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CHAPTER ONE

 


He had seen a
dead woman running along the metro
corridor. He knew her, and he knew that she was dead. But there she
was, running towards him. Other people were walking calmly in both
directions, but she was still running, coming nearer. Distant
trains roared and rattled.

Nearer and nearer she came,
holding out an envelope. And he knew what was in it.

*****

It was one of
those raw, damp Paris mornings in the
bleak period before Christmas. When the phone rang, Kay was
standing by the window, sipping coffee as she watched sparrows on
the zinc rooftop opposite and trying to make up her mind to return
to her desk and begin translating “The Origins of Meroitic Script”.
Faint smells of cauliflower wafted up from the courtyard below. She
wondered vaguely why a neighbour always started cooking so early in
the day.

“Hello?” The number on the screen
was unfamiliar. Silence. “Hello?” If one more person tried to
persuade her to fit new windows, they would get short shrift. She
nearly put the phone down.

“Hello, is
that Kay Lemoine, translator?” The man’s
voice, speaking French with a faint Breton intonation, was
hesitant.

“Speaking.”
Probably some prospective client wanting a cut-price
job. She couldn’t possibly take on any
extra work at present.

“I–This is a
strange request, but I need a translation into French.
It’s only short.”

“I’m afraid I–”

“Please! … it’s desperately
important. I’ll pay top rate. Could I possibly meet you and
explain?”

Kay never
quite knew why she agreed. Perhaps
because the day was so dreary. Perhaps because she was in no hurry
to tackle fifty pages of arid speculation about Meroitic script.
Winding a scarf around her neck, she left her two-roomed flat and
clattered down the five flights of stairs. You’re just
procrastinating, she berated herself.

Paris was
grey. The grey pavements glistened with damp, overlaid with grimy footprints. The tall old buildings
were heavy with their grey or beige stone façades and black wrought
iron balconies, and the grey sky pressed down on the tops of the
leafless horse-chestnut trees. There was a chill in the air and not
many people about, as they were nearly all shut away in their
offices or other places of business. She passed under the art
nouveau green stems and orange buds of the metro entrance and made
her way down the steps, along a corridor and down more steps on to
the platform. She glanced at her watch. This afternoon without fail
she would start on the official translation job, the one from
INTRICS.

At
Montparnasse the corridors were busier, and the echoing sound of a
flute grew louder as she hurried past a seated busker, then
dwindled as she mounted the steps into the noise
of the traffic. The great Montparnasse skyscraper, towering into
the sky with its myriad office windows, caused an artificial
wind-tunnel and made her eyes water.

The café in the sidestreet was
warm.

“Bonjour madame!” shouted the
waiter.

Most
tables were already laid for lunch, so she sat
at a bare table in the corner, ordered a coffee and took out
Le Canard enchaîné, the sign by which the man who had phoned was to recognize
her. Nobody seemed to be waiting for her at present.

She was deep
in the latest revolving-door scandal between big business and the government when the waiter shouted
“Bonjour
monsieur!” and she glanced up to see a
man hovering just inside the door. He began to move between the
tables towards her.

He was
tall and rather gangly, with a woollen
hat pulled down low on his forehead. He wore jeans, a bulky navy
sweater and a jacket, and he carried a long black musical
instrument case slung over one shoulder and a folding stool in the
other hand. Without thinking consciously about it, she could
picture him walking along a windswept beach, the waves pounding,
rocks and dark seaweed…

“Madame
Lemoine?”

“Kay, please.”

“Er
… Ludovic. Ludovic Pérec.”

They shook
hands, and she looked at him while he
peeled off his hat and ordered a coffee. He had shaggy black hair,
and his dark eyebrows nearly met over the bridge of his
nose.

“Was that
you, playing the flute in the metro just
now?” It occurred to her that she had walked straight past
him.

“It was.” A
smile briefly creased his cheeks and as suddenly vanished.
Minutes passed, and the coffee
arrived.

A silence. Ludovic tore open his
sachet of sugar and poured it into his coffee. It made a little
heap like a melting iceberg and slowly sank.

“I like to
watch it do that. It’s … it’s one of
life’s small pleasures. I’m trying to concentrate on little details
like that.”

Silence again.

“I don’t have
very much time,” began Kay.

“Right, er,
right. Sorry.” He felt inside his jacket and produced a battered envelope. “Could you translate this
into French for me? I … er … I’ve never been much good at
English.”

Kay opened
the envelope, cast a practised eye over the two sheets of close
handwriting, assessed how many hundred words they came to and named
a figure. He agreed without hesitation.
She felt a sudden qualm. This would take her very little time.
Should she really be demanding the highest rate?

“So, um—” She
couldn’t bring the conversation to such an abrupt end. “Do you make
much money, busking?” She sipped her coffee.

“No.
Not much. But I have a part-time job in a
supermarket, as well.”

