

[image: Cover]



FOG HEART

By Thomas Tessier


[image: ]



A Macabre Ink Production

Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


Crossroad Press digital edition 2024

Copyright © 1997 Thomas Tessier


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author

Thomas Tessier was born in Connecticut and educated there and at University College, Dublin. He lived in Dublin and London for thirteen years, during which time three books of his poems were published and three of his plays were professionally staged. For several years he wrote a monthly column on music for Vogue magazine (UK).

His short stories have appeared in numerous magazines and anthologies, including Borderlands, Cemetery Dance, Prime Evil, Dark Terrors, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror and Best New Horror. His first collection of short fiction, Ghost Music and Other Tales, received an International Horror Guild Award. In 2013, his second collection, Remorseless: Tales of Cruelty, was published by Sinister Grin Press.

He is the author of several novels of terror and suspense, including The Nightwalker, Phantom, Finishing Touches and Rapture, which was made into a movie starring Karen Allen and Michael Ontkean. His novel Fog Heart received the International Horror Guild Award for Best Novel and was cited by Publishers Weekly as one of the best books of the year. His latest novel, Wicked Things, was published in paperback by Leisure Books and in hardcover by Cemetery Dance Publications.

Thomas Tessier lives in Connecticut. He is currently working on a new novel, as well as more short fiction.

Bibliography

Novels

Father Panic’s Opera Macabre

Finishing Touches

Fog Heart

Phantom

Rapture

Secret Strangers

Shockwaves

The Fates

The Nightwalker

Wicked Things

Short story collections

Ghost Music and Other Tales

Remorseless: Tales of Cruelty

Poetry collections

Abandoned Homes

How We Died

In Sight of Chaos


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press


[image: ]


Table of Contents



Prologue

 

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

 

Sentenced

 

Part Two

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

At Swim

 

Part Three

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five


Prologue

Fog land have I seen

Fog heart have I eaten

Ingeborg Bachmann

Oona didn’t think of it as suicide, exactly. She wondered what it would be like to drift away and never come back. This time make it real. Water lapped gently around her ankles. Was there a tide, a current that would take her?

She wondered where she would go, what would happen. Would her thin little body wash all the way down Long Island Sound to New York City, bobbing in oily refuse? Perhaps she would thump against a gleaming yacht at the Greenwich marina. It might be best if she only floated a short distance, to the middle of the Sound, and then sank to the bottom of the channel, to rest there in silence. Silence—yes, that would do.

The water was cool but not unpleasant. Still, most of the people stayed on the beach, content to take in the sun and enjoy the fresh air. It was quite warm, in fact, and the air had a familiar marine tang. But the people. There were too many of them. There always were. They didn’t particularly bother her, at the moment.

Oona waded a few yards, dragging her feet through the sand. She glanced back at the beach and spotted Roz in the crowd. She was still sitting on that colorful towel, her feet crossed at the ankles, arms propped straight behind her, sunglasses on, her dark auburn hair hanging loose. A model, nearly.

Beside Roz, the red and white cooler containing bottles of cranberry lemonade, the holdalls with their clothes, tapes, snacks, Oona’s copy of The Heart of Mid-Lothian, sunblock, skin cleanser, combs, brushes, flip-flops, a rumpled Register, an old Walkman with a new battery, everything as it was. So many things to be counted and forgotten.

Roz saw Oona looking at her, and quickly flashed one hand. Oona wriggled her fingers in return. Dear Roz, I’m writing this to say … I don’t know what to say.

Oona slipped into the water and began a lazy crawl, but soon rolled over onto her back and floated. She steered herself to get in position so that she could see only the sky. Funny how you begin to see things that aren’t there as soon as you look up at the empty sky on a day when it’s such a brilliant blue. With no hint of land, no clouds. You see odd shapes and weird things, images that exist only in your eyes and head.

Water, flow into me.

This is the Atlantic, Oona reminded herself. An arm of the Atlantic, anyway. Like the North Sea, like the Firth.

You’d never make Leith from here. Why would you want to, anyway? There’s nothing for you there. You brought it all with you, long ago. Scene of the crimes, real or fanciful. It would be of no use. How little is!

In the bonny cells of Bedlam,

Ere I was ane and twenty,

I had hempen bracelets strong,

And merry whips, ding-dong,

And prayer and fasting plenty.

Oona rubbed her arm. Her skin was pale and burned easily, so she’d put on plenty of lotion. She could still feel it, slick as slime. Meet your new skin. It had the feel of something that had settled into the pores for the duration, like guilt.

She swung her feet down: they barely touched sand but Oona could tread water. The water didn’t scare her, though she never felt at home in it. She was an adequate swimmer at best. There were so many people. One thing about them, they were easier to take at a distance. You’re just not a people person, Oona.

Ah, but she is, you see.

She kept expecting to drift into a current that would carry her away, but she felt nothing. Just chilly water, no pull. She would have to do all the work, if it was going to be done. Think of it as making love. That would be a first. You want to do it gladly, if at all. Think of it as going home. But what on earth is home?

The people looked a bit smaller, she thought, but not small enough. Roz was still visible on the towel. There was something about the way Roz sat that suggested alertness. Lie down, girl, do us a favor. Close your eyes and daydream. That was what Oona wanted to do, at sea.

