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CHAPTER 1

I'm Peter Darwin.

Everyone asks, so I may as well say at once that no, I'm not
related to Charles.

I was in fact born Peter Perry, but John Darwin, marrying my
widowed mother when I was twelve, gave me, among many other
things, a new life, a new name and a new identity.

Twenty years rolled like mist over the memories of my distant
childhood in Gloucestershire, and now I, Peter Darwin, was
thirty-two, adopted son of a diplomat, in the diplomatic service
myself,

As my stepfather’s postings and later my own were all at the
whim of the Foreign Office, I’d mostly lived those twenty years
abroad in scattered three- or four-year segments, some blazing,
some boring, from Caracas to Lima, from Moscow to Cairo to
Madrid, housed in Foreign Office lodgings from one-bedroom
concrete to gilt-decked mansions, counting nowhere home.

Friendships were transitory. Locals, left behind. Other diplo-
mats and their children came and went. I was rootless and
nomadic, well used to it and content.

‘Look us up if you're ever in Florida,” Fred Hutchings said
casually, leaving Tokyo to be consul in Miami. ‘Stay for a day or
so if you're passing through.’

That *day or so’, I thought wryly, was a pretty good indicator
of the warmth of our feelings for each other: tepid to luke.

‘Thanks,’ I said.

He nodded. We'd worked together for months without friction.
He half-meant the invitation. He was trained in politeness. as we
all were.

My own posting, when it came through nearly a year later, was
surprisingly to England, to the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office in Whitehall.

‘What?' My stepfather in Mexico City chuckied with pleasure

1



on the phone when I told him. ‘Private secretary! Well done! The
pay’s rotten. You’ll have some leave first, though. Come and see
us. Your mother misses you.’

So I spent nearly a month with them and then set off to
England via Miami, which was why, after a delayed flight and a
missed connection, I found myself with twenty-four hours to kill
and the echo of Fred Hutchings’ invitation in my head. Why not,
I thought, and on an impulse found his number from Enquiries,
and phoned him.

His answering voice sounded genuinely welcoming and I pic-
tured him on the other end of the line; forty, plump, freckled,
eager, with a forehead that perspired under the slightest nervous
pressure. The mildness of my liking for him flooded belatedly
back, but it was too late to retreat.

‘Great, great,” he was saying heartily. ‘I'd ask you here for the
night but the children aren’t well. How about dinner, though?
Get a taxi to The Diving Pelican on 186th street, North Miami
Beach. I'll meet you there about eight. How’s that?’

‘Splendid,’ I said.

‘Good. Good. Great to see old friends.” He told me the address
of the restaurant again, carefully. ‘We eat there all the time.
Come to think of it. . .” his voice brightened enthusiastically .
‘two of our friends there are going to England tomorrow too.
You’ll like them. Maybe you’ll all be on the same plane. I'll
introduce you.’

‘Thank you,’ I said faintly.

‘A pleasure.’ I could feel him beaming with goodwill down the
wire. ‘See you, then.’

With a sigh I replaced the receiver, booked myself and my bags
into the airport hotel for the night and in due course taxied as
instructed to the rendezvous.

The Diving Pelican, less striking than its name, glowed dimly
at one end of a dark row of shops. There seemed to be few other
signs of neighbourhood life, but the twenty or so parking spaces
in front were full. I pulled open the outwards-opening- door,
stepped into a small entrance hall and was greeted by a young
woman with a bright smile who said ‘And how are you today?’ as
if she’d known me for years.

‘Fine,’ I said, and mentioned Fred.
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The smile grew wider. Fred had arrived. Fred, it scemed, was
good news.

He was sitting alone at a round table spread with a cream lace
«cloth over a pink underlay. Stainless steel flatware, pink napkins,
unfussy wine glasses, little oil lamps, carnation in a bud vase, the
trappings of halfway up the scale. Not very large overall, the
place was pleasantly packed. Not a pelican in sight, diving or
otherwise.

Fred rose to his feet to pump my hand and the smiling lady
pulled out a chair for me, producing a shiny menu and showing
her molars.

‘Great, great,” Fred was saying. ‘Sorry I'm alone but Meg
didn’t want to leave the children. They’ve got chicken pox.’

I made sympathetic noises.

‘Covered in spots, poor little buggers,” Fred said. ‘Like some
wine?

We ate our salads first in the American way and drank some
reasonable red. Fred, at my prompting, told me about life in his
consulate, mostly a matter, he said, of British tourists complaining
of lost documents, stolen money and decamping boyfriends:

“They’ll con you rigid,” Fred said. ‘Sob stories by the dozen.’
With a sly gleam of amusement he looked at me sideways.
‘People like you, smooth two-a-penny first secretaries used to
embassy life, you’d fall for the wet-handkerchief routine like a
knockover. All half of them want is a free ticket home.’

‘You’ve grown cynical, Fred.’

‘Experienced,” he said.

Always expect a lie, my stepfather had said right back at the
beginning of my enlightenment into what his job entailed. Politi-
cians and diplomats, he’d said, are liars until proved different.
‘You too? I asked, dismayed, and he’d smiled his civilised smile
and educated me. ‘I don’t lie to you or your mother. You will not
lie to us. If you hear me tell an untruth in public you will remain
calm and keep your mouth shut and work out why I said it.’

We got on fine from the start. I couldn’t remember my natural
father, who had died when I was a baby, and I had no hang-ups
about anyone taking his place. I'd longed to have a father like
other boys, and then suddenly there was this big stranger, full of
jokes, who’d swept like a gale into our single-parent only-child
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existence and carried us off to the equator before we could gasp
It was only gradually, afterwards, that I realised how irrevocably
he'd changed me, and how fortunate I had been.

Fred said, ‘Where have they posted you, after your leave?’

‘Nowhere. I mean, England. Private secretary.’

‘Lucky old you!” There was a jealous edge to his voice at my
promotion, all of a piece, I thought, with his jibe about two-a-
penny gullible young men in embassies: and he’d been one
himself in the past.

‘Perhaps I'll get Ulan Bator after that,’ I said. Ulan Bator was
the pits with everyone. It was heavily rumoured that instead of a
car there the ambassador got issued an official yak. ‘No one gets
plums in a row.’

Fred flicked me a rueful smile, acknowledging that I'd seen his
envy, and welcomed our seafood fettucini with yum-yum noises
and a vigorous appetite. Fred had recommended the house special-
ity. I'd been persuaded, and in fact it was good.

Midway through, there was a small burst of clapping and
Fred, pausing with fork in the air, exuded pleasure.

‘Ah,” he said proprietorially. ‘Vicky Larch and Greg Wayfield.
They’re the friends I told you about, who are going to the UK
tomorrow. They live just round the corner.’

Vicky Larch and Greg Wayfield were more than friends; they
were singers. They had come into the restaurant without fanfare
through curtains at the far end, she dressed in a white sequinned
tunic, he in a Madras-checked tailored jacket, both in light
coloured trousers. The only thing really surprising about them
was their age. They were mature, one might perhaps say, and no
longer slim.

I thought reprehensibly that I could have done without the
embarrassment of having to applaud earnest elderly amateurs all
the way back to England. They fiddled around with amplifying
equipment and tapped microphones to make sure they were
working. Fred nodded encouragingly to them and to me and
happily returned to his pasta.

They got the equipment going and ran a tape: soft sweet music
from old stage shows, well known, undemanding, a background
to food. Greg Wayfield hummed a few bars after a while and
then began to sing the words, and I looked up from my fettucini
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in surprise because this was no geriatric disaster but a good true
voice, gentle, virile and full of timbre.

Fred glanced at my expression and smiled with satisfaction.
The song ended, the diners applauded, and there was more tape.
Then, again without announcement or fuss, the woman smoothed
into a love song, the words a touch sad, moody, expressed with
the catchy syncopated timing of long experience. Dear heavens, I
thought with relief, they’re pros. Good old pros, having a ball.

They sang six songs alternately and finished with a duet, and
then to enthusiastic clapping they. threaded a way round the
tables and sat down with Fred and me.

Fred made introductions. Half-standing, I shook the singers’
hands across the lace cloth and said with perfect honesty how
much I'd enjoyed their performance.

‘They’ll sing again,” Fred promised, pouring wine for them as
if from long habit. ‘This is just a break.’

At close quarters they looked as wholesome and old-fashioned
as their act, he still handsome, she with the air of a young
chanteuse trapped in a grandmotherty body.

‘Did you sing in night clubs?’ I asked her, as she sat beside me.

Her blue eyes widened. ‘How did you know?’

‘Something about your phrasing. Intimate. Designed for shad-
owy late-night spaces. Something about the way you move your
head.’

‘Well, yes, I did clubs for years.” She was amused, aware of me
physically despite her age. Once a woman, always a woman,
thought.

Her hair was white, a fluffy well-cut helmet. She had good skin
lightly made up and her only real concession tg theatricality lay
in the silky dark up-curling false lashes, second nature to her
eyes.

‘But I retired ages ago,” she said, lowering the lids and raising
them in harmless coquetry. ‘Had a bunch of babies and got too
fat. Too old. We sing here just for fun.’

Her speaking voice was English, without regional accent, her
diction trained and precise. Under the mild banter she seemed
serene, secure and sensible, and I revised my gloomiest views of
the next night’s journey. Flight attendants could be chatted up
another time, I supposed.



Greg said, ‘My wife would flirt with a chair leg,” and they both
looked at me indulgently and laughed.

‘Don’t trust Peter,” Fred cautioned them ironically. ‘He’s the
best liar I know, and I’ve met a few, believe me.”

‘How unkind,’ Vicky said disbelievingly. ‘He’s a lamb.’

Fred made a laughing cough and checked that we all were in
fact booked on the same flight. No doubt about it. British
Airways’ jumbo to Heathrow. Club class, all of us.

‘Great. Great,” Fred said.

Greg, I thought, was American, though it was hard to tell. A
mid-Atlantic man: halfway accent, American clothes, English
facial bones. Part of the local scenery in Miami, he had presence
but not his wife’s natural stage charisma. He hadn’t been a
soloist, I thought.

He said, ‘Are you a consul too, Peter?’

‘Not at the moment.’

He looked perplexed, so I explained. ‘In the British foreign
service you take the title of your present job. You don’t take
your rank with you. You can be a second or first secretary or a
consul or counsellor or a consul-general or a minister or a high
commissioner or an ambassador in one place, but you’ll very
likely be something different in the next. The rank stays with the
job. You take the rank of whatever job you’re sent to.’

Fred was nodding. ‘In the States, once an ambassador always
an ambassador. “Mr Ambassador” for ever. Even if you've only
been an ambassador to some tiny country for a couple of years
and are back to being a dogsbody, you keep the title. The British
don’t’ '

‘Too bad,’ Greg said.

‘No,” 1 disagreed, ‘it’s better. There's no absolutely clear-cut
hierarchy, so there’s less bitching and less despair.’

They looked at me in astonishment.

‘Mind you,” Fred said to them with mock confidentiality,
‘Peter’s father’s an ambassador at the moment. Between the two
of them, they’ve held every rank in the book.’

‘Mine are all lower,’ I said smiling.

Vicky said comfortingly, ‘I’'m sure you’ll do well in the end.’

Fred laughed.

Greg pushed away his half-drunk wine and said they’d better
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get back to work; a popular move with the clientele, always quick
to applaud them. They sang another three songs each, Greg
finishing quietly with a crooning version of ‘The Last Farewell’,
the lament of a sailor leaving his South Seas love to go back to
storms and war at sea round Britain. Shut your eyes, I thought,
listening, and Greg could be the doomed young man. It was a
masterly performance; extraordinary. A woman at the next table
brought out a handkerchief and wiped away surreptitious tears.

The diners, sitting transfixed over long-cooled cups of coffee,
gave Greg the accolade of a second’s silence before showing their
pleasure. Sentimental it might all be, I thought, but one could
have too much of stark unsugared realism.

The singers returned to our table, accepting plaudits on the
way, and this time drank their wine without restraint. They were
pumped up with the post-performance high-level adrenalin surge
of all successful appearances of any sort, and it would take them
a while to come down. Meanwhile, they talked with animation,
scattering information about themselves and further proving, if it
were necessary, that they were solidly good, well-intentioned
people.

I'd always found goodness more interesting than evil, though [
was aware this wasn’t the most general view. To my mind, it took
more work and more courage to be good, an opinion continually
reinforced by my own shortcomings.

He had trained originally for opera, Greg said, but there
weren’t enough roles for the available voices.

‘It helps to be Italian,” he said ruefully. ‘And so few of any
generation really make it. I sang chorus. I would have starved then
rather than sing “The Last Farewell”. I was arrogant, musically,
when I was young.” He smiled with forgiveness for his youth. ‘So I
went into a banking house as a junior junior in the trust department
and eventually began to be able to afford opera tickets.’

‘But you went on singing,” I protested. ‘No one could sing as
you do without constant practice.’

He nodded. ‘In choirs. Sometimes in cathedrals and so on.
Anywhere 1 could. And in the bathroom, of course.’

Vicky raised the eyelashes to heaven.

‘Now they both sing here two or three times a week,” Fred told
me. ‘This place would die without them.’
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‘Hush,” Vicky said, looking round for outraged proprietorial
feelings but fortunately not seeing any. ‘We enjoy it.’

Greg said they were going to England for a month. One of
Vicky’s daughters was getting married.

Vicky's daughter?

Yes, she said, the children were all hers. Two boys, two girls.
She’d divorced their father long ago. She and Greg were new
together: eighteen months married, still on honeymoon.

‘Belinda — she’s my youngest — she’s marrying a veterinary
surgeon,’” Vicky said. ‘She was always mad about animals.’

I laughed.

“Well, yes," she said, ‘T hope she’s mad about him, too. She’s
worked for him for ages, but this came on suddenly a few weeks
ago. So, anyway, we’re off to horse country. He deals mostly
with horses. He acts as a vet at Cheltenham races.’

I made a small explosive noise in my throat and they looked at
me enquiringly.

I said, ‘My father and mother met at Cheltenham races.’

They exclaimed over it, of course, and it seemed a bit late to
say that my mother and stepfather met at Cheltenham races, so [
let it pass. My real father, I thought, was anyway John Darwin:
the only father I could remember.

Fred, reflecting, said, ‘Didn’t your father spend his entire
youth at the races? Didn’t you say so in Tokyo, that time you
went to the Japan Cup?

‘1 expect I said it,” I agreed, ‘though it was a bit of an
exaggeration. But he still does go when he gets the chance.’

‘Do ambassadors usually go to the races?” Vicky asked doubt-
fully. ;

‘This particular ambassador sees racecourses as the perfect
place for diplomacy,’ I said with ironic affection. ‘He invites the
local Jockey Club bigwigs to an embassy party and they in turn
invite him to the races. He says he learns more about a country
faster at the races than in a month of diplomatic hand-shaking.
He’s right, too. Did you know they have bicycle parks at Tokyo
racecourse?

Greg said ‘Er ... uh. .. [ don’t follow.’

