeled the sticky tape off
the electrodes, discarded it into a yellow dump bin and rolled the
leads into a coil. He gave his verdict. ‘Nerve conductivity seems
within normal ranges for both arms.’

‘What does that
mean exactly?’

‘It’s normal.’
He looked at me and blinked, as he always did when I asked him to
translate his diagnoses. ‘Each nerve is working fine.’

‘And that
means?’

‘Your symptoms
are not caused by nerve compression.’

I rolled down
my shirt sleeves and put my jumper back on. Another test negative.
They were always negative. No swellings, no anatomical
abnormalities. No explanations. Just mysterious pain.

Jerry had had
this too. He’d had tests for asthma, cancer, HIV, his heart wired
up to ECGs. Nothing wrong, the doctors said when they’d examined
him. Just panic attacks. Have a green smiley.

Dr Golding
wheeled the machine back to its parking space, between the
ultrasound and some other scanner I’d also had a close encounter
with. He sat down at his desk and nudged the mouse. The screen came
on, showing my notes and a series of numbers from the electrocution
test. He checked them and flicked to another screen which showed
how my arms would look if sliced up like salami, in gaudy colours
like Andy Warhol prints.

I knew every
patch of grey in his salt and pepper hair, or at any rate, those on
the left-hand side of his head. I’d watched this view of him,
interpreting my case notes, for at least as long as I’d studied his
charts and the green paint between them.

When Dr Golding
spoke he looked at the screen, as though those diagrams and
read-outs represented me as adequately as the flesh and blood in
the chair. ‘You’ve been resting your hands now for – how long? Four
weeks?’

‘Four weeks
exactly.’

‘And how’s the
pain?’

‘A little
better.’

It was, a bit.
I could open jars if they weren’t too tight and carry light bags of
shopping. The mundanities I’d phased out in favour of important
things.

Dr Golding
opened a drawer and stirred the contents with his finger. He pulled
out a thing like a nutcracker and handed it to me. ‘See what
happens when you squeeze the handles together. Right hand
first.’

I did as he
asked. As my fingers closed on the handles I felt the familiar
pain, as if all the tendons in my wrist were shifting like a points
change on a railway track. I was going to pretend nothing was wrong
but he was watching my face carefully.

He took the
handles from me and put them in my left hand. That was even worse.
He returned the device to the drawer and pushed it shut with his
knee.

‘Maybe it’s
painful because I’m a little bit stiff,’ I said. ‘I haven’t been
playing.’

He typed more
notes at rapid speed. ‘I think you need to rest more.’

More rest? Was
that all?

‘Can’t you do
anything?’

‘Not really.
You need to rest. Come and see me again in another month. Try to
relax.’

Jerry had been
told to relax too. He’d tried a brief flirtation with Buddhism.
Herbal pills and weird diets. But it hardly mattered what he did.
Several times a month I’d hear him wake with an animal gasp, then
he’d pad down the stairs to his studio. I’d hear the rumble of
casters on the bare floorboards as he rolled his chair to the
computer. As I drifted back to sleep he’d be pounding the keyboard,
checking in with other sufferers around the world. In the morning
he would still be there, preferring to stay awake than risk the
horrors that waited for him in sleep.

And besides, I
only knew one way to relax.

If I’d had a
hectic day before I sat down to practise, I didn’t start with
scales or arpeggios. I played my current piece, slow as treacle.
The enemy of good playing is hurrying. If you take your time, you
feel how one note wants to move into the next. You understand the
function and organisation of the rhythm. Then you bring it up to
speed and every note is perfectly placed. If I started my practice
like that, I was relaxed immediately. Sit down, slow down, and
you’re in the zone.

The trouble is,
to do it you need a bloody piano.





I walked out
of Dr Golding’s office. Miles of lino stretched into the distance,
in stifling medical green. It had a pale streaked pattern like rain
marks on a concrete building. I passed wards where people sat in
dressing gowns with washed-out faces that never saw the sun, the
dialysis suite where a man with a bloated abdomen like a pregnancy
waited for treatment. The place reeked of helplessness.

A nurse bustled
past me. The green walls sucked all the colour from her face too. I
found myself walking faster, as if to prove I was still fit, to
stop the green mile draining me too. Look, I told the walls, I’m
able to walk around and I’m a lifelike colour. It’s only my hands
that are wrong.

And soon they
will be all right. There’s nothing structurally amiss, the scanners
said so. The nerves are working fine, we found that out today. This
is only temporary.

At the end of
the corridor was a door to the stairs. It had a twist handle, the
kind I found difficult. There were footsteps behind me and I stood
aside to let a figure in a white coat pass me. He opened the door
and held it for me with his foot, then slipped into a side door
marked Staff cloakroom. I mumbled thanks and started down
the stairs.

He called to
me. ‘You dropped these.’ I turned. He was holding my white
gloves.

