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			One

			 

			In the dream he had become something else, but he did not know what it was. Less than human, impossible to define. He could only be certain that he had changed, as if everything about him had undergone some unique metamorphosis. Yet he remained the same person beneath it all, with the same brain and emotional makeup. Or did he?

			In the dream nothing happened. He stood there seeing himself standing there. Present but not quite visible. Through leaves. It felt like a summer night, cool and windy but pleasant. He saw himself behind foliage and branches, on the other side of a shrubbery perhaps. He stared at himself and he stared back. Only the bushes moved in the breeze. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t make out the features of the face. It remained in shadow. The eyes caught what light there was; otherwise he might not be sure.

			In the dream the ending was always his ending. Was it his death he experienced again? He would stand watching, prepared not to move until it all became clear to him, never taking his eyes from the dark presence of a few yards away. He knew he was watching himself, but there was more. A message, something he had to discover. Something very important to his life. But always the apparition ended without revelation. His body grew steadily weaker. The effort to remain standing grew more difficult, as if the force of gravity were pulling him down. His shoulders slumped, his face sagged, he would slip into a crouch. Mental cables would snap; he would lose his hold on the scene. He would give way and dissolve, like a photograph vanishing into a million random dots. The shadowy figure, his twin self, would watch, unmoving, as he disappeared into himself.

			What would be left?

			Smoke.

			Smoke?

			Vaguely he realized it was not part of the dream. The sweet blackness of oblivion had bottomed out in another world. He was awake; he stirred in bed.

			He opened his eyes and found the room was still dark. It must be very early morning. Again. He groped for his watch. His eyes began to hurt and then he could feel it in his nose—smoke.

			Christ, something’s burning. He scrambled out of bed and turned on the bedside lamp. A steely cloud hung in the air, growing rapidly thicker as more smoke drifted in from the hallway. He began to cough as he pulled on his pants. If the building’s on fire I’m in real trouble, he thought. His flat was on the top floor of a narrow, three-story building in Kensington. It was a tired, mock-Tudor structure with an updraft which could now turn the whole place into a silo of flames.

			Without bothering to look in the kitchen, he unlocked his door and stepped onto the landing. Smoke billowed up the stairway, confirming his fears that the fire came from below. The tiny back top-floor flat was vacant and had been for years; Mrs. Jackson, the landlady, who lived in the basement, used it as an attic storeroom. There might be an exit to the roof in there, but he didn’t intend to waste time breaking in to find out. Instead, he started down the stairs. It was the only way to go.

			The thought of fire terrified him, but he was surprised to find that in spite of the dense smoke the stairway was not unusually hot. Tears streamed from his eyes as he stumbled, reaching the second floor. He turned and took a couple more steps down. Abruptly there was much less smoke.

			He had almost forgotten Platt, the middle-aged man who lived alone on the second floor. The smoke was coming from the half-open door of his flat. Had the man already fled or was he still inside, unconscious or maybe even dead?

			He bent over until his head nearly touched the stairs, coughing violently to clear his lungs and blinking until he could see more clearly. Then he took a deep breath that was only mildly irritating and rushed into Platt’s apartment.

			Still heat.

			He had never been in these rooms before and he didn’t know his way around, but lights were on in every direction and music came from a radio somewhere. He moved toward the sound and entered a large kitchen. Smoke billowed furiously from the stove, but a cold breeze told him that a window must be open, thus pushing the smoke farther into the building. He reached the far wall, found the window, opened it all the way and gulped in fresh air. There was no fire; he could see that now.

			A large blackened pot sat over a low flame on the stove. The fool had intended to heat up a late-night meal for himself and then had forgotten all about it. Fallen asleep probably. A few more minutes and the place would have started to burn.

			He turned off the flame, but in all the smoke he couldn’t find anything to grab the pot with. Then his hand fastened on a large plate, intended for the meal no doubt. With it he knocked the loose cover away, and then he slid the plate over the top of the container, cutting off the torrent of smoke. That’s it, he thought. No danger now, no need to fear. But he was still trembling with agitation.

			He went back to the window for air. The smoke was beginning to clear and more details of the kitchen became visible. The sink was piled high with unwashed dishes, pans and utensils. The counter was covered with empty cans—predominantly baked beans—and fruit peels, eggshells, bread crusts and empty wrappers. The table held more of the same clutter, including several empty gin bottles and dirty glasses. He could almost feel the grease that covered everything from floor to ceiling. The place was a one-man slum, a human garbage can.

			Platt.

			He had forgotten about Platt. He rushed into the next room, where a light was on. Smoke still hung heavily there. He opened the single window and swung the door back and forth to fan the room a little clearer. It was the bedroom, and he could see immediately that it too was a pigsty. But Platt wasn’t there.

			The next room was bright, with several lights on, but it too was full of smoke. No Platt, no furniture, only boxes of empty bottles stacked against the walls. Hundreds of bottles—all gin, except for a few mixers. He must keep every bottle he’s ever had. A perverse sense of accomplishment. The light came from two floor lamps and a cheap chandelier, which made the room look even more absurd. What an animal, he thought.

			Platt was in the bathroom. He wore only socks and dirty underpants. His shirt and trousers had been thrown on the floor by the door, actually helping to block out the smoke. Platt lay on the floor, curled around the base of the toilet. How appropriate. Like a cockroach.

			He stood in the doorway looking down at the wretched creature, the snoring cockroach . . . And it all began to circle in his mind. The panic and fear he had felt on waking. The tension—as if his body were full of wires stretched to an unbearable degree.

			Then it all began to spin and buzz, like amorphous dust clouds of gas and matter gathering into the somber heat of a monstrous new star in the night.

			He turned to the bathroom mirror, part of his mind noting the filthy condition of the glass surface. His body cellophaned in sweat, smeared with streaks of smoke and soot, his hair wild, his face seemingly twisted with furious disgust—he hardly recognized himself, but it registered: himself and nothing more.

			He turned to Platt.

			“Wake up.” His voice seemed unusually loud in the small room.

			The other man moved an inch or two, sighed and lapsed back into noisy, rhythmic breathing.

			“Get up,” he yelled, crashing his bare heel down on Platt’s ankle. “Up, get up.” He kicked again.

			“Aauuggh,” Platt moaned, rolling onto his back. His eyes fluttered blindly.

			Now he stomped relentlessly. The drunken man’s ankle had become a kind of contact point; every time his own foot slammed into it he felt as if an electrical charge was shooting through his body from heel to brain.

			“Get up, you goddamn pig.”

			Pain hauled Platt into consciousness. He swung his feet away protectively and his eyes widened with terror and bewilderment. Who was this? What was happening? What was he doing on the floor? He had been having a quiet drink. Pain telegraphed its message. Move. Do something.

			He grabbed Platt tightly by the hair and ears, yanking him up into a sitting position. “Stupid fucking pig.” He slammed Platt’s head against the rim of the toilet bowl. “Stupid fucking cockroach.” The words sang in his head like rhapsodies of lightning. “Burn the goddamn house down.”

			Bang—into the porcelain.

			Bang. Bang.

			“Oh, God, stop it,” Platt wailed, blood washing freely down the side of his head. “Stop it, stop it, please.”

			He pushed the door open with one foot and dragged the helpless man along the floor. This pig should be out of here for good. The whole flat should be stripped and cleaned. Start again. Platt began to resist, striking weakly at his arms, squirming like a desperate beast.

			“No, no, what are you doing? Stop it.”

			He let go long enough to hammer the man about the head and face until more blood splashed and his fists hurt. Then he resumed kicking—stomach, ribs, neck and groin—until Platt rolled into a screaming, fetal shape.

			Into the kitchen.

			“Look at it, look at what you’ve done. Goddamn fucking shithead animal. You aren’t human, do you hear that? You aren’t even human.”

			He flung the table over, sending bottles flying through the air and crashing on the floor. Platt moaned loudly, still not knowing what was going on.

			He took Platt’s head in his hands again, like a football, and twisted it toward the stove. Anger had become a bright jet of energy surging through him.

			“See what you did, pigshit. Try to burn the house down. Look at it.”

			“Oh, God, leave me alone,” the other man whined.

			“Leave you alone. Bullshit I’ll leave you alone. You shouldn’t even be here. You’re an animal, motherfucking shit-eating scumhead bastard.”

			He yanked Platt out onto the landing, punching and kicking him as they went. Then he shoved him violently down the stairs. Platt tumbled awkwardly, like a broken pinwheel, crying aloud. He thumped into a heap at the next landing and remained there, sobbing, not daring to look up.

			Above, his rescuer stood impassively. The burning light within had gone. He felt calm, refreshed, even cleansed. He spun around and returned to his own flat on the top floor. The sound of the radio drifted away.

			 

			 

		


		
			Two

			The rooms were still full of smoke. He opened all the windows and then sat down on the end of his bed. He began to feel again, and the single message from all over his body was one of pain. His throat, blasted by smoke, felt as if a layer of skin had been peeled away from it. His feet were bleeding from the broken glass. His toes ached from kicking. His hands were torn and bloodied. Bruises appeared on his forearms.

			What had happened?

			Suddenly he had been propelled into a white heat of outrage and aggression. He hadn’t struck anyone since his school days—until tonight. It seemed incredible. The signs on his own body amazed him, as if he had just become a stigmatic or grown a sixth finger on one hand. All the exhilaration was gone, leaving only confusion and a dull booming in his head.

			He took four aspirins and 600 milligrams of ginseng.

			When he had finished picking bits of glass from his feet and washing his wounds it was just after 5:00 a.m. Hyde Park would be open now. He reached it in a few minutes.

			The air outdoors was damp with a cold mist, but it still felt wonderful to him after the smoke. There were few cars on the road, some trucks and an occasional bus. Within an hour the traffic would increase and people would appear, but now it was dark, quiet and as close to empty as the city ever gets.

			He knew Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens well. They were his territory, early morning his time. He always woke early and he always walked in the park. For some reason he couldn’t understand, this place seemed more private and personal to him than his own flat. If he felt tense or especially unhappy, the park settled him. If he felt alert and in good spirits, his mood was enhanced by walking among the trees in the wet grass. He preferred the early morning, when he could persuade himself he was the only person roaming an estate, but even on hot, sunny summer days he didn’t mind the crowds. Even then there was something singular between the place and himself, something shared. He had noticed it the first time, when he had arrived in London the previous August.

			He sat on a bench within sight of the Speke Monument. The sky grew slowly lighter and all the greenery in turn more vivid. For several long moments he stared at nothing in particular, his mind and body relaxed, the last of his tension scudding away like vapour. Then he turned his head idly and followed the flickering movement of a yellow taxi light along the north side of the park until it disappeared. Early. He had forgotten his watch, but he knew it was still early.