“And how
shall I send you the translation? Do you
have an email address?”

He hadn’t,
but he gave her a mobile phone number. “It doesn’t always work
in that bloody corridor…I mean in the
metro, but you can leave a message. I’ll collect it when it’s
ready.”

It was only as she was stuffing
the sheets of paper back into the envelope that Kay noticed the
name of the addressee: Melissa Johnson.

“Oh! I know
her, don’t I?”

“Yes
… er … I expect you do. She works for INTRICS.
It was from INTRICS that I got your phone number.”

“Well, I’m
surprised you want me to translate this. Surely she could have told you what it said. After all,
she’s English.”

“No! Please.
She hasn’t seen it, and I don’t want you to show it to
her.” His face was full of anxiety. “And
I really need this urgently. I can’t tell you how urgently. I need
to know what it means.”

“Well, OK.
But how do you come to know
Melissa?”

He looked down at his cooling
coffee, then swallowed it in a single gulp.

“She’s
my … I suppose she’s my ex. But that’s
not the only reason.”

*****

 


Daniel Rey
zapped through a range of television channels. Commercials, glittery girls wiggling about, talking heads,
explosions, a car chase. Part of a football match. None of it
grabbed him. He pressed “off” and lay slumped on the couch, staring
at the blank screen which dimly reflected his surroundings. Outside
the window, the streetlamp shed a dismal yellow light over the room
with its wall of bookshelves: all his books, novels and plays and
poetry in English. Nothing that had belonged to her. He couldn’t be
bothered to close the shutters. Traffic rumbled, and an
ambulance–no, not an ambulance, he thought, closing his eyes–a fire
engine, or maybe a police car–blared its pin-pon-pin-pon invisibly
along the nearby boulevard.

Had he locked
up? Better check. Absent-minded and
distracted, he didn’t know what he was doing these days. He clumped
his way down the staircase and into the shop. He switched on the
overhead light. Of course he had locked up, and lowered the steel
shutter too. He did such things automatically, like a zombie, once
Thierry, his assistant, had left. The bookshelves were tidily
silent, the displays neat, the till locked. The shop smelt as it
always did, of crisp new paper and fresh bindings. In the glass of
the shop window, against a background of steel, his reflection
stared dimly back at him as he stood among the piles of novels and
the latest bilingual dictionaries, easy readers, discs and other
methods for learning English. There he stood, stocky, muscular and
unshaven, solid enough. But he felt insubstantial.
Drained.

In the kitchen behind the shop,
the sink was full of unwashed plates, mugs and glasses. He took a
dirty glass, rinsed it briefly, reached for the whisky bottle in
the cupboard and poured himself a drink. The kitchen window also
sent back his reflection. Very faintly, outside in the darkness, he
could see the small yard and the two wheelie bins. The windowsill
was bare. Nothing looked back at him except his own reflection;
nothing gleamed in the darkness. Wherever he looked, he was thrown
back on himself. There were no eyes looking in.

He ought to
have gone to the gym and worked out. For the past couple of months
he had gone regularly, using the treadmill and training with weights as if his life depended
on it. The exhaustion afterwards felt good and helped him to sleep.
Tonight he couldn’t be bothered. But all he could do was think of
the past, his brain on a different kind of treadmill.

Upstairs
again, carrying his whisky, he paused outside the closed
door. Behind that door, he knew, was the
empty room, the stripped bed, on a hook a light cotton jacket,
smelling very faintly of a certain perfume. And–a guitar. Suddenly
he transferred his glass to his left hand and slammed his right
fist into the wall with all his force. Whisky slopped on to his
shoes. After a few seconds the pain came, and, sucking his
knuckles, he returned to the living room. He dumped the glass on
the table, opened the window, clashed the shutters closed and
pulled down the blind.

After a while
he would have to go upstairs to the other
bedroom, the one he had cleared of all traces of Harriet. Her
clothes had gone to charity and all the jewellery that he had not
sold was in a box in the cellar with some other stuff of hers. Her
brother hadn’t wanted to take anything. In the first days of his
madness, fury and despair, he had ripped her posters of mandalas
and the tree of life from the walls, and torn them to shreds. He
would have liked to burn them, but the small fireplace had been
blocked up years ago. He had tried to get rid of everything that
could remind him of her, but he couldn’t banish his memories, and
occasionally still he would find a long red hair that had been
hers.

He did not
want to think about her, but memories
burned and revolved in his head, a wheel of torment. Her pale
profile, turned away from him. Her obstinate silence. Her refusal
to communicate with him. And then her terrible rage and distress,
and his own guilt.