I walked back
up the stairs. I wasn’t looking at the doctor’s face. The white
coat made him part of the hospital furniture. I focused on those
limp gloves, mumbled thanks again.

‘Carol?’

I looked at him
for the first time. About my age. Slim, darkish hair with a side
parting that went into a high V on one side of his forehead and
made his features look elegant. Eyes emphasised by shadowed
creases; that haunted look doctors sometimes have, but quite
attractive.

Yes, I
recognised him, but only vaguely. It wouldn’t be from college;
since the age of sixteen I’d been in music academies. Earlier then.
Not my original school because it was girls only, so he must have
been a friend of somebody’s friend.

‘It is Carol
Lear, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘I remember you playing Rachmaninov at
Kate Rafferty’s...’

Today, of all
days, he couldn’t have said anything more wounding if he’d
tried.

I took my
gloves. ‘Thanks.’ I hurried away.


Chapter
3

 


I escaped the
hospital’s mini-city and joined the Friday night hordes advancing
into London Bridge station. I squeezed onto a carriage and a fat
guy fell against me like a sack when the train moved off.

I was clinging
to the rail and my wrist took his weight in a sharp spasm. We both
ended up staggering, held up unwillingly by the people around us. A
man saw I couldn’t grab the rail and gave me his seat. I sank down
and nodded gratitude, massaging my wrist. He stood where I had
been. We travelled on in uneasy deadlock. Him staring at this odd
thing I was doing, me wishing I could stop.

He looked a bit
like the doctor from Guy’s. The one who had recognised me from Kate
Rafferty’s party.

Kate Rafferty.
That was a name from nearly two decades ago. She’d been at my first
school, which I left after GCSEs for sixth form at Chet’s School of
Music. It had been a relief to leave because life as a music swot
was tricky. But that party changed everything.

Our classroom
rivalries had vanished. School was over and we were giddy at the
thought of our shining futures. Kate’s older sister had gone to
RADA and Kate was hoping to follow. At the party she performed
speeches from Shakespeare. A year before, that would have earned
ironic sneers but we raised the roof with heartfelt applause. Her
parents had a white grand piano; very Barry Manilow. I played a
storming piece by Rach and they didn’t drown it with the hi-fi,
they stomped for more.

But who was the
doctor from Guy’s? Somebody’s brother? I seemed to remember he had
an unusual name, something that made you start a conversation with
him to see if he was from somewhere exciting, like America. Or did
everything that evening seem a little extraordinary?

Ah, it wasn’t
Rachmaninov I played; it was Grieg. The piano concerto in A minor.
The thundering opening that takes you down the whole keyboard.
Great for showing off with if you’re seventeen. Although I remember
everyone starting to look at their fingernails when it got past the
well-known figures, so I rolled it into Rock the Kasbah.

God, fancy
remembering it so clearly.

That guy. I had
a memory of him wearing glasses and peering over the top of them as
though he didn’t want to admit he had to use them. He wasn’t
wearing glasses just now; he must have got lenses or laser
surgery.

What on earth
was his name? For some reason I was thinking about a nuclear
holocaust –

Winter. His
name was Gene Winter. It could have been why Kate invited him. It
would have made a hell of a stage name.

And now there
he was. A doctor, handing me my invalid gloves. Remembering
Rachmaninov at Kate Rafferty’s party and drawing fascinating
conclusions.

I got out at
Clapham South, let the escalator carry me up. My phone bleeped. A
text from Jerry.

U still in
town? Call me.

I ran outside
and dialled.

He asked how it
went with Dr Golding. I told him. He tried to say things to make it
better. Then he said: ‘Can you meet me at Sloane Square at
eight?’

‘I thought you
were meeting Tim.’ Tim – of the porch bicycle – was a
nearly-boyfriend. Jerry hadn’t said as much but it was obvious
because he didn’t hug Tim the way he did everyone else. As if he
was afraid of being wrong.

‘Tim changed
his plans,’ said Jerry. ‘I can’t do this on my own. Can you
come?’


Chapter
4



I looked for
Jerry’s blue and grey striped beanie hat in the crowds who were
jumping off the number 11 bus. He spotted me first and grabbed me
in a hug, his leather jacket creaking like an old ship.

Not only was it
a big hug, it was a long, still hug. Troubled.

‘Spill the
beans,’ I said. ‘What’s going on?’

He turned and,
hooking his arm through mine, steered me across the traffic. His
arm in the leather sleeve felt tense. Was it one of his bad
days?

We set off down
King’s Road, dodging past the revellers who were taking their time.
I only just kept up. ‘Where are we going?’

He kept
checking the names of side streets. ‘It’s one of the roads off
here.’

‘You’re not
going to get a tattoo, are you? If it’s a rude one I’m going home
right now.’