			The trouble at the flat came back in a hissing rush. He could have killed the man, Platt, that pathetic creature. All right, he had been angry, that was understandable. Even to slap the man around a little and bring him to. But to bash and kick him like that . . . and then the stairs. What on earth had he been doing? He vaguely remembered how good it had felt at the time, but it was too blurred and confused—like someone with no sex knowledge trying to understand his first wet dream.

			Finally he stood up and walked to shake off the cloud of worry. Why should he care about Platt? The man was an alcoholic wreck who apparently had no steady job. A sound thrashing would do him no harm. When he eventually woke up it would probably all seem like just another bad dream, if he remembered anything at all in his hangover. Mrs. Jackson wouldn’t have heard anything in her crypt of a basement, and the first floor was a doctor’s office, vacant at night.

			He stopped under a tree. Ahead would be the Round Pond, and he saw the first joggers in the distance. The air, heavy with moisture, was like a silvery film on his skin. He squatted down and placed the palms of his hands on the ground. It was as if he were pressing the entire planet: all that life and energy at his touch, coming into him. He was a receptor, a priest in a dark sacrament of earth, leaves and bark. He tore out clumps of grass and soil, and flung them into the air. The fierce booming had resumed in his head. His hands felt as if they were on fire, but pleasantly. He thought he could almost soar through the sky. He ran across the grass beneath the trees, along the pathways through the park, through the mist turning to rain in the cold air; he ran as hard as he could run, until the ghost music and ghost fire inside him had subsided. Until he reached his flat.

			The air was now sharp and clear but his rooms were cold. He shut all the windows, grabbed the telephone and threw himself on the bed. She wouldn’t like this, but too bad, he needed her.

			“Hello?” Very sleepy.

			“Hi.”

			“Oh.” One, two beats. “Hi.”

			“Come on over here.” An order and a plea.

			He got a question mark in the form of a yawn by way of reply.

			“I said, come on over here.” A little more urgent.

			“Now?” Mild annoyance, but not as bad as he had expected.

			“As soon as you can.” Then, “Now.”

			“It’s—six o’clock.”

			“We’ll have breakfast.”

			“We’re having drinks today. It is today, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah, we’ll have those too. Just come on over here now, okay?”

			“Oh . . .”

			“Please.”

			“Did you have a bad night, is that it?”

			“I also love you.”

			When he saw the taxi stop out front he moved away from the window. She was breathless from climbing the stairs and still sleepy around the eyes, but she managed a smile. She set her handbag down and placed her overcoat on top of it. He thought she looked terrific and he crossed the room quickly to hold her.

			“I was lucky to find a stray taxi,” she said. “I don’t usually make house calls this early.”

			“Oh, you are good,” he whispered, steering her to the bed.

			“Your hair smells all smoky.”

			They made love in a rush. His own anxious rhythm was completely at odds with hers, but she relaxed and let him go his way. He needed her so much—that in itself was enough. He could be good with her in bed, but not if something was bothering him. Then he would be lost in himself. She didn’t mind. It was the only time he seemed weak and vulnerable.

			Afterward she sat up. Was he going to drift off to sleep now? No. His eyes were closed but he was still awake.

			“Do you want some coffee and eggs?” she asked. “I’m going to have some. You did offer breakfast.”

			“Help yourself.”

			“Thanks a lot.” She poked him but got no reaction.

			“Hey, are you all right?”

			“Better, yeah.”

			Typical, she thought, smiling.

			“Look at your hands, all dirty and cut. How’d that happen?”

			Eyes still closed, he laughed into the pillow.

			 

			 

		


		
			Three

			There was nothing new about the New Riverside Club; it wasn’t even located by the side of a river. It took up only one large room on the first floor of an unremarkable building in a lane off Mount Street. The name had changed several times during the last twenty years: it had been the old Riverside Club, the New Night Owl Club, the old Night Owl Club and, apparently, the Coconut Club before that. Peel away the cancerous flock wallpaper and you might even have found the nineteenth century.

			The club boasted a color television, a pool table, a slot machine and a jukebox. They were often all in use at the same time, although drinking remained the serious business of the place—through the afternoon and late at night. The bar itself was decorated with a string of Christmas lights that blinked on and off all year long. Mounted on one wall were some coats of arms, but no one knew what they signified. The ceiling was crossed with dark Bakelite beams. No one knew what they were doing there.

			The regular members of the club were easy to pick out: a hotel commissionaire, a night watchman from a nearby bank, three Chinese businessmen who spoke only to each other, salesmen with suits that didn’t quite fit right, a couple of elderly ladies whose skirts were too short, a handful of entrepreneurs, grifters and semi-alcoholics.

			Bobby Ives was a member and a regular at the New Riverside. He was twenty-four and American, underweight for his height of six feet one inch, with long, thick, sandy hair shading into brown. He drank Irish whiskey; he didn’t smoke. Occasionally he played eight ball, but he didn’t go to the club for the games or the drink or to be sociable. He just didn’t have anything better to do.

			The girl with him that day was Annie Cooper. Born in Basingstoke, raised in London. She still lived with her parents in Turnham Green, and she worked for a small company that specialized in setting up window displays for stores throughout London. She was the best display designer on their staff. She had a natural smile and a fresh, scrubbed look that improved her otherwise ordinary features.

			He had met her in a pub and they had been going together for nearly four months. She was the only person close to him in London. They had a good relationship, he was sure of that, but he hated living alone and she wouldn’t move in with him. They saw each other frequently, almost every day. They made love frequently, with joy and pleasure. But still he lived alone and hated it. Why didn’t he ask her to marry him? He was pretty sure she would accept a proposal, but neither of them had ever mentioned marriage. Because he was a poor risk, emotionally or otherwise, in the long term? That is what he feared of himself. And there was more. He had the inescapable feeling that something lay buried deep inside him, something unknown. If Annie would live with him for a while she could help him uncover it and understand it, whatever it was. Then, perhaps, they could marry.

			She would have been very happy to live with him. She loved Bobby and she was sure he loved her. But her parents were not well and she genuinely believed that it was important for her to continue living with them, at least for the time being. Why couldn’t Bobby understand that? He completely avoided visiting her at home and meeting them. Sometimes he was openly insensitive on the subject. Within the narrow range of their relationship he was intense, direct and loving. But beyond that his emotions were almost stunted, she thought, as if he felt little or nothing about any other aspect of his daily experience. A locked-up person. It always amazed as well as elated her that she had got through to him and that they had such a good relationship. But it was only a beginning. She would have liked to open him up so much more, to make his whole life good. He was a Vietnam veteran who lived on monthly disability checks, a good person, but one without motivation or direction. Today they were talking about his time in Vietnam. It was a subject he was usually reluctant to discuss.

			“One . . . funny thing . . . did happen to me.” Ives smiled sheepishly and looked away from her.

			“What was it?”

			“I died there.” As soon as the statement was out, his features began to harden. “I died out there.” The words rang like bells in his mind as his face froze and his eyes fixed on some invisible point in the air. “I was in Saigon. I was supposed to be a non­combat soldier. I didn’t care about the war one way or the other. As long as I didn’t get stuck in the front lines, going was easier than staying out. Canada, jail—I couldn’t handle those possibilities; I didn’t even think of them. I joined up because that way you can avoid combat if you’re halfway smart and because I didn’t have anything else to do. It should have been a nice quiet war for me. And it was . . . until one day. We used to watch the DIA listings—that’s ‘dead in action’—morbid curiosity, wondering if one day we’d see the name of somebody we knew, a buddy from back home or someone we’d met in training.” Ives paused, laughed shortly. “Anyhow, one day there it was: Ives, Robert, dead in action. That was me.”

			“What a terrible mistake,” Annie said quietly.

			“Yeah, but it wasn’t that simple. They even had my serial number—I pulled my tags out on the spot to make sure. It was me they had listed as dead, not someone else. Me.”

			“That is spooky.”

			“Clerical error, computer error, I don’t know.” Ives waved a hand dismissively. “They don’t bother telling you why things happen—maybe they don’t know; they just tell you it’s happened. You’re dead. That’s all. Nobody’s to blame and who gives a shit anyway? Do you know how long it took me to get that little situation corrected? I’ll tell you: thirty-nine days. Thirty-nine days and during all that time I was officially dead. They were sorry and sympathetic and I went on with my work as usual, except that I was dead. But they were damn efficient about one thing. They’d banged off a telegram to my old lady right away, telling her I’d been wasted and so on. Jesus, she and I never got along, but . . .”

			“Well, it had to be another Robert Ives.”

			“For sure. Unlucky bastard. Still, he lived a month longer than everyone thought, and I guess I was him then. All of which means I’ll have died at least twice in my life.” As soon as he said it he wondered why he had used the words at least.

			“You should have told me,” Annie said. “Sooner, I mean.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s important.” Bobby shook his head and started to speak but Annie cut him off. “Yes, it is, you know it is.”

			“You know what I did after that? I started using other names instead of my own. If I met a girl for the first time or got talking to a stranger in a bar, I’d introduce myself as Robert Chandler or Robert Tripp or—oh, I don’t know, I had lots of different names I used. I did that for months, maybe a year even. Christ.”

			“I can understand that. What happened to you was a crazy, terrible thing. Enough to shake anyone up.”

			Bobby, Bobby, Bobby’s dead, an echo came to him.

			“Hey, I love you,” Annie said, giving his hand an affectionate squeeze.

			Ives smiled for a few seconds and then squeezed her hand in return, brightening. “Can you tell my fortune?” he asked to change the subject.

			“Right. I’ll read your palm,” Annie said, laughing.

			“Do you know anything about palmistry?” he asked with interest.

			“No, I’m only kidding. But I’ll try.” She peered at his hand, running her fingers across his open palm. She wanted to keep the sudden good humor alive as long as possible. “This must be your lifeline,” she said hopefully.

			“You’re probably all wrong.”

			“Well, if it is, you’ll have a long life, from the look of it. Do you know anything about this?”

			“No.”

			“Then don’t say I’m wrong. I’ll bet my intuition is right.”

			“Is that all you can say, that’s the lifeline and I’ll live a long time?”

			“That’s interesting,” she said, ignoring his question and holding her hand alongside his.

			“What?” Ives leaned forward, curious.

			“Look.” She pointed to their open hands.

			“At what? I don’t see anything.”

			“These two fingers, your ring finger and your middle finger—they’re both the same length. Exactly.”

			“So what?”

			“That’s unusual.”

			“What’s unusual about it? They’re perfectly ordinary fingers. They fill the space between the other fingers. The thing on the end is a thumb.”

			“My fingers aren’t like that. The ring finger is shorter than the middle finger.”