‘Not just car parks,’ I said. ‘Motorcycle parks and bicycle parks.
Rows and rows of them. They tell you a lot about the Japanese.’
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‘What, for instance?’ Vicky asked.

‘That they’ll get where they want to go one way or another.’

‘Are you being serious?’

‘Of course,’ I said with mock gravity. ‘And they have a baby park
at the races too. You leave your infant to play in a huge bouncing
Donald Duck while you bet your money away in a carefree fashion.”

‘And what does this tell you?’ Vicky teased.

‘That the baby park draws in more than enough revenue to
fund it.’

‘Don’t worry about Peter,” Fred told them reassuringly. ‘He’s
got this awful quirky mind, but you can rely on him in a crisis.”

‘Thanks,’ I said dryly.

Greg asked a few things about our time in Japan. Had we
enjoyed it, for instance. Very much, we both said. And did we
speak the language? Yes, we did. Fred had been a first secretary
in the commercial department, spending his time oiling the wheels
of trade. My own job had been to learn what was likely to
happen on the political scene.

‘Peter went to the lunches and cocktail parties,” Fred said,
‘drinking saké out of little wooden boxes instead of glasses.’

The customs and cadences of Japan still flowed strongly in my
head, barely overlaid by the month in Mexico City. It was always
an odd feeling of deprivation, leaving behind a culture one had
striven intensely to understand. Not exactly post-partum blues,
but departing-from-post blues, definitely.

The diners in the restaurant had gradually drifted away, leaving
the four of us as the last to leave. Vicky and Greg went off to
pack up their equipment and, as a matter of course, Fred and [
divided the bill between us to the last cent.

‘Do you want it in yen?' I asked.

‘For God’s sake,” Fred said. ‘Didn’t you change some at the air-
port?

I had. A habit. Fred took the notes and handed me some coins
in return, which I pocketed. The Foreign Office was permanently
strapped for cash and our basic pay came nowhere near the level
of status and responsibility given us. I wasn’t complaining. No
one ever entered the diplomatic service to get mega-rich. Fred
said he would run me back to the airport to save me having to
pay for another taxi, which was good of him.
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Vicky and Greg returned, she carrying a large white handbag
a-glitter with multicoloured stones outlined in thin white cord
and he following with a large squashy hold-all slung boyishly
from one shoulder. We all four left the restaurant and stood for a
while outside the door saying goodnights, Vicky and Greg making
plans to find me the following day.

On the wall beside the door, a glassed frame held a sample
menu flanked by two eight-by-ten black and white photographs
of the singers, both taken, it was clear, a long time previously.

Vicky saw the direction of my eyes and made a small sad
moue, philosophical with an effort. Her likeness, a striking
theatre-type glossy with her head and shoulders at a tilt, bright
light shining on the forehead, stars in the eyes, tactful shadows
over the beginnings of double chin, must have been from twenty
years earfier at least. Greg’s no nonsense straight-ahead smile
had few photographic tricks and was very slightly out of focus as
if enlarged from a none-too-clear print. It too was an earlier
Greg, thinner, positively masculine, strongly handsome, with a
dark, now-vanished moustache.

Impossible to guess at Vicky’s character from that sort of
picture, but one could make a stab at Greg’s. Enough intelligence,
the complacency of success, a desire to please, an optimistic
nature. Not the sort to lie about people behind their backs.

Final goodnights. Vicky lifted her cheek to me for a kiss. Easy
to deliver.

‘Our car’s down there,” she said, pointing to the distance.

‘Mine’s over there,” Fred said, pointing the other way.

We all nodded and moved apart, the evening over.

“They’re nice people,’ Fred said contentedly.

‘Yes,” I agreed.

We climbed into his car and dutifully fastened the seat-belts.
He started the engine, switched on the lights, backed out of the
parking space and turned the car to the general direction of the air-
port.

‘Stop?” I yelled abruptly, struggling to undo the hampering
seat-belt buckle so easily done up.

‘What?' Fred said, jamming foot on brake but not understand-
ing. ‘What the hell’s wrong?’

I didn’t answer him. I got the wretched belt undone at last,
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swung open the car door and scrambled out, running almost
before I had both feet on the ground.

In the passing beam of Fred’s headlights as he’d turned the
car, I'd seen the distant sparkle of Vicky’s sequinned tunic and
seen also that she was struggling, falling, with a dark figure
crowding her, cutting half of her from my sight, a figure of
unmistakable ill-will . . . attacking.

I sprinted, hearing her cry out shrilly.

I myself yelled “Vicky, Vicky’ in an attempt to frighten off the
mugger but he seemed glued to her like a leech, she on the
ground and kicking, he close on her, hunched and intent.

No sign of Greg. )

I reached the man over Vicky, cannoning into him-to knock
him away. He was heavier than I'd thought and not easily
deterred, and far from running from me, he seemed to view me as
merely another mug to be robbed. He jabbed a strong fist at my
face, a blow I ducked from nothing but instinct, and I tried
catching him by the clothes and flinging him against a parked
car.

No success. He connected with a fist to my chest that left me
breathless and feeling as if he'd squashed my heart against my
backbone. The face above the fists was a matter of darkness and
narrow eyes: he was shorter than I and thicker.

I was losing the fight, which made me angry but not much
more effective. It was hostility I was up against, I thought, not
just greed. Behind the robbery, hatred.

Vicky, who had crawled away moaning, suddenly rose to her
feet as if galvanised and came up behind our assailant. I saw her
eyes momentarily over his shoulder, stretched wide with fear and
full of determination. She took aim and kicked at him hard. He
hissed fiercely with pain and turned towards her and I in turm
kicked him, targeting nowhere special but hitting the back of his
knee.

Vicky had her long scarlet nails up, her fingers bent like a
witch, There was bright red blood in splashes down her tunic.
Her mouth was stretched open in what looked in that dim light
like the snarl of a wolf, and out of it came a shriek that began in
the low register and rose to a fortissimo scream somewhere above
high G.
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It raised the hairs on my own neck and it broke the nerve of
the thief. He took a stumbling step to go round her and then
another, and belatedly departed at a shambling run.

Vicky fell weakly into my arms, the fighting fury turning fast
to shakes and tears, her triumphant voice roughened and near in-
coherence.

‘God. Oh God . . . There were two of them . . . Greg .. .’

Headlights blazed at us, fast advancing. Vicky and I clutched
each other like dazzled rabbits and I was bunching muscles to
hurl us both out of the way when tyres squealed to a stop and the
black figure emerging like a silhouette through the bright beam
resolved itself into the solid familiarity of Fred. The consul to the
rescue. Good old Fred. I felt a bit lightheaded, and stupid
because of it.

‘Is she all right? Fred was asking me anxiously. ‘Where’s
Greg?

Vicky and I declutched and the three of us in unison looked
for Greg.

He wasn’t hard to find. He was lying in a tumbled unconscious
heap near the rear wheel on the far side of what turned out to be
his and Vicky’s dark blue BMW.

There was a stunned moment of disbelief and horror. Then,
crying out, Vicky fell on her knees beside him and I squatted
down and felt round his neck, searching for the pulse under his
jaw.

‘He’s alive,’ I said, relieved, straightening.

Vicky sniffed in her tears, still crying with distress. Fred, ever
practical, said, ‘We'd better get an ambulance.’

I agreed with him. but before we could do anything a police
car wailed with its siren down the road and drew up beside us,
red, white and blue lights flashing in a bar across the car’s roof.

A big man in midnight-blue trousers and shirt with insignia
stepped out, bringing his notebook to the ready and telling us
someone had just reported a woman screaming and what was it
all about. Fast, I thought. Response time, spectacular. He had
been cruising nearby, he said.

Greg began moaning before anyone could answer and struggled
to sit up, appearing dazed and disoriented and startlingly old.

Vicky supported him round the shoulders. Looking at her with
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pathos and pain and gratitude, he saw the blood on her tunic and
said he was sorry.

‘Sorry!’ Vicky exclaimed blankly. “‘What for?

He didn’t answer, but one could see what he meant: sorry that
he hadn’t been able to defend her. It was encouraging, I thought,
that he seemed to know where he was and what had happened.

The policeman unclipped a hand-held radio from his belt and
called for the ambulance and then, with notable kindness, asked
Vicky just what had occurred. She looked up at him and tried to
answer, but the phrases came out unconnectedly and on jagged
half-hysterical breaths, as if from splintered thoughts.

‘Greg’s wallet ... well, they banged his head on the car ...
shadows . .. didn’t see them . .. he was trying . . . you know, he
was trying to take my rings ... the plane tickets ... it’s my
daughter’s wedding . . . I'd’ve killed him . . .” She stopped talking
as if aware it was gibberish and looked lost.

‘Take your time, ma’am,’ the policeman said. ‘When you’re
ready.’

She took a visibly deep breath and tried again. ‘They were
waiting . . . behind the car ... I could kill them . .. They jumped
on Greg when he went round ... I hate them ... I hope they
die...

There were high-coloured patches of extreme stress over her
cheekbones and more strong flush marks on her jaw and down
her neck. Blood on her neck, also; quite a lot of it.

‘You're doing good,’ the policeman said.

He was about my age, 1 thought, with a natural kindness not
yet knocked out of him by the system. ‘

‘My ear hurts,” Vicky said violently. ‘I could kill him.’

1 supposed we’d all noticed but not done much about the
source of the blood on her tunic. One of her lobes .was jaggedly
cut and steadily oozing. She turned her head slightly, and the
other ear shimmered suddenly in the car’s lights, revealing a large
aquamarine ringed by diamonds.

“Your earring,’ Fred exclaimed, fishing his pockets for a hand-
kerchief and not finding one. ‘You need a bandage.’

"Vicky put a finger tentatively to her torn ear and winced heavily.

“The bastard, she said, her voice shaking. “The bloody bastard.
He tugged. . . . he just ripped . . .+he’s torn right through my ear.’
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‘Shouldn’t earrings come off more easily than that?" the police-
man asked uncritically.

Vicky’s voice, high with rage and shock, said, ‘We bought
them in Brazil.’

‘Er ... the policeman said, lost.

‘Vicky,” Fred said soothingly, ‘what does it matter if they came
from Brazil?’

She gave him a bewildered look as if she couldn’t understand
his not understanding.

‘They don’t have butterfly clips on the back,” she told him
jerkily. ‘“They have butterfly screws. Like a nut and bolt. So they
don’t fall off and get lost. And so people can’t steal them...
Her voice died away into a sob, a noise it seemed suddenly that
she herself disapproved of, and she sniffed again determinedly
and straightened her shoulders.

Hanging on to her courage, I thought. See-sawing towards
disintegration, hauling herself back. Agitation almost beyond her
control, but not quite.

‘And another thing,’ she wailed, misery and anger fighting
again for supremacy. ‘They stole my handbag. It’s got my pass-
port ... and, oh hell, my green card ... and our tickets...” A
couple of tears squeezed past her best resolutions. “What are we
going to do?

The distress-filled plea was answered pragmatically by Fred
who said he wasn’t consul for nothing and he’d get her to her
daughter’s wedding willy-nilly.

‘Now, ma’am,’” the policeman said, uninterested in travel ar-
rangements, ‘can you give a description of these two men?’

‘It was dark.” She seemed angry with him suddenly. Angry
with everything. She said furiously, ‘They were dark.’

‘Black?”

“No.” She was uncertain, besides angry.

‘What then, ma’am?

‘Dark skinned. I can’t think. My ear hurts.’

‘Clothes, ma’am?

‘Black . .. What does it matter? I mean . . . they were so quick.
He was trying to pull my rings off . .

She extended her fingers. If the stones were real they were
worth stealing.
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“My engagement ring,’ she explained, ‘Bastard didn’t get it,
thanks to Peter.’

The urgent whipping siren of a dazzlingly-lit ambulance split
the night and paramedics spilled out purposefully, taking charge
with professional heartiness and treating Vicky and Greg like
children. The policeman told Vicky he would be following them
to the hospital and would take a proper statement once her ear
and Greg’s head were fixed, but she didn’t seem to take it in.

Two more police cars arrived fast with flashing lights and
wailing sirens, disgorging enough navy figures to arrest half the
neighbourhood, and Fred and I found ourselves with our hands
on the car roof being frisked while insisting that we were not in fact
the miuggers but instead the British consul, friends and witnesses.

The kindly original cop looked back fleetingly and said some-
thing I couldn’t hear in the bustle, but at least it seemed to blunt
the sharpest of suspicions. Fred loudly reiterated his identity as
British consul, a statement he was this time asked in a bullish
fashion to substantiate. He was allowed to fetch out an oversized
credit card which announced — with photograph - his diplomatic
status, thereby inducing a reluctant change of attitude.

Greg was on his feet. I took a step towards him and was
stopped by a midnight-blue arm.

‘Ask him for his car keys,’ I said. ‘If his car stays, out here all
night it will be stolen.’

Grudgingly the midnight-blue presence yelled over his shoulder,
and presently the information percolated back that Greg had
dropped the keys by the car when he was attacked. Midnight-
blue went to look, found the keys and, after consultation, gave
them to Fred.

The uniforms seemed to be doing things at great speed which
no doubt came from much practice and was a regular pace for
such an occasion. Vicky and Greg were helped into the ambulance
which at once departed, followed immediately by the first police-
man. Other policemen fanned out into the surrounding area to
search for the muggers should they still be around and hiding.
Fat chance, I thought.

One of the new bunch wrote down my name under Fred’s and
paused over the address I gave him: the Foreign and Common-
wealth Office, Whitehall, London, England.
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‘Diplomatic immunity, like him? He jerked his head in Fred’s
direction.

‘I'll help if I can,’ I said.

He sucked his teeth a bit and asked what I'd observed.

I told him, in fair detail.

Had I seen this mugger at close quarters?

Well yes, I said, since he’d hit me.

Description?

‘Dark skinned.’

‘Black?”

1 found the same difficulty as Vicky over the skin colour.

‘Not West Indian or African,’ I said. ‘Maybe Central American.
Maybe Hispanic. He didn’t speak. I can’t tell you any better.’

‘Clothes?”

‘Black.” I thought back, remembering how 1 tried to throw
him, re-feeling the cloth that I'd clutched. ‘I’d say black jeans,
black cotton sweatshirt, black sneakers. When he ran off he
wasn’t easy to see.”

I made my guesses at his age, height, weight and so on but {
couldn’t remember his face well enough to be sure I’d recognise
him in other clothes, in daylight.

Midnight-blue shut his notebook and produced two cards with
his name on, onc for Fred, the other for me. He would be
grateful, he indicated, if we would present ourselves at his police
station the following morning at ten a.m., and he gave us the
impression that had it not been for the sheltering umbretla of the
Foreign Office, the request would have been an order.

The scattered searchers returned without a mugger but with,
surprisingly, Vicky’s torn-out earring, which they’d found on the
ground. Bagged and labelled, it was solemnly retained in police
custody. There was no sign, it seemed, of a capacious white
bejewelled handbag or Greg’s wallet or his shoulder-slung hold-
all.

As fast as they’d arrived, the midnight-blues departed, leaving
a sudden deafening silence in which Fred and I stood and looked
at each other a touch dazedly, deciding what to do next.