He laughed but
only for about one second, then bit his lip nervously again. We
manoeuvred around some people going into a pub. That looked like a
normal Friday scenario; so busy chatting they weren’t even in a
hurry to get through the door. Jerry looked as if he was on his way
to the dentist.

He hadn’t even
noticed I wasn’t wearing my white gloves. Normally he’d have nagged
me to put them on.

He stopped and
squinted at a street name. Took a piece of paper out of his pocket;
a printout from Streetmap. Stuck to the top was a green smiley
Post-It. A virgin one, without my additions. He folded the map
deliberately around the smiley and slid it back in his pocket.

‘So why do we
need a calm face?’ I said.

He gave a sharp
sigh and walked on again. ‘We’ll be there soon.’

A taxi stopped
in front of us and a group of girls wearing bunny ears tumbled out,
laughing. One of them was wearing L plates and a tiny mini-skirt.
She straightened her skirt while one of the bunnies paid the cab,
then they all tottered into All Bar One.

‘Jerry,’ I
said, ‘it’s eight-thirty on a Friday evening. We’re not going to a
doctor, are we?’

He took a
breath. ‘You remember I told you about Anthony Morrish?’

I didn’t. But
the way Jerry said it made me think I’d better not admit that. ‘Was
he the guy from that recital…’

Jerry gave me a
tight smile. ‘Recital!’ He stuck his hands in his pockets and
marched on.

Now I thought
about it I did recall him talking about a kind of therapist. Was
that Anthony Morrish? I’d had a lot on my mind. I wasn’t very good
at remembering names.

‘Tim was going
to go with you?’ I said.

Jerry noted the
name of another side street and consulted his map again. ‘Yeah but
something came up. I’m seeing him tomorrow instead.’ He stopped.
‘This is the road.’

Shawcross
Street. It was an avenue of smart town houses with Farrow and Ball
front doors and bright brassware.

‘We need number
16.’ Jerry set off, counting the numbers.

A figure in a
long coat was walking ahead of us, paying careful attention to the
numbers too. He opened a gate and went down a path.

‘There,’ said
Jerry, and started to run.

As we ducked in
through the open front door, more people arrived behind us.

Inside was a
tall hallway and some stairs leading up, which were cordoned off by
a thick black rope. The arrivals were heading down into the
basement.

The basement
had been converted into a small theatre. A semi-circle of raked
seating pointed at a stage. On the stage was a velvet
chaise-longue, and beside it another chair, but not in the same
style; more like an office chair. There was also a low table with
an iPod and a microphone.

It looked like
the set for a play about somebody seeing a psychiatrist. There were
already quite a few people there, and more were arriving. The
theatre would be full to capacity.

‘So what is
it?’ I said. ‘A play?’

If so, why
weren’t there any signs outside advertising it?

Jerry didn’t
even hear me. He had taken his hat off and was searching the crowd,
scrunching the hat in his fingers. He then became very still and
took a deep breath. I tried to see who he had spotted but it was
all heads, talking and nodding.

‘You get a
seat,’ said Jerry. ‘I’ll see you later.’ He made to move away, then
stopped and shrugged his leather jacket off. ‘Can you look after
this?’

I took it and
stuffed his hat into the pocket. ‘Jerry, what’s going on?’

‘Just be here.
I want a witness.’ He pushed back his non-existent hair; his
nervousness gesture. Then he made his way to the front.

A witness? To
what?

I found a seat
at the back, next to a black metal post. It supported spotlights
that pointed at the stage. I folded Jerry’s jacket onto my lap. The
arms retained the shape of his limbs.

At the front, a
group of people greeted Jerry with welcoming smiles and eager
handshakes. He smiled, but it disappeared immediately. I saw his
chest rise and fall as he took another deep breath. As he talked to
them he lifted a hand and ran it over his head. There was sweat on
the back of his red shirt and under the arms.

I wished I
could hear what they were saying.

The lights
dimmed. The ones trained on the stage became brighter. A tall man
in a suit and open-necked shirt walked on from the wings with a
microphone. Before he even spoke, the room hushed.

‘Good evening,
ladies and gentlemen. Thank you all for coming. For those of you
who don’t know me, I’m Anthony Morrish and I use the power of the
mind to heal people.’

There was a
smattering of applause. Morrish smiled and nodded until they were
quiet. Then he extended a theatrical hand towards the front
row.

Jerry stood
up.

He smoothed his
hands over his head, then climbed onto the stage.

‘I’d like you
to meet Jerry,’ said Morrish. ‘He’s thirty-five and he’s an artist.
Jerry, will you tell us in your own words why you’re here?’

Jerry took the
microphone. ‘Hi,’ he said, and his voice croaked. He cleared his
throat and smiled. ‘Oh look at me, my mouth’s like sandpaper.’

The audience
didn’t laugh. They regarded him with silent attention.

Jerry shook
himself and had another go. ‘Okay, I’m here because I’ve had panic
attacks since I was very young and I don’t know why.’