—A man’s hands around her neck—

No, not again, no more, never. Kill me, for a change. Make it real this time, make it real, make it real.

By moving slowly, casually, by swinging around this way and that in lazy arcs, Oona was able to put a lot of distance between herself and the shore without causing alarm. At least, she heard no whistles or shouts. She heard nothing at all, and that was very nice indeed. The crowd was beginning to blur.

Roz at the water’s edge, waving.

Oona righted herself and waved back, trying to make it look as if she were happy and relaxed. She wagged her head, splashed water, and then did a quick surface dive. She came up a few yards away, farther out, and flopped onto her back. She floated nonchalantly, trying to make it look as if she were in complete control and didn’t have a care in the world. As if she actually knew what she was doing.

You do, don’t you?

The crowd was a narrow band of mixed colors and shapes, with no definition anymore. Good, but don’t look any closer or you’ll see something you don’t want to see. And that was it, of course. The thought itself was more than sufficient. Oona suddenly knew that Roz was swimming towards her now, that Roz wanted to catch up with her and make sure that everything really was all right, and take her back to this miserable land.

Oona turned away and cut into the water. She swam hard. She cupped her hands, digging into the waves and kicking her feet as forcefully as she could. Such a puny creature am I. There was a sensation of steady movement, but not of speed. The sea wants to take me, and I want to go. Let it happen.

Her strength disappeared quickly. Her arms began to burn at the shoulders, her fingers splashed rather than scooped, and her feet began to slap weakly behind her. I want to sink, my body is ready, let me sink like sinking into exquisite sleep.

She caught a glimpse of the shore, the people, and all of it seemed far enough away at last. No, don’t bother to say goodbye. The hardest part was to make your body let go, to allow the water in without fighting it. Hard, but worth it.

Greyness invaded her. Oona gagged.

Her body resisted, and that made her feel angry and useless. She began to cry as she choked, tears lost in seawater, still caught at the surface, her body refusing to sink, to yield to the sweetness she so dearly wanted. It was as if she could feel her fingertips brush against it, but could not take hold of it. What does it take to make death take you?

A presence near her. Oona tried to force herself down into the depths, but it was no use. Roz’s arm looped around her neck and locked her chin in the crook of the elbow.

“No,” she sputtered feebly.

“It’s okay,” Roz said, sounding very calm. “Don’t worry, I have you. You’ll be all right now.”

“I’ll never.”

“Sure you will. Don’t try to talk.”

Now—oh, sure, now—Oona’s body relented completely, and Roz towed her along easily like an inflated toy. Always too far, never far enough. Living doesn’t work, dying doesn’t work. A moment later Oona felt the sand beneath her. Her stomach hurt and her mouth tasted awful. She spat several times.

Roz draped an arm around her shoulders and steered her to their beach towel. Oona crossed her arms on top of her knees and rested her forehead on them. Her breathing was still ragged; her body trembled and occasionally shuddered with a gasp. Maybe she had come closer than she thought.

“Do you want to go to the ladies’ room?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“I’ll be all right.”

Oona sipped a little juice. She lit a cigarette with some difficulty, her hand shaking. She coughed sharply a couple of times and couldn’t inhale deeply, but as always the smoke was a vague comfort. Roz placed a dry towel around her shoulders and stroked her back soothingly. “Poor thing, you must’ve been terrified.”

Oona looked up at her. “No,” she said. “Not in the least. 1 wanted it to happen.”

When she saw the tremor of pain in Roz’s face she was almost sorry she’d said it. But Roz understood. Had to.

“Oona.”

“I mean it,” Oona said, a bit loud.

Roz sat close to her, holding her, speaking in a low voice.

“But, darling, why?”

“You know well enough.”

“You can’t just turn your back on it and give up.”

“I can try.”

“You can’t do it,” Roz insisted, her voice almost regretful. Oona put her head down and began to cry again, silently, still shivering. Roz gave her a hug and rocked her comfortingly. “Look, never mind about that now. Do you want to go home? We’ll put our feet up and have a drink. What do you say?”

Oona nodded. “Yes.” Sounding every bit as small and frail and miserable as she looked and felt.

“Sounds good to me, too.”

They gathered their things, wandered back to the car and got on the highway for New Haven. Oona found a Mozart violin sonata on the FM. She clutched her book tightly in her hands and tried to let the music fill her head. It was perhaps as dark as Mozart ever got, and it seemed to help.

At home, Roz put her in a warm shower, gave her a shampoo, toweled her down and carefully combed the snarls out of her hair. Oona had masses of long black hair, and it took a while. But Roz always had time for things like that. She could be the perfect attendant, a lady’s lady. Oona sipped icy vodka from a crystal tumbler, and smoked long cigarettes. The acceptable vices. She felt better now, like a pouty child who is being over compensated for a minor deprivation. She would let herself enjoy it.

“Oona.”

“Mm?”

“Did you see—”

“No.”

“—anything?”

“No.”

“You weren’t in any real danger, then.”

“I was nearly there,” Oona corrected her.

“You’d’ve seen something.”

“Maybe not.”

“You weren’t close enough.”

“That’s the truth.”

“Don’t talk like that.” A mild reproach.