The few curious local inhabitants faded back through their
doors, their interest-level in the noise and glittering red, white
and blue illiminations having been remarkably low throughout,
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as though the circus were too familiar to bother with: though
this, Fred commented ruefully, was supposed to be a quiet
residential area.

‘Youw’d better drive the BMW to the hospital,’” Fred said, ‘and
collect them and take them home.

‘Um. .’

‘I can’t do it,” he said reasonably. ‘I promised Meg I wouldn’t
be late. She’s got her hands full ... the children were crying
because their spots are itching.’

‘Won’t the hospital send them home in an ambulance? I
asked.

Fred looked at me pityingly. ‘This is not the National Health
Service. This is pay-through-the-nose country.’

‘Oh, all right. Where’s the hospital?”

He began to give me directions but shrugged finally and said
I'd better follow him: so he led me to the entrance, pointed o it
emphatically through his open window and, without pausing for
more speech, zoomed away towards the chicken pox.

I found Greg and the friendly policeman sitting glumly side by
side in the waiting area, Greg looking drained and grey, the
policeman glowing with health and watching the passing nurses
in the same sort of way that I did, once I settled myself in the
next seat.

‘How are you feeling? I asked Greg: an unnecessary question.

‘Tired,” he said, ‘but my head’s all right. They say there’s only
a bruise. Got to rest a bit, that’s all.”

I nodded. ‘1 brought your car,’ [ said. ‘T'll drive you home.’

He said limply, ‘Thanks.’

Conversation lapsed. The ratio of middle-aged to nubile nurses
proved to be ten to one. Disappointing.

After a long time Vicky reappeared, sitting in a wheelchair
pushed by a (middle-aged) nurse and accompanied by a young
doctor whose smudged white coat spoke of long hours on duty.
Vicky, wearing a large white bandage like an ear-muff above the
bloodstained sparkling tunic, held a tissue to her mouth and had
her eyes shut. Her face, cleaned of make-up, appeared lined and
pudgy: The false eyelashes had been removed. The trouper per-
sona was in abeyance; the grandmother alone inhabited the
body.
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The young doctor told Greg that his wife was fine, he'd
stitched the car under local anaesthetic, it should heal without
trouble, he’d given her painkillers, sedatives and antibiotics and
she should come back later that day to have the dressing changed.
Vicky opened her eyes and looked no better.

I glanced at my watch and found it was very nearly two
o’clock. Time flies, I thought wryly, when one’s having a good
time.

The doctor departed and the policeman gently asked Vicky
questions which she answeréd in a low voice without emotion.
After a while he produced a card with his name on it and asked
her and Greg to go to the police station at ten in the morning to
complete their statements.

“You too,” he said to me.

“Your pals have already given me a card.’ I showed it to him.
He peered at it and nodded. ‘Same place, same time.’

He said goodnight to us and left, his kindness, I saw, a
habitual way of getting things done, not a deep compassion for
each individual. Much better, all the same, than a brusque
automatic universal disregard of sensibilities.

A nurse reappeared to push Vicky to the doorstep, but no
further. Hospital care and hospital insurance stopped right there,
she firmly said. We persuaded her merely to let me fetch the car
to the door, rather than have Vicky walk to the car, a concession
she made with impatience. Both Greg and Vicky were beyond
caring.

They chose to sit together in the back of the car, and I asked
for the most elementary instructions on how to get to their home,
like which way out of the gate. It was amazing we ever reached
the house as Vicky closed her eyes again and kept them shut, and
Greg kept drifting off to sleep, waking when I stopped and
asking where we were. You tell me, I said.

I stified the beginnings of irritation and drove with care and
we did at last pull up in a semi-circular drive outside their front
door. Greg fortunately still had the house keys in his pocket, and
I didn’t think it was exactly the moment to speculate aloud as to
whether the thieves had acted on the knowledge they must have
found in their possession and come to rob and destroy while their
victims were in the hospital.
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Telling the couple to stay where they were for a moment, I got
Greg to give me the key, and fed it into the lock with some
foreboding. All was dark and quiet inside, however, and when [
felt around and found the light switch, all was also revealed as un-
disturbed.

Feeling exposed to predators and half-ready for another attack-
ing rush from the many surrounding bushes, I tried to hurry
Greg and Vicky into the house without actually scaring them
into paralysis, but they were agonisingly slow. It wasn’t until we
were all safely inside with the door locked behind us that I began
in any way to relax.

They lived in a one-storey house, most of the rooms flowing
into each other without doors. No heating problems, of course,
in South Florida. I went round checking that all the curtains
were drawn, finding that the Wayfield taste in interior decorating
ran to bright floral prints and mahogany.

Returning to find them both sitting in the chairs nearest the
front door, as if their legs could take them no further - the life
force at its lowest ebb — I suggested they made themselves a hot
sweet drink before they went to bed. |, I said, would phone for a
taxi.

They looked at me in horror.

‘Oh no,’ Vicky said, near to tears. ‘Stay here. Please do. I hate
to say it, but I feel so shaky and shivery. And I’'m scared. I can’t
help it. They might come here. I’ve realised they must know our
address.’ ;

Greg reached across for her hand and squeezed it. He didn’t
actually say he was scared but he too begged me to stay.

“You chased them off before,” Vicky said. “They won’t come if
you’re here.’

I thought with longing of a quiet bed in the airport hotel but
saw I couldn’t abandon them to a panic-filled night. I'd known
them for less than six hours: feft I'd been with them forever.

‘Tl stay,’ I said, ‘but it wasn’t I who chased them off. You,’ I
said to Vicky, ‘you did it yourself with that brilliant scream.’

I' remembered her as she looked then, a white-haired witch
with scarlet raking nails and brilliant eyes, the personification of
all the dark female powers that had petrified men from pre-
history.
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‘You were magnificent,” I said: frightening, I might have added,
if I'd wanted to admit it.

She brightened a little at the memory, a movement in the eyes.
‘It wasn’t just the scream,’ she said. ‘It was the kick.’

I asked in awakening understanding, ‘Where?'

She looked down at her shoes, high-heeled with sharply pointed
toes.

‘Where do you think? she said. ‘I used to be a dancer too.
High kicks. I was behind him. I aimed for just below the bottom
of his spine. I was so angry I’d have killed him if I could.’ She
looked up, a smile somewhere near, full of revengeful satisfaction.
‘I was right on target. It was a doozie, hard and straight. He had
his legs apart, balancing himself to clobber you." She paused,
then finished it with a nod. ‘I got him in the balls.’

CHAPTER 2

Two nights later I flew to England. Across the aisle Vicky and
Greg slumbered peacefully, blanketed to their chins, heads to-
gether, babes in the wood.

‘Peter, it wouldn’t hurt you to put your journey off for one
more day,’ Fred had said. ‘It isn't as if you’ve got anything to go
to, especially. And Greg and Vicky are badly shaken by all this,
you know they are.’

Fred was at his most earnest, almost evangelical in his desire to
do good. Rather, in his desire that 7 should do good. I thought of
a T-shirt I'd once owned which read ‘Stress is what* happens
when your gut says NO and your mouth says YES I'D BE GLAD T0O';
and Fred asked me what I was smiling at.

‘Nothing, really.’

“Then you'll wait a day?

‘Yes, all right.’

‘Great. Great. I was sure you would. I told them I was surc
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you would. They can’t possibly go tonight, you can see that.’

We were in his office at the time, in the consulate in Miami, on
the day after the mugging. The night had passed undistucbed by
marauders but it had been an exhausted pair that had pettered
- round the kitchen in dressing-gowns that moming to assemble
much needed breakfasts. Vicky’s ear was throbbing, Greg’s fore-
head was dark with bruise and both were suffering from depres-
sion.

‘All my credit cards . . . Greg said wearily. ‘There’s so much to
do.’ He picked up the telephone and passed on the bad news to
the companies.

I thought of my bags sitting unattended in my unused room
and phoned the hotel: no problem-at all, I could pick up the
luggage later but they would charge me for the past night regard-
less. Fair enough, I agreed.

Once they were dressed, I drove Vicky and Greg to meet Fred
and keep the police appointment, a session that taxed the Way-
fields’ remaining stamina sorely. The only bright spot for Vicky
was the return of her carring, though it would be a long time, she
guessed, before she could wear it.

*I don’t want to keep thinking of last night,’ she said vehe-
mently during the interview, but the friendly policeman carried
on asking friendly persistent questions none the less. Finally they
let all four of us go, and Fred in his car led the rest of us in the
BMW across town to his official domain.

The consulate proved to be a modest suite of offices high in a
glass-walled tower. British firms and holidaymakers had clam-
oured for it to be opened, but funding it, it was rumoured in the
service, Fred said, had meant closing its equivalent in some other
place from where the tourist tide had ebbed.

Arriving on the 21st floor we squeezed through tall doors into
a small entrance and waiting area already filled by an indignant
family who’d been robbed at Disneyworld and a man in a
wheelchair who’d been brought in by the police as he couldn’t
remember where he was staying in Florida and had been found
dazed and alone in the street repeating an English address.

Behind a glass partition, two good-looking young women,
trying to sort everything out, welcomed the sight of Fred with
relief.
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‘Bomb-proof glass, of course,” Fred said to me, and signalled
the girls to let us in through the electronic glass door. ‘Carry on,’
he said to them, which they did most competently, it seemed to
me.

Beyond the anti-terrorist door, the available space had been
cleverly divided to allow for all the familiar sections of embassy
life, but in miniature. Records room, cypher room, conference
room, individual offices, large busy secretaries’ room, kitchen,
and a more spacious office with the best view for the man in
charge.

This efficient layout was staffed by Fred himself, he said, along
with the two super-secretaries and two vice-consuls, one of whom
was involved in trade, the other, currently out on a job, in
delicate areas like the unlawful movement of drugs.

Fred parked Greg and Vicky in a conference room just big
enough for a round table surrounded by dining chairs and then,
his forehead sweating, beckoned me into his private sanctum and
shut the door.

‘They won’t be able to leave today,” he said. ‘They’ had
become shorthand for Greg and Vicky. ‘Tickets, easy. But there’s
her passport, and she has to go to the hospital and she’s only half
packed, she said.’

‘And new locks for their house,’” I agreed.

‘So you could stop another day and help them, couldn’t you?

I opened my mouth and shut it again and it was then that Fred
had warmed to his persuasion.

Fred and I were of equal rank in the service, consuls and first
secretaries both being (if one equated things to the army) like
colonels.

As in the army, the next step up was the big one. First
secretaries and consuls abounded, but counsellors and consul-
generals and ministers led towards the peak of the pyramid: there
were at least six hundred consuls and probably more first secretar-
ies around the world but only about a hundred and fifty ambassa-
dors.

Fred looked out of his window at the wide spectacular view of
palm trees, glittering blue sea and downtown sky-scraper Miami
and told me he’d never been happier.

‘I'm glad, Fred,’ I said, meaning it.
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He turned with a self-deprecating smile, his plumpish body soft
but his mind as agile as an acrobat.

‘We both know you'll go higher than me in the end,” he said.

I made disclaiming motions but he brushed them aside.

‘But here,” he went on, ‘for the first time ever, I’'m in charge.
It’s a great feeling. Terrific. I just wanted to tell you. I can’t tell
many people. They wouldn’t understand. But you do, don’t you?

I slowly nodded. ‘I’ve never really been totally in charge myself
except now and then for a day or so. There’s always someone to
report to.”

‘This is much better.” He grinned, looking almost boyish.
‘Think of me sometimes while you’re scuttling round in White-
hall.’

I thought of him as I sat in the jumbo with Greg and Vicky
asleep across the aisle. I'd probably learned more about him in
the last few days than in all the time in Tokyo, and certainly I
liked him better. Being his own chief seemed to have sharpened
the outlines of his character and smoothed away a lot of nervous
mannerisms and maybe one day even the sweating forehead
would remain dry.

Somehow or other he had persuaded me not only to travel to
England with his distressed friends but to deliver them safely to
their daughter in Gloucestershire. I was aware that if they’d been
going to somewhere like Northumberland my response might
have been different, but there had been a tug of curiosity about
returning to the county of my childhood. Two weeks remained of
my leave and I hadn’t planned to do anything in them definitely
except find myself somewhere in London to live. So to Gloucester-
shire - why not?

1 rented a car at Heathrow when we arrived in the morning and
drove the pathetically grateful Wayfields westward in the general
direction of Cheltenham and the racecourse, Vicky having said
that her daughter lived close to the track itself.

As Vicky hadn’t been there before and my own memory was
hazy, I stopped a couple of times to consult the map provided with
the car, but we arrived in the general area at about noon without
getting lost and drew up at a garage to ask for final directions.
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‘The vets’ place? Turn right, go past the fire station . . .’

The road ran through an uneasy mix of centuries, the mellow
and old elbowed into the shade by aggressive shopfronts and
modernised pubs. Not a village, more a suburb: no cohesive char-
acter.

‘The vets’ place’ was a substantial brick building set back from
the road, allowing enough parking space in front for not only
several cars but a horsebox. A large horsebox, in fact, was
parked there. Did vets no longer make house calls?

I stopped the rented car on a spare piece of tarmac and helped
Vicky unwind to her feet. She was suffering already from jet-lag,
from a metabolism telling her she’d been awakened at two in the
morning, never mind that it had said seven on the local clocks.
There were dark smudges under her eyes and a sag in her facial
muscles and an overall impression of exhaustion.

A white plastic shiekd on a headband neatly covered her
repaired ear but a lot of fluffy bounce had gone out of the white
hair. around it. She looked a tired old woman, and even the
attempt at lipstick in the car as we neared our destination in no
way disguised the true state of aftairs.

The weather hardly helped. Straight from the warmth of
Florida to a grey cold windy late February day in England was a
shiversome enough transition for anyone: on top of their injuries,
it was debilitating.

Vicky wore a dark green trouser suit with a white blouse,
inadequate for the English out-of-doors, and had had no energy
for brightening things with jewellery or gold chains. Simply
getting onto the aeroplane had been enough.

Greg did his best to be her mainstay but, despite his protesta-
tions, it was clear that being knocked unconscious and helpless
had shaken him to the foundations. He had left the humping of
all the suitcases entirely to me and apologised six times for
fecling weak.

I didn’t in any way think that either of them should have
snapped back like elastic. The muggers had been strong, purpose-
ful enemies, and the single punch I'd taken had been like a jab
from a pole. Moreover, the police had depressed us all by their
opinion that the muggers would not be discovered or caught: the
savage hostility we’d felt from them wasn’t unusual, it appeared.
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Vicky was more or less advised not to wear screwed-on earrings
in future.

‘To make it easier for them to rob me? she asked with tired sar-
casm.

‘Better wear fakes, ma’am.’

She'd shaken her head. ‘No fun, when you have the real thing.’

Outside the vets’ place, Greg extricated himself from the car
and all three of us went over to the brick building and in through
a glassed entrance door to a lobby. This brown-carpeted space
was furnished with two chairs and a counter for leaning on while
one talked with the young woman in an office on the far side of it.

She was sitting at a desk and speaking on a telephone.