Morrish took
the microphone back from him. ‘And the doctors say there’s nothing
wrong with you?’ He tilted the mike for Jerry to answer.

‘They say it’s
all in the mind.’

‘That’s not
very comforting to you, is it?’

‘No.’

What was
this?

‘Jerry, some of
the audience may be familiar with panic attacks, but for those of
us who aren’t, can you describe what it feels like?’

‘I can’t
breathe,’ said Jerry. ‘It feels like something dreadful happened to
me and I’m reliving it, or it’s about to happen again. But when I
tell doctors they just say, that’s why they’re called panic
attacks. I’ve ended up in hospital because I thought I was having a
heart attack...’

I remembered
that night. It was just after we started renting the house. I heard
a scream and found Jerry wide, staring awake, huddled like a
primate in the corner of his bed. When I touched him his heart was
thudding so hard it shook every bone in his spare frame. They do
say fear can kill you, make your hair turn white. It just doesn’t
show up under a doctor’s microscope.

Anthony Morrish
said: ‘And you must have tried so hard to find a cure.’ Pointed the
microphone at Jerry.

‘Yeah. I
haven’t drunk caffeine for years… cut out wheat and dairy and
artificial additives. I’ve tried crystal healing and at the moment
I’m having cognitive behaviour therapy.’

‘Did any of
those help?’

‘Maybe.’

Morrish
addressed his next comment to the audience. ‘Maybe. We all try to
look on the bright side, don’t we? But it didn’t help enough,
Jerry, or you wouldn’t be here now. My friends, this kind of
problem can rule your life. Panic attacks are not common in the
general population, but there is a section of society who does get
them frequently. They are special, sensitive people.’

There was a
murmuring in the audience. Morrish waited for it to die down then
spoke again.

‘But there is
another important piece of the jigsaw.’

He looked
around the room, making sure we were ready for the answer. ‘Panic
attacks happen when people have suffered a trauma.’

Another beat.
In the front row, a few shadowed heads were nodding.

‘Jerry, has
anything traumatic ever happened to you?’

Jerry leaned
over to reply. ‘No.’

Morrish turned
to the audience again. His face was grave. ‘Ladies and gentlemen.
Panic attacks. So bad that our poor friend Jerry ended up in
hospital with everybody thinking he was having a heart attack. He
says nothing traumatic has ever happened to him. The doctors say
it’s all in the mind. But there’s no smoke without fire. He says he
feels as if something dreadful happened to him. What was it?’

The audience
was silent, spellbound.

Morrish put a
hand on Jerry’s arm and scanned the room. Playing the silence,
making sure everyone all the way to the back row was paying
attention.

He spoke again,
quietly. ‘Maybe something did happen to Jerry. Sometimes a very bad
experience can be buried, so that it is completely inaccessible to
the conscious mind. I’m going to put him into a trance to explore
this further.’

This couldn’t
be real. Was this man going to hypnotise Jerry, while an audience
watched? If Jerry was going to try something like this shouldn’t it
be in private? What if it triggered an attack? Were we all going to
watch that too?

How could Jerry
think this would help?

On my knee, the
green smiley was poking out of Jerry’s pocket. If I’d had a pen it
would have been chomping a £50 note.

Morrish turned
to Jerry and spoke to him away from the microphone. Jerry nodded
and went to the chaise-longue. He looked out into the audience. Was
he looking for me? I smiled back.

Just be
here, Jerry had said. I want a witness.
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Jerry seemed
determined to go along with it. All I could do was watch.

Morrish turned
back to the audience. ‘My friends. As usual, we record the session,
so Jerry can listen to it at leisure.’ He peered up at the back
row, no doubt to connect all the way to the cheap seats. ‘I see
there are a few new faces here, so I’ll explain the ground rules.
As always, the first part of the session will be just between Jerry
and me and you won’t be able to hear us. I’d ask you to try to
remain as silent and as still as possible. Once Jerry is under, I
will turn the microphone on. Even then, you must stay absolutely
quiet or you might interfere with what the subject sees.’

He paused. It
looked staged, as though he was reading a score and had come to an
instruction to rest.

‘You may hear
and see some shocking things but on no account must you talk. You
must not say a word – in any language: ancient or modern.’

All around me
the faces were serious, earnest. And silent.

If a stray word
could upset it all, why do it in front of an audience? Jerry was
looking for real answers. What was everyone else here for? A
cabaret?

Jerry settled
back on the chaise-longue. He fidgeted, trying to get comfortable.
He ran his hand over his head and a fine mist of sweat sprayed onto
the floor. He grinned. ‘Oh look at me, it’s like I’ve run a
marathon.’

He nodded at
Morrish.

Morrish spoke.
‘All right, Jerry, if you’re ready we’ll find out what your past
trauma is.’