			“That’s because you’re weird.”

			“Oh, Bobby.” She pushed his hand away playfully.

			 

			 

		


		
			Four

			“I’d love to do the windows here someday,” Annie said as she and Bobby entered Harrods. “But I don’t expect I ever shall. Now where did you say you were going?”

			“To buy some more ginseng,” Ives said. “They have the high-powered brand.”

			“How long will you be?”

			“Just a few minutes.”

			“All right. I’ll meet you back here, at this spot, in—half an hour?” Annie’s eyebrows arched hopefully.

			“What? Where are you going?”

			“Don’t shout, Bobby. I just want to look around in the ladies’ department. Half an hour’s not long.”

			“I don’t want to hang around here all day. I want to get my stuff and go.”

			“Twenty minutes?” Annie pouted. Ives sighed and looked away. “Fifteen? Ten? Do you—”

			Bobby realized he was being childish. “Okay, okay,” he said resignedly. “I’ll see you here in half an hour. But no later.”

			“Not one minute, love,” Annie beamed, kissing him on the cheek before hurrying off.

			With time to kill, Ives wandered slowly through the crowd of shoppers, looking idly at the people and merchandise. He had only been in Harrods twice before, but something about the place bothered him. Not the store itself, he decided, although he always felt he should be wearing a suit and tie when he set foot inside it and he hated wearing suits, but rather the shoppers. All these people moving about, busy, preoccupied and methodical, enjoying themselves spending money. Impulsive or discerning, it didn’t matter; as a group they radiated an air of confidence and self-assurance, as if this was a basic part of the larger cycle of their lives. They knew what they were doing, even the many tourists in their peculiar way. In the midst of them all, Ives felt like a random item in a building full of specifics.

			He bought the ginseng, thinking it extravagant to pay four pounds for a little cellophane envelope containing a few pills. He wasn’t even sure it did him any good. A Korean had told him about ginseng while he was in Vietnam and out there it did seem to have some tonic effect. It was supposed to be a booster for one’s general well-being, sex and longevity, and even Henry Kissinger was said to take it while shuttling around on his diplomatic missions. Ives crammed the bag into his coat pocket and resumed wandering.

			He thought he might buy a book, but he found that he couldn’t concentrate on the titles. His eyes seemed unwilling to focus. In the food halls, without being aware of it, he stopped and stood as if rooted to the floor. He felt mildly dizzy and his vision troubled him—things began to swim all around him. But he had no desire to sit down and rest; instead he stood like a tree, paralyzed in his body, which felt as if it were made all of one piece rather than a collection of separate bones. Now his sight became a gray blur and he felt a tingling, almost a burning sensation in his hands, similar to what he had experienced during the incident with Platt a couple of nights ago. He saw only the spinning, rushing blankness and he thought he was falling, but he never hit the ground. In fact, he was standing as rigid as a statue. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He tried to figure out what was happening to him, but conscious thought was a faint echo of a voice just beyond his mental reach. He had no idea how long he was standing there like that; he didn’t notice the shoppers regarding him strangely, nor the sales clerks whispering to each other as they eyed him with suspicion and alarm. Everything was blotted out.

			The fire in his hands grew, spreading so that his arms felt like thick, red-hot electric cables. Then the sound came. A flare of worry crossed his mind but was lost immediately. He wasn’t speaking or making noise in the normal way, but a sound was rising from within him. Was it real or was he only imagining it?

			A saleswoman approached Ives cautiously. The young man looked very sick to her—his face all covered in moisture, his mouth slightly open, his eyes staring ferociously into space.

			“Are you all right, sir?” No answer, not even a flicker of recognition. She repeated the question a little more loudly, and again the young man showed no sign of having heard her. Was he an epileptic? Could he be having some kind of fit? She was about to send for help when a young woman came along from behind the man and put an arm around him.

			“There you are,” Annie said. “You’re the one who’s late—” She stopped as she saw his face. Her smile turned to a look of grave concern. “Bobby, what’s wrong?”

			Ives found himself back in the food hall at Harrods. He wasn’t startled; he didn’t even blink. He was with Annie. They were walking. He couldn’t explain what had happened. He moved woodenly, holding her close against him, but his whole body felt as if it had turned to jelly. At last they were out in the cold February air, cold but good.

			“It must have been a sudden migraine,” Annie was saying. But he couldn’t think about what it was; he couldn’t begin to describe it adequately. He was just scared, and he could see the same fear in Annie’s eyes.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			Five

			“Why don’t you live with me, Annie?” Ives lay sprawled out on the bed, pressing a large whiskey in a glass full of ice cubes against the side of his head. Annie busied herself tidying up the room for him. “You could take care of me so I don’t have these—blackouts.”

			“Was that what it was?”

			“Well, not exactly. I was still standing there, as you saw, and I hadn’t passed out. But I wasn’t there. It was like everything around me was turned off and I was somewhere else.”

			Annie restacked a pile of magazines. It seemed important that she keep busy and not appear to be too worried. “Has that kind of thing been happening to you a lot?”

			“No, not really. That was the worst place for it to happen, though, huh? The food hall in Harrods. Wow.”

			“What do you mean by ‘not really’?” Annie asked, ignoring Bobby’s diversionary remark.

			“Oh . . .” He shrugged to himself. “Nothing. I mean, sometimes I feel a little strange, out of it, I guess, but no more so than anyone else. You know, when you don’t feel in touch with anything. Like a stereo system that’s slightly out of phase.”

			“It was more than that today, Bobby. Maybe you ought to see a doctor and get a prescription.” Was she pushing too hard? she worried.

			“Like hell. I’m not taking any of their medicine. I can take care of myself. Besides,” he grunted, sitting up and turning to face her, “it’s just a feeling I have now and then, nothing more.” He felt rested and relaxed, and he began to drink the whiskey.

			Annie paused to catch her breath. For a few seconds they looked at each other across the room, caught in a conversational hiatus. Then Annie started to straighten out the heap of record albums and cassettes on a low table. “Do you know you have nine different brands of honey out in the kitchen?” she asked.

			“Yeah, and you’re a compulsive arranger of things. Why don’t you live with me?”

			“Because it would be too much work. Look what I have to do now and I’m only visiting.”

			“Seriously.”

			“Seriously, not yet,” she said without looking up. Ives watched her and let himself sink back against the pillows. Just a couple of words exchanged, but he knew there was no point in pursuing that subject, not at this time. He would only wind up making both of them feel bad, and he didn’t want to do that. Sometime, he told himself, sometime I’ll raise that subject and it’ll be okay. But when?

			“You know . . .” he said, but then let the sentence trail off, unfinished.

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			“You started to say something, so say it.” Actually, Annie didn’t mind if they talked about living together. It might be better if they did discuss it more. Then he might come round to understand her position. “Come on.”

			“Well . . . There was something I didn’t tell you the other day when we were talking about Vietnam. Something else that happened to me out there.”

			“Oh,” Annie said, surprised at first because Bobby was on a different track again; but then she was glad that he was volunteering something. “So tell me.”

			“I, uh,” the tightening of his features barely perceptible, “I killed someone.”

			“Oh, Bobby.” Then, “I thought you said you were in a noncombat section or—”

			“That’s right, I was. But some things you just walk into entirely by chance. It could be anyone or nobody. I was there, so . . .”

			“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” Annie said, still absorbing the statement that he had killed, adding it to her knowledge of him. It wasn’t a shock—Vietnam had been a war, after all—but she hadn’t been expecting it, not that exactly. Now she did want to hear the whole story.

			“I’ll tell you, I don’t mind that, but you might not like it, that’s all. It’s not very—nice.”

			“That’s all right—how could it be?”

			“You know,” Bobby began, eyes staring into the middle distance, mind speeding on, “when I think of it again, and this is the first time I have in a long, long time, I can still see every moment, every step, everything, perfectly. Crystal clear, 3-d. God. It was just a stupid little incident, typical, almost a nightly occurrence there. I was based in Saigon, not much action there since Tet, just small stuff. And I had, this night, I had a twenty-four-hour pass, which just means getting laid, getting drunk and sleeping it off. At least it did to me then. And that’s more or less what I did. More or less. Got some food in me, had a couple of beers, a long hot bath with a young lady—sorry—and another couple of beers. I was supposed to meet up with some buddies of mine around midnight in a bar. I left the place I’d stopped in and I had a short, five- not even ten-minute, walk ahead of me. But as soon as I’d taken a few steps I had to take a leak. There was an alley just by where I was standing and it was easier than going back inside. I wasn’t drunk. I’d had only four bottles of beer and a cheap champagne. I know I wasn’t even nearly mellow at that point. Anyhow, while I was standing there pissing against the wall I heard this noise. A man’s voice moaning, then talking in short bursts and moaning again. I didn’t know what the hell it was. When I finished I went farther down the alley, following the sound. Then I came around a corner to the back of the bar I’d been in. Dumb me. About ten yards along the back wall was a soldier, one of our guys, getting BJ’d by a—a local. I nearly laughed out loud but I’m glad I didn’t; I hope it was the best he ever had. Because he came just then and as he relaxed she stuck his bayonet into his gut and dug it right up his middle. He had his hands on her ears and she got his own bayonet out. Shit. His insides bulged out like when you cut open a fish, but she was cool. She heard me coming and had his gun out. I’d never fought before, really fought, and I just kicked at her, and that maybe saved my life. She got one shot off and hit my ankle pretty good—you know I walk funny on that foot. Otherwise that bullet probably would have gone right through my throat. So I kinda landed on her and we were scuffling around and then I had the gun, and I just fired and fired. Four shots—the first one blew her face apart and the other three missed, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t know what was happening; I was just shooting and bullets were zinging off the walls of that little courtyard back of the bar . . . and then it stopped. You know, I had one close look at her and she couldn’t’ve been more than fifteen, and then I was sitting there in the dirt with bits of her face spattered all over me, and blood, so much blood, from her and the grunt against the wall. They never identified her. Turned out she wasn’t a regular at that bar, which figured, because Charlie didn’t usually operate that way. She was pretty much freelance, but obviously VC. Afterward, the guys I knew and worked with called her No-Name.”

			Annie hugged him. “You couldn’t help it, Bobby,” she murmured. “It just happened.”

			“I know.”

			“Did you mean it when you said you hadn’t thought about it in a long time?”

			Ives said nothing.

			“Bobby.”

			“See what happens when I tell you things? Don’t make a big deal out of it. Let it go. That was . . . long ago.” He held her close.

			“Bobby.”

			“Mmm?”

			“It’s all right.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Six

			A few days later Ives had trouble on his way home. He had been to an afternoon movie and decided to walk back to his flat in Kensington. The film was lousy, the long walk would do him good, he thought, but it didn’t work out that way.