They went into the living room. Oona stretched out on the long sofa, settling herself among loose cushions. Roz sat on the carpet and leaned back against a heavy armchair, nursing the only glass of Scotch she would have all evening.

“Roz.”

My banes are buried in yon kirkyard

Sae far ayont the sea,

And it is but my blithesome ghaist

That’s speaking now to thee.

“Yes, love?”

“Next time …”

“Don’t ask that.”

“Please. Roz …”

Why is it so easy to beg for what you know you’ll never get? The sheer perverse pleasure of being refused. You’re always safe in choosing the pain you know.

“Don’t ever ask that of me.” Roz swirled her drink. “Your talent is special. Exceptional.”

“It’s not a talent.” A shout, but plaintive, and the fight was gone by now. “I don’t want it anymore.” A whimper.

Roz let it pass and they were silent for a while.

—Her throat, tightening—

“I felt him,” Oona said suddenly. “A man’s hands around my neck. He was strangling me. I don’t know who he is. That was the only thing I did feel out there in the water, and it happened again, just now.”

Roz stirred with interest. “He was strangling you?”

“I believe so, yes.” Oona shrugged. “Someone.”

“You’re making it all up,” Roz decided impatiently. “I wish you wouldn’t do this to me, Oona. It’s so distressing.”

“Sorry. But it’s real enough to me.”

“This whole thing, it’s what you think you’d like to happen, because you didn’t make it today.”

“True.”

“Honestly, you can be so hurtful.”

“I don’t mean to be.”

“Little sister …”

Roz didn’t sound bitter or angry, but stoical, pained. Oona was sorry she was doing this to her. The vodka helped her feel a lot better, quieting her mind, but it also made it easier for her to say certain things she otherwise wouldn’t.

“I don’t mean to be anything.”

“Don’t talk like that.”

Oona sipped her vodka and lit another cigarette, loving the way they made her feel—and not feel. It must be said, you do have this talent. Not for living, not for dying—just a horrid little talent. So be it. But the time will come when …

The glow-worm o’er grave and stone

Shall light thee steady;

The owl from the steeple sing,

“Welcome, proud lady.”


Part One


Chapter One

The show was a bit of a disappointment, but Oliver always enjoyed being back in London. There were no real beauties to be had and he couldn’t find much that he felt utterly compelled to get. No surprise: he knew that the best stamps always went to auction, and three or four times a year he had his dealer in New York buy or sell a truly special item for him.

Stamps were only a sideline with Oliver. But they had an aura of beauty and serenity, and to be surrounded by them in a place as large as Olympia was soothing indeed. The show just happened to coincide with a visit on other business, and he couldn’t pass it up. Besides, the pleasure of the hunt was rich in itself and did not always have to culminate in a rare find or a spectacular catch.

Oliver checked his watch and made his way to the bar, which was starting to fill up. He had a large Dewar’s. He felt edgy in a good way. He was back in his city again. After Cambridge, he had come to London, managed a band that became a fair success for a year or two (he still received modest royalty cheques), invested in a label that continued to prosper, imported American jeans and selected lots of clothing that sold well, and in time he got into several other business ventures. Some were a little less profitable than others, but none lost money. He had a good nose for a fair risk.

Oliver was still, essentially, a maverick, an inspired dabbler who got by on his instincts, but by now he could not conceive of giving up his freedom for a more predictable and secure business career. Besides, he didn’t need a regular paycheck.

Now he wanted to do something. There was a party for the Limehouse Knights, a fairly new non-retro neo-post-ska ska band, currently on a roll in the UK, which should be fun—but that was later in the evening.

Oliver finished his drink and left Olympia. It was only a short walk back to the house. He let himself in. Nick and Jonna were off somewhere in the Camargue, supposedly scouting out locations for television ads. Which they were undoubtedly doing now and then, in the odd moments when they weren’t busy eating, drinking and screwing their creative brains out. Lucky old Nick and Jonna—well, Nick anyway.

It was a shame to miss them this time around. He liked them both very much. They were longtime friends who ran a successful little film production company. Oliver had the use of their home in Kensington while he was in London. It was on a short terrace, set back from the High Street, overlooking Edwardes Square at the rear. It was actually the kind of house Oliver had wanted to own years ago, when he lived in London.

Now that he could afford to, of course, he didn’t. He lived in Manhattan on the Upper West Side, nice enough, admittedly, and New York was a useful base for his many activities. But whenever he was at home for any length of time Oliver found himself trying to come up with reasons to be somewhere else.

Life on the road, no doubt a throwback to those crazy eleven months he’d spent driving the Bombsite Boys around Britain in the van, a different venue every night, dance halls, raucous pubs and grungy rock bars from Glasgow to Portsmouth. Rotten food, empty sex, endless drink, constant bitching, ego wars, troublesome cops and stroppy club owners who invariably refused to pay in full the agreed amount. Crewe, Derby, Slough, Blackburn, Cheadle, Poole, Brighton, Wolverhampton, Cardiff and too many others—oh, yes, Oliver could still remember every wretched stop on that hideous, never-ending tour.

Best year of his life, really.

He called Carrie, but she was out of the office. Lunchtime in New York, and so to be expected.