The stage
lights dimmed and put us into darkness. A small window let in a
little light from a lamp in the street above. I craned forwards and
saw Anthony Morrish sit down. The light made a faint halo around
him. I couldn’t see Jerry at all.

I heard Morrish
speaking. It was an indistinct murmur, too quiet to hear actual
words. I hugged Jerry’s jacket on my knee.

No one in the
audience moved. For five minutes the only sound was Morrish’s
concealed conspiracy with Jerry. A rising and falling of the tone
of his voice like a muffled tune. The concentration in the silent
people around me was like heat. All directed at the stage, trying
to pick out the words.

Suddenly the
chaise-longue was illuminated in a circle of light. At the same
moment, Anthony Morrish’s voice was all around us, whispering out
of the walls in surround sound. The big authoritative voice that
used to say, buy a Kia-Ora and an ice cream, in a few minutes
you’ll be spellbound. Several members of the audience jumped.

Jerry looked
relaxed on the sofa, his head lolling on one side as though deep in
thought.

‘Now Jerry,’
said Morrish, ‘I want you to go back in time. Way, way back, to
before you were born, before the people you know were born. I want
you to seek out the life you had before. Go back to your past life
before you were Jerry.’

I knew it was
showmanship. But nevertheless a shiver went down my spine.

Anthony Morrish
said: ‘What year is it?’

And Jerry
answered. ‘1888.’

‘What is your
name?’

‘Ruby
Cunningham.’

Jerry’s voice
was different; softer. Coming out of the walls in surround sound it
didn’t seem like him at all.

‘Where are
you?’

‘The east end
of London. Whitechapel.’

‘Describe
what’s around you. What can you see?’

‘It’s dark. I’m
standing in front of a wall. It’s Christian Street. The wall is big
and white. Someone has carved letters into the brickwork: Violet
loves B. I’m holding a piece of charcoal. I’ve been told to write
on the wall.’

‘What are you
writing on the wall?’

‘The Juwes are
the men who will not be blamed for nothing.’

There was a
loud gasp.

Anthony Morrish
darted a warning look into the auditorium.

He went back to
Jerry. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know.
I’ve been told to do it.’

‘Who told you
to do it?’

‘A man. He’s a
doctor or something. I’ve never seen him before. I was out walking
near the hospital when a black carriage pulled up. The door opened
and the man stepped out. He was wearing a tall hat. I couldn’t see
his face. He asked me if I wanted to earn some money. I said, I’m
not one of those girls. But he said, no I don’t want a prostitute.
Can you read and write? I said yes. I was terrified. That girl was
killed here only last week, you know, by the Ripper.’

Another intake
of breath from the crowd. But wordless. Nobody dared break the
rule.

Morrish seemed
to command our obedience as tightly as Jerry’s.

‘Go on,’ said
Morrish.

‘He told me to
write these words on the wall. He gave me the charcoal. He smelled
funny, like birth.’

‘Like birth?
Can you explain?’

‘When Rosie, my
sister, gave birth, there was a lot of blood. That’s what he
smelled like.’

Out in the dark
seats there was another murmur. Like a breeze passing a message
around the trees.

‘Ruby, how old
are you?’

‘Fifteen years
old.’

‘And you’re
writing on this wall?’

Jerry’s soft
Ruby voice started to shake. ‘Yes. It’s a wall on a corner near
Whitechapel Road.’

‘Ruby, what is
the matter? Is something wrong?’

‘The carriage
has followed me. They’re watching me. The cab is there behind me,
waiting like a black bird. I have to finish this job and then
they’ll pay me and I can go.’ On the chaise-longue, Jerry’s head
tossed from side to side. His arms were stiff as though he had been
chained to the chaise-longue.

Morrish made
his voice powerful, like a baritone summoning his deepest note.
‘Ruby. Come forwards; come forwards in time. Where are you
now?’

Jerry’s head
was stiller now, but the set of his neck was tense.

‘I’m
hiding.’

‘Hiding
where?’

‘With my sister
and Mary Kelly. The men in the carriage are following us. I don’t
know what they want but I don’t want to talk to them.’ Jerry began
to shake his head again. His voice began to rise. ‘Don’t let them
get me, don’t – ’

Pain vibrated
in my fingers. I was digging my nails into Jerry’s leather
jacket.

Morrish’s voice
was all around us. ‘Ruby, it’s all right, you’re safe. Come
forwards; come forwards in time. Where are you now?’

Jerry’s voice
was anxious and fast. ‘I’m in the carriage. I was in Mary’s house.
The man came to see her and she let him in. He cut her. Mary is...
He’s put me in the carriage. He’s staring at me. Mary’s blood is
all over his shirt and splashed on his face. On his hands. It’s
Mary’s blood...’

Jerry was
gasping and struggling, as though trying to free himself from his
curiously pinned body. Was this an attack starting? Even though he
wanted it, could I let it continue?