			The air was very still, but within a few minutes cold sheets of rain swept down on the city and the rush-hour crowds. Ives hurried across St. James’s Street and joined the dozens of other people taking shelter in front of the Ritz. It was a bitter, lashing rain, the kind that usually doesn’t last long but utterly defeats you if you are caught in it.

			Bobby was drenched, hair pasted to his head, icy water streaming down his chest and back, soaking through his socks. The downpour persisted and even showed signs of getting worse. Every taxi was occupied. He could dash into Green Park underground station and take a train, but then if the rain held on he would have an uncomfortable walk to Canning Place from either Gloucester Road or High Street Kensington. It was too far to the nearest club he knew and the pubs weren’t open yet. Between the film and the rain, he would have been much better off staying at home today. He felt cold, wet and foolish.

			The buses that inched past were all crammed with passengers, but eventually three number 9s came along and the last one had a few seats. Ives leaped aboard and sat down at the front of the lower deck. In the traffic at this time of day it would take half an hour or more to reach Palace Gate, but at least he was moving. Surely the rain would let up in that time. He closed his eyes and began to think of the hot bath he would take when he got home and of seeing Annie later.

			Nearly everybody, at one time or another, feels unworthy of the love they receive; they tell themselves they are lucky to have someone giving them that love—and Bobby felt the same way about Annie. He was a moody and private person, not easy to get along with, but she handled it well. He didn’t deserve her, he told himself again as the bus came round Hyde Park Corner. In the past his relationships with women had been brief, glancing encounters. Emotions—at least his—had never been engaged. And in Vietnam the only women he had known were whores. “Too much of nothing?”

			But Annie was true and good, and the fact that he felt that always—even when he was depressed because she wouldn’t live with him yet—that had to be the best sign. She would come when he called; she was always there when he most needed her—and yet she made no demands of her own.

			The bus was full as it headed into Knightsbridge. Ives was pressed up against the window by a large elderly man, who wore a wide-brimmed hat that dripped rainwater copiously. A small lake must have collected on it, Bobby thought as he tried to squeeze himself another inch away.

			Through the fogged-over glass it was hard to tell whether the rain had slackened or not. Outside was just a blur of darkness mottled with neon. Ahead, Ives could make out a ribbon of tail-lights extending far into the distance.

			He realized that he no longer felt chilled. A few feet away a fan heater blasted out waves of hot air—unnecessary with so many people in so small a space. If ever there was a case of people breathing each other’s air, he thought, from one pair of lungs to the next, with—

			Then he seemed to fall out of himself, as if all his blood were rushing to the center of his body and vanishing there suddenly. It happened in a couple of seconds and he felt completely drained—his face an empty skin mask, his limbs devoid of all sensation. His brain appeared to be paralyzed, unable to register alarm. He couldn’t even form coherent thoughts, as random words drifted in and out of focus like meaningless balloons he couldn’t catch or understand . . . 

			catatonic . . . faint . . . migraine . . . legless . . . Annie . . . reach . . . bend . . . animal . . . Knightsbridge . . . the park . . . crazy . . . bend . . . talk . . . what . . . what . . . do . . . do . . . go . . . reach . . . bend . . . seizure . . . heart . . . tumor . . . catatonic . . . do . . . do . . . go . . . go . . .

			It started to come back in his hands, the same burning sensation, but this time there was more to it. A strength seemed to be building in them, as if they were flaring into life for the first time. They felt new and strange to him, and the feeling grew through every part of his body. Then his arms lifted until his hands were level with his face, fingers spread as widely apart as possible.

			He had no idea what was happening to him, nor how long he remained in that posture. At some point his head turned slowly and he saw the faces of other passengers. Most of them looked worried or concerned, but the large man with the wide-brimmed hat glared with total disapproval, as if Bobby were an adolescent playing with himself in public. Ives blinked, looked at his hands again and then jammed them into his coat pockets. The power, the surging fire within, had disappeared as quickly as it had come.

			Now he felt only weak and sick and nervous. He stared straight ahead, trying to make out where the bus was. Farther along the park. Another stop, no, two, then the Albert Hall. But traffic was still moving at a crawl. The air was not just stale, it was aggressively unbreathable. The heat enveloped him and he thought he really would faint. Hold on, hold on. Bobby put his head right down between his knees, as he had been taught to do in grade school, but it didn’t help.

			Finally the bus stopped at a red light. Next would be the Albert Hall. Ives struggled to his feet. Were people making a special effort to get out of his way or was he just imagining it? His head was spinning wildly and he bumped into people and seats on his way down the aisle. The conductor, a black, regarded him with a calm, neutral expression. As the bus pulled in to the stop Bobby’s legs dissolved at the knees and he sagged, clinging to the handrail desperately. He was dimly aware of a knot of people coming toward him.

			“Let him off first, please,” the conductor’s voice boomed out as he helped Ives step down.

			Then the people were buffeting past him and he saw he was stumbling into a larger crowd gathered around the front of the Albert Hall. Ives turned away and it was only some minutes later, when he had made it across the road and into the park, that he recovered.

			“I’ve never felt claustrophobic in my life,” he was saying. “I’ve been in crowded, sweltering places before and it’s never bothered me.”

			“So this was the first time,” Annie said. “That’s exactly what it sounds like—claustrophobia.”

			“No, that was after, when I was trying to get off the bus.” He swallowed another spoonful of honey. “It was like I was attacked or hit by something. That was the first thing: I was out, gone, like when you found me at Harrods.”

			“Yes.”

			“But that’s quite separate from the other thing. Okay, maybe I was a little claustrophobic or faint—certainly faint—but that wasn’t the important part. Just like I know it wasn’t a migraine at Harrods.”

			Annie poked him gently. “Listen, silly, they both sound like migraine attacks to me. Both provoked, maybe, by being in a crowd. You’ve never had a migraine problem before, have you?”

			“No.”

			“So you don’t even know what it’s like. Bobby, a bad migraine attack is a great deal more than just another headache. People lose their eyesight temporarily, they can’t stand up—all kinds of things happen.”

			“Well . . .”

			“You must see a doctor.”

			“A doctor won’t help.” Ives scowled.

			“At least give it a try. You can do that much.”

			He knew she was making sense, but the idea was almost more trouble than he thought it would be worth. He wasn’t sure he could even describe adequately what had happened to him on the bus, in Harrods and . . . the times before. The times Annie didn’t know about.

			“You have national medicine here,” Ives said lamely. “I don’t belong to that.”

			“That doesn’t matter. I’ll tell my doctor and make an appointment for you. It’ll be all right. You’re a visiting foreigner.”

			“Okay,” he said after a while. “I’ll do it.”

			“Good.” Annie hugged him. “I’ll ring Dr. House in the morning.”

			They were like that, you know, helpful. During the day. Helpful, friendly, courteous, informative, went out of their way to be of use to you, but just trying to keep you quiet and then by night they were on the other side working against you picking you off one at a time maybe not killing but injuries and traps always traps being set for you and they were doing it the ones beside you all day damndamndamn.

			“And don’t make any jokes about his name; everybody does,” Annie was saying.

			“It won’t do any good.” Ives tapped the spoon idly on the palm of his hand.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			Seven

			Dr. House’s office was in a line of typically snug but undistinguished brick homes that lined a quiet street in Chiswick. Annie had been right: he was an amiable and easy-going man in his early fifties with a sympathetic and reassuring manner, the very image of the ideal family doctor—except for the slight aberration of a bouffant hairdo.

			Unfortunately, as Ives expected, their discussion led to no useful conclusion. After a brief exchange of questions and answers about his medical past, Bobby related as accurately as he could what had happened at Harrods and on the bus. Dr. House nodded and smiled continuously, as if he heard this sort of thing every week.

			“And those are the only two times it has occurred?” he asked when Ives finished.

			“Yes,” Bobby lied.

			“I see. Well, I don’t think it’s anything more than a touch of the old migraine. Perhaps some reaction to the crowds as well.”

			“But I’ve never had that before at all. Never.” Ives was annoyed. He had already heard this from Annie and if Dr. House had nothing else to say . . . Bobby was thinking he might as well have stayed at home.

			“That doesn’t matter, dear boy. You can suffer a spell of migraine anytime, regardless of any previous—”

			“Could it be a tumor?” It was the worst possibility Ives could think of, but he had to ask.

			Dr. House chuckled. He was used to patients who believed they were about to die horrible deaths when in fact all they had was some trifling malady.

			“Not at all,” he scoffed. “Nothing like that, I promise you. But tell me, do you eat and sleep properly? You look rather drawn and washed-out, if I may say so.”

			“I do eat well, health foods. And I take plenty of vitamins too.”

			“Yes, well . . .”

			“What exactly is a migraine?” Bobby inquired.

			“A pain in the head, put simply,” Dr. House said, chuckling again. “Usually confined to one part of the head, hence the deri­vation of the word. Usually mild but it can be quite severe. It comes and goes, and there isn’t that much we can do about it. One of those vague afflictions. We get a lot of it in this country—some people call it the British national disease.”

			“What happened to me—would you say that was mild or severe?”

			“Fairly mild, I should think. I’m sure it didn’t seem mild to you at the time, but you don’t seem to have experienced really intense pain.”

			“No, not intense at all,” Ives said, pondering the fact that he had actually felt no real pain as such. “But you’re not completely sure it was migraine, are you?” He was determined to pry something definite out of the man.

			“It does sound like that to me,” Dr. House replied evenly.

			“But it wasn’t just part of my head, it was all of—all of me.”

			“Yes . . . I think the best thing is to take it easy, look after yourself and avoid similar situations. Have you ever seen a psychologist?”

			Ives admired the way Dr. House slipped the question in nonchalantly, almost as an afterthought.

			“You mean a psychiatrist?”

			“No, a psychologist.”

			“It doesn’t matter—I’ve seen both.”

			“Recently?”

			“A few years ago.”

			Dr. House blinked slowly, as if he were testing to make sure his eyelids worked. “Do you think it would be a good idea for you to speak to someone in that field again now? I can—”

			“No.”

			Dr. House repeated the blinking operation and then, apparently satisfied, smiled. “Why not?”

			“This is a physical thing.”

			“Yes, indeed, but you must remember that the physical and the mental are completely interrelated. A person’s psychological state has a direct bearing on his general health and well-being. Now you—”

			“I honestly don’t think it would help for me to see a shrink again,” Ives asserted. “The circumstances, everything was different when I did a few years ago. I know you think it might be useful now because of the claustrophobia element, but I don’t think it’s that big a part of it. At least not yet. If there are repetitions, then—” Ives lost the end of the sentence.