Oliver took off his shoes, sat in the large leather armchair and watched the lines of traffic down on the High Street. Should he get another Scotch? Nick had an excellent selection of single malts. Later. He shut his eyes and slept for exactly forty-five minutes, an old trick he had mastered on the road trip.

He took a hot shower, dressed and then tried Carrie again. Now it appeared that she would be out of the office on business for the rest of the afternoon. No matter. He should try to get on better terms with the receptionists there, but they stayed for only a month or two and then left. Hopeless.

Tomorrow he had a late-morning flight to Munich, to keep the vastly talented and desperately insecure Marthe Frenssen in line. They had so much to accomplish before someone else discovered the amazing things she could do with raw flax and linen weaves.

So this was his night on the town. Oliver had a vindaloo at a nearly empty Indian place on Abingdon Road, and then took a cab to Piccadilly. The Esquire was a bit drearier than it had seemed on his last visit. He downed a short and left.

Things were much livelier at the Miranda, on Kingly Street. The doorman recognized him, or at least pretended he did. Inside, downstairs, the late-night crowd was beginning to gather. Here was the old London Oliver knew and, in a way, almost adored. There was something vaguely seedy about it, and yet it had a kind of low glamour. The decor was out of date by a couple of decades but the place was so dark and smoky you didn’t notice. The food was hardly memorable, but the floor-show made up for it.

The women were young, pretty and well shaped, and when they weren’t busy dancing they mingled without being pushy. They came from places like Southampton and Reading and Peterborough. They wanted to enjoy the fast life in London, have torrid affairs with exciting young men on the make, make some money, catch a break, and, eventually, when they grew tired of it all, land a reasonably reliable gent who had a job in the City and a deposit on a lovely mock-Tudor in one of the better parts of Surrey. If he owned the house and already had a wife installed, that was acceptable too, as long as he could afford to dislodge the incumbent and not lose everything in the process. Hardly any of these women had the bad luck of falling in love to the tune of a net financial loss.

The men were mid-range business types, entrepreneurs, hearty marketeers treating their out-of-town customers, has-beens with a modicum of buoyancy left, villains with their docile flunkeys and dangerous apprentices, and a few deep pocketed old geezers in for some genteel slap and tickle. It was a crowd that could be merry and loud or strangely tense, but was seldom merely dull.

Oliver fancied himself somewhat apart from the others. They were regulars, and he was an outsider who dropped in from time to time. The club was part of their normal routine, whereas for him it was an occasional rest-stop. He chatted with some of the women, but he didn’t buy them a drink from the gilt-edged suckers’ menu. He usually ended up discussing markets and trade with one or two businessmen and he often got a useful indication of how the trends were going before it appeared as an official fact in the FT indexes. Most of these men had had their hopes broken more than once, and would again, keeping at it until the day they fell down for good. He knew that what separated him from them was largely a matter of luck.

Oliver stayed a little over an hour. A waste of time, perhaps, and yet it didn’t bother him. On the contrary, visiting this club always seemed to make him feel better, in some way he couldn’t quite understand. The Miranda was a lingering pocket of myth, the London of the fifties and sixties, the London of Ruth Ellis, the Krays, Christine Keeler and Mandy Rice-Davies, of Rachman and his thuggish winklers, a London that stretched from Iohn Christie to the Beatles and the Stones. By the time Oliver had begun to hear of it late in his childhood it had been fading into dubious legend, and he’d always had the feeling that he’d missed something.

He gave the taxi driver a card with the address in Limehouse and sat back for the ride. He still had good connections in the music industry, and on most trips to London he could expect to be invited to at least one party. The music business was ever hard and merciless. Denmark Street rules still applied. A kid could write a string of hit singles and still have to scrounge for the cost of a pint. You lived on beans on toast, a squirt of sauce, and by the time you got your hands on money real enough to put in a bank account, you were ancient history. Make way for the new. Oliver was happy to be out of it on a day-to-day basis, and the only thing he missed was the fun of watching unvarnished kids make new music before the grind wore them out.

The party was in a converted warehouse, although what it had been converted to was hard to tell. The crowd was large and many more people were streaming in. The stereo system was cranked up high. There were long tables of food and barrels of quality beer. Say what you want about record companies, but they still knew how to throw a proper piss-up. Oliver wandered around aimlessly for a while, spotting old hands like Marianne Faithfull, Dave Davies, Bryan Ferry and a bespangled Gary Glitter.

Eventually he caught up with Ian. Ian was his contact, the name to give at the door. Years ago, he had been a scruff kid from Woking who couldn’t quite master rhythm guitar. But he was bright and eager, and Oliver had given him a useful nudge at the right time. Now Ian was a highly regarded studio soundman, about due for his first major production job. He would probably have found his way there anyhow, but he was eternally grateful to Oliver. People with memory were rare in the business.

They swapped bits of personal news and work talk, and got up to date with each other. It had been three months since Oliver’s last visit. As usual they vowed to have lunch or dinner the next time, definitely, schedules permitting.

Oliver didn’t mind being left on his own. He picked at the mounds of shrimp and smoked salmon, he sipped Greene King beer and wandered around idly, nodding to some of the same magazine hacks he used to court in an effort to win column inches for his band. They still scoffed free nosh and booze frantically.