Morrish called
out, like a priest exorcising a demon. ‘Ruby, come forwards in
time. Come away from there. Come away from there now.’

Jerry fell
silent. His head lolled onto his chest.

Morrish spoke
to him again, more gently. ‘Ruby, what do you see now?’

Jerry said
nothing. His head remained where it was, tilted and unaware, like a
very young child in sleep.

‘Ruby,’
repeated Morrish, ‘are you there?’

Jerry lay
still. I craned forwards, examining him. He was still breathing.
And peacefully.

Well that could
only be a matter of luck. Did Anthony Morrish have any idea what
damage he could have done?

‘All right
Jerry,’ said Morrish. ‘I want you to come forwards. Come forwards
through the years, all the way through the years, to now. You’re
safe, you’re well and you’re among friends. Five-four-three-two-one
– you are awake.’

On the
chaise-longue, Jerry raised his head, opened his eyes and blinked.
Flexed his fingers. Eased himself into a sitting position.

I realised I
was hunched forward, folded around his leather jacket.

Morrish sat
back in his psychiatrist chair and smiled. ‘Well, Jerry, how do you
feel? Do you know where you’ve been?’

His voice was a
normal speaking pitch; not processed now. They had switched off the
speakers on the walls.

Jerry nodded
and swallowed, as if it took a long time to think about the
question. ‘Yeah. I feel – I feel okay.’ His voice was his own
again.

‘Do you
remember what happened?’

‘Yes, I do.’
Jerry kept nodding, as though that simple move was all he could do.
‘Thanks,’ he said.

‘Do you feel
like that could explain your panic attacks?’

He thought.
‘Yes.’ He seemed to be parsing every question very carefully. ‘I
think it does.’

There was a
murmur of agreement from the audience. Obviously for them, it
explained everything very neatly.

‘I knew there
had to be something,’ said Jerry. He reached for Morrish’s hand and
shook it. ‘Thank you; this makes it all so clear.’

The audience
gave him another murmur of approval.

Anthony Morrish
let go of Jerry’s hand, stood up and faced the crowd.

‘Ladies and
gentlemen, we have just seen another extraordinary journey. Jerry
here has discovered that he was a victim of Jack the Ripper. He was
a woman called Ruby, who knew the Ripper’s last documented victim
Mary Kelly, and spent her last days in fear being stalked by the
most vicious killer Victorian London ever knew.

‘We know from
other regressions we have witnessed in this room that Jack the
Ripper probably butchered many more women than the six who were so
famously recorded in the history books.’

They had
‘found’ other Ripper victims? And it had never made the papers?
Even World War 2 bombers found on the Moon got into the papers.

‘Jerry has been
carrying around for his whole life the legacy of a violent death.
Wondering why he was living in dread. Wondering why he felt this
irrational, consuming sense of fear. Jerry, we hope that what you
have learned tonight will bring you a new sense of peace.’

The audience
burst into applause. Morrish nodded and smiled. He’d put Jerry
through a terrifying experience and he looked pleased with
himself.

Morrish let
them go on for a while, then raised his hands. ‘My friends, it just
remains for me to thank you very much for your attention and for
keeping so quiet. This wouldn’t have been possible without
you.’

No, I thought.
What you mean is it wouldn’t have been worth the bother.

The applause
erupted again. I kept my hands clenched on Jerry’s jacket. No way
was I joining in. I looked at the people around me, along my row.
Among the hands clapping like a line of performing seals there was
one gap. Hands that remained resolutely on denimed thighs.

How
interesting; another sceptic. I peered further out to see what he
looked like.

My eyes met
another face, also searching. A forehead with a high V parting on
the left, intense eyes and high cheekbones.

Gene
Winter.

I looked away.
What was he doing here?

The applause
pattered away. On the stage, Anthony Morrish beckoned to Jerry.
Both of them walked to the front of the stage. Members of the
audience were on their feet, surrounding the stage, eager to talk
to them. The hubbub of conversation rose.

Jerry looked
bewildered. Was he still half-hypnotised?

A voice behind
me said: ‘Hello.’

Gene, in a
leather bomber jacket. Without his white coat he looked younger and
as slight as I remembered from school, but the V of hair was a
little higher.

Jerry stepped
down off the stage. He was swaying.

‘Gene, you’re a
doctor. Will he be okay?’

‘We should get
him away from this stress. He’ll be vulnerable and it could bring
on a panic attack.’

I pushed
through the crowd to the stage. Jerry caught my eye and looked
relieved. I reached him and held out his jacket. He looked at it as
though he didn’t know what to do.

I turned and
looked for Gene.

He was right
behind me. He didn’t wait for me to ask a question, but took
Jerry’s jacket from me and nodded towards the exit. ‘Let’s get him
out.’ He raised his voice. ‘Can we give him some space,
please?’

I slipped my
arm through Jerry’s. The crook of his elbow was soaked with sweat,
from the stress of that awful regression.