			“If there are repetitions, do ring me. Come around and see me again,” Dr. House offered.

			“If it happens again and gets worse, what would you do? I mean, normally.”

			“I can give you some medication. If it became really bad we could run some tests, but I’m sure it won’t come to that.”

			“I hope not,” Ives said. “Thank you, doctor.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Eight

			Bobby and Annie walked arm in arm through Soho. They had met at one of his clubs for a drink and were now on their way to dinner. They rejected several places which looked too crowded, but then they came across a small Chinese restaurant with more empty tables than customers. They went in, sat down and ordered. It had been a week since Bobby’s visit to Dr. House, a week without incident.

			Annie had come up with the idea of going away for a few days. She thought it would be a good thing if Bobby got out into the country, if only for a long weekend. He was agreeable but not very enthusiastic.

			“I’ve been in cities most of my life,” he said. “I think I’d look kind of silly there, surrounded by all that nature. A park is wild enough for me.”

			“If you don’t like it we can spend all our time in the hotel room.”

			“Is that a promise?”

			“I’m sure you’ll like it, Bobby. Do us both a lot of good to get away from London. As soon as the weather is a bit milder.”

			“Whatever you say.” Ives shrugged. “But I don’t know where to go.”

			“I’ll pick a place. The Cotswolds, perhaps. I’ve never been there and it’s supposed to be lovely.”

			Annie mentioned other possibilities, weighing up their attractions for Bobby’s benefit until the meal was served. As they began to eat, he interrupted her. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

			“What is it?”

			“Well, it’s kind of complicated.”

			“Yes?” Annie regarded him seriously but calmly.

			“It’s something that happened to me a few months ago, right after I arrived in London. I didn’t tell Dr. House about it because he’d think I’m crazy, and I didn’t even want to bother you with it, but now I think I should tell you. I want to tell you.”

			“For heaven’s sake, what is it, Bobby?”

			“I want you to listen to it all first; if you want to say something or ask any questions, wait until I’ve finished. It’s a rather involved story.”

			“All right.” Annie picked steadily at her food, but she hardly took her eyes from Bobby.

			“Okay. You know how I’ve talked to you now and then about reincarnation,” he began. “Well, I’m positive that I’ve lived before, sometime in the past. I mean it. I’ve had at least one other life. I know who I was and what happened to me, but I don’t understand what it all means. This wasn’t a dream; it was more like a realization, a flash that came to me when I was walking around Hyde Park one morning. This started—flashing in my head. Bits and pieces at first, like lights going on and off, then more. It went on for almost an hour, and at the end the picture was complete, like a revelation. No, that’s not exactly right. More like a sharp memory, like some incident from childhood that surfaces in your mind decades later in clear detail. It just happens for no apparent reason—maybe something you don’t notice triggers it off. That’s what happened to me that day in the park. But it wasn’t a childhood memory; it was a completely different life. My life, in another time.

			“I don’t know why, but it picked up at a point when I was on a very old ship at sea. I don’t know anything about my past before that moment. I must have been about twenty years old. My name was Robert Versipelle. I don’t remember much about the journey itself, except that I tended to keep to myself and that it seemed a very long voyage. But why I was on the ship, where I was traveling to—that was a mystery to me. Where had I come from? Where was my home? I didn’t even know what port we’d left.

			“Then, one morning, there was a great deal of bustle and excitement on board. We’d reached our destination—or, rather, my destination—for the ship was only stopping over for two days. It was an island called Guadeloupe and we docked at the town of Pointe-à-Pitre. I saw my belongings unloaded—a few suitcases and one small trunk—and I knew they were all I owned and that I must have come to this place to stay. But I had never heard of it before and I couldn’t imagine what I would be doing there.

			“Two black men greeted me by name. They took my baggage and led me to a coach—little more than a one-horse cart with a flimsy sunroof. It was a very hot day. My clothes were drenched with sweat. I felt nauseous and thought I would faint. But more than that, I was frightened. Who were these people and where were they taking me?

			“The older man sat in the back of the cart with me. I could see, as we rode along, that he was quite thin and unhappy-looking. Almost at once he started mumbling, talking to the floor as if he were afraid to look at me. Conversation was difficult for both of us, but at length I discovered the following facts. We were going to the house of my brother, Charles. I didn’t even know I had a brother, but that seemed to explain why I was in Guadeloupe—to live with my brother. However, as if that surprising news were not enough, I learned that Charles had died the very night before—of some unknown tropical fever.

			“I soon learned more. Charles owned a mining operation in the hills several miles from Pointe-à-Pitre. He lived in a large airy house near the mines. A few dozen blacks worked for him and lived with their families in simple huts on his land.

			“The servants moved me into the house and attended to my meals and other needs, but I could get little useful information from them. Their English was poor and, unlike Charles, I didn’t understand a word of the local dialect. Charles had been buried within hours of his death—a practice not uncommon in that climate, especially with a diseased body. I found one photograph of him among his effects. It was the face of someone I did not recognize. And yet, evidently, he had been my brother.

			“In the days that followed I met many people, none of whose names I can remember. A doctor, a policeman, a lawyer, the mine foreman, workers and others. Charles had known he was dying and he had hoped only to live long enough to see me again. You can imagine how strange all this sounded to me. He left a simple will bequeathing everything to me: the house, the land, the mines and his money. Not a vast sum, but a handsome inheritance nonetheless.

			“I hardly knew what to think. Suddenly I had been projected into a remarkable situation. Everything that had belonged to Charles fell on me like a cloak of identity, and it all seemed to fit. I could forget about the mystery of my past and begin at that point on Guadeloupe as a new person with both a present and a future. I couldn’t mourn Charles because he was nothing more than a puzzling picture in a dresser drawer and a corpse buried in the forest. But I was grateful to him.

			“Then I amazed myself. I became completely absorbed in the business, learning it from scratch, studying it even to the extent of ordering numerous textbooks on mining and geology from overseas. I could have lived a relatively easy life there, as Charles had apparently done, merely supervising the business and socializing with the handful of other expatriates on Guadeloupe. Instead I chose to become a businessman and a student. I went into Pointe-à-Pitre only when it was necessary.

			“As I mastered the business I became something of a recluse at the house. Even my contacts with the people working for me diminished. From the first I found the blacks to be quiet, withdrawn, evasive and even fearful in my presence. I didn’t know why: I just assumed that was the way they always were with whites. I’d been told they were superstitious, but as far as I was concerned they could believe anything they liked, provided it didn’t interfere with their work or the peace of our little community. They were quite satisfactory workers, and production was as good as could be expected in a tropical environment.

			“Gradually the house changed, even as my new position and sense of purpose changed me. I accumulated a large collection of mineral samples and gemstones—the fruit of my geological investigations. I built a small laboratory and I began importing books and equipment by the crate-load. My brother’s guest room was turned into a library. My interests extended naturally to the biological sciences. Tropical fish of many fascinating varieties were to be found in the mountain streams, and tropical insects were even more abundant and diverse. The house was soon cluttered with water tanks, specimen jars and all the other paraphernalia of my studies.

			“My first inclination was to devote all my time to research, but I set aside time every day to look after the mining operations. This wasn’t really necessary, as I had a good foreman and an honest accountant and things ran smoothly enough; but I wanted to keep myself informed and involved—partly out of a sense of obligation to Charles and also out of a respect for the business itself, which afforded me the time and economic freedom to pursue my scientific work.

			“But all was not perfect, by any means. I had difficulty with the family of servants who looked after the house and my personal needs. They went from treating me with deference and respect to behaving in a fearful but surly manner. Perhaps my white man’s science alarmed them. Perhaps it was the fact that they were gradually losing domestic control of the house, because I barred them from cleaning or otherwise disturbing the rooms in which I worked. Whatever the reasons, my relations with the household staff grew increasingly strained.

			“What still bothered me, however, was my inability to learn anything about my own past or that of Charles. In spite of my work and activities, the mystery of my arrival nagged at me and I could never entirely exclude it from my thoughts. I read through dozens, hundreds of files, letters and papers, but Charles remained a blank, his past as unknown as mine. In spite of the house, the land and business, all the science, I was still a man alone. At times I became morbid about this, but usually I could shake it off and turn my energies back to work. But even then the questions remained.

			“I don’t know how long I was there—that’s another point. I had no sense of time. I was young when I arrived in Guadeloupe, around twenty, but after those first days of settling into a strange new environment, I seemed not to grow older, as people do, but to be older. The nervousness and shyness I originally felt were replaced by a sense of calm and control, at least regarding the physical aspects of my life, and by a new ability to deal with those people I came into contact with. I guess I was growing up quickly, but the fact remains that I had no real sense of time passing. Were the sweltering afternoons unusually long, as some people have reported? I don’t know. Did the tropical night fall abruptly like a curtain of darkness? I have no idea. Time passed, as it had to.

			“Then the trouble hit.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Nine

			A dome of silence hovered over the table as the waiter poured Annie another cup of coffee. Ives refilled his glass with Perrier and watched it fizz.

			“One evening after dinner,” he continued, “I was sitting with some papers, making notes and preparing another list of books and materials to order. I enjoyed having a drink and spending money on paper before going to bed. But this evening was different from others—it just felt wrong. The weather was particularly hot and humid, so that it was uncomfortable even when you were sitting perfectly still. The air was so close you felt you were gasping for breath all the time. This was unusual because I lived in the mountains where it was almost always cool and breezy after the sun set.

			“Also, I could hear music and people singing somewhere in the distance. I had heard these sounds before and just assumed it was some of my workers holding one of their religious ceremonies. Voodoo. The other expatriates always mentioned it whenever I met them, but it never interested me. As long as they didn’t cause trouble, why should anyone bother them about it? This night, however, there seemed to be an urgency to the music and something—anguished—in the voices I heard. With the heat, the drink and the noise, I couldn’t concentrate on the papers I held, so I put them aside and stepped out onto the veranda. The air was no cooler there, but I could hear the sounds more clearly. I was annoyed with myself for not having taken the trouble to learn more words of the native language. I could make out certain distinct phrases but had no idea what they meant. Loa was one word that was repeated often.

			“I don’t know what it was, but for the first time since I had arrived in Guadeloupe I was curious about the people and their activities. I put down my glass and set off in the direction of the music. The light cast by the house lanterns soon died away and I was caught up in the great blackness of the tropical forest. I picked my way carefully, although I knew my way around quite well, because I didn’t want to disturb the natives when I found them. I was soon drenched with sweat and moisture from the thick vegetation. I don’t know how long I prowled about—the sounds seemed to be everywhere in the air and impossible to pinpoint. But finally I saw a brief flash somewhere ahead of me. I moved closer and saw it again: a small fire flickering perhaps fifty yards away. I inched forward until I could distinguish figures in the dim light.