We waited.

Eventually she made some notes, disconnected, turned an
enquiring face in our direction and said ‘Yes?’

‘Belinda Larch . . .’ Vicky said tentatively.

‘Not in, 'm afraid.” The reply was crisp: not impolite exactly,
but not helpful either. Vicky looked as if it wouldn’t take much
to bring her to tears.

I said to the young woman, ‘Perhaps you could tell us where
we could find her. This is her mother, just arrived from America.
Belinda is expecting her.’

‘Oh yes.” She wasn’t moved to any show of excessive welcome.
‘Supposed to have arrived yesterday, I thought.’

‘I telephoned,’ Vicky said miserably.

‘Sit down,’ | said to her. ‘You and Greg sit on these two chairs
and wait, and I'lt find Belinda.’

They sat. I’d been taking care of them for so fong now that if
Id said ‘lie down on the floor’, they might have done it.

‘Right,’ I said to the girl. ‘Where do I find her?

She began to answer with the same sort of underlying obstruc-
tiveness and then saw something in my expression which changed
her mind. Very prudent, I thought.

‘Well, she’s in the hospital section assisting the vets. You can’t
go in there. They’re operating on a horse. I'm sorry, but you’il
have to wait.

‘Can you phone her?

She started to say no, looked at the Wayfields, looked at me,
and with raised eyebrows picked up the receiver.
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The conversation was short but produced results. The girl put
down the phone and drew a labelled bunch of keys out of a
drawer.

‘Belinda says she can’t get out for an hour at least but these
are the keys of the cottage where her mother will be staying. She
says to go there and she’ll come as soon as she can.’

‘And where’s the cottage?

“The address is on that label and on the key ring. I don’t know
where it 1s.”

Thanks for very little, I thought. I escorted Greg and Vicky
back to the car and sought directions from passers-by. Most
proved equally uninformed but I finally got a reliable pointer
from a telephone repair man up a pole and drove away from the
bustle, up a hill, round a bend and down the first turning on the
left.

‘It’s the first house along there on the right,’ I'd been told from
aloft. “You can’t miss it.’

I did in fact nearly miss it because it wasn’t my idea of a
cottage. No thatched roof and roses round the door. No quaint
little windows or bulging whitewashed walls. Thetford Cottage
was a full blown house no older than Vicky or Greg.

I braked the car doubtfully, but there was no mistake: the
words ‘Thetford Cottage’ were cut into square stone pillars, one
each side of imposing stone gates. I stopped, got out, opened the
gates and drove through and stopped again on the gravelled
expanse inside.

It was a weathered grey three-storey edifice built of stone from
the local Cotswold hills, roofed in grey slate and painted brown
round the windows. The one surprise in its otherwise austere
fagade was a roofed balcony over the front entrance, with a stone
balustrade and a glimpse of long windows behind.

Vicky got out of the car uncertainly, holding on to my arm,
blown by the wind.

‘Is this the place? she said doubtfully.

She looked around at the bare flower beds, the leafless trees
and bedraggled grass, her shoulders sagging ever more forlornly.

‘Surely this isn’t the place . .. 7

‘If the key fits, it is,” I said, trying to sound encouraging; and
indeed the key did fit, and turned easily in the lock.
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The house was cold inside with a deep chill speaking of no
recent heating. We stood in a wood-floored hall looking around
at a lot of closed doors and a polished wood staircase leading to
undiscovered joys above.

‘Well,” I said, shivering myself. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got.’

I opened one of the doors purposefully, expecting vistas at
least, and.found it was a cloakroom.

‘Thank God for that,” Greg said with relief, eyeing the comforts
within. ‘Excuse me, Peter.’ He brushed past me, went in and
closed the door behind him.

‘That’s one of us satisfied,” 1 said, moved nearly to a giggle.
‘Now let’s find a fire.’

.. A pair of double doors led into a large drawing-room, another
door into a dining-room, a third into a small sitting-room with
armchairs, television and, the gods be thanked, a fire that lit with
switches, not paper, wood and coal.

Turned on, it warmed up nicely and put on a show of flickering
flames. Vicky subsided speechlessly into an armchair near it and
sat huddled and shaking, looking ill.

‘Back in a moment,” I said, and made tracks up the staircase,
looking for blankets or anything warm. All the doors upstairs
were again closed. The first 1 opened revealed a bathroom. I
must be a water diviner, I thought. The second held twin beds,
unmade, the bedclothes neatly stacked on each.

Better than blankets: duvets. Royal blue, scattered with white
daisies. I gathered the pair of them into my arms and negotiated
the bare polished wooden stairs downwards, thinking that they
were a skating rink for the unwary.

Vicky hadn’t moved. Greg stood over her, looking helpless.

‘Right,” T said, handing them the duvets, ‘You tuck these
round you and I'll see what’s in the kitchen in the way of hot
drinks.’

‘Johnnie Walker? Greg suggested.

‘T'll look.”

I'd left all the hall doors open, though two were as yet unex-
plored. One led to a capacious broom, gardenware and flower
vase store, the other to a cold antiseptic kitchen of white fitments
round a black-and-white tiled floor. On a central table stood the
first signs of recent human life: an unopened box of tea bags,
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some artificial sweeteners and a tartan-printed packet of short-
bread.

The refrigerator was empty except for a carton of milk. The
cupboards on inspection held, besides the normal clutter, a large
quantity of home-made marmalade, serried ranks of condensed
soups and several stacks of tinned fish, mostly tuna.

I went back to Vicky and Greg, who now sat dumbly in royal
blue scattered with white daisies.

‘Tea bags or instant coffee?” I asked.

‘Tea,” Vicky said.

‘Johnnie Walker? Greg repeated hopefully.

I smiled at him, warming to him, and went on the quest. No
alcohol, however, in the dining-room cupboards, none in the
kitchen, none in the drawing-room. I made tea for both of them
and carried it, along with the shortbread and the bad news, to
the little sitting-room.

‘You mean, no drink anywhere? Greg exclaimed, dismayed.
‘Not even beer?

‘Ican’t find any.’

‘They’ve locked it up,” Vicky said unexpectedly. ‘Bet they
have.’

They, the owners, whoever they were, ntight have done so, |
supposed, but they'd left their store cupboards stocked and
unprotected, and I hadn’t come across any unopenable spaces.

Vicky drank her tea holding the cup with both hands, as if to
warm them. The room itself by then was perceptibly warmer than
the rest of the house and I began to think of roaming round
swiiching on every heater I could find.

Action was frustrated by the arrival of a car outside, the slam
of a door and the rapid entrance into the house of a young
woman in a hurry. Belinda, one supposed.

We heard her voice calling *‘Mother? followed by her appear-
ance in the doorway. She was slim in stone-washed jeans topped
by a padded olive green jacket. Pretty in a fine-boned scrubbed
sort of way. Maybe thirty, I thought. Her light brown hair was
drawn up into a pony tail that seemed more utilitarian than
decorative and she looked worried, but not, it soon appeared, on
her mother’s account.

‘Mother? Oh good, you got here.’
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“Yes, dear,’ Vicky said wearily.

‘Hello Greg,’ Belinda said briefly, going over to him and giving
him a dutiful peck. Her mother got the same treatment in turn: a
kiss on the cheek but no deeply loving welcoming hug.

‘Well, Mother, I'm sorry, but I can’t stay,” she said. ‘I'd
arranged to have yesterday free, but you being a day late . . .” She
shrugged. ‘T have to go back. The horse died. They have to do a
post mortem.” She stared hard at her mother. “‘What'’s the matter
with your ear?’

‘T told you on the phone . . .’

‘Oh yes, so you did. I’'m so worried about the horses . . . Is the
ear ail right now? By the way, we’re getting married in church
instead of the registrar’s office, and we’re having the reception
here in this house. I'll tell you about it later. I have to go back to
the hospital now. Make yourselves comfortable, won’t you? Get
some food in, or something. I brought some milk etcetera yester-
day.’ Her gaze sharpened from vague to centre upon myself.
‘Sorry, didn’t catch your name?’

‘Peter Darwin,’ I obliged.

‘Peter,” Vicky said forcefully, ‘has been our lifeline.’

‘Oh? Well, good. Nice of you to have helped them.” Her gaze
slid away, encompassing the room in general. ‘The Sandersons
who own the house have gone to Australia for a couple of
months. They're renting it to you quite cheaply, Mother, and I've
engaged the caterers . . . You always said you wanted me to have
a proper wedding and I decided it would be a good idea after all.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Vicky said, accepting it meekly.

“Three weeks tomorrow,” Belinda told her. ‘And now, Mother,
I really have to run.’

I abruptly recalled a conversation I’d had long ago in Madrid,
with my father.

‘A child who calls its mother “Mother”, wants to dominate
her,’ he said. ‘You will never call your mother “Mother”.’

‘No, Dad.’

‘You can call her Mum, Darling, Mater, Popsie or even silly
old cow, as I heard you saying under your breath last week, but
never Mother. Understood?”’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘And why did you call her a silly old cow?
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Lying to him was fairly impossible: he always saw through it.
Swallowing, I told him the truth. ‘She wouldn’t let me go to
Pamplona to run with the bulls because I'm only fifteen.’

‘Quite right. Your mother’s always right. She’s made a good
job of you and one day you’ll thank her. And never call her
Mother.’

‘No, Dad’
‘Mother,” Belinda said, ‘Ken says we’ll have dinner together
soon. He meant it to be tonight, but with all this worry ... I'll

phone you later.’

She gave a brief wave, turned and departed as speedily as she’d
come.

After a short silence Vicky said valiantly, ‘She was a really
sweet baby, very cuddly and loving. But girls grow up so indepen-
dent . .. She paused and sighed, ‘We get on quite well really as
long as we don’t see each other too much.’

Greg gave me a sideways look and made no comment, though
I saw that he felt much as I did about the off-hand welcome.
Belinda, I thought, was as self-centred as they come.

‘Right,’.l said cheerfully, ‘we may as well get your cases in, and
if you like I'll go to the shops.’

A certain amount of bustle at least partially filled the emotional
vacuum, and after a while Vicky felt recovered just enough to
investigate upstairs. The large bed in what was clearly the Sander-
sons’ own domain at least looked ready for occupation, though
their clothes still filled the cupboards. Vicky said apathetically
that she would unpack later the cases I'd carried up for her but
meanwhile she was going to sleep at once, in her clothes, on the
bed.

I left Greg fussing over her and went downstairs, and presently
he followed, agitated and displeased.

‘Belinda’s a pain in the ass,” he said. ‘Vicky's crying. She
doesn’t like being in someone else’s house. And I feel so helpless.’

‘Sit down by the fire,” I said. ‘T'll go foraging’

When I came to think of it, I hadn’t been shopping regularly
for food in England since I’d been at Oxford, and not much then.
I was more accustomed to eating what I was given: the sort of life
I led was rarely domestic.

I drove back to the straggly suburb and bought all the essentials
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I could think of, and felt like a stranger in my own country. The
inside layouts of shops were subtly different from my last brief
visit four years earlier. The goods available were differently
packaged. Colours were all brighter. Even the coins had changed
shape.

I found I'd lost, if I'd ever really known, any clear idea of what
things in England should cost. Everything seemed expensive, even
by Tokyo standards. My ignorance puzzled the shop assistants as |
was obviously English, and it was altogether an unexpectedly
disorienting experience. What on earth would it be like, I wondered,
for someone to return after half a century, return to the world of my
parents’ childhood, a time that millions still clearly remembered.

Every child had chilblains in the winter back then, my mother
* said; but I hadn’t known what a chilblain was.

I collected some scotch for Greg and a newspaper and other
comforts and headed back to Thetford Cottage, finding things
there as I'd left them.

Greg, dozing, woke up when I went in and came shivering out
into the hall. The whisky brightened his eye considerably and he
followed me into the kitchen to watch me stow the provisions.

‘You should be all right now,’ [ said, closing the fridge.

He was alarmed. ‘But surely you're staying?

‘Well .. . no.”

‘Oh, but.. . ." His voice deepened with distress. ‘I know you've
done a lot for us, but please . . . just one more night?’

‘Greg ...

‘Please. For Vicky’s sake. Please.’

For his sake too, I saw. I sighed internally. I liked them well
enough and I supposed I could stay one night there and start my
rediscovery of Gloucestershire in the morning, so again, against
my gut reaction, I said yes.

Vicky woke at six thirty in the evening and came tottering down
the stairs complaining of their slipperiness.

Greg and I had by that time lowered the scotch level, read the
newspapers from cover to cover and found out how the television
worked. We'd listened to the news, which was all of death, as
usual. Amazing how many ways there were of dying.
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Belinda had not telephoned.

At seven, however, a car arrived outside and the daughter
herself came in as before, managerial rather than loving. This
time, however, she had brought her affianced.

‘Mother, you met Ken two or three years ago, you remember.’

‘Yes dear,” Vicky said kindly, though she’d told me she couldn’t
bring him to mind. She offered him her cheek for a kiss, and
after the fleetest of pauses™received one.

‘And this is Greg,” Belinda said. ‘I suppose he’s my stepfather.’
She laughed briefly. ‘Odd having a stepfather after all these
years.’
~ *How do you do? Ken said politely, shaking Greg’s hand.

‘Glad to meet you, sir.’

Greg gave him an American smile that was all front with
reservations hidden, and said he was sure pleased to be in
England for the happy occasion.

Ken, at the moment, looked a long way from happy: Anxiety
vibrated in his every gesture, not a simple nervousness at meeting
his future in-laws but a much deeper, overriding bunch of worries,
too intense to be covered.

He was tall, thin, sandy and wiry looking, like a long-distance
runner. A touch of Norwegian, perhaps, about the shape of the
head and the light blue of his eyes. Fair hair on the point of
thinning. 1 guessed his age at nearing forty and his dedication to
his job as absolute.

‘Sorry,” Belinda said to me, not sounding contrite. ‘Can’t
remember your name.’

‘Peter Darwin.’

‘Oh yes.” She glanced towards Ken. ‘Mother’s helper.’

‘How do you do?” He shook my hand perfunctorily. ‘Ken
McClure,’ he said.

It sounded very familiar. ‘Kenny?’ I said doubtfully.

‘No. Ken. Kenny was my father.’

‘Oh’

None of them paid any attention but I felt as if I'd been kicked
in the subconscious by sleeping memory. Kenny McClure. 1
knew about Kenny McClure ~ but what did I know? — from a
long time ago.

He'd killed himself.
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The knowledge came back abruptly, accompanied by the curi-
osity I'd felt about it as a child, never having known before that
people could kill themselves, and wondering how he had done it
and what it felt like.

Kenny McClure had acted as veterinary surgeon at Cheltenham
races. I knew ['d driven round the track with him in his Land-
Rover a few times, but I couldn’t now recall what he’d looked
like.

Ken had made an attempt at dressing for the occasion in a
suit, shirt and tie but with one black shoe and one brown.
Belinda had come in a calf-length blue woollen dress under the
padded olive jacket and, having made the effort herself, was
critical of Vicky, who hadn’t.