It was ten
years since they had first met in
Edinburgh, at that book fair. Ten years already. He had been in
every way a much younger man, full of hope and plans. She had been
there with that guy Paul, a mediocre writer of science fiction whom
he had known slightly. But as soon as he saw her, he knew: she was
the woman he wanted in his life. She stood there, tall, slender and
somehow aloof, fragile as a bird, high cheek-boned, with that
flame-coloured hair and the strange green eyes, flecked with hazel.
There was something elusive about her that drew him irresistibly.
Somehow he had to get to know her and arouse her interest. When
they spoke to each other, he noticed the light sprinkling of
freckles on her skin, as if she had been dusted with gold. And
round her neck had been that strange necklace of twisted silver
wire and green stones, almost like a ruff.

That was one of the earliest
pieces that she had sold.

He had found
excuses for returning to Edinburgh. At that time, she had been
working as a receptionist for a Chinese acupuncturist. He had pursued her, without much hope at
first, but Paul had soon dropped out of the picture. Daniel had
been gentle with her, persistent, almost as if he had been taming
an animal. She had been shy and distant. Finally, to his almost
disbelieving delight, she had followed him to Paris, turning up one
day on his doorstep. Being Scottish, she had taken to French easily
and spoke it with only the trace of an accent. The Scots seemed to
have a natural affinity with the language, perhaps for historical
reasons, he thought. In those days, she used to look at him
directly when they spoke to each other. Ha! In those days. Had he
attracted her, or had Paris been the attraction? he now
wondered.

True,
life had been difficult at first. “You’re
on your own,” said his father. “I don’t believe you’ll ever make a
success of that bookshop. You’re too much of a dreamer. You can’t
dream when you’re in business.” He was determined to prove his
father wrong. On his own? They were together, they had even
married, but his parents were deeply disappointed that he had not
married a nice French girl. Times were hard for booksellers, and he
needed to repay his father’s loan. Harriet had no income at first,
but gradually she had found outlets for the jewellery that she
made, and then she had rented a small workshop in the Marais, and
little by little she had built up a clientele of cognoscenti
willing to pay high prices for her original designs: sometimes
extraordinarily high prices. She had been very talented, there
could be no denying that.

But he never felt that they were
sharing their life.

He remembered
the necklace and bracelet that she had worn for their
wedding, like a confection of diamonds
and snowflakes. Only of course they had not been real diamonds. But
they twinkled and dazzled with rainbow colours, and caused lens
flare on the wedding photographs, in which she had smiled
inscrutably into the camera. From her family, only her wispy
brother, who spoke no French, had come to the wedding. Both her
parents were dead. Those photographs were down in the cellar, too.
He hadn’t quite been able to bring himself to destroy them,
although the sight of his younger self, grinning like an idiot, and
his parents’ unsmiling faces, filled him with bitterness. His
father’s narrowed eyes and grey moustache, his mother peering
anxiously over her spectacles.

Harriet used to set him on fire
in those early days. Somehow, even when he held her in his arms, he
felt as if she were not really there, as if she were just out of
reach, and he struggled to touch the core of her being, to possess
her. On their honeymoon, on the Ile de Ré, they had made love at
least twice every day, and walked with their arms around each
other. But that was a long time ago. It had been many years since
they had walked intertwined like that. And had they “made love”, or
has she merely submitted to his lovemaking? The initiative always
came from him, although she never refused him.

He could not
pinpoint the time when they had really
begun to diverge. She had always had a certain detached air, but
she had become increasingly distant, more and more secretive. And
he–had he changed? When he pressed her, she accused him of
attacking her ideas, of wanting to control her, but that was
unfair. He just wanted to make some kind of contact with her, for
God’s sake. Surely couples should share things? Communicate? “What
are you thinking about?” he would ask. But she would turn away.
Always her pale profile. And her opaque eyes when they made love,
or rather, when he made love to her. She was somewhere else, miles
away, except when she was bent over that tiresome cat, stroking it,
talking softly to it in some language that was neither French nor
English. Cat language, maybe! She paid more attention to the
accursed animal than she did to him.

Worst of all,
if he raised the subject of children, she
always shied away.

At last he
had forced himself to acknowledge that she must have met someone else. There must be another man:
it was the only explanation. And he had had a strong suspicion who
it might be: that wealthy Lebanese who had bought several items
direct from her at the workshop.

And then
the horror.

He picked up
a publishers’ trade review and tried to
read, but the print swam in front of his eyes. He swallowed more
whisky. “I wish you wouldn’t drink spirits.” He could hear her sad
voice in his head.

After all,
why should he go to bed? Living alone surely had its advantages. He
could stay up or go to bed just as he
pleased, get drunk, shave or not shave, sleep on the sofa if he
liked. He had learned to deal efficiently with groceries, washing
and ironing, all that domestic stuff. Some men would say he was
better off without a woman in his life. Free and independent. He
slumped lower.

And
what about Melissa? If Melissa didn’t soon come
round and pick up that guitar, he was going to dump it out on the
pavement where dogs could pee on it until someone else decided to
take it or smash it up.