			“A handful of people swayed back and forth, chanting softly but clearly. Probably my people, but I was still too far away to be sure. Not that it mattered; I was only interested in seeing what they were doing, not who they were. In addition to the group singing and moving rhythmically, I spotted a few other people huddled on the ground. I couldn’t see what they were up to until they stood several minutes later. Then the music and their movements seemed to speed up. The men who had just risen joined in the dancing. I still could not see the source of the music, but there must have been other people outside the immediate circle, in the shadows.

			“By now I had stooped down on all fours and crawled forward for a better view. One man, the last to stand, passed around pieces of something to each of the others—but what was it? Again I moved closer, but then stopped short. A needle of fear lanced through me. They were holding chunks of raw flesh and I could see the lacerated carcass on the ground. Animal flesh, but that was bad enough. It struck me as a thoroughly revolting communion. I turned to leave as quickly as I could, having seen more than I cared to see. I wasn’t sure which way I had come, but I knew that if I followed a general downhill course I would sooner or later come across some part of my property that I would recognize. Later I would learn that they had been engaged in a rite called manger morts, a feast for the dead. Feast indeed.

			“As I made my way home I wondered what, if anything, I should do about it. My first instinct was to lay down the law and ban any such activities, but then I realized that was probably a typical white man’s first reaction and that it would be unlikely to achieve anything beyond stirring up resentment.

			“I stopped for a moment and leaned against a tree to catch my breath. I was still trembling—in fact, I was so disturbed that as I rested my head against the rough bark I thought I could hear the music, that voodoo music, in the tree. More than that, the tree itself seemed to have a booming heartbeat. I jumped back and looked at it: it was just a tree, and I felt ashamed and cursed myself for being so spooked. But even as I did so, I heard another sound in the night.

			“A tropical forest isn’t always what you expect it to be. The popular image of it as being full of chattering monkeys and squawking birds is generally false. Although lush with flora and fauna of all kinds, it is more often than not a place of close, sullen quiet. It’s an unnatural stillness, almost menacing, that unnerves people the first time they experience it. I had spent hundreds of hours in the forest and only on a few occasions had I heard the tramp of a wild boar or the noise of the dead branch falling from a tree. But the noise I had just heard was not a sound natural to the forest. It was stealthy, deliberate.

			“I knew I had already moved a considerable distance from the voodoo rite. Their music was still audible but faint. If someone had followed me from there I would surely have noticed before now. And if I had arrived at a spot near the village, where one of my workers might be walking about, then I would see lights and hear other, familiar sounds, like that of a baby crying. It wasn’t possible that I could have wandered much off my course. I waited a few more moments.

			“Then I heard the sound again. Someone was definitely nearby and moving closer, but this time it came from the other side of me, as if I were being circled. I almost called out and demanded to know who was there, but this reaction was immediately overwhelmed by the instinct to run. I had heard enough stories about white men murdered mysteriously in the forest and I had no desire to find out if they were true.

			“It’s impossible to run, actually, in that kind of country, but I moved quickly, ignoring the branches that slapped across my body and face, tearing away from the swampy patches and vines that seemed to hold me back. I must have made a lot of noise in my flight, but at the same time I thought I could hear sounds that were not my own—sounds of pursuit that spurred me on. I knew I was not dreaming because in a dream when you are trying desperately to escape from something you find all movement futile. You run and get nowhere. But I was covering ground, half-­running, stumbling, crawling through the dense undergrowth.

			“Then I suddenly tripped and sprawled into a clearing. I lay there panting for several seconds, unable to move from pain and surprise. When I did stand I saw two things. There was a light in the distance, and there was the figure of a man striding toward me. I thought I had reached the house and that one of my servants had come out to greet me. But I saw at once that there was something wrong with the way he walked. As he came into the clearing I could see by the light of the moon that he was a giant of a man, perhaps seven feet tall. His clothes were tattered rags, his face and arms covered in filthy, putrescent sores oozing blood and pus, his matted hair alive with worms. During the two or three seconds in which all that registered, I noticed something else about the creature: his eyes, showing white all around, the eyes I had seen in a photograph—the eyes of my dead brother, Charles.

			“Then he fell on me, his huge arms crushing me to his chest. The stench of rotting death filled my nose and mouth, making me gag as I tried to scream out. I struggled, but it seemed to have no effect. The horrible creature kept clawing at me, beating my head and tearing at my shirt as if he were trying to get at my throat. My hand found a rock, too large and awkward, but a weapon nonetheless. I began slamming it against his head and it made a dreadful crunching noise. He pressed his face to my chest and tore away a piece of flesh. I screamed wildly and thrashed about, pounding the rock with both hands against his skull until it must have been a caved-in pulp. But then I saw nothing and heard nothing, and my hands fell to the ground. I thought I was about to die.

			“I awoke in my bed late the following afternoon. The servants had heard my last scream and found me lying alone and unconscious. I had, after all, been within sight of the house. My body was covered with cuts and bruises, mostly superficial, although the chest wound was particularly nasty. I had also fractured my ankle falling into the clearing. And not surprisingly, I was suffering from shock. The doctor came every day for the next two weeks because he feared the chest wound might turn gangrenous, but his vigilance was rewarded and it healed without further complication.

			“Although I was up and around with my foot in a cast, I did nothing but hang around the house, brooding over the incidents of that night. I no longer trusted my senses or my memory. How could I have seen my brother? What connection could there be between him and the pagan ceremony I had witnessed on the mountain? I could not bring myself to believe that ghosts exist, but even if they do why should Charles attack me? What about the tree that had seemed to be alive? That surely showed I had been so upset that my own impressions could not be taken at face value. But I had a body racked with injuries that needed explaining. Was it all nothing more than my imagination and the effects of my hysterical flight through the forest? Perhaps I had only gouged my chest on a sharp branch. Perhaps I had only dreamed the terrible creature with my brother’s eyes. Certainly Charles could not have been seven feet tall in real life. I wanted to believe it was all a product of feverish imagination, aroused by the voodoo rite and fueled by the shock of physical injuries. But the memory of that abomination was so vivid, so real . . .

			“I sat in the house day after day, doing nothing but brooding. I couldn’t shake the mood this time, no matter how I tried. I left the business completely in the hands of my assistants. I virtually abandoned my research, unable to look at a written page for more than a few moments. I must have become disturbingly morbid because from that day on my servants and workers were much more fearful and uneasy in my presence, acting like skittish animals anxious to get away as quickly as possible. In turn, I began to despise them more, associating all of them with the spectacle I had observed. As a result, the business began to fall off, production declined and the bank started sending me notes asking for appointments which I refused to acknowledge. Customers complained about poor service. All these communications I would look at once and then throw away. I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t care.

			“In a few weeks I began to feel sick, physically ill. I had the doctor in to see me frequently, but he could diagnose nothing. I had violent headaches and stomach cramps, and my limbs felt as if the muscles were on fire. None of the medicines he supplied were any help; none of the tests he made revealed a cause. At first he must have thought I was a hypochondriac, but later I could tell by his air of melancholy resignation that he knew all along what it was—the same disease Charles had. When I put it to him, the doctor nodded sadly and told me there was nothing he could do for me except administer morphine when the pain became too great. He said I might last another three months.

			“I ran blood tests on myself, trying to understand what I was infected with, but I learned nothing. I was only an amateur scientist, entirely self-taught, and the limits of my knowledge closed around me like a steel fence. I didn’t know what to do. I was incapable of even writing out my own will. Who was there to give everything to? No one I knew well enough or cared about. I dreamed of closing down the mines, even dynamiting them as an act of revenge against the people I blamed for my condition. Let them find work elsewhere or, better still, starve.

			“As my illness grew worse I started carrying loaded pistols on my person at all times. Every day I remained indoors, saving my strength so that I could walk around the property, at sunset, like a man on patrol. I secretly believed my workers were somehow conspiring against me—and I hoped it was true. I hoped they would try something: I’d be ready for them. If they managed to kill me, so much the better; I’d be spared the final horrors of the fever. And I’d take a few of the devils with me. But they stayed well clear of me on my nightly excursions and avoided the house altogether. Now and again I thought I sensed them in the bush or I would catch a glimpse of movement in the shadows. Sometimes I would even fire off a round or two just to let them know I was alert. They must have thought I was mad. Perhaps I was.

			“One morning I woke to find sections of my skin all puckered and ridged; the disease had entered a new and more frightening phase. Was this the start of what I had seen on the creature that night, a mass of open sores, bleeding and oozing constantly? Within a few days my fears were confirmed as these horrid pustules grew alarmingly. I could scarcely leave my bed, and I twisted and turned in excruciating pain. I would thrash about until exhausted, lapse into a fitful sleep for a couple of hours, wake up screaming and so continue the cycle. The doctor came again, administered as large a dose of morphine as he dared, shook his head and left quietly. The drug brought me some peace as I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

			“I woke feeling much better. My appetite seemed to have returned, suggesting that I had perhaps slept for a full day or longer. My arms and legs were heavily bandaged but I felt only minor pain. Had the disease passed the critical stage? Would I, by some miracle, survive? I could hardly bring myself to believe it, but anything might be possible in that strange place.

			“I went into the front room. According to the clock it was nearly one—in the morning, I could see from the darkness outside. Then I heard it—that music again! They were at it once more in the hills. Anger flared in me but subsided almost immediately. I was too overjoyed at the improvement in my condition to let the blacks upset me. If anything, I wanted to tell them, It’s all right now, it’s all over, I’m free of that cursed illness.

			“I stepped out onto the veranda and let the door swing shut with a thump. As I stood there, enjoying the night air for the first time in months, I heard someone moving about the room I had just left. Then one of the male servants appeared in the doorway. He looked at me, his eyes widening, and he let loose an ungodly shriek. And then vanished back inside. I was so startled by this behaviour that I neglected to say anything to him before he was gone. But just a few moments later he came rushing around the side of the house, carrying a lantern. He took another brief look at me, wailed again and fled down the path to the workers’ village. I waved and tried to call to him, but he was gone in an instant. Silly fool, I thought. I’d better go fetch him back; otherwise he’ll stir them all up and they won’t get any work done tomorrow. Annoyed, I set off after him.

			“The village was about half a mile away. I needed no lantern to get there. As I made my way along the path I heard noise, shouting from up ahead of me mingling with the music from the hills above. This would be an excellent opportunity for me to reassert my authority and take charge of the business again.