‘Mother, honestly, you look as if you’d slept in those clothes.’

‘Yes dear, I did.’

Belinda impatiently swept her upstairs to find something less
crumpled and Greg offered Ken some scotch.

Ken eyed the bottle with regret. ‘Better not,” he said. ‘Driving,
and all that.’

A short silence. Between the two of them there was no instant
rapport. Eye contact, minimal.

‘Belinda told us,” Greg said, finally, ‘that you’ve had some
trouble with a horse today.’

‘It died.” Ken had clamped a lid tight over his seething troubles
and the strain came out in staccato speech. ‘Couldn’t save it.’

‘I'm real sorry.’

Ken nodded. His pale eyes turned my way. ‘Not at my best
this evening. Forgotten your name.’

‘Peter Darwin.’

‘Oh yes. Any relation to Charles?

‘No.’

He considered me. ‘I suppose you’ve been asked before.’

‘Once or twice.’

He lost interest, but I thought that in other civcumstances he
and 1 might have done better together than he with Greg.

Ken tried, all the same. ‘Belinda says you were both mugged,
sit,youand .. .er. .. Mother’

Greg made a face at the memory and gave him a brief account.
Ken raised a show of indignation. ‘Rotten for you,” he said.
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He spoke with a Gloucestershire accent, not strong, but recog-
nisable. If I tried, I'd still be able to speak that way easily myself,
though I'd lost it to my new father’s Eton English soon after 1
had met him. He’d told me at once that I had a good ear for
languages, and he’d made me learn French, Spanish and Russian
intensively all through my teens. “You’ll never learn a language
as naturally as now,” he said. ‘I'll send you to school in England
for two final years to do the university entrance, but to be truly
multi-lingual you must learn languages where they’re spoken.’

I’'d consequently breathed French in Cairo, Russian in
Moscow, Spanish in Madrid. He hadn’t envisaged Japanese.
That had been a quirk of Foreign Office posting.

Vicky and Belinda having reappeared, Vicky in red this time,
Ken led the way in his car to a small country inn with a
restaurant attached. He took Belinda with him and I again drove
the rental car with Vicky and Greg sitting together in the back,
an arrangement that led Belinda to conclude that *helper’ meant
chauffeur. She gave me sharply disapproving looks when I fol-
lowed the group into the bar and accepted Ken’s offer of a drink
before dinner.

We sat round a small dark table in a corner of a room heavily
raftered and furnished in oak. The level of light from the red-
shaded wall lamps was scarcely bright enough for reading the
menus and there was an overall warmth of atmosphere that one
met nowhere else on earth but in a British pub.

Belinda stared at me from over her glass. ‘Mother says you’re
a secretary. I can’t understand why she needs one.’

‘No, dear,” Vicky began, but Belinda made a shushing move-
ment with her hand.

‘Secretary, chauffeur, general helper, what does it matter? she
said. ‘Now that you’re here, Mother, I can look after you
perfectly well myself. I'm sorry to be frank, but I don’t see how
you justify the expense of someone else.’

Greg and Vicky’s mouths dropped open and both of them
looked deeply embarrassed.

‘Peter . . .” Vicky’s words failed her.

‘It’s OK,’ I reassured her, and to Belinda I said peacefully,
‘I'm a civil servant. A private secretary in the Foreign Office.
Your mother isn’t paying me. I'm literally here just to help them
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over the few sticky days since they were attacked. I was coming
to England in any case, so we travelled together. Perhaps I
should have explained sooner. I'm so sorry.”

An apology where there was no fault usually defused things,
I'd found. The Japanese did it all the time. Belinda gave a shrug
and twisted ber mouth. ‘Sorry, then,” she said in my general
direction but not actually looking at me. ‘But how was I to
know?

‘I did tell you . . .” Vicky began.

‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘What’s good on this menu?

Belinda knew the answer to’ that and began to instruct her
mother and Greg. Ken’s thoughts had been on a distant travel
throughout, but he made a visible effort then to retrieve the
evening from gloom, and to some extent succeeded. ‘

‘What wine do you like with dinner ... um ... Mother? he
asked.

‘Don’t call me mother, call me Vicky.’

He cilled her Vicky easily, without the ‘um’. She said she
preferred red wine. Any. He could choose.

Vicky and Ken were going to be all right, I thought, and was
glad for Vicky’s sake. Belinda softened enough over dinner to
put a glow on the thin beauty that had to be attracting Ken, and
Greg offered a toast to their marriage.

‘Are you married? Ken asked me, clinking glasses with Vicky.

‘Not yet.’

‘Contemplating it?’

‘In general.’

He nodded, and I thought of the young Englishwoman I'd left
behind in Japan who had settled for a bigger fish in the diplomatic
pond. The English girls on the staff of the embassies abroad were
often the high-grade products of fashionable boarding schools,
intelligent and good looking as a general rule. Liaisons between
them and the unmarried diplomats made life interesting all round
but often ended discreetly, without tears. I'd said fond farewells
in three different countries, and not regretted it.

By the time coffee arrived, the relationships among Greg,
Vicky, Belinda and Ken had taken the shape they were likely to
retain. Vicky, like a rose given water, had revived to the point of
flirting very mildly with Ken. Ken and Greg remained outwardly
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cordial but inwardly stiff. Belinda bossed her mother, was re-
served with Greg and took Ken for granted. A pretty normal set
up, allin all.

Ken still retreated every five minutes or so for brief seconds
into his consuming troubles but made no attempt to share them.
He talked instead about a horse he’d bought two years earlier for
peanuts to save it from being put down.

‘Nice horse,” he said. ‘It cracked a cannon bone. The owner
wanted it put down. I told him I could save the horse if he’d pdy
for the operation but he didn’t want the expense. Then, of
course, the horse would have 'to rest a year before racing. All too
much, the owner said. Put it down. So I offered him a bit more
than he would have got from the dog-food people and he took it.
1 did the operation and rested the horse and put it in training and
it won a nice race the other day, and now Ronnie Upjohn, that’s
the owner, won’t speak to me except to say he’ll sue me.’

‘What a pig,” Vicky said indighantly.

Ken nodded. ‘Luckily 1 got him to sign a paper at the time,
saying he understood an operation might save the horse but that
he preferred to have it put down, so he hasn’t a chance of
winning. He won’t sue in the end. But I guess I've lost a client.’

Ronnie Upjohn, I thought.

1 knew that name too. Couldn’t attach any immediate informa-
tion to it, except that it was linked in my vague memory with
another name: Travers.

Upjohn and Travers.

Who or what was Upjohn and Travers?

‘We’re planning on running the horse here at Cheltenham in a
couple of weeks,” Ken said. ‘I'm giving it to Belinda and it’ll run in
her name, and if it wins it'll be a nice wedding present for both of us.’

‘What sort of race?’ 1 asked, making conversation.

‘A two-mile hurdle. Are you a racing man?’

‘I go sometimes,’ I said. ‘It’s years since I went to Cheltenham.’

‘Peter’s parents met on Cheltenham racecourse,” Vicky said,
and after Belinda and Ken’s exclamations of interest I gave them
all a version of the facts that was not the whole truth but enough
for the casual chat of a dinner party among people one didn’t
expect to get close to.

‘My mother was helping out with some secretarial work,” 1
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said. ‘My father blew into her office with a question, and bingo,
love at first sight.’

‘It wasn’t at first sight with us,” Belinda said, briefly touching
Ken’s hand. ‘Fiftieth or sixtieth sight, more like.’

"Ken nodded. ‘I had her under my feet for months and never
really saw her.’

‘You were getting over that frightful Eaglewood girl,” Belinda
teased him.

‘Izzy Eaglewood isn’t frightful,” Ken protested.

‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ his fiancée said; and of course,
we did.

Izzy Eaglewood, I thought. A familiar name, but out of sync.
Something different. Eaglewood was right, but not Izzy. Why not
Izzy? What else?

Russet!

I almost laughed aloud but, from long training, kept an un-
moved face. Russet Eaglewood had been the name to giggle over
in extremely juvenile smutty jokes. What colour are Russet Eagle-
wood’s knickers? No colour, she doesn’t wear any. Russet Eagle-
wood doesn’t need a mattress; she is one. What does Russet
Eaglewood do on Sundays? Same thing, twice. We had been
ignorant of course, about what she actually did. We called it ‘IT,
and IT in fact applied to anybody: Are they doing IT? Giggle,
giggle. One day — one unimaginable day - we would find ‘out
about IT ourselves. Meanwhile IT went on apace throughout the
racing world, and indeed everywherg else, we understood.

Russet Eaglewood’s father had been one of the leading trainers
of steeplechasers: it had been that fact, really, that had made the
scurrilous stories funniest.

The knowledge came crowding back. The Eaglewoods had had
their stables at the end of our village, half a mile from our little
house. Their horses clattered through the village at dawn on their
way up to the gallops, and I'd played in the stable yard often
with Jimmy Eaglewood until he got hit by a lorry and died after
three hushed weeks in a coma. I could remember the drama well,
but not Jimmy's face. I couldn’t clearly remember any of the
faces; could dredge up only the sketchiest of impressions.

‘Izzy Eaglewood ran off with a guitarist,” Belinda said disap-
provingly.
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‘Nothing wrong with guitarists,” Vicky said. ‘Your father was a
musician.’

‘Exactly. Everything wrong with guitarists.’

Vicky looked as if defending the long-divorced husband from
Belinda’s jokes was an unwelcome habit.

I said to Ken, ‘Have you heard Vicky and Greg sing? They’ve
lovely voices.”

He said no, he hadn’t. He looked surprised at the thought.

‘Mother,” Belinda said repressively, ‘I do wish you wouldn’t.’

‘Wouldn’t sing?” Vicky asked. ‘But you know we enjoy it.’

‘You’re too old for it.” More than a jibe, it was a plea.

Vicky studied her daughter and said with sad enlightenment,
‘You’re embarrassed, is that it? You don’t like it that your
mother brought you up by singing in night clubs?’

‘Mother!” Belinda cast a horrified glance at Ken, but Ken, far
from being shocked, reacted with positive pleasure.

‘Did you really?

‘Yes, until time put a step to it.’

‘I'd love to hear you,” Ken said.

Vicky beamed at him.

‘Mother, please don’t go around telling everyone,” Belinda
said.

‘Not if you don’t like it, dear.’

Shout it from the rooftops, I wanted to say: Belinda should be
proud of you. Stop indulging your daughter’s every selfish snob-
bish whim. Vicky’s sort of love, though, forgave all.

Ken called for the bill and settled it with a credit card but,
before we could rise to go, a buzzer sounded insistently some-
where in his clothes.

‘Damn,” he said, feeling under his jacket and unclipping a
small portable telephone from his belt. ‘I'm on call. Sorry about
this.’

He flipped open the phone, said his name and listened; and it
was obviously no routine summons to a sick animal because the
blood left his face and he stood up clumsily and fast and literally
swayed on his feet, tall and toppling.

He looked wildly, unseeingly, at all of us sitting round the
table.

‘The hospital’s on fire,” he said.
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CHAPTER 3

The vets’ place was on fire, but actually not, as it turned out, the
new hospital itself which lay separately to the rear. All one could
see from the road, though, was the entrance and office block
totally in flames, scarlet tongues shooting far skywards from the
roof with showers of golden sparks. It was a single-storey build-
ing, square, extensive, dying spectacularly, at once a disaster and
majestic.

Ken had raced off frantically from the restaurant alone, driving
like the furies, leaving the rest of us to follow and thrusting
Belinda into suffering fiercely from feelings of rejection.

‘He might have waited for me.’

She said it four times aggrievedly but no one commented. I
broke the speed limit into the town.

We couldn’t get the car anywhere near the vets’ place. Fire
appliances, police cars and sightseers crowded the edges of the
parking area and wholly blocked the roadway. The noise was
horrendous. Spotlights, streetlights, headlights threw deep black
shadows behind the milling helpers, and the flames lent orange
haloes to the firemen’s helmets and shone on spreading sheets of
water and on the transfixed faces outside the cordoned perimeter.

‘Oh, God, the horses . . .” Belinda, leaving us at a run as soon
as our car came willy-nilly to a halt, pushed and snaked a path
through to the front, where I briefly spotted her arguing unsuccess-
fully with a way-barring uniform. Ken was out of sight.

Great spouts of water rose in plumes from hoses and fell in
shining fountains onto the blazing roof, seeming to turn to steam
on contact and blow away to the black sky. The heat, even from
a distance, warmed the night.

‘Poor things,” Vicky said, having to shout to be heard.

I nodded. Ken had enough worry beside this.

There were the thuds of two explosions somewhere inside the
walls, each causing huge spurts of flame to fly outwards through
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the melted front windows. Acrid smoke swirled after them, sting-
ing the eyes.

‘Back, back,’ voices yelled.

Two more thuds. Through the windows, with a searing roar-
like flame-throwers, sharp brilliant tongues licked across the
parking space toward the spectators, sending them flecing in
panic.

Another thud. Another fierce jet-burst of flames. A regrouping
among the firemen, heads together in discussion.

The whole roof fell in like a clap of thunder, seeming to
squeeze more flames like toothpaste from the windows, and then,
dramatically, the roaring inferno turned to black gritty billowing
smoke and the pyrotechnics petered out into a wet and dirty
mess, smelling sour.

Ash drifted in the wind, settling in grey flakes on our hair. One
could Hear the hiss of water dowsing hot embers. Lungs coughed
from smoke. The crowd slowly began to leave, allowing the three
of us to get closer to the ruined building to look for Belinda and
“Ken.

‘Do you think it’s safe?” Vicky asked doubtfully, stopping well
short. ‘Weren’t those bombs going off?’

‘More like tins of paint,’ I said.

Greg looked surprised. ‘Does paint explode?

Where had he lived, I wondered, that he didn’t know that, at
his age.

‘So does flour explode,’ I said.

Vicky gave me a strange look in which I only just got the
benefit of the doubt as to my sanity, but indeed air filled with
flour would flash into explosion if ignited. Many substances
diffused in a mist in air would combust. Old buddies, oxygen,
fuel and fire.

‘Why don’t you go back to the car,” T suggested to Vicky and
Greg. ‘I'll find the other two. I'll tell them I’'m driving you back
to the house.’

They both looked reliecved and went away slowly with the
dispersing throng. I ducked a few officials, saw no immediate sign
of Belinda and Ken but found on the right of the burnt building
an extension of the parking area that led back into a widening
space at the rear. Down there, movement, lights and more people.
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Seeing Ken briefly and distantly as he hurried in and out of a
patch of light, I set off to go down there despite warning shouts
from behind. The heat radiating from the brick wall on my left
proved to be of roasting capacity, which accounted for the
shouts, and T did hope as I sped past that the whole edifice
wouldn’t collapse outwards and cook me where I fell.

Ken saw me as I hurried towards him and stood still briefly
with his mouth open looking back where I'd come.

‘Good God,’ he said, ‘did you come along there? It isn't safe.
There’s a back way in.” He gestured behind him and I saw that
indeed there was access from another road, as evidenced by a fire
engine standing there that had been dealing with the flames from
the rear.