*****

 


Kay had never seen anything like
it.

She printed
out the draft, reread it, made some
handwritten corrections and inserted them on screen. She printed
the final version and saved it, frowning.

When she rang
the mobile number that Ludovic had given
her, it went straight to voicemail, so she left a message asking
him to call her as soon as possible. Then she sat, chewing the end
of her pen and reading over the translation once again. Whatever
had Melissa got herself mixed up in? Ought she to ask
her?

It was not
easy to plunge back into the history of
the development of Meroitic script, but the deadline was looming
and she had already wasted some time. For an hour and a half she
forced herself to concentrate and not to be distracted by the noise
of people running up and down the stairs outside or occasional
bursts of loud music coming from a window across the courtyard.
Then she yawned and stretched and wondered whether she should cook
herself an omelette for supper. She was nearly out of bread.
Perhaps she should nip downstairs and buy a baguette from the
bakery on the corner. Was he going to ring her back?

Before she could leave the flat,
the phone rang.

It was
not Ludovic, but her mother, calling from her
cottage in Eure-et-Loir to which she had retired from her job as a
teacher at the international lycée. Her familiar Welsh voice was
comforting, reminding her of happy times when her father had still
been alive. They discussed plans for Christmas: presents, and small
household details.

“You’re sure
you don’t want to come and spend it in Paris, for a change,
Mum?” She could picture her mother,
small, thin and dark like herself, holding the receiver in the
lamplight of her low-ceilinged sitting-room.

“No, no. You
come out here. Have a bit of a break from the capital. A bit of
peace and quiet. And Gwyn will be pleased to see
you.”

Kay
grinned. “He’s pleased to see everybody.” Gwyn
was her mother’s dog, a West Highland terrier.

“Are you sure you’re all right,
love? Nothing on your mind, is there?”

How could her
mother always tell? Long before she and Amir had finally split, and Kay had moved back to France from
Wembley, her mother had detected over the phone that all was not
well.

“No. No, why
should there be?”

“Oh, no reason. I just thought
you weren’t very talkative, that’s all.”

“I’m OK. I
just have loads of work, deadlines, bills to pay. The
usual.”

“Well, you know I’m looking
forward to seeing you. You take care, now.”

“And you. Bye, Mum.”

She did have
something on her mind. Something odd and
disturbing. Having gone down to buy a baguette, and bitten off the
end as she came back up the stairs, Kay tried the mobile number
again. Still voicemail. Bugger the man. Wasn’t he in a hurry for
this translation?

Just as she
was finishing the washing-up, the phone
rang again, and this time it was Ludovic.

“Could…could you let me have the
translation tonight?” asked his hesitant voice.

“Tonight?
It’s a bit late.” It was after nine o’clock. “But listen–OK, yes,
I’ll bring it to you tonight if we can meet in the same café. I’d
like to ask you a few questions about it.”

The
metro corridors were crowded and draughty, and a
voice over the PA system announced delays due to a technical
problem on line 13. This time there was no sound of a flute, but
loud and complicated rhythms on a pair of bongos played by a man
with dreadlocks who sat in the same place that Ludovic had occupied
the previous day.

As she
approached the café through a fine
drizzle, she could see that it was much fuller than it had been
yesterday morning. Blurred shapes of smokers, confined to the
terrace, were visible through sheets of polythene. A blast of hot
air hit her as she opened the door.

“Kay?”
Ludovic was already waiting for her at
the counter. This time he had no flute with him. As two people
stood up to leave, they moved to occupy the table, and Kay used a
paper napkin to wipe the wet rings from its surface before placing
the translation in front of him. She watched him as he slowly read
it to the end. He started again at the beginning.

“Monsieur-dame?”

Ludovic glanced up at the waiter
with a bemused expression.

“Coffee again?” asked Kay.

“No
… no, I’ll never get to sleep if I drink coffee
at this time of night.”

He
ordered a beer, but Kay, being only half French,
could drink coffee at any time of day or night. The waiter whisked
away. Ludovic ran his fingers through his hair and pinched the
bridge of his nose. He looked at Kay with anguished
eyes.

“Were you
expecting something like this?” she
asked.

“I… I was afraid it might be… I
had a feeling it wasn’t…”

Kay took back
the sheets of paper. “Remember
this. For what you have done –”

“Not so
loud.” Ludovic glanced around, but the
other customers were deep in lively conversation. In a low voice,
in French, Kay again read through the bitter outpouring to the
end.

“It’s
actually a curse, isn’t it? And intended for
Melissa? Can anyone possibly hate her as much as this?”

 


“Someone
could … did, apparently. That person is dead.”

Kay sat back
in her chair and said nothing for a
moment or two. “Do you want to tell me about it? How did this come
into your hands?”

“I wish I’d never seen it.
Particularly now that you’ve confirmed what it says.”