He skimmed the surface of the party. After a while, he sat down in an overstuffed old armchair, one of several that were scattered around the perimeter of the huge room. Within a minute or two a young woman came along and perched on its fat arm. She leaned back and sighed. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” he said.

“Only my feet are killing me.”

“Do you want to take the seat and I’ll take the arm?”

“Oh, you are sweet.”

They traded places, and she promptly rested her head against his body, just above the hip. She fanned herself with the press booklet that told you more than you would ever want to know about the Limehouse Knights. She was on the tall side, a little skinny and angular. She had short hair and a short skirt, long legs and small breasts. Her name was Becky Something-Something. She was an assistant features editor at a glossy women’s magazine. Music was part of her turf. She loved London, loved the scene, got ten invites a week and went to every one of them. Oliver smiled. He knew what it was like to be in your early twenties in London, to connect, to plug into the action. You really live and your life is electric, even if you’re only one of the minor players on the fringe—as this girl was.

Why tell her how soon it jades and fades? Perhaps she’ll be one of the lucky few and for her it won’t. She wouldn’t believe him, anyway.

Oliver got her a fresh drink. Becky seemed mildly impressed when she heard that he was part-owner of a record label, and she promised to see that future Redbird releases were reviewed in her magazine.

She was even more impressed when he told her he lived in New York and did a little import-export in the rag trade. Exotic shirts and jeans were acceptable. Becky’s father, it turned out, had made a fortune on plastic macs, and they were definitely not.

Becky didn’t like her father, it seemed, but then she said that he chipped in on her rent—otherwise she’d have to share a flat and she’d tried that and it was bloody awful. So she had her own place, and when she asked Oliver where he was staying in town he knew that he could fuck her if he wanted.

“With some friends,” he said. “It’s handy, I come and go as I please. But …” And that was enough to imply in some way that he couldn’t take her there.

No problem. They shared a taxi back into the West End, and along the way Becky asked him if he wanted to come in for coffee or a nightcap. Well, yes, that would be nice. She wasn’t pretty in the obvious ways but there was something attractive about her. How she moved, her height, the angular gawkiness that she fought mightily to overcome—as if she still didn’t know quite what to do with her body. Oliver did.

So he found himself in a small but tidy flat at the back end of Maida Vale, sipping plonk. One sip was enough. And they were stretched out together on a rather hard sofa, Becky with her head resting on Oliver’s chest. When he found her breasts, he stroked them lightly. “So, what’s the trouble with your dad?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why do you hate him?”

“What makes you think I do?”

“I don’t know. Do you?”

“I don’t much care for him, put it that way.”

“What did he do to you?”

“What didn’t he? I mean, it wasn’t sexual, but …”

“He beat you, then.”

“Not exactly, no.”

“What else is there?”

“He—oh God, never mind. It’s embarrassing.”

“That’s all right. You can tell me.”

“I don’t want to …”

But she did, and the drink in her helped.

“It’s not your fault, love.”

“I used to think it was.”

“Never. It’s never a child’s fault.”

“He used to give me enemas,” she blurted out, with rather too much high drama in her voice. “All the time, and not just when I was little. When I got older, he still kept at it.”

Oliver willed himself to be still, otherwise he’d erupt in laughter. Enemas! “You think that wasn’t sexual?”

“It was a health thing with him.”

“Sugar coating, with a little kink inside.”

“Could be. But at least he didn’t make me wear one of those bloody macs. That would’ve been flat-out perv.”

“When did it stop?”

“When I turned thirteen. I stopped it.”

“Thirteen.”

“He was serious about health, a real fanatic. And still is. Like, you should chew everything fifty times.”

“Fletcherism.”

“And posture. That was another thing. It used to drive me crazy, trying to stand and sit and walk what he called the right way. Which was impossible.”

“The Alexander technique.” Small wonder Becky still had a hard time carrying her body around.

“Did you go through all this rubbish too?”

“No, but I’ve heard of it.”

“Bastard. Don’t know why I still love him.”

He couldn’t see her face, but he touched her cheek just near the eye and felt a bit of moisture.

“Tell him how you feel about it. Let him have it full bore. It’d do you a world of good. Clear the air.”

“Very American, I suppose.”

“Charterhouse, actually. I learned the hard way too.”

She shook her head.” He’d never speak to me again.”

“You’d feel a lot better.”

“I feel better now,” she said, squirming happily beneath his touch. “You’re very nice. And comfy.”

They thrashed around on the sofa for a while, staggered into her small bedroom and fell together onto the bed. They lost some of their clothes in the process, made love quickly and furiously, and then they cuddled and kissed gently, resting.

A little later, Oliver explored her body at a more leisurely pace, administering nip-and-peck kisses to her nipples, belly and thighs. Such long legs, such a long flat tummy. She had rather small breasts, but they were high and firm, still girlish.

Oliver licked her. She didn’t know what to do with him, and her awkwardness was beginning to tell. Never mind, darling, some women never learn head—even long after they’ve become addicted to getting it. English women especially, or so it seemed. Maybe that was why Oliver had married a Yank. Becky began to cry. She held him there, wouldn’t let him move. Or stop.