			“Lights flickered in the distance. Then I saw them, a group of ten or twelve, carrying lanterns and—gleaming silver machetes. I stopped and swore. I had left my guns behind. There was nothing to do but face them on the spot and talk them down. I had no doubt I could do it, for they were never any good at arguing with white men, even sick ones. For a few moments we stared at each other across the darkness and then they began to advance slowly. They were mumbling something in unison and it became a low chant. I was about to speak, but as I recognized what they were intoning I became paralyzed with fear and horror.

			“ ‘Zombie! Zombie! Zombie!’

			“I tried to shout but no sounds came from my mouth. It was as if I had been struck dumb and could only gesture uselessly.

			“ ‘Zombie! Zombie! Zombie!’

			“As in a cruel joke, awareness flooded into my brain. I had already died. Like my brother Charles before me, I had arisen from the dead, a half-human creature with no voice, no purpose. Undead, a zombie, even as he was that night he attacked me and passed on the curse.

			“The workers knew, they had understood what was going on long before I did. They loomed in front of me and I could see the charms and figures they wore about their necks, figures of dogs and snakes and birdlike animals. And then, like a jet of cold fire, their silver blades flew into my heart. The last thing I heard was the music.

			“Sometime later I saw my body lying on the path in the gray light of dawn, flies buzzing around my head. My chest had been slashed and stabbed countless times, but there was no blood. Dead bodies don’t bleed; you need a pumping heart for that. Anyhow, it ended at that point, the visual image of myself there. Then I was alone, alive again, in Hyde Park.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Ten

			Friday afternoon: a cold February sun growing colder as the sky begins to slate over. Ives alone on the low rail fence that runs around the Speke Monument. Not necessarily the most private section of the park, but with its barren obelisk and untended grass, certainly one of the most forlorn. People tended to take other paths. Poor old Speke, whoever he was.

			Something about Annie worried him: the way she had responded to his narrative in the Chinese restaurant. She was now familiar with what had previously been his sole territory, a locked-up corner of his mind and life. He almost regretted having told her. Was that selfishness on his part? An unwillingness to open himself to her and share? He felt vaguely irritated by the whole thing and he wasn’t sure why, which only made matters worse.

			He picked up a handful of grass and squeezed it in his fingers, letting the blades fall back to the ground, two or three at a time. It felt cold and wiry.

			“When something like that happens, it’s got to be important,” she had said.

			“I know. That’s what I think.”

			“People have daydreams and fantasies, but nothing like what happened to you. It sounds incredible, but just from the way you told it I know it isn’t. I believe you, Bobby.”

			“It is true. It did happen to me that way.”

			“That’s spooky. I can see now why you worry and brood sometimes. A story like that—”

			“It’s not a story. It’s my past life.”

			“Well . . .”

			That was it. Annie had hesitated at that point, impressed but still not yet willing to go along with the idea of reincarnation. That was what worried Ives today. She had responded strongly to the Guadeloupe incident, but wasn’t her sympathy a little too controlled, her comments a little too carefully reasoned? It was as if she had been trying to soothe and reassure him, not really accepting what it was all about.

			“I don’t think you should take it so literally,” she had asserted. “These things are supposed to be symbolic.”

			“In dreams, yes, but this wasn’t a dream. This really happened.”

			“It might still work the same way. A mirage isn’t a dream either. Hallucinations, visions—they’re all in a person’s head, right?”

			“I know the difference.” He turned away from her.

			“You’re an only child, aren’t you, Bobby?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s why your brother in the—vision—was a complete stranger to you. The brother you never had.”

			“Then why would he attack me?”

			“I don’t know,” Annie admitted.

			That was it: she didn’t know, not about that or any part of the experience. She was just reacting in what she thought was a kindly manner. Natural, well-intentioned and innocent. But no good to him. They had talked about it for hours after they left the restaurant and Ives had become increasingly depressed. Finally he ended the conversation. The logical conclusion of Annie’s approach would be for Ives to go and visit Dr. House’s on-tap shrink, and he wanted no part of that. He’d had enough psychology, amateur and professional, in the past.

			He knew that Guadeloupe meant something else, something much more important and direct, something that related to his life right now. The names Versipelle and Charles meant nothing to him—but they had to. He had gone to a bookshop after the incident in the park and found out that Guadeloupe was one of the Leeward Islands out on the edge of the Caribbean, and that Pointe-à-Pitre is its main port. So it did exist, but it meant nothing to him. Afterthought: only that I died there once.

			It will tell me something about myself now. If I let it, if I find the way.

			He had fractured his ankle in Guadeloupe; the same ankle was broken in Vietnam. He had died in Guadeloupe; he had “died” in Vietnam. He had returned from the dead in Guadeloupe; he had been officially made “alive” again in Vietnam. Wasn’t the soldier he had been confused with, the one who had really died, wasn’t he a kind of brother, an unknown twin with the same name? The coincidences seemed too great to explain away, but to Annie they only indicated that Bobby’s Vietnam experience still loomed large in his subconscious mind. Maybe, but he knew their significance was more immediate—they had to connect in some way with his sudden violence toward Platt, and the attacks, of whatever kind, in Harrods and on the bus.

			Ives walked until he came to the Serpentine, then lingered there for a few minutes watching the changing textures of the water’s surface. He had heard somewhere that the Serpentine was fed by a small underground river. It was a pleasing thought and it changed the nature of the place for him from that of a static duck pond to a living body of water, always the same but always transforming itself subtly. A place with its own special secrets.

			It will . . .

			If you . . .

			But what?

			 

			 

		


		
			Eleven

			Saturday morning Annie came to the flat to wake Bobby. She made breakfast and they ate in the small kitchen. It was a bright and unusually mild day for February, and Annie insisted that they spend it outdoors.

			“You waste too much time cooped up here,” she said. “I’m going to see that you get out more and do things. Put your energy to good use.”

			“Yeah, how?”

			“I’ll think of something. Wait and see, lover.”

			“I don’t mind,” Ives commented. “But there’s nothing I especially want to do.”

			“That’s your problem: you’re just lazy and it gets you down, but you don’t do anything about it. Well, we’re going to change all that. Today we’ll run around town until we’re exhausted. And if the weather’s good, we’ll do the same tomorrow.”

			First they went to Camden Town, where they browsed through the fresh food market in Inverness Street before moving along to Camden Lock. They spent nearly an hour among the stalls there, looking at secondhand books, records, clothes, jewelry, antiques and other items on sale. Bobby bought a loaf of whole-grain bread and two jars of honey. Annie bought seven buttons made of jet.

			“What are you going to do with them?” Ives asked.

			“Now that I’ve got them I’ll have to sew something to make use of them. Maybe I’ll make myself a blouse, a silky, sensuous blouse.”

			Holding hands, they walked along the canal until they came to a bench. They sat in the sun for a while, dipping their fingers into the honey and chatting happily.

			They took a taxi back into the West End, went to a film and then to a small Italian restaurant for dinner. They lingered over the meal, Annie talking again about places they could go for a few days to get away from London. Bobby listened attentively and even asked questions about names that meant nothing to him—Rye, Scarborough (“Is that the one in the Simon and Garfunkel song?”), Great Yarmouth, the New Forest.

			Later they went to a pub in South Kensington, a hot, smoky, crowded place that featured a band playing traditional jazz. In spite of his initial fears and the close atmosphere, Ives enjoyed himself. He was particularly pleased with Annie. By bringing him there, she was trying to show him that he had nothing to worry about. Maybe she’s right after all, he told himself.

			“Did you have a good day?” she asked as they strolled along Gloucester Road.

			“Sure.”

			“All right. It was a lot better than sitting around your flat all day, wasn’t it?”

			“Sure.” Bobby stifled a belch. “And you’re going to spend the night with me, aren’t you?”

			“Sure,” Annie said, hugging him.

			“All right.”

			In the flat, while they were sipping a nightcap, Annie suddenly began rummaging through her handbag.

			“I almost forgot,” she said. “I’ve got something for you. Here it is.” She handed him a blue leaflet entitled Focus on Migraine. The word migraine was printed in shaky lettering, as if to suggest double vision.

			“Where did you get this?” Ives asked, chuckling.

			“The Migraine Trust. I know it hasn’t been bothering you for a while, but I thought you might like to read up on it anyhow. I went into their office yesterday. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“No, not at all.” Bobby flipped through the leaflet. “I still don’t think I have migraine, though.”

			“Check the warning signs—there, that page.”

			Ives read down the list with interest: double vision, difficulty in focusing, temporary partial blindness, dazzling display of coloured lights, spots or lines, dizziness, nausea, hallucination, numbing, tingling sensations, sensitivity to noise or light, depression and so on, to vaguer symptoms like yawning, trembling, talkativeness, pain in neck or shoulders and noticeable increase in weight.

			“Well . . . I don’t know,” Ives said. “Most of these signs could mean anything.”

			“Including migraine,” Annie added. “And hallucinations—couldn’t that explain the Guadeloupe—”

			“No. I know what hallucinations are like. I had plenty of them back in my mescaline-eating days. Guadeloupe was no hallucination; it really happened.”

			“What does it say about treatment?”

			Ives turned a page. “Here it is. Treatment. Analgesics. Common pain-relieving drugs, aspirin, et cetera. What a joke. Iced water and glucose. And . . . ergotamine tartrate, whatever that is. You take it by mouth, inhalation, injection or—” Ives erupted with laughter. “Or suppository! Wouldn’t that be something, me slipping a suppository up my ass while stuck on a number 9 bus?”

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			Twelve

			Sunday morning Annie was up and dressed early. Bobby stirred, aware that her warmth was suddenly not there.

			“Going for the papers and then I’ll make you a nice big breakfast,” he heard her say just before the door clicked shut.

			“Okay.”

			He put his head back on the pillow and closed his eyes, but he wasn’t able to fall asleep again and after a few minutes of trying he gave up, rose and washed.

			Sitting by a window, Ives picked up Annie’s lighter and began to play idly with it, flicking it on and off, turning the flame up and down. It looked all right outside, not as sunny as yesterday but nice enough to do something. He smiled at himself, pleased that the idea pleased him.

			He set the lighter flame at its highest and cupped his free hand around it. Surprised, he let the flame touch his fingers. Nothing: no heat, no pain at all. “Shit,” he muttered, running the flame all over his hand. Still no feeling. Something was very wrong. He remembered how rock-hard his hands had felt when they bashed Platt. What was going on? Hands were supposed to be fragile, loose sets of bone and cartilage wrapped in a thin layer of flesh, highly sensitive parts of the body. But now his hands had no sense of feeling at all. Was this the numbness mentioned in the migraine booklet? He had heard somewhere that the inability to feel pain was a symptom of leprosy. But that was impossible.

			He put the lighter down and slammed the back of his hand against the sharp corner of the windowsill. He felt the solid contact, but no pain. Again, and the same. He was still sitting there, staring at his hands, when he heard Annie’s key in the door.