“I can
understand that. But the person who
signed it—this Harriet. You say she’s dead?”

“Dead,
yes. Absolutely. There can’t be any doubt
that she’s dead.” Again the anguished glance. Kay began to wonder
whether he was quite sane.

“So you knew
her? And you say that Melissa is your ex? They knew each other?
”

“They were
friends once.” He sighed. He took a long
swallow of his drink and spoke in a flat voice. “How can I …? The
long and the short of it is this: Melissa and I were together. She
and Harriet were friends. Then Harriet went off somewhere for a
while. Melissa and I were…having a few difficulties. Then Melissa
got involved with Harriet’s husband. Harriet—well, I think she saw
Melissa as stealing him from her. That’s about it. Jealousy. Banal,
really.”

“So that’s
what she means by—” Kay looked again at
the second sheet. “You have
deprived me of one of the few living beings I ever truly
loved.”

“Uh-huh.” He was looking down at
the table.

“And she’s dead, you say.”

“She is!
Look—it’s too crowded and noisy in here.
Can we walk about a bit outside?” He fished in the pocket of his
jeans for a handful of coins and counted them out. “Oh, and I owe
you some money for the translation.”

“Don’t worry
too much about that. You can send me a cheque at the end of the
month if you like.”

Outside, it
was still drizzling faintly and the streetlamps were haloed in
mist. They walked slowly along the central reservation parallel to
the Montparnasse cemetery, under the bare
and dripping trees. Beyond the wall on their right, the dead slept
in darkness. In the distance, a man was rolling a ball for a small
dog. Their two shadows moved along the glistening tarmac and they
both looked down at their feet as they talked.

“You’ve seen
me playing music in the metro, right?
That’s my pitch in the mornings. You have to have a permit to play
in the corridors.” He took out a packet of Gitanes and lit one,
after offering them to her. She shook her head. The whiff of black
tobacco reminded her of her student days.

“Really?”

“Yeah. The
best pitch is at Châtelet. But if I’m
just playing on my own…”

“Oh, yes,”
said Kay. “There’s a place where whole bands play, or
little chamber orchestras, and people sit on the
stairs to listen. But what were you going to tell me?”

“Well, it was
some time after Melissa and I had split up. I…yeah. Maybe about a
month after she walked out. I can’t remember exactly.” His voice
faded into silence. They continued to walk.

“So how did
this—this rant in English fall into your
hands?”

He stopped
walking and turned to face her. He took a
deep breath.

“She meant to
give it to me to hand on to Melissa. I was playing, you see. People
were just going past as usual, that day. I hadn’t earned much
money. The flute sounds a bit stark on its own. I really need—but
that’s irrelevant.” He broke off. “I was playing, and suddenly this
woman comes running down the steps and along the corridor. I could
hear a train coming in. I thought she was running to catch it. Then
I saw that it was Harriet. She looked kind of—wild. She had a bag
that was bouncing against her hip, and she was holding out this
letter and then just a short distance from me she fell… She fell,
you see. I thought she had tripped. I was about to help her get up,
but she—she just lay there, face down. And then people stopped, and
started crowding round, and somebody said not to touch her, and
everyone was calling for help on their mobiles—”

He walked a
few steps away from Kay, then turned and walked back to face
her. He tossed his cigarette on to the
pavement and ground it out with his foot.

“She’d
dropped her bag. The emergency services came really
quickly. They had a stretcher. I said
‘This is her bag’ and one paramedic took it. People were talking
and shouting, and other people were trying to get past down the
corridor. It all happened so quickly. They were trying to
resuscitate her, pounding on her chest, but it didn’t seem to be
working. Then they lifted her on to the stretcher.” He was
breathing hard. “One arm was dangling down. I have nightmares about
this.”

“And then
what happened?”

“And
then—then I realized that the envelope
she’d been holding out was lying on the floor. And when I picked it
up I saw that it was this—this message addressed to
Melissa.”

“And you wanted it translated
into French, so that you could be quite sure of what it said.”

“Yes, because
I kind of suspected that it might be…unpleasant. And that’s why I
asked you. But you see, I sort of knew that you and Melissa knew
each other.”

“Well, we do,
but we’re not bosom friends. What!” An unpleasant thought struck
Kay. “You don’t want me to pass this on to her, do you?”

“No! Please don’t! That’s the last
thing I want. I don’t want to upset her. I don’t…I don’t hate her.
I don’t blame her for anything.”

“But if
you’ve split up, why should you be taking
messages for her? Why did you keep this letter for so
long?”

“I don’t
know why I kept it,” he said gloomily.
“It all happened so quickly. And I had a … sort of feeling about
it. I put it away in a drawer at first. After all, I thought, even
if she was angry, she’s dead now. But I couldn’t stop thinking
about it.”

They trudged on a few paces.

“What would
you do, if you were me?” he asked
abruptly.