Eventually her hands slipped away and she seemed to sag into herself, dazed. Oliver rolled her over and took her from behind. Slow, gentle, sweet. He wet his fingertip and rimmed her with it tentatively. A long deep moan. A little more, and he could feel the moan in her body now, as strong and resonant as a cello chord from Bach. Yes, Daddy. Becky seemed to fly straight from orgasm into sleep.

One thing: Oliver could never sleep in situations like that. He would lie there afterwards, eyes open or shut, awake. Thinking it was all kind of stupid, though he didn’t know why or how, just that it felt that way. Wondering if she would fall in love with him—but, then, they all did. They wanted him to stay forever or they wanted to follow him back to America. Stay, and stay as tender and frank and understanding and loving as you were, as you really really are. And eat me eat me eat me every night.

Oliver turned his head and stared at her in the grey light. Hair mussed, she did look pretty. Yes, darling, you have a right to some kind of a life, something approximating happiness, all of the usual milestones and millstones. A career, marriage, a house and kids. Click the menu, and make sure you get your full share. Some day, soon perhaps, you’ll even get to bury the old bastard in some dreary Midlands plot. Sell his house and all his things, and never visit his grave.

He wanted to wake her and tell her. Becky, Rebecca, my dear child, Something-Something. It will be all right. You are good, you are pretty. You see? It is worthwhile. In a way. Somehow. I believe. I do. And so … And so…

Enemas, for God’s sake. How on earth had he managed to keep a straight face? A triumph, really.

She had such a lovely long neck. Such an exquisite throat. Slender, elegant. There was some kind of powerful erotic magic in it, irresistible. Don’t forget the people at the party, don’t forget the taxi driver. There are a million important factors to consider in the tiniest of moves.

Oliver slipped his fingers around her throat and he squeezed with great gentleness, so as not to wake her.

Such a feeling. Something to think about. Again.

Because, Christ—it would be so easy.


Chapter Two

The movie did nothing for her, but it was probably her own fault. Carrie had been distracted all day. Taking in the film had been a sudden impulse, and action thrillers could usually be relied on to erase two hours painlessly from your life. But it didn’t work this time.

Distracted—and vaguely unsettled. That was the problem. A loss of concentration in the middle of her discussion with the Wellers about redesigning their kitchen. That blank spot while she examined an assortment of Italian tile samples. But it had been a busy day, so a brief lapse was perhaps understandable, and it was not as if anyone else had noticed.

But there had also been that moment yesterday evening when Carrie had been sorting through her underwear to make up a load of laundry, when a tremendous sense of sadness welled up within her. She had no idea how long she’d stood at the hamper, close to tears. Over nothing. Why had it happened to her?

As soon as she got back to the apartment, Carrie called her mother in Pensacola. Nothing much new there. A ziti dinner for the church, a book and bake sale for the local library.

“Are you all right, dear?”

“Yeah, just kind of—I don’t know.”

“That would be the blahs.”

Carrie smiled. “I guess so. Oliver’s away.”

A cluck. “Where now?”

“London and Munich.”

“He’s going to turn into Willy Loman on you.”

Carrie laughed. She felt a little better after she hung up, but the mood didn’t last. She took a long hot bath, had a glass of Cointreau with a single cube of ice in it, and skimmed a couple of articles in Vanity Fair without noticing what they were about. Later, she sat for a while on the edge of the empty tub, her naked body still moist, strands of wet hair dangling in front of her face, thinking, The blahs?

She put on a white terrycloth robe and went into the living room, bare feet slapping on the parquet in the hallway. She put some quiet jazz on the stereo. Carrie loved their apartment, a co-op in the Dalmas Building on West 73rd, just far enough away from the noise where Broadway crossed Amsterdam.

She and Oliver had put a lot of time, money and labor into the place. They had stripped and completely redecorated it, but it was worth the effort. Decorating was her talent, her career. The apartment her home. New York her city.

Was it Oliver, some uncertainty about her husband? True, he had seemed a little out of sorts before leaving on this trip, but he was always moody, she was used to that and knew how to handle it. He spent too much time fretting over his numerous business involvements, none of which he really cared about that much. She often thought he would be better off to settle on a single area of activity, something that totally absorbed him and brought out the best in him. He was a man of talent and keen business sense, an intelligent man.

Their marriage was sound. Oliver was attentive, he actually listened, and Carrie knew that a man who listened was a gem to be treasured. They made love regularly, and the sex was still good. They talked. They cared for each other. And … And what more can you ask? But enumerating the pluses didn’t help.

Carrie poured more Cointreau and added another ice cube. She went upstairs to the master suite and sat on the edge of the bed, trying to think what she was there for, what she should do. Put on a nightgown? Pajamas? Just panties? Instead, she chose grey jeans, white socks, sneakers and a purple Lakers sweatshirt.

Oliver was gone five or six times a year, a week or two each trip, and that was not great. But when he was around, which was most of the time, he was around all day and at home every night. They would meet for lunch, or in the evening for dinner out. He used the second bedroom as an office. So times like this, times when she was alone, were usually not a problem for her.

Something in the bedroom behind her, she thought. A sound of movement. Holding the sturdy glass like a rock to throw, she went slowly to the open door. The light was still on. The room was the same, bathrobe draped over a chair. Empty. Windows shut and locked. Nothing. The closet—just clothes. Dressing area and bathroom, both fine. Nothing. See? Carrie turned the light off and closed the door as she left the bedroom.