Gene went ahead
of us, clearing the way. The crowd parted and every person gazed at
us, face alight with questions. Some of them looked annoyed that we
were taking Jerry away.

Outside the
auditorium was a display of books and self-help tapes by Anthony
Morrish, presided over by a silvery haired woman. She was taking
tenners and handing over bags as fast as she could manage. Gene
cleared a path through the customers and I hurried Jerry past.

We guided Jerry
down the path and through the gate. He looked at them as though he
was seeing them for the first time. I stood with my arm around him
while Gene flagged down a taxi.

A cab pulled
over. ‘Where are you going?’ Gene asked me.

‘Clapham,’ I
said. Gene leaned in the window to talk to the driver. Please don’t
let him be one of those sods who won’t go south of the river, I
breathed.

Gene
straightened up and opened the back door of the cab. I pushed Jerry
and he climbed in.

He was so
obedient, like a living doll. Was it safe for him to be in this
state? Anthony Morrish had warned the audience not to say anything
while he was under because of what it might make him see or hear.
What if he had a flashback? Or a panic attack while in a
trance?

Gene handed me
Jerry’s jacket. ‘Do you want me to come with you? I have some
experience of hypnosis.’

I nodded.
‘Yeah. Thanks.’

I climbed in,
sat next to Jerry and clasped his hand tightly. Gene sat on the
fold-down seat opposite me. The taxi began to thread through the
back roads.

Gene leaned
forwards, looking at Jerry. The amber lights in the street outside
accented the hollows in his cheekbones and made his eyes more
intense. He twitched his finger; a tiny movement but Jerry looked
at him, like a well trained dog waiting for instructions.

‘Jerry, can you
hear me?’

Jerry replied.
‘Yes.’

‘Good. Jerry
you’re safe and we’re taking you home. Lean against Carol and
sleep.’

Jerry’s head
sank onto my shoulder. His eyes closed.

Gene sat back.
‘He’ll be all right.’

I looked at
Jerry. He was absolutely still. ‘What have you done?’

‘Put him back
under so he can relax.’

The slightly
higher hairline made Gene’s face look narrower than I remembered.
Maybe he had lost puppy fat. On either side of his nose were two
tiny marks. So he still wore glasses sometimes.

Now we had
sorted out the immediate problem I didn’t know what to say to him.
‘So what’s a doctor doing at a charlatan show like that?’

Gene glanced at
Jerry and put a finger to his lips. He reached into his inside
pocket, scribbled on a pad of paper and passed it to me.

Shh. He can
still hear. Not doctor; physiotherapist. You allowed to write?

I scrawled my
answer. Why would I not be allowed to write? Have you been
reading my notes?

He shook his
head. Scribbled some more. Dr G only gives white gloves to the
bad ones.

So he knew
everything.

He scribbled
again. Sorry about the Rachmnv.

Sometimes I
felt so angry it was like having Tourette’s. It took over me
without warning. I only kept control because Jerry’s weight against
my shoulder reminded me to be careful. The fury became tears, too
many of them. I turned away and rested my cheek on Jerry’s
sandpapery head, looking at the streets passing so Gene wouldn’t
see.

Gene had only
come in the cab to help me. He’d been nothing but helpful ever
since he’d first seen me. But I couldn’t cope with it. There was a
tsunami of energy inside me and I had no idea where it could all
go. I couldn’t cope with anything. Even kind people.

I didn’t dare
look at him again. We stayed silent for the rest of the journey.
Once we delivered Jerry home and safe I’d get rid of Gene as fast
as possible.
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The cab
slalomed around the speed humps of Nightingale Lane, swung into our
road and put the brakes on. In the doorway of the house opposite
the owners were saying goodbye to a couple on the front step. They
saw our cab and the woman tiptoed on high heels to the gate to bid
for it.

I nudged
Jerry.

He stayed
still, didn’t wake, didn’t stir.

Gene took
Jerry’s hands and spoke to him softly. ‘Jerry, when you feel me
squeeze your hands you will wake up. Three-two-one – ’

He increased
the pressure on Jerry’s fingers. Jerry’s head snapped up, his eyes
open. As though the weirdness of that Jack the Ripper business had
snaked out of the basement like a wisp of fog and followed us
home.

The driver
called over his shoulder. ‘You all stopping here or what?’

‘No, just us
two,’ I said. ‘How much so far?’

‘Twenty.’

High heels
clattered into the road from the house opposite. The cab driver saw
the woman and shook his head. She turned away, arms wrapped
resentfully against the cold.

I paid and
helped Jerry out.

Gene climbed
out after him. He handed me a ten-pound note. ‘I’m getting out here
too.’ I must have given him a hostile look because he added: ‘I’ll
walk from here.’

The cab driver
pulled away and tooted to alert the couple from the dinner
party.