“Do?” said
Kay. “I’ll tell you what I’d do. Jealousy
is one thing, but this woman must have been nuts. It’s too extreme.
If I were you, I’d destroy it, the original and the
translation.”

“Ah,” said
Ludovic. They walked on side by side. “But there’s something else.”

“Something else?”

“And now
you’re going to think that I’m a nutter.” He turned to face
her again. “Harriet died that day, of a heart attack. Oh, I’m quite
sure about it. They took her to the Salpêtrière hospital, but she
was dead on arrival. I know she’s dead. But since then…”

“Since then?”

“I’ve seen her.”

In the dim
and rainy light of the streetlamps, spherical as pale moons, they stared at each
other.

*****

 


As a rule,
Kay tried to avoid the rush hour. Choosing her time of day to use public transport was one
advantage of working from home as a freelancer. But this particular
translation job had a fixed deadline, and she needed someone in the
secretarial pool at INTRICS to do some formatting for
her.

Besides, she wanted to see
Melissa Johnson, and with luck she would catch her before she left
the office. But what exactly was she going to say to
her?

The
metro gave a melancholy hoot and the doors
clashed shut. There was barely room to move in the steamy carriage.
Kay gripped the upright pole as the train swayed through the
tunnels, and the hands of other people competed for space on the
same pole. A huge man shouldered his way into the carriage at the
next station and started to use the pole as a backrest, pinching
Kay’s fingers against the metal. She stuck out her thumb and jabbed
it into his back, still deep in thought. He shifted very slightly,
but continued to lean against the pole. She had a close-up view of
the back of his neck and his ear. Women’s bags dug into her arms
and someone’s luggage pressed against the backs of her legs. At
every station there was a scramble to get out, and then an inrush
of people who had been waiting on the platform, jockeying for
position. Some people always tried to stay as close to the doors as
possible, blocking other people’s path.

Loudly saying
“pardon!” she fought her way out at the station nearest to
INTRICS.

The International Institute for
Research and Intercultural Studies had its headquarters in a large,
forbidding building that had once been part of a ministry. The
guards on the door knew Kay and waved her through
security.

In the dimly
lit corridor on the fifth floor, she passed Lisa, chief of
the secretarial pool, who was hurrying
along with a sheaf of papers under her arm.

“Oh,
hi, how are you?” said Lisa.

“Which office is Melissa working
in?’

“Melissa?
E37. Oh, by the way, a man called Pérec
wanted to contact you, so I gave him your number. I hope that was
all right. He said he had some work for you.”

“Yes, that’s OK. He rang
me.”

Kay knocked
on the door of office E37.

“Come in,” called a soft
voice.

Melissa,
looking up from her computer screen, smiled a welcome, yawned,
stretched and sighed. Her hair, cut in a
swinging bob, was so fair as to be almost white, and her eyes,
behind the designer frames of her glasses, were a warm brown. How
did she do her eye make-up like that? So she was Ludovic’s
ex-girlfriend. Attractive, yes, but not startlingly so. How had she
managed to unleash so much hatred? Kay knew her, as she knew the
other members of the pool, both permanent and freelance, but she
had never looked at her so attentively before. Shopping malls came
into her mind, and suburban streets, and some kind of fierce
determination to escape, to succeed…

“Is something
wrong?” asked Melissa, suddenly aware
that she was being stared at.

“No, nothing.
I just need a bit of help.” Kay showed
her the tables and pie-charts in the original document that were
posing a problem, and Melissa transferred the whole job to her
computer, saying that she would deal with them.

“Thank God my
contract ends on Friday.” Melissa stretched again, and something
round her neck glinted in the light of the desk lamp. Outside, it
was already dark. “Yesterday there was a
rush job, and we were all here until ten o’clock at
night.”

“Still, they pay you overtime,
don’t they?”

“Yes, and I
need the money. I’ve just moved into a studio and had to fork out three months’ rent in advance.
And I need things for it, like an electric kettle so that I can
make lots of tea in the mornings. I’m going to buy a kettle right
now, in fact.” She glanced at her watch. “Is it OK if I finish your
job tomorrow?” She stood up. She was half a head taller than
Kay.

“That’s
fine. Actually,” said Kay, making a
sudden decision, “I may come with you and look at kettles, if you
don’t mind. I think my mother would like one for Christmas. She
told me that her old one was leaking.”

“OK, why not? I was going to try
Galeries Lafayette.”

“My mother
can remember the days when you couldn’t buy electric kettles in
France. People used to heat water in a
saucepan,” said Kay, as they travelled down in the lift.

They
pushed their way through the swing doors and out
into the street, whose darkness was relieved by red and blue neon
and the first of the Christmas illuminations. Kay wondered exactly
how to broach the subject on her mind. Just as she took a breath,
Melissa spoke.

“So what did Ludovic want?”

“Oh!
You knew I’d spoken to him, then?”