She went downstairs again. Now the quiet mellow jazz was no longer enough for her. Kiri singing Legrand? Ute doing Dietrich and Piaf? But she was not in the mood for any music. She put on the AM and scanned until she came across a late ballgame from the west coast. The subdued drone of the crowd in the background was somehow comforting, while the play-by-play didn’t even register. She left it there for a while, until she realized that she might not be able to hear anything else within the apartment. Not that there was anything else to hear. But Carrie turned off the tuner and sat in silence.

The kitchen. She didn’t think she’d heard a sound. Coming from there. The brush of one pant leg against the other? Rustle of fabric in the air? Sometimes the only thing worse than being alone is not being alone. But the kitchen was empty. She took the bowl of tapioca ambrosia from the fridge and ate it—there wasn’t much left—standing by the breakfast nook.

She heard Tommy, the resident Irish handyman, bounding down the stairs on the other side of the kitchen wall, his trademark heavy-footed thump trailing away. Probably just solved one more minor mechanical problem for another helpless soul.

Carrie sat down and slid across to the darkened back corner of the nook. It was funny, in a way. They had often joked about it. Her father had waited decades for a plum posting, London or Paris or Rome, and when it came it only lasted one year and three months. A case of cold politics reaching down below the rank of ambassador. Poor man. Australia next.

But that year and a bit happened to come along shortly after Carrie had graduated from Bard. She had nothing definite planned and wasn’t even sure what she wanted to do with her modest BA, so she flew off to London with her parents. Took one course at the North London Poly. Met people, both the diplomatic crowd and others. Fell in love with European styles and fashions—a huge new development in her life, since she’d never paid any attention to that kind of thing before. Much too frivolous. Carrie still read books, of course, but the old Eng. Lit. outlook was starting to give way to different and more practical interests.

She blossomed in London. Or at least she liked to think she did. Girl to woman. Finding a sense of direction. Carrie began to look at rooms, to see how they were put together and arranged, and what people did with them. She learned how to see a room, as it could be not merely as it was. Towards the end of that year Xavier Rocher took her on as an unpaid assistant. It was a great opportunity to learn, and she did. After two months, he gave her a small wage. She was in the business.

By then it was known that Daddy was on the way out of town. By then Carrie had met Oliver at a do at the Groucho. His band had recently broken up so he was not in the best of form. They clicked, however. He was irresistible, tremendously attractive, witty, polished, considerate, fun—dear God, how she had fallen for him. She was never quite sure why he wanted her, out of all the women who were available to him, but he did. Daddy and her mother both liked Oliver, and when they left Carrie stayed on in London. Worked with Xavier, lived with Oliver. London was their playground, and it was great. Everything.

She stopped breathing for a moment as she looked through the kitchen and saw a shadow slide along the wall in the hallway. No sound, just a shadow that quickly vanished. Nothing, Carrie told herself. The Dalmas was a good building, there was hardly ever a break-in. On top of which, their apartment was protected by the best locks and security system available. She knew all about it, from work. So. There.

She got up and went through the dining area into the living room. No one, nothing. No more shadow in the hall. She didn’t want another drink, but she added a large splash to what was left at the bottom of her glass. She wasn’t tired enough to go to bed and fall asleep, so the drink might help. Ought to be a gin, or something equally lethal; the Cointreau was having no discernible effect on her.

There was a sense of displacement, as if Carrie were waiting to resume feeling like herself again. It was absurd, but there you are. More or less.

Oliver would be sleeping now. Must be about four or five in the morning in London, she wasn’t sure which. Carrie would admit to a little envy. It had been a year plus since her last visit to London, and she missed it. New York had been Oliver’s idea, not hers. By the time they left, she was just beginning to feel more English than American. It hurt. And it took her a while to get established in Manhattan. She had plenty of useful contacts, and that helped enormously. Now she had all the work she wanted, too much at times. But New York was not London.

Practically the last thing Carrie and Oliver did before they left London was to stop in at the Kensington Register Office, and make it official. Carrie’s family would have preferred a lavish wedding in the old style (Oliver’s parents were both dead, and he was an only child), but everybody was happy for the young couple. Oliver and Carrie, Carrie and Oliver. Happy together.

When she put her drink down on the coffee table and looked up, she saw her father sitting on the hassock on the far side of the room. He was naked, and his body was turned to one side so that his genitals could not be seen. Carrie’s breath stopped in her throat. He was there for the longest moment. She tried to speak but the sound barely reached her lips.

“Daddy?”

His flesh looked soft and flabby, his skin wrinkled, though his cheeks showed a little red. He looked tired and drawn, with circles beneath his eyes. His hands moved in tight gestures, as if he were trying to explain something. He spoke to her, but she heard no sound. She thought she saw sadness or sorrow in his expression. Maybe even pain. Carrie was pinned in place with fear and anguish until the apparition of her father suddenly vanished.

Five—no, it was six years ago now.