Jerry made his
way down the steps to the front door. Unlocked it, opened it.
Dashed to the cupboard under the stairs to turn off the burglar
alarm.

He seemed to be
moving normally; or at least not as though he was sleepwalking. But
he looked so quiet. Normally if we were coming home from a night
out he’d be chatting and laughing.

Gene stopped at
the front step. ‘Jerry,’ he said, ‘how do you feel?’

Jerry looked
surprised to be talked to. ‘Fine. Do you know what, I think I need
to be on my own. Carol, can you lock up?’ Then he frowned. ‘Oh no,
that’s silly, of course you shouldn’t.’ He put his hand on the
banister. ‘You might have to remind me if I forget
something...’

Since my piano
ban Jerry had usually locked up because the bolt on the back door
didn’t move unless you bullied it.

‘I’ll manage,’
I said.

Gene was still
on the doorstep, hands in pockets. ‘Jerry, you ought to get to bed.
Carol, if you tell me what to do I’ll help you.’

Jerry went to
the stairs. Whatever Gene said he obeyed without question. ‘Good
night,’ he said, then went up. Leaving me there with Gene.

If Jerry was
feeling normal there’s no way he would have gone to bed and left me
with a good-looking stranger, without so much as a flirty wink.

‘Is he still
under?’ I said.

‘Probably just
disorientated,’ said Gene. ‘He’s calm. He’ll be okay now.’

He hadn’t moved
from the threshold. Like a vampire waiting to be invited in.

Rain began to
patter through the trees. Gene looked at it and shrugged deeper
into his jacket. ‘Do you need some help locking up?’

‘I’ll deal with
it. And I don’t want you snapping your fingers and putting me
under.’

It was a
reflex: leave me alone. I don’t want sympathy or curiosity, or to
discuss where things went wrong.

I should have
thanked him for getting Jerry home. We should have chatted about
old times. I should have asked him about his life, what he was
doing. That’s the way people normally behave when they meet someone
who is part of their past. But a reflex stopped me. It was as if by
saying the words I’d be starting something I wouldn’t be able to
cope with.

Gene gave a
half smile. ‘Jerry was still half-under. I’d need a bit more time
to do you.’

‘You don’t need
to do me,’ I said quickly, and put my hand on the door, ready to
push it shut.

Propped by the
front door were a couple of golf umbrellas. Gene looked at them.
‘Do you use those?’

I spread my
hands. ‘What do you think?’

He took the
black one, pulled the pen out of the bomber jacket, grabbed my hand
and inscribed my palm. 45 Elliston Rd.

Then he turned,
jogged up the steps and launched the umbrella. His footsteps echoed
as he walked around the corner and away down Nightingale Lane.
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Back when
Jerry was at art college he was looking for a flatmate and I
answered the ad. He always wore something red and had a wide-open
smile that was charmingly at odds with the brooding characters he
liked to draw. It turned out he had a powerful mothering streak and
was soon checking on me like a minder, knocking on my door in the
morning if I had to get up, mopping me up with hugs and analysis
when boyfriends went wrong. I often thought it was a pity he was
gay, he was such an affectionate soul. Although if I’d dated him
I’d probably have got jealous as he was equally as protective with
all his friends.

But I had the
feeling all was not well in his boundless heart. I wondered if he’d
had a tragedy at an early age, if a brother or sister had died –
like me he was an only child. One night I got my answer.

We’d been
chatting in my room, top to tail under the duvet. The bed fitted
snugly against two walls and we’d make a nest with every pillow and
cushion in the flat. Sometimes we used his bed, but it rolled and
developed a chasm at one or other end, which would swallow first
the pillows and then your backside.

We’d been
grousing about love and luck until we decided we two were the only
reasonable people in the world. We’d always go on until we fell
asleep. Usually I’d wake to see his red-socked feet on my pillow
like two Muppets waiting for faces and it would make me smile as I
turned the light out.

This time I
woke to a scream.

I thought he
was having a fit or cardiac arrest.

That was the
pit of anxiety he carried. Every few months it would happen. He
couldn’t explain why or predict when, but a depth charge would
detonate in his soul and he’d wake, insane with panic.

We shared that
flat for two years, then rented the Clapham house. It was owned by
an obscure trust and we got the run of it for doing it up. We
painted the dingy rooms white and converted the garage to a
soundproofed practice room. We built up freelance careers – he as
an artist and illustrator specializing in gothic and Victorian
styles, me playing for ensembles and orchestras.

We each had our
coterie of college contemporaries, but mine scattered further and
wider, or fetched up in other professions, started families. Other
musicians took the place of these friends, but by then I understood
they’d come and go.

Even if they
became more than friends, they couldn’t resist the law of the music
jungle. That’s what happened last year with Karli, a velvet-voiced
baritone with black curls and a face so perfect for classical CD
covers that he must have been drafted by Botticelli. We
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