‘Can I do anything?’ I said.

‘The horses are all right,” Ken said. ‘But I need . .. I need.” He
stopped suddenly and began shaking, as if the enormity of the
disaster had abruptly overwhelmed him once the need for urgent
action had diminished. His mouth twisted and his whole face quiv-
ered.

‘God help me,” he said.

It sounded like a genuinely desperate prayer, applying to much
more than the loss of a building. I was no great substitute for the
deity, but one way or another I'd helped deal with a lot of
calamities. Crashed bus-loads of British tourists for instance,
ended up, figuratively speaking, on embassy doorsteps, and I'd
mopped up a lot of personal tragedies.

‘I'll take Vicky and Greg back to the house, and then come
back,’ I said.

‘Will you?" He looked pathetically grateful even for the good-
will. He went on shaking, disintegration not far ahead.

‘Just hold on,’ I said, and without wasting time left by the rear
gate, hurrying along the narrow road there and getting back to
the main road via an alley, finding that by luck I'd come out only
a few steps from the car. Vicky and Greg made no objections to
being taken home and left. They hoped Belinda would forgive
them, but they were going to bed to sleep for a week, and please
would I ask her not to wake them.

I glanced at them affectionately as they stood drooping in the
polished hall of Thetford Cottage. They'd had a rough time, and
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when I thought of it, looking back, they hadn’t seriously com-
plained once. I said I’d see them in the morning and took the
front door key with me at their request, leaving them to shut the
door behind me.

Finding a way round to the back road, I returned to the vets’
place from the rear and smelled again the pervading ashy smoke
that stung in the throat like tonsillitis. The rear fire engine had
wound in its hoses and departed, leaving one man in yellow
oilskins and helmet trudging around to guard against the ruins
heating up to renewed spontaneous life.

I took brief stock of what lay in the unburnt area: a new-
looking one-storey building with electric lights shining from every
window, a row of stable boxes set back under an overhanging
roof, all empty, with their doors open, and a glass-walled thirty-
yard passage connecting the burnt and unburnt buildings. That
last was extraordinarily mostly untouched, only the big panes
nearest the heat having shattered.

A good many people were still hurrying about, as if walking
slowly would have been inappropriate. The first urgency, how-
ever, was over: what was left was the usual travail of getting rid
of the debris. No bodies to go into bags this time, though, it
seemed. Look on the bloody bright side.

As Ken was nowhere to be seen and a door to the new building
stood open, I went inside to look for him and found myself in an
entrance hall furnished as a waiting-room with about six flip-up
chairs and minimum creature comfort.

Everything, including the tiled floor and a coffee machine in a
corner, was soaking wet. A man trying to get sustenance from
that machine gave it a smart kick of frustration as if its demise
after all else was insupportable.

‘Where’s Ken? I asked him.

He pointed through an open door and attacked the machine
again, and I went where directed, which proved to be into a wide
passage with doors down each side, one of them open with light
spilling out. 1 found Ken in a smallish office along there, a
functional room already occupied by more people than the archi-
tect had intended.

Ken was standing by the uncurtained window, still trembling
as if with cold. A grey-haired man sat gloomily behind a metal
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desk. A woman with a dirt-smudged face stood beside him,
stroking his shoulder. Two more men and another woman
perched on office furniture or leaned against walls. The room
smelled of the smoke trapped in their clothes and it was chilly
enough to make Ken’s shivers reasonably physical in origin.

The heads all turned my way when I appeared in the doorway,
all except Ken’s own. | said his name, and he turned and saw me,
taking a second or two to focus.

‘Come in,’ he said, and to the others added, ‘he’s a helper.’

They nodded, not querying it. They all looked exhausted and
had been silent when I got there as if sandwiched in shock
between hectic crisis activity and facing the resumption of life. I'd
seen a lot of people in that suspended state, starting from when |
was twenty-three, in my first posting, and in a far-flung consulate
with the consul away I had had to deal alone with a British-
chartered aeroplane that had clipped a woody hillside after dark
and had scattercd broken bodics among splintered trees. Among
other things, I'd been out there at dawn trying to stop looters.
Relatives then came to the city to identify what they could and to
cling to me numbly for comfort. Talk about growing up fast.
Nothing, since that, had been worse.

The man who had been kicking the coffee machine came into
the office, passed me, and slid down to sit on the floor with his-
spine against the wall.

‘Who are you?” he asked, lookmg up.

‘Friend of Ken’s

‘Peter,” Ken sald.

The man shrugged, not caring. ‘Coffee machine’s buggered,’ he
announced.

His eyes were red-rimmed, his hands and face dirty, his age
anywhere from thirty to fifty. His news was received with apathy.

The grey-haired man behind the desk seemed to be the senior
in rank as well as years. He looked round at the others and
wearily said, ‘Suggestions?’

‘We go to'bed,” the coffee-machine man said.

‘Buy a better computer,’ one of the other men offered. “‘When the
records are saved on back-up disks, in future store them in a vault.’

‘A bit late for that,’ said one of the women, ‘since all the
records are burnt.’
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‘The new records, then.’

‘If we have a practice,” Ken said with violence.

That thought had occurred to the others who went on looking
gloomy.

‘How did the fire start?’ [ asked.

The grey-haired man answered with deep tiredness. ‘We were
having the place painted. We ourselves have a “no smoking”
rule, but workmen with cigarettes . . .” He left the sentence unfin-
ished, the scenario too common for comment.

‘Not arson, then,’ I said.

‘Are you a journalist?’ one of the women demanded.

‘No, definitely not.’

Ken shook his head. ‘He’s a diplomat. He fixes things.’

None of them looked impressed. The women said that a
diplomat was the last thing they needed but the grey-haired man
said that if T had any practical suggestions, to give.

I said with hesitation, ‘I would leave someone here all night
with all the lights on.”

‘Well . .. why?”

‘Just in case it was arson.’

‘It couldn’t have been arson,’ the grey man said. “Why would
anyone want to burn our building?’

One of the other men said, ‘They wouldn’t get far trying to
burn this hospital. We had it all built of flame-retardant materials.
It’s supposed to be fireproof.’

‘And it didn’t burn,” the woman said. ‘The fire doors held in
the passage. The firemen poured tons of water on all that
end ...

*‘And buggered the coffce machine,” the man on the floor said.

There were a few wan smiles.

‘So we still have our hospital,” the grey-haired man told me,
‘but we've lost the pharmacy, the lab, the small-animal surgeries
and, as you heard, every record we possessed. The tax situation
alone ... He stopped. shaking his head hopelessly. ‘I think the
going to bed suggestion was a good one, and I propose we adopt’
it. Also if anyone will stay here all night, please volunteer.’

They'd all had too much, and no one spoke.

After an appreciable pause, Ken said jerkily, ‘T'll stay if Peter
will.’
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I'd let myself right in for it, I thought. Oh well. *OK,’ I said.

‘Who’s on call?’ the grey-haired man asked.

‘I am,” Ken said.

‘And I am,” a dark-haired young woman added.

The grey hair nodded. ‘Right. Ken stays. Everyone else, sleep.’
He rose to his feet, pushing himself up tiredly with hands flat on
the desk. ‘Council of war here at nine in the morning.” He came
round the desk and paused in front of me. “Whoever you are,
thanks.” He briefly shook my hand. ‘Carey Hewett,’ he said,
introducing himself.

‘Peter Darwin.’

‘Oh. Any relationto...?”

1 shook my head.

‘No. Of course not. It’s late. Home, everyone.’ He led the way
out of the office and the rest drifted after him, yawning and
nodding to me briefly but not giving their names. None of them
expressed any curiosity, let alone reservations, about the stranger
they were so easily leaving on their property. They trusted Ken, I
supposed, and by extension, any friend of Ken’s.

‘Where’s Belinda? 1 asked, as the last of them disappeared.

‘Belinda? Ken looked temporarily lost. ‘Belinda . . . went with
the horses.” He paused, then explained. *We had three horses out
in the boxes. Patients. Needing nursing care. We've sent them to
a trainer who had room in his yard. Belinda went to look after
them.” Another pause. ‘They were upset, you see. They could
smell the smoke. And we didn’t know ... [ mean, the hospital
might have burnt too, and the boxes.’

‘Yes.’

He was still faintly trembling.

1 said, ‘It’s pretty cold in here.’

*‘What? I suppose it is. The firemen said not to turn the central
heating on until we’d had it checked. It’s gas-fired.’

‘Gas-fired in the office building too?’

‘Yes, but it was all switched off. It always is at night. The
firemen asked.’ He stared at me. ‘They made a point of shutting
off the mains.” The shakes came back strongly. ‘It’s all a night-
mare. It’'s. . .it's. ..’

‘Yes,” 1 said, ‘sit down.” I pointed to the grey-haired man’s padded
chair behind the desk, the only remotely comfortable perch in sight.
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Ken groped his way onto it and sat as if his legs had given
way. He had the sort of long loose-jointed limbs that seem
always on the point of disconnecting from the hip bone, the thigh
bone, the ankle bone - the skeleton coming apart. The longish
Norwegian head accentuated it, and the thin big-knuckled fingers
were an anatomy lesson in themselves.-

‘Apart from the fire,” [ said, ‘what’s the problem?’

He put his elbows on the desk and his head in his hands and
didn’t answer for at least a minute. When he finally spoke his
voice was low and painfully controlled.

‘I operate on horses about five times a week. Normally you’ll
lose less than one out of every two hundred on the table. For me,
that means maybe one or at most two deaths a vear. You can’t
help it, horses are difficult under anaesthetic. Anyway,” he swal-
lowed, ‘I’'ve had four die that way in the last two months.’

It seemed more like bad luck to me than utter tragedy, but I
said, ‘Is that excessive?’

‘“You don’t understand!” The pressure rose briefly i his voice
and he stifled it with an effort. “The word goes round like wildfire
in the profession. People begin to snigger. Then any minute the
public hears it and no one’s sending horses to you any more.
They ask for a different vet. It takes years to build a reputation.
You can lose it like that.” He snapped the long fingers. ‘I know
I’'m a good surgeon. Carey knows it, they all know it, or I'd be
out already. But they’ve got themselves to consider. We're all in
it together.’

I swept a hand round the empty office.

‘The people who were here . . .7’

Ken nodded. ‘Six vets in partnership, including me, and also
Scott, the anaesthetist. And before you ask, no, I can’t blame
him. He’s a good technician and a trained veterinary nurse, like
Belinda.’

‘What happened this morning?’ I asked.

‘Same thing,” Ken said miserably. ‘I was putting some screws
in a split cannon bone. Routine. But the horse’s heart slowed and
his blood pressure dropped like a stone and we couldn’t get it
back.’

‘We?

“Usually it would have been just Scott, Belinda and me, but
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today we had Oliver Quincy assisting as weil. And that was
because the owner insisted, because he’d heard the rumours.
And still the horse died, and I can’t ... I don’t ... it’s my whole
life’

After an interval I said, ‘I suppose you’ve checked all the
equipment and the drugs you use.’

‘Of course, we have. Over and over. This morning we double-
checked everything before we used it. Triple-checked. T checked,
Scott checked, Oliver checked. We each did it separately.’

‘Who checked last?

‘1 did.” He said it automatically, then understood the signifi-
cance of what T was asking. He said again, more slowly, ‘1
checked last. I see that maybe I shouldn’t have. But 1 wanted to
be sure.’

The remark and action, I thought, of an innocent man.

I said, ‘Mightn’t it have been more prudent, in the circum-
stances, to let one of the other vets see to the cannon bone?

‘What? He looked at me blankly, then understood my ignor-
ance, and explained. ‘We're partners in a big general practice but
we all have our own specialities. Carey and two women are
small-animal vets, though Lucy Amhurst does sheep and ponies
as well. Jay Jardine does cattle. I do horses. Oliver Quincy is a
general large-animal man working with both Jay and me, though
he does mostly medical work and only minor surgery, almost
never here in the hospital. Castrations, things like that. They’re
done on site.’

He had almost stopped shaking, as if the unburdening and
explanations themselves had released the worst of the pressure.

‘We’re all interchahgeable to some extent,’ he said. ‘I mean, we
can all stitch up a gash whether it is a ferret or a carthorse. We
know ‘all the usual animal discases and remedies. But after all
that, we specialise.’ He paused. ‘There aren’t all that number of
surgeons like me in the whole country, actually. 1 get sent cases
from other vets. This hospital has earned a reputation we can’t
afford to lose.’

1 reflected a bit and asked, ‘Have there been any over-the-top
calamities in the dog and cat departments?’

Ken shook his head in depression. ‘Only horses.’

‘Racehorses?”
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"Mostly. But a couple of weeks ago there was an Olympic-
standard show-jumper — and that didn’t die during an operation.
I had to put it down.” He looked into tormented space. ‘I'd done
a big repair job on its near hind a week earlier where it had
staked itself breaking a jump, and it was healing fine back at.
home, and then they asked me out to it as the whole leg had
swelled like a balloon, and the tendon was shot to hell. The poor
thing couldn’t put its foot to the ground. I gave it painkillers and
brought it here and opened the leg up, but it was hopeless . . . the
tendon had disintegrated. There wasn’t anything to repair.’

‘Does that happen often?’ I asked.

‘No, it damn well doesn’t. The owner was furlous his daughter
was in tears, there was a hullabaloo all over the place. They’d in-
sured the horse, thank God, otherwise we would have had another
lawsuit on our hands. We've had to insure ourselves against
malpractice suits just like American doctors. You get some very
belligerent people these days in the horse world. They demand
perfection a hundred per cent of the time, and it’s impossible.’

1 had a vague feeling that he’d glossed over some fact or other,
but decided it was probably to do with a technicality he knew 1
wouldn’t understand. T wasn’t in a position, anyway, to demand
that he tell me his every thought.

The night grew colder. Ken seemed to have retreated into
introspection. I felt a great desire to make up for some of the
sleep I'd missed. No one would come to set fire to the hospital. It
had been a stupid idea of mine to suggest it.

I shook myself mentally awake and went out into the passage.
All quiet, all brightly lit. I walked back to the entrance hall and
checked that the departing vets had locked the front door-when
they left.

All secure.

Although wet, the entrance hall was distinctly warmer than the
passage and the office. I put my hand on the wall nearest the
burned building and felt the heat in it, which was of a comforting
level rather than dangerous. The solid door to the glass-walled
connecting passage was fastened with bolts and bore an engraved
strip of plastic with the instruction ‘Keep This Fire Door Shut’.
The door’s surface was warmer than the wall, but nowhere near
to frying eggs.
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A third door led from the entrance hall into a spartan roomy
washroom and a fourth opened onto cleaning materials. No
arsonists crouching anywhere.

Passing the defunct coffee machine, I went back to the office
and asked Ken to show me round the rest of the hospital.
Lethargically he rose and told me that the office we were in was
used by whoever was operating in the theatre for writing notes of
the procedures used, together with drugs prescribed. The notes,
he added with a despairing shake of the head, were then taken to
the secretarial section and stored in files.

‘Not in the computer?’ 1 asked, flicking a finger at a monitor
which stood on a table near the desk.