“I overheard Lisa giving him
your number.”

“Yes. Well…he rang me because he
wanted me to do a bit of translation.”

“Translation! It wasn’t anything
to do with him finding a job, was it?”

“No, nothing like that.”

“Ah.
A pity. Oh, he is hopeless.” She swung her bag
angrily. “Do you know, he chucked up a perfectly good job with an
insurance firm? Just so as to busk in the draughty old metro and
work part-time in a supermarket. What kind of a life is
that?”

“Is that why you two split
up?”

“Oh, he told you about that, did
he?”

“Not in any
detail,” said Kay hastily. It was none of her business.

Together
with all the early-evening office
workers, they surged down the steps into the metro, and
conversation was impossible for a while as they were separated in
the crowded carriage. Most people were wearing headphones or had an
ear-bud in one ear, shielding themselves from their surroundings,
each in a little world of sound. It was too noisy to talk as they
changed trains and were jostled along the corridors. At last they
emerged near the department store, whose whole façade was a mosaic
of white lights, the pavement-level plate-glass windows animated by
Christmas grotto scenes for children.

In the
hardware department, Melissa spent
several minutes comparing a white kettle with a pale green one, but
she seemed to be thinking about something else.

“So
how was Ludovic? Did he seem all right?”
She inspected the element of the white kettle.

“Well… I
don’t know him, of course, but I should
say he didn’t seem very happy.”

“Ha!”
Melissa chose the green kettle and started
towards the cashdesk, her pale hair bobbing on her shoulders. Kay
had already selected a conventional chrome design for her mother,
and followed her. The atmosphere was thick with perfume and hot
with artificial light, and a woman’s amplified voice was urging
them to take advantage of a special offer on lingerie. Hugging
their bulky purchases, they had just escaped through the glass
doors into the night air when Melissa said, above the rumble of the
traffic: “You wouldn’t fancy a bite to eat, would you? I’m not in a
hurry to get back to my studio. It’s a bit bleak there, until I get
settled.”

“Why not?”

They turned
down a sidestreet and found a café, where they edged into a narrow space and sat on cane chairs at a
circular brass-bound table that was almost too small for two
people. Kay ordered a croque-monsieur, and Melissa, removing her
glasses after scanning the menu, asked for onion soup. They chatted
about INTRICS and the high cost of rents until they had been
served, and Kay wondered how long it would be before Melissa
brought the conversation round to Ludovic again. She hadn’t long to
wait.

“So he didn’t seem very
happy?”

“No… Perhaps
he’s missing you,” she ventured to
say.

“Huh! I
haven’t heard a word from him for
ages.”

“He seems a
gentle sort of person. I think perhaps
he’s afraid of pestering you. But—well, I did wonder… He’s not a
bit mentally unbalanced, is he?” Kay wondered if she had gone too
far.

“No. Why do
you say that? He’s very intelligent, very gifted. Oh, he’s
sensitive, sure. But why does he have to act like such a loser? I’d
had enough. I can only put up with so much.” She took a sip of soup
and pulled a face.

“Perhaps he just wants to devote
his life to music.”

“His life!
What kind of a life? People must have
money. He has talent, this guy, he’s a brilliant composer as well,
but people have to make a living. Everyone needs a day job. Look at
me, beavering away in an office when I’d rather be singing, or else
I’m trying to teach English grammar to incredibly dense businessmen
the rest of the time. I’m blowed if I’m going to be reduced to
singing in the metro.”

“I didn’t know you sang.”

“Bleh!”
Melissa pushed away her bowl of soup. “This is horrible. The only place where you can still get really
good onion soup is at the Pied de Cochon, at two o’clock in the
morning. We went there once or twice after gigs, though it’s not
cheap.” She waved at the waiter, complained, and ordered a
Camembert sandwich instead. The waiter retorted that there might
not be any bread left at that time of day.

“So you sing?” said Kay
again.

“Mm. When I
can. We’re—we were a duo, in fact. Ludovic
on flute and me on guitar, and I sang. We were quite good, though I
say it myself.”

“And you
made a living from gigs?”

“You can’t
make a living from the odd cash-in-hand payment from late-night
cafés. I couldn’t go on like that, living
in a tiny room, scrimping. Some people might think that was
romantic, sort of La
Bohème. They should try it, is all I can
say.” She paused. “Well, all that’s over now. I have to move
on.”

“I wish I
could have heard you, while you were
still playing together.”

“Really?
We’re on the social network, if you want to look us up. Indigo
Starlight, we were called.”

“Any
connection with that pendant?” Kay had
been catching glimpses of the jewel that glittered between the
lapels of Melissa’s jacket.

“This?”
Melissa drew it out and held it forward for Kay’s
inspection. On a silver chain, a
five-pointed silver star inlaid with a many-faceted blue stone
caught the light. “Yes, as a matter of fact. This was a present. I
don’t quite know why I still wear it.”