Carrie sagged back into the leather sofa. Her breath came in short vacant gasps that seemed to originate in her mouth. Her throat was dry, her vision blurred. She had nothing to hold onto because she didn’t believe in God or an afterlife or ghosts. She hadn’t seen her father since the day of his burial in Vermont six years ago. Carrie had never experienced anything like this and she would never expect to because—but this frantic attempt at reason crumbled. She began to shiver, swamped with fear. She had to get out of there. Immediately.

The telephone rang but she didn’t stop.

She took the stairs two at a time, unable to stand and wait for the elevator. On to the street, up Broadway, walking quickly, almost running. But where to? Carrie realized that she had left her keys and wallet behind. Never mind.

She kept walking, sometimes breaking into a trot, because at the same time she felt calmer and yet more frightened and she had to get somewhere. Jeffrey and Mark. It came to her when she was at their door on 85th near Riverside Drive, ringing the bell. Oh, please be home.

The next thing Carrie knew, she was swallowing vodka, trying to explain what she was doing there and apologize for it to keep from bursting into tears—all at the same time and not doing a very good job at any of it. Jeffrey raised a napkin and dabbed a drop of vodka from her chin. Oliver didn’t like them, but Carrie regarded Jeffrey and Mark as good friends. Wall-covering wizards by day, they worked with everything from antique paper to pressed reed and filmy leather. She had steered some business their way, and they hers.

“Your father?” Jeffrey echoed.

“Yes.”

Mark frowned. “Didn’t you tell us—”

“Yes. Six years ago. Heart attack.”

“What did he do, when you saw him there?”

“He was just sitting there, speaking to me,” Carrie replied.

“But he had no voice. There was no sound at all.”

“How long did it last?”

“It seemed like forever, but probably a minute or so.”

“How many drinks did you have?” Mark enquired with a faintly mischievous smile.

“Not enough.”

Jeffrey patted her hand. “Well, it’s over. You’re all right now, just try to relax.”

“Do you think I’m acting crazy?”

“No, of course not.”

“I mean, could I be having a nervous breakdown? Is this how it starts? Seeing things?”

“No, of course not.”

“I did see him,” Carrie insisted.

“Well, yes, of course you did,” Mark agreed.

“I mean, he was there. My father.”

“Carrie, nobody doubts you.”

“Do you believe in things like that? Ghosts. Apparitions. Whatever it was.”

“Why not?” Jeffrey said. “Too many people have experiences like that—it has to be real, somehow.”

“Any problems on the home front?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, we’re fine. Really.”

“Where is Oliver, anyway?”

“London. Munich later today, or maybe tomorrow. He’s been away since last weekend. That was probably him calling,” Carrie added, an afterthought addressed to herself.

“What?”

“The phone rang as I was leaving and I didn’t stop to answer it. But it must have been Oliver.”

“What was your father wearing?” Jeffrey asked suddenly.

“I was afraid you’d ask me that,” Carrie replied sheepishly. “He didn’t have anything on.”

“Calling Dr. Freud,” Mark said, with a grin.

“No, not really.” Jeffrey ran his hand over his short hair and adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “It’s a good sign. You didn’t just imagine the whole thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Remember that party, in Montauk?”

This was directed to Mark, who nodded. “Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?”

To Carrie, “Scott, he’s a friend of ours. Well, sort of a friend. Anyway, at this party I was in a small group of people, sitting around, talking over drinks, and somebody mentioned these old stories of dead sailors who were sometimes seen in that area. Ghosts, right? Supposedly they’d been lost at sea off the coast of Long Island. Now, Scott is very into this kind of thing, and he said real ghosts always appear naked.”

“If you can believe Scott,” Mark said dismissively.

“Maybe he was right about that.”

“But why?” Carrie asked, trying not to sound anxious.

“Well, think about it,” Jeffrey said. “When people die they don’t take their clothes with them. If it was a ghost, a genuine visitor from the other side, why would it be dressed? You don’t really think they’re issued with robes and harps, do you?”

“No,” Carrie had to admit.

“It’s all in the mind,” Mark said, with a shrug. “There are no ghosts, there is no other side. It’s just your mind trying to send you a message.”

Carrie was inclined to agree. She didn’t have much faith in otherworldly things. People may have some spiritual dimension in their nature, a part of them that wanted to link up with a cosmic force, God, whatever, but that didn’t make it real. “I’m just as skeptical,” she said, then added, faintly, “Or was.”

They talked about it a while longer, inconclusively, and had more to drink. Tiredness finally overtook her. Jeffrey and Mark got her a pillow and blanket, and Carrie dozed off on their sofa. She felt bad about it as she faded away, as if she were being as foolish and self-indulgent as a child, But they were so kind and sympathetic, and she simply couldn’t move.


[image: ]



She awoke a few hours later, shortly after six. Grey light filtered into the room from outside. The apartment was perfectly quiet. Carrie sat up and blinked. She couldn’t remember having any dreams. Her head ached a bit, and her mouth was gummy with the stale residue of all that drink. She noticed the sound of light traffic drifting up from the street below—Manhattan is never perfectly quiet, least of all at the break of day—and found it rather comforting.

She got up and tiptoed to the seat by the corner window, felt a bit shaky and sat down. Put it in perspective, she told herself. But how? She had no base of experience to draw on, and she knew next to nothing about such matters.

But one thing did seem clear. If the apparition was real on any level, if it had meaning for her
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