‘In the main computer in the office, yes, but our secretary
enters only the date, the name of the animal, owner, type of
surgery and a file number. It takes too long to type in all the
notes and, besides, mistakes creep in. If anyone wants to refer
back, they just call up the file number and go and find their
actual notes.” He gestured helplessly. ‘Now all the files are bound
to have gone. So has the computer itself, I suppose. This terminal
is dead, anyway. So there will be no records any more to prove
that all the operations when the horses died were normal regular
procedures.’

I reflected that on the other hand if in fact there had been any
departure from regular procedures, all records of that too had
conveniently vanished. Yet I did believe in Ken’s distress, other-
wise what was 1 doing wandering rcund an animal hospital in the
middle of the night looking for people playing with matches.

‘What’s absolutely irritating,” Ken said, ‘is that the architect we
engaged for the hospital told us the office wasn’t up to his
standards of fire proofing. He said we should install heavy fire
doors everywhere and frankly we didn’t want to, they slow you
up so much. We knew we’d simply prop them open. But there
you are, he was right. He insisted on at least fire proof doors at
each end of the connecting passage, and the firemen say those
doors ~ and the lehgth of the passage — saved the hospital.’

‘Why is the passage so long?

‘Something to do with what’s under the ground. It wasn’t
suitable for foundations any nearer. So we had to have the
‘passage, or else run from building to building in the rain.’
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‘Lucky.’

‘So it turned out.’

‘How old is the hospital?’

“Three or four years,” Ken said. ‘Three and a half, about.’

‘And you all use it?”

He nodded. ‘Not for minor things, of course. Often it’s because
of some sort of emergency. Dog run over, that sort of thing.
There's a small-animal wing. Otherwise there are — were — the
two small-animal surgeries over in the main building for vaccina-
tions and so on.” He paused. ‘God, it’s all so depressing.’

He led the way out of the office and into the central passage.
The floors throughout were of black grey-streaked vinyl tiles, the
walls an unrelenting white. The hospital hadn’t been designed, of
course, to soothe human patient anxieties: severe practicality
reigned along with the fire-retardant ethos.

Nothing was made of wood. Doors were metal everywhere, set
into metal frames, painted brown. A row of three on the left-
hand side were store rooms, Ken said. All the doors were locked.
Ken opened them and we checked inside: all quiet.

On the right, past the office, lay another much bigger double
room, one half housing X-ray developing equipment and the
other a movable X-ray machine on wheels. There was also a
simple bed in there, with folded blankets, looking unused, and a
closed door giving access from the car park for patients.

‘We have to keep all these doors locked, including the office,’
Ken said grimly. “We’ve found things walking out of here when
we're all busy in the theatre. You wouldn’t believe what some
people will steal.’

Looting was a built-in instinct, I thought.

Immediately beyond the X-ray room there was what should
have been a heavy fire door blocking our way. It was present, but
had been opened flat against the wall and held there by a
substantial wedge. Ken saw me eyeing it and shrugged.

‘That’s the problem. We can’t open these doors with our arms
full of equipment. The firemen closed that door earlier, when
they first came, but someone’s opened it since. Force of habit.’

Past the habit, there was an extra-wide door straight ahead.
‘The passage itself turned right.

‘That door,” Ken said, pointing ahead, ‘is the entry to the
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theatre area from this side. The passage goes round to an outside
door.’

He unlocked the theatre door, pressed rows of switches to light
our path, and led the way into a vestibule with doors on either
side and another across the end.

‘Changing rooms right and left,” Ken said, opening the doors
and pointing. ‘Then we go ahead into the central supply of
gowns and gloves and so on. We’d better put gowns and shoe-
covers on, if you don’t mind, in the interests of cleanliness in the
operating room.’

He handed me a pair of plastic disposable shoecovers and a
sort of cotton overall, dressing in similar himself, and then
supplied us also with hats like shower caps and masks. I began to
feel like a hospital movie, only the eyes emoting. ‘Instruments
and drugs are in here too,” he went on, showing me locked glass-
fronted cupboards. ‘This cupboard here opens both ways, from
this side and from inside the operating room. The drug cupboard
has two locks and unbreakable glass.’

‘A fortress,” I commented.

‘Carey took advice from our insurers as well as the police and
the fire inspectors. They all had a go.’

Ken pointed to a door in the left-hand wall. ‘That leads
towards the small-animal operating room or theatre.” A door to
the right, he showed me, opened to a scrub room. ‘You can go
through the scrub room into the operating room,” he said, ‘but
we’ll go straight in from here.’

He pushed open double swing doors ahead - not locked, for
once — and walked into the scene of his disasters.

It was unmistakably an operating theatre, though the wide
central table must have been almost nine feet long with an
upward pointing leg at each corner, like a four-poster bed. There
were unidentifiable (to me) trolleys, carts and wheeled tables
round the walls, all of metal. I had an impression of more space
than I'd expected.

Without ado, Ken skirted the table and went to the far wall
where, after another clinking of keys, a whole section slid away
to reveal another room beyond. I followed Ken into this space
and found that the floor was spongy underfoot. I remarked on it,
surprised.
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Ken, nodding, said, “The walls are padded too,” and punched
his fist against one of the grey plastic-coated panels which lined
the whole room. ‘This stuff is like the mats they put down for
gymnasts,” he said. ‘It absorbs shocks. We anaesthetise the horses
in here, and the padding stops them hurting themselves whep
they go down.’

‘Cosy,” I said dryly.

Ken nodded briefly and pointed upwards. ‘See those rails in
the ceiling, and .those chains hanging down? We fasten the
horse’s legs into padded cuffs, attach the cuffs to the chains,
winch up the horse and he travels along the rails into the theatre.’
He pointed back through the sliding door. ‘The rails guide the
horse right over the table. Then we lower hiin into the position
we want. The table is mobile too, and can be moved.’

One lived and learned I thought. One learned the most extra-
ordinary things.

‘You have to support . . . er, to carry . .. the head, of course,’
Ken said.

‘Of course.”’

He rolled the wall-door into place again and relocked it, then
went across the spongy floor to another door, again padded, but
opening this time into a short corridor which we crossed to enter
what Ken called the preparation room. There was a clutter of
treatment carts round the walls there, and more cupboards.

‘Emergency equipment,” he explained briefly. “This is reception,
where the horses arrive.” He stepped out of the shoecovers and
gestured to me to do the same, throwing them casually into a
discard bin. ‘From here we go back into thé corridor-and down
there into the outside world.’

A gust of wind blew specks of ash in through the widening
opening of the outside door and Ken gestured me to hurry
through after him, relocking as usual behind us.

Each of Ken’s keys had a coloured tag with a stick-on label,
identifying its purpose in the general scheme of things. Ken
clanked like an old-time gaoler. ,

Outside, we were still under a wide roof which covered a good-
sized area in front of a row of four new-looking boxes stretching
away to the left. All the box doors stood open, as I'd seen before,
the patients having left.
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‘That’s about it,” Ken said, looking around. ‘We unload the
sick animals just here and usually take them straight into recep-
tion. There’s often not much time to lose.’

‘Nearly always horses? I asked.

He nodded. ‘Occasionally cattle. Depends on the value of the
beast, whether the expense is justified. But yes, mostly horses.
This is hunting country, so we get horses staked and also we get
barbed wire injuries. If we can’t sew them up satisfactorily in
their home stable, we bring them here. Abdominal wounds, that
sort of thing. Again, it depends on love, really.’

Reflecting, I asked, ‘How many horses are there in your area?

‘Can’t tell exactly. Between us we're the regular vets of, say,
half a dozen or more racing stables, five riding schools, a bunch
of pony clubs, countless hunting people, showing people, eventers,
and people who just keep a couple of hacks about the place . ..
oh, and a retirement home for old steeplechasers. There are a
whole lot of horses in Gloucestershire.’

‘A whole lot of love,” ] commented.

Ken actually smiled. ‘It keeps us going, no doubt of it.” The
smile faded. ‘Up to now.’

‘Law of averages,” I said. “Yow’ll go months now without
another death.’

‘No.’

I listened to the hopelessness and aiso the fear, and wondered
if either of those emotions sprang from facts he hadn’t told me.

‘There won’t be anyone out here in the boxes,” he said.

‘We may as well look.”

He shrugged and we walked along the row and found it indeed
deserted, including the small feed and tack rooms at the end.
Everywhere was noticeably swept and clean, even allowing for
the fire.

‘That’s it, then,” Ken said, turning back.

He closed and bolted the empty boxes as we passed them and,
at the end, made not for the door into the treatment areas but to
another set back to the left of it, which led, I discovered, into the
off-shoot of the black-tiled passage. From there, through uncur-
tained windows, one could look out to where the fire engine had
been. A long line of pegs on the wall opposite the windows held
an anorak or two, a couple of cloth caps and a horse’s head
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collar. Pairs of green wellies stood on the floor beneath, with a
row of indoor shoes on a shelf above.

Ken wiped his own shoes carefully on a mat and waited while I did
the same, then opened yet another door, at which point we were only
a few steps and a couple of turns away from where we’d started. Ken
took the gowns back to the changing room and returned to comment
on the silence everywhere in a building usually.full of bustle.

I agreed that we could relax on the score of ill-intentioned
intruders for the moment and rather regretted having offered an
all-night service. Cold was a problem I hadn’t given much thought
to, and although it was by then nearing three o’clock it would
presumably get colder still before dawn.

‘How about us borrowing those anoraks? I suggested, ‘and
wrapping ourselves in blankets.’

‘Yes, we could,” he began to say, but was forestalled by. the
same muffied noise as in the restaurant, the chirp of the telephone
on his belt.

He looked at me blankly for a second, but pulled out the
phone and flipped it open.

‘Hewett and Partners,” he said ‘Yes ... Ken speaking.’

1 wouldn’t have thought he could grow much paler, but-he did.
The shakes returned as badly as ever.

‘Yes,” he said. ‘Well . . . I'll come straight away.’

He clipped the phone back onto his belt with fumbling fingers
and tried with three or four deep breaths to get himself back into
control, but the pale blue eyes were halfway to panic. ‘

‘It’s the Vernonside Stud,” he said. “They’ve a broodmare with
colic. The stud groom’s been walking her round but she’s getting
worse. I’ll have to go.’

‘Send someone else,” I suggested.

‘How can I? If I send someone else, I've as good as resigned.’

He gave me the wild unseeing stare of a courage-racking
dilemma and, as if he indeed had no choice, unhesitatingly went
down the passage and into the drugs room where he rapidly
gathered an armful of bottles, syringes and other equipment to
take out to his car. His fingers trembled. He dropped nothing,.

‘T’ll be gone an hour at least,” he said, ‘that’s if ’'m lucky.” He
gave me a brief glance. ‘Do you mind staying here? It’s a bit of
an imposition . . . I hardly know you, really.’
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‘Tl stay,” I said.

‘Phone the police if anything happens.’

He set off fast along the passage in the direction of the coats-
on-pegs and over his shoulder told me that I'd get no incoming
calls to worry about because they’d be re-routed in the exchange
to his own portable phone. Always their system for whoever was
on duty at night.

‘You can make calls out,” he said, taking down an anorak,
shaking off his shoes and sliding into wellies. “You’d better have
my keys.” He threw me the heavy bunch. ‘See you.’

He sped out of the far door letting its latch lock with a click behind
him, and within seconds I heard his car start up and drive away.

When I couldn’t hear him any longer, I tried on the remaining
olive green anorak, but it would have fitted a small woman like
Belinda and I couldn’t get it on. I settled for a blanket from the
X-ray room and, wrapped to the chin, sat on the padded chair in
the office, put my feet up on the desk and read an article in a
veterinary journal about oocyte transfers from infertile mares
into other mares for gestation, and the possible repercussions in
the thoroughbred stud book.

This was not, one might say, riveting entertainment.

A couple of times I made the rounds again, but I no longer
expected or feared to find a new little bonfire. I did go on
wondering whether the office building had been torched or not,
but realised that it was only because of Ken’s general troubles
that arson had seemed possible.

I read another article, this time about enzyme-linked immuno-
sorbent assay, a fast antibody test for drugs in racchorses. It was
the only reading matter of any sort in sight. I had a readaholic
friend who would read bus timetables if all else failed. Hewett
and Partners didn’t use buses.

I eyed the telephone. Who could I call for a chat at three in the
morning? It would be nine o’clock at night in Mexico City. A
good time for the parents. Better not. ‘

I dozed over an account of 3-D computer scanning of bone
stress factors in hocks-and awoke with a start to hear someone
rapping on the window with something hard, like a coin. .

A face accompanied the hand, coming close to the glass, and a
voice shouted, ‘Let me in.’
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He pointed vigorously in the direction of the rear door and as I
went along the passage I remembered that he was the one who'd
been kicking the coffee machine and so could be presumed to be
on the side of the angels.

He came in stamping his feet and complaining of the cold. He
held two large thermos flasks and explained that in the rush he’d
forgotten his keys.

‘But not to worry, Ken said you were here.’

‘Ken? I asked.

He nodded. ‘He’s on his way back here with the mare.’ He
thrust the thermos flasks into my grasp and kicked off his boots,
reaching up for a pair of indoor shoes on the shelf above the
pegs. Slipping his feet into those he took off his padded jacket.
Then he said, ‘God, it’s freezing in here,” and put it on again.
‘Ken’s phoning Belinda, and I'm to get the theatre ready.’

He was moving as he talked. ‘I hate these middle-of-the-night
emergencies.” He reached the central passage. ‘I hate buggered
coffee machines,” He marched into the office, took one of the
thermoses back, unscrewed its inside top and used it as a cup.
The coffee steamed out and smelled like comfort while he drank.

‘Want some? he asked, wiping his mouth on the back of his
hand.

‘Please.’

He filled the container again and handed it to me carefully.
Hot sweet instant; strong and milky. Better than champagne at
that moment.

‘Great,’ I said, screwing the emptied cap back on the thermos.

‘Right. 1 take it you know nothing about anaesthetiging
horses?

‘Nothing.’

_‘Can’t be helped. Are these Ken’s keys? Good.’

He picked up the bunch and exited rapidly. He was tall, wide
shouldered, dark haired, roughly forty, and he moved jerkily as if
there was far more explosive power available in his muscles than
he needed.

I followed him ihto the passage and found him unlocking one
of the storerooms.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Maintenance fluids.” He went in and reappeared
with several large plastic bags full of clear liquid. ‘Do you mind
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carrying these? He didn’t wait for an answer but pushed them
into my care and dived back for more of the same, setting off
down the passage at a great rate. Cursing under his breath, he
unlocked the wide door leading to the vestibuie and the theatre.

‘T hate all these doors,’ he said, stacking the bags of fluid inside
the two-way cupboard that led into the operating room. He then
hooked the door back against the wall. ‘Do you mind putting on
a gown and shoecovers?

We donned the whole paraphernalia, and when we were clad
he went backwards through the double swing doors into the
theatre itself and held one for me to follow.