“A present
from Ludovic? It’s beautiful.”

“No… from the friend who made it.
Or at least, she used to be a friend. Then that all went wrong,
somehow. She’s dead now… Oh, God, Kay.” Her sandwich was plonked in
front of her and she took a fierce bite, her brown eyes gazing
unfocused through the window and across the street. “I don’t know
how I manage to screw up all my relationships.”

Harriet. The
lost friend who had made the pendant must have been Harriet.
Intrigued in spite of herself, Kay tried to find
out more. Melissa seemed quite willing to talk, almost glad to do
so, in fact. She and Harriet, she said, had met in a jeweller’s
shop in the Latin Quarter, where Harriet had brought some items to
sell. Melissa, although unable to afford anything, had found them
astonishingly beautiful. The two women had discovered that they
were both English-speakers, had fallen into conversation, and had
immediately liked each other. “We weren’t very alike, but we just
got on well somehow,” said Melissa. Harriet had later introduced
her to her husband, Daniel, and occasionally they had even gone out
together as a foursome.

“And she
loved our music,” said Melissa. “She gave us so much
encouragement—especially me. When she
gave me this pendant, she said that it was sapphire blue, and that
my voice was like a sapphire. The stone isn’t a real sapphire, of
course. It may be glass, although she did work with gemstones. But
it was the last thing she ever gave me.”

For, last summer, Harriet had
suddenly disappeared.

“You hadn’t quarrelled?” asked
Kay.

“No, of
course not. Why might we have quarrelled?” She frowned.

It seemed
Harriet had gone away somewhere, but Daniel claimed he didn’t know
where. Meanwhile, Melissa explained, Ludovic was becoming
increasingly difficult, smoking, tense, never learning English,
wanting to rehearse all the time, grumbling about his office job;
and at last, after a row, Melissa had stormed out.

“I was
crazy to do that, actually. I had nowhere
to go. Well, you know how difficult it is to find somewhere to live
in Paris.”

Kay
knew. If her father had not left her some money
in his will, she would never have been able to buy her two-roomed
flat, now a cosy den with woven wall hangings, Tiffany-style lamps
and velvet embroidered cushions, partly inspired by her Indian
ex-in-laws’ tastes, which had appealed to her. Ferns grew in china
pots, and in summer her window-boxes cascaded with trailing
geraniums. She liked comfort and rich colours. Amir, on the other
hand, had preferred everything plain and modern: functional. Just
one of their many differences. “So where did you go?”

“I was an
idiot. I went and asked Daniel if he
could help me. And thanks to all that, I’m afraid I’ve lost my
guitar.”

Kay was not
thinking about the guitar. She could still see Ludovic’s worried
face and the extraordinary document that she had
translated.

“So you’ve
not been in touch with him at all? You don’t know whether
he’s—um—traumatized at all?” Kay
asked.

“Who?”

“Ludovic.”

“Traumatized!
You mean by my walking out? Rubbish! He’ll get over that.
I’m sure he has got over it.” Melissa chewed
on her sandwich and swallowed so hard that her eyes watered. She
turned her head to look at Kay. “He’s all right, though, isn’t he?
He’s not ill or anything?”

“I don’t know.”

Melissa’s
mobile rang, and she took a call from one of her students. Kay listened with half an ear as she set up an
English lesson for the following week.

“Is he ill?” asked Melissa
again.

“Well, what
would you say if someone told you…? No,
forget it. It’s too weird. I dare say he’s all right
really.”

*****


CHAPTER TWO

 


Harriet wouldn’t tell him
anything.

Something was
going on in her life that she was keeping
a secret. It was in the summer that Daniel became convinced of
this, especially that day when they had all gone to Chartres: he,
Harriet, Melissa and Ludovic. Her behaviour had been so
odd.

Paris broiled
in the heat and a purplish haze hung above the
city, misting the distant dome of the
Sacré Coeur on the hill of Montmartre, wilting the dusty leaves of
the plane trees. The Luxembourg Gardens were full of people perched
on upright metal chairs, seeking coolness from the spray of the
fountains. The air reeked of exhaust fumes, and some shops were
already closed for their annual vacation.

Harriet
had gone out in the morning, as she often
did, saying she was going to post a letter, and when she returned
in the early afternoon, Melissa was with her, the two of them
walking as lightly as girls, laughing about something. There were
no customers in the shop, and Thierry looked up glumly.

Daniel
emerged from the shadows at the back of
the shop.

“Hello,
gorgeous! Have you come to look for some more elementary readers
for your students?” He kissed Melissa on
both cheeks, and breathed in her perfume. It reminded him of
lupins, the yellow lupins that used to grow in his great-aunt’s
garden. He always flirted mildly with Melissa, but of course it
meant nothing then.

“No, we’ve
come to
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