‘Good.” He bustled about. ‘Ventilator.” He rolled one of the
metal carts from against the wall to the head of the operating
table. ‘Horses can’t breathe very well on their own when they’re
under anaesthetic,” he said. ‘Most animals can’t. Or birds, for
that matter. You have to pump air into them. Do you want to
know all this?’

‘Carry on.’

He flicked me a brief glance and saw I was genuinely interested.

‘We pump the anaesthetic in with oxygen,’ he said. ‘Halothane
usually. We use the minimum we can, just a light anaesthesia
because it’s so difficult for them.’

He expertly linked together the tubes of the ventilator and
plugged an electric lead into a socket in the floor.

‘We went through all this ad infinitum yesterday morning,” he
said. ‘Checked every valve, checked the pump, checked the
oxygen, which comes in from outside cylinders when we turn on
this tap.” He showed me. ‘Sometimes the heart starts failing and
there’s not a damn thing one can do about it. We’ve had our fair
share of those recently.” He stopped his narrative abruptly, as if
remembering I didn’t wholly belong there. ‘Anyway, I'm checking
everything twice.’ ,

He darted in and out readying other things that he didn’t
explain and I stood around feeling that I ought to be helping, but
out of ignorance couldn’t.

There was the sound of a car door slamming outside. Scott — it
had to be Scott, the anaesthetist - lifted his head at the sound
and rolled enough wall to one side to allow us access to the
padded room. He crossed the spongy floor with his power-packed
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stride and unlocked the door to the corridor. With myself still at
his heels (snapping off the shoecovers) we went down there and
emerged into the brisk air and found Ken in anorak and wellies
letting down the rear ramp of a small horse-trailer that had been
towed there by a Land-Rover.

‘Scott, good,” Ken said, letting the ramp fall with a clang. ‘I
had to drive the damn thing myself. They’ve two mares foaling at
this moment at Vernonside and no staff to spare. They’re stressed
beyond sense. This mare is dying on her feet and she’s carrying a
foal worth God knows what by Rainbow Quest.’

He sped into the trailer to fetch his patient, who came lumber-
ing backwards down the ramp looking sicker than I'd known was
possible with animals. Heavy with foal, she was bloatedly. fat.
Her head hung low, her brown skin glistened with sweat, her eyes
were dull and she was making groaning noises.

‘She’s full of painkillers,” Ken said. He saw me standing there
and in black distress said, ‘Her heart’s labouring. She’s swollen
with gas and there’s feedback up from her stomach. That means
her gut’s obstructed. It means she’ll die probably within an hour
if I don’t operate on her, and quite likely if I do.’

“You’d be safer with a second opinion,’ I said.

‘Yes. I phoned Carey on my way back here, asking him to get
someone, or come himself. He said to trust my own ability. And
he said I'm the best horse surgeon in this area. I do know it, even
if I don’t usually say it.’

‘So you’ll go ahead,’ [ said.

‘Got no choice, have 1? Just look at her.’

He handed the mare’s leading rein to Scott, who said, ‘Belinda’s
not here yet.’

‘She’s not coming,” Ken said. ‘I couldn’t find her. I phoned the
trainer who’s got our horses in his yard and he said he didn’t
know where she was sleeping and he wasn’t going around at this
hour looking for her.’

‘But . ..” Scott said, and fell silent.

‘Yes. But.” Ken looked directly at me. ‘What I want you to do
is watch and make notes. A witness. Just write down what I tell
you and what Scott tells you. Do you faint at the sight of blood?

I thought of the broken bodies on the hillside.

‘No,’ I said.
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CHAPTER 4

" In the padded room, while Scott held her by the head collar, Ken
with sensitive fingers found the mare’s jugular vein and pushed
into it what looked like a long hypodermic needle covered with
plastic and an end connector that remained outside on the skin.

‘Catheter,” he said, removing the needle and leaving the plastic
sleeve in the vein.

I nodded.

‘Intravenous drip,’ he enlarged, fastening to the catheter a tube
from one of the bags of fluid that Scott was busily suspending
from the ceiling. “You have to keep the body fluids up.’

He went briefly to the operating room, returning with a small
syringeful of liquid which he injected into the mare’s neck via the
catheter.

‘Half a cc of Domosedan,’ he said, spelling it for me as I wrote
on a pad on a clipboard. ‘It’s a sedative to make her manageably
dozy. Mind you, don’t get within reach of her feet. Horses kick
like lightning, even in this state. Go behind that half-wall, out of
reach.’

I stood obediently behind a free-standing section of padded
wall that allowed one to see the action while being shielded from
trouble: rather like the shelter provided in bullrings for humans
to escape the horns.

‘What do you do with the syringe now?’ I asked.

‘Throw it away. It’s disposable.’

‘Keep it,” I said.

Ken gave me a pale blue stare, considered things, and nodded.

‘Right.” )

He took the syringe into the operating room and put it in a
dish on one of the tables round the walls. He wore what I did: his

59



own shoes covered with disposable covers, green cotton trousers,
short-sleeved green shirt, a lab coat over them, surgical mask
dangling round his neck, a soft white cap like a shower cap over
his hair.

Scott, in similar clothes, rubbed a hand down the mare’s nose,
fondling her ears and making soothing noises. Slowly some of the
jangle loosened in her beleaguered brain, peace perceptibly creep-
ing in until she was quiet and semi-conscious on her feet.

Ken, watching her closely, had come back carrying a larger
syringe in another dish. ‘Antibiotic,” he said, injecting. He went
away to pick up a third. g

*This is ketamine hydrochloride,” he said, returning and spelling
it again for me. ‘Sends her to sleep.”

I nodded. Scott shut the sliding door to the operating room:
Ken temporarily disconnected the drip and with smooth skill
injected the mare again through the catheter in her neck. Almost
immediately the great body swung round in an uncoordinated
arc, staggered, wavered and collapsed slowly sidéways, one hind
leg lashing out in a muscle spasm that spent itself harmlessly
against the padding, the head flopping with a thump onto the
spongy floor.

Dramatic, I thought; but routine, obviously, to Scott and Ken.

‘Intubation,’” Ken said to Scott.

Scott nodded and passed an impressively large tube into the
mare’s mouth and down her throat.

‘For oxygen and halothane,’ Ken told me briefly.

Scott opened the sliding door wide, went into the operating
room with the syringe in the dish and returned with the padded
cuffs for the mare’s legs, and also bags to cover her feet.

Both men buckled these on, then pulled down the chains from
the ceiling and linked them to the cuffs. Scott fetched a sort of
canvas sling with handles for carrying the mare’s head, and Ken
without waste of time pressed buttons on a panel in the theatre
wall to activate the winch,

The chains wound back and hoisted the half-ton horse effort-
lessly into the air. Scott supported her head in the sling while
Ken reconnected the drip. Then Ken pressed another button and
a high rolling trolley moved slowly along the ceiling rails, taking
the dangling body, intravenous fluid and all, into the theatre.
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The rails themselves positioned the patient directly over the
table. Ken pressed buttons. The chains lengthened, letting down
their burden inch by inch until the mare was lying on her back
with all four legs in the air, her distended belly a brown rounded
hump. Scott laid her head down gently and then helped Ken
hitch the leg-cuffs to the four posts at the corners of the table so
that her legs were comfortably bent, not stiff and straight. The
two men worked without speaking, moving smoothly through a
manoeuvre often repeated.

‘Ventilator on,” Ken said. ‘Gas on.’

Scott fixed the tube in the horse’s mouth to a tube from the
ventilator, then pressed a switch and turned a tap, and the
oxygen-halothane mixture began pumping with slow insistent
rhythm into the mare’s lungs.

Ken asked me briefly, ‘Do you understand all that?

*Yes,’ I said.

‘Good. Now I'm going to slide another catheter into her facial
artery where it curves round the mandible. It will directly monitor
her blood pressure. Normally Belinda would do this but today
I'll do it myself.’

I nodded and watched his deft fingers push a small tube into
the mare’s jaw and connect it to a metering machine rolled into
place by Scott. Both he and Scott watched with clear anxiety the
two lines which appeared on a monitoring screen, but it seemed
that they were reassured, at least for the present.

‘Final scrub,” Ken said at length. He looked at me, ‘You'd
better come and watch.’

1 followed him into the scrub room where he lengthily scrubbed
his hands clean and dried them on a sterile towel. Then at his
request I helped him put on a fresh sterile gown, tying the tapes
for him. Finally he pushed his hands into sterile latex gloves.
Everything came vacuum packed in separate envelopes, for one-
use only.

“If this mare dies,’ Ken said, ‘I'm finished.’

‘Stop thinking about it.’

He stood for a moment with all the strain showing in his eyes,
then he blinked them a few times very positively and took a
visibly deep breath..

‘Come on, then.” He turned away and went towards the theatre,
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asking me to open the swing door for him so as not to contami-
nate himself.

He went first to where Scott stood, which was in front of the
blood pressure screen, watching it.

‘She’s stabilised,” Scott said, his relief evident, ‘and I've shaved
her skin.’ There was indeed now a shaved strip all along the
mountainous belly.

Ken said to me, ‘I need Scott to assist me. Will you stand by
this screen? Watch it all the time. A horse’s blood pressure is
about the same as humans, ideally 120 over 80; but like humans,
it drops under anaesthesia. If it drops below 70 millimetres of
mercury, we're in trouble and an alarm will go off. We should be
safe between 80 and 90, where we are now. Watch that line there.
And that counter, that’s the heart rate. If there’s any change in
either of them, tell me immediately.’

‘Right.’

‘Write down the time, the heart rate and the blood pressure.’

I nodded, and wrote.

He went round to the other side of the table where Scott
brought forward instruments on rolling carts and created what
Ken called a sterile area in the room. He and Scott betwéen them
took disposable green cloths out of sterile packaging and laid
them all over the horse’s abdomen, leaving visible only a narrow
shaved section on top.

‘All set?” Ken asked Scott, and Scott nodded.

It was the last moment that Ken could have drawn back, but
the commitment in his mind had been made long before. .

‘Incision,’ he said, dictating to me while he picked up a scalpel
and with precision suited the deed to the word. ‘Ten inches,
beside the umbilicus.’

1 wrote fast what he’d said and switched my gaze back to what
he was doing. Scott, meanwhile, went off to scrub.

‘Watch the blood pressure,” Ken said fiercely, not even raising
his eyes. ‘Don’t watch me, watch the monitor between writing.’

I watched the monitor, which remained steady. I still couldn’t
help taking fascinated second-long glances at a process I’d expected
to be horrifying, but wasn’t in the least. For one thing, there was
little smell, when I"d somehow been prepared for stench, nor, with
retractors, clamps, forceps and swabs, even a great deal of bleeding.
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‘Cutting along the linea alba,” Ken said, continuing his running
commentary. ‘That’s the central fibrous ridge between muscle
groups. If you cut through there into the abdominal cavity, you
get little bleeding.” He looked at Scott, who had returned, and
without being asked Scott held out a long rubber sleeve-glove
which he pulled on over Ken’s right hand and arm up to the
armpit..*Watertight,” Ken explained to me briefly, ‘and of course
sterile, for going into the abdomen.’

What I hadn’t begun to envisage were the extraordinary con-
tents of an equine tum. From out of the quite small incision
popped a large ridged bit of intestine and in its wake Ken slowly
began to pull a loop of vast tube ten or more inches in diameter,
seemingly endless, pink, bulbous and glistening. My eyes, I sup-
pose, were equally huge with astonishment.

‘Watch the screen,” Ken said. “This is the colon, now distended
by gas. The equine colon’s not held in place by connecting tissue
like in humans, it just zig-zags free. Half of all cases of twisted
gut are colon trouble.” He pulled out at least another yard of the
enormous tube and gave it to Scott to support in a green cloth
while he felt around in the cavity it had come from.

‘The mare’s less than a month from foaling,” he said. ‘It’s a
good sized foal.” He was silent for a moment or two, then said
unemotionally, ‘If she collapses and I can’t save her, I'll deliver
the foal here and now by caesarean section. It might have a
chance. It’s got a good strong heart beat.’

Scott glanced at him quickly and away, knowing, I thought, a
good deal more than I did about the risks of such a procedure.

From time to time, as the drip bag emptied, Scott replaced it
with a full one from the two-way cupboard, asking me to fetch it
for him and to throw the empty one away.

‘Screen? Ken asked after every change.

‘Same,’ 1 said,

He nodded, intent, slowly feeling his way round the internal
organs, his eyes in his fingertips.

‘Ah,’ he said finally. ‘Here we are. God, what a twist.” He
brought some part [ couldn’t see up iito his own vision but still
just inside the mare and made an instantaneous decision to cut
out the tangled obstruction altogether.

‘Eyes on the screen all the time,’ he instructed me sharply.
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I obeyed him, seeing his actions only in peripheral vision.

Supplied with instruments by Scott, he worked steadily, attach-
ing clamps, clipping, removing tissue, swabbing, stitching, making
occasional noises in his throat but otherwise not talking. Time
passed. Eventually he took two clamps off and watched the
results unwaveringly.

‘Monitor? 4

‘Steady.’

He murmured to himself and finally looked up. ‘All right. The
obstruction’s excised and the gut repaired. No leaks.” He seemed
to be fighting down hope he couldn’t help. ‘Ready to close up.’

I glanced at the great length of huge intestine looped over
Scott’s arm and couldn’t see how on earth they were going to
stuff it all back into the body cavity.

As if reading my mind Ken said, ‘“We’ll empty the colon.” Scott
nodded. Ken asked me to fetch an open dustbin which stood
against one wall and to position it near him beside the table.
Next he wanted me to slot a tray into the table, rather like tray-
tables in aeroplanes. A colon tray, he said.

He nodded his thanks. ‘You're a non-sterile area,” he said,
almost cheerfully. ‘Go back to the screen, will you?

He straightened the colon until part of it was on the tray and
over the bin, then swiftly made a slit, and he and Scott began
systematically to squeeze out all of the contents.

This time it did smell, but only like a stable yard, quite fresh
and normal. For some reason I found myself wanting to laugh:
the process was so incredibly prosaic and the bin so incredibly
full.

‘Monitor,” Ken said severely. .

‘Steady.’

Scott washed the now empty, flabby and lighter tubing with
fluid, and Ken, in a fresh gown and gloves, stitched 1ip the slit
he’d made in it; then, carefully folding it into zig-zags, he returned
the large gut to its rightful position insidé. He did a quick half-
audible check list on the abdomen, almost like a pilot coming in
to land and, still with deftness and care, fastened the incision
together in three layers, first the linea alba with strong separately
knotted stitches, then the subcutaneous tissue with a long single
thread, finally closing the skin with a row of small steel staples,
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three to an inch. Even the stapler came separately packed, sterile
and throwaway, made mostly of white plastic, handy and light.

After the briefest of pauses, when he’d finished, Ken pulled his
mask down and gave me a look of shaky triumph.

‘She’s made it so far,” he said. ‘Scott, gas off.’

Scott, who had put a lid on his odorous bin and rolled it away,
had also been round to*he ventilator to turn off the halothane.

‘Blood pressure?” Ken asked.

‘No change,’ I said.

‘Ventilator off,” Scott said. ‘Disconnect the cathet