			After breakfast and a long slow wade through the papers they went out for lunch at a hamburger restaurant.

			“What are we doing next?” Bobby asked.

			“Want to see the dinosaurs?”

			“What dinosaurs?”

			“At the Natural History Museum. Have you ever been there? It’s just around the corner?”

			“I’ve never been in a museum in my life,” Bobby said, perking up. “Let’s go.”

			Annie laughed and squeezed his arm. “Sometimes you’re just like a little boy.”

			“It sounds good.”

			“The dinosaurs or being a little boy?”

			“Both.”

			But the reconstructed skeletons were neither as large nor as impressive as he had expected them to be. His image of dinosaurs as enormous, powerful, earth-shaking creatures was diminished by the sight of so many wired-together displays. Even the brontosaurus, in whose massive hipbones a fully grown man could be cradled, seemed merely pathetic and forlorn.

			If a mystery vanished there, Ives found real delight in the collection of fish fossils. No chip of bone, no tiny remnant of fin, only the delicate spiny markings left in primordial mud, suggesting fantastic creatures of unimaginable form. How had they died, to leave such remarkable messages for man to dig up so many millions of years later?

			Upstairs they wandered into the long room full of rocks, minerals and gemstones. Bobby stopped inside the doorway, his mouth opening slightly. He felt as if he had just been given a terrific electric shock. He knew he had reacted visibly, but Annie didn’t seem to notice, so he forced himself to move down the first aisle of glass cases. Every identification card was a signal from the past, surging into his conscious mind. Hematite, plumbago, succinite, hornblende, chert, pyroxine, olivine—names he didn’t know but which sounded completely familiar the instant he saw them. Names from Guadeloupe, where, as Robert Versipelle, he had collected and studied these minerals and ores. He had just stepped into another room in a museum, but at the same time he had stepped back a hundred years. Even the air was special; it seemed to hold a subtle fragrance that calmed him and made him feel at home. The mathematical precision of crystal structure, the juxtaposition of minute color shadings, the cool certainty of inorganic science . . .

			When Ives came to the uninteresting stones—diamonds, sapphires, amethysts and so on—he began to think about Annie, who was standing a couple of aisles away. Twice in two days she had tested him. Yesterday she had taken him to a crowded market and an even more crowded pub. Today, here. Did she realize what she was doing? She must. Yesterday, when he had thought about it after they had left the pub, he was glad she had taken him there. But now he wasn’t so sure. She could be trying to help him exorcise a demon or she could be trying, if unconsciously, to provoke— No, fuck it, I’m getting paranoid . . . and if I start worrying about Annie I’m lost . . . Stop thinking, just take things as they come.

			That night, as Annie was getting ready to go back to Turnham Green, Bobby picked up her cigarette lighter.

			“Don’t forget this,” he said, handing it to her.

			“Thanks.”

			“See you tomorrow for lunch?”

			“Definitely. On me.”

			“One o’clock at Al Camino?”

			“Great.”

			“It was a good day,” Bobby said, embracing her.

			“A good weekend.”

			“Right.”

			“And tomorrow will be a good Monday.” She kissed him, smiling. “And then we’ll see what we can do about Tuesday, and the day after that. All right?” She kissed him again.

			“You are.”

			“I am what?”

			“Trying to make a tourist out of me.”

			“No, lover, not a tourist. Just a human being.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Thirteen

			Monday, cloudy and cold, more like February again. Ives woke early, partly because he was alone but also because his hands were bothering him. They looked perfectly normal but felt swollen and inflamed, extremely tender. He ate his ginseng, vitamins and honey, and spent the rest of the morning walking around Hyde Park.

			If he walked with his hands hanging naturally at his sides the raw air was like a rain of sharp glass ripping at them. But to put them in his pockets, where they would rub against the rough denim, was equally painful. Most of the time he held them tightly clenched to cut down the amount of skin surface exposed, but still they felt like balloons full of screaming nerves.

			How could they have felt no pain a day ago and now be so hypersensitive? Perhaps he should go back to Dr. House. It might have nothing at all to do with a migraine; it might be a localized ailment. But the fact that his hands looked all right must mean something. If the condition was serious, surely it would begin to manifest itself outwardly. Ives sat down on a bench along the Serpentine and stared at his hands, as if waiting for them to flash him a sign.

			Within a few minutes he noticed that his feet were also sore. It could be the result of too much walking and the cold—he wore only thin loafers and lightweight socks. Pressed against the ground, his feet felt spongy, as if they had been pumped up with air bubbles, stretching and cramping the flesh. No, his imagination was taunting him; that had to be it. He stood up and rocked on his feet, testing, but the sensation was there. Not too painful, but insistent.

			Ives sat down on the bench again. Suddenly he felt alone, far away from anyone and unnerved by whatever illness it was he seemed to have. He had learned before that when something goes wrong physically the body can do surprising things riding its own course. When that happens, all you can do is hold on and take what comes. A feeling of helplessness closed around him.

			In his previous life, on Guadeloupe, he had contracted some kind of disease, one that eventually killed him. No one then knew what it was or how to treat it, but it did involve a fever. Could he now have some rare type of fever, localized in his hands and feet? It didn’t seem possible, but he could believe almost anything.

			Ives looked at his watch. If he started walking now he would get to the restaurant near Soho Square just about on time. Although his hands and feet hurt, he preferred to walk. Annie didn’t appreciate it as much as he did, but walking was his favourite activity. The entire body engaged in the deliberate expenditure of energy at a controlled rate, the mind free to take in as much as it wanted from outside or to roam freely in itself. If his hands and feet still ached after lunch he would go home and try soaking them in warm water. That might help, and if it didn’t he would make another appointment with Dr. House.

			But by the time he reached Berkeley Square Ives found that neither his hands nor his feet hurt anymore. They merely felt cold.

			He had timed his walk well; Annie arrived at Al Camino while he was taking his coat off by the door. She looked breathless, rosy-cheeked, beautiful.

			“Now, then, what are you doing with yourself today?” she asked after they had ordered.

			“This morning I went to a bookstore,” he said. He had intended to go to a bookstore, but now he didn’t want to bother Annie with the story of his hands and feet. “I wanted to read up on those fossils we saw yesterday, but they didn’t have anything at the shop I went to, so I’ll try another this afternoon. Then I think I’ll go back to the museum for another look around. I like that place.”

			“Good,” Annie said, spearing a prawn. “I’m glad to hear you didn’t just sit in the flat with the curtains drawn, listening to ‘Ballad of a Thin Man’ eighty-five times.”

			“No . . . I was thinking, maybe I can take a course somewhere here in London. I’d like to know something—something really well, just one thing.”

			Annie nodded encouragingly, pleased to see him enthusiastic about something for a change. There was fire and life in his eyes, reminding her of the opals she had seen at the museum yesterday.

			After lunch they walked slowly toward Tottenham Court Road. Annie was working in New Oxford Street and Bobby was going to look in the bookshops on Charing Cross Road. They agreed to meet for a drink at six o’clock that evening.

			But as they crossed Soho Square he began to feel very edgy and uneasy. His feet were acting up again—they felt as if they weren’t attached to him at all, as if his legs ended above the ankles and he was walking on air.

			He put his arm around Annie and held her close. She smiled at him and he managed to smile back, but his head was shaking—something he had experienced only once before when he had gone for a job interview and had been too nervous to look at the interviewer. Now he was shivering all over but it was more than a reaction to the cold day.

			Walking through the crush of people in Oxford Street, Ives felt his hands grow hot. Within seconds they became like flares of white heat from the elbows to the fingertips.

			Oh, please stop.

			He hugged Annie tighter but he felt almost nothing. It’s happening again, it’s worse than it has ever been, he told himself. He could feel it building in him. He definitely had to go back to Dr. House.

			“I’ll walk you to the store,” Bobby heard himself say, the words sounding odd and strained.

			“Good,” Annie said. “Are you all right, Bobby? You look very pale.”

			Ives nodded, unable to speak. They waited to cross at the corner of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road, a cluster of other people bunching up around them. Bobby held her, stroking her arm and hair with his hand, hoping desperately the attack would subside. But it grew worse swiftly. The air burned in his nostrils and his vision became sharper, so that all the colors around him seemed vibrant, even shocking. He closed his eyes, held his breath and pressed his lips to the back of Annie’s head in a kiss. She leaned back gently against his chest, smiling to herself.

			Then the feeling in his hands changed completely. It was a dreamy sensation that made him think he could reach like a spirit through Annie’s clothes and skin, into her body, to touch her heart, to feel the beating center of her life, her love. He felt a sense of awe overwhelming him.

			A bus sped through the intersection to beat the changing lights. Bobby reached for Annie’s heart, touching her back, and she seemed to fly into the air, head rearing back, arms wind­milling slowly. All wrong, oh, please, Annie—

			There were screams. The bus driver didn’t have time even to reach the brake before impact.

			Where did all these people come from . . . So light . . . Disappearing . . . Stop . . . Stop it . . . Stop it happening . . . Oh please . . . The howling beast on the border line that separated you from me . . .

			He thought his brain was atomising like a nova, that he would lose himself forever if he didn’t hold onto every fragment and somehow drag it all back together. Like a thing on wheels he spun into a pub, found a vacant stool, sat down and ordered two doubles. The bartender studied him, unsure whether to feel contempt or concern. Evidently settling on contempt, he served the drinks.

			In the mirror on the wall behind the bar Ives saw his face: it was a wreck, bathed in a ghostly sheen and looking as though it was only skin collapsed over skull bones. He emptied the first glass in a rush.

			Then the fragments within began to draw back toward the center. His hands still shook, but not so badly. He was aware of the bar-stool slat on which his feet rested. Energy back into mass. He was a whole body again. But no longer the same, never to be the same again.

			Something was trying to get his attention, something enormous, but he couldn’t make it out and he didn’t want to know. Something looming there at the edge of his conscious mind . . . the border line that . . . He turned away from it and looked at his hands. What had Annie said about them? The fingers, no, the lifeline—what? They just looked like hands. Then something began to make a noise. At first it wasn’t clear, but then it commanded his attention, words booming in his head.

			Annie, Annie, Annie’s dead.

			The sound blotted out everything else, thundering within him until he felt physically sick. Ives sat still and closed his eyes. Eventually the words diminished in volume, then stopped altogether. The molecules of his body were heavier and metallic, meshed together with a new tightness. He felt calm.

			Slowly, carefully, he made his way across the bar.

			The hard linoleum floor felt spongy and treacherous beneath his feet but he reached the men’s room. Empty, thank God. Bent over the toilet bowl, hands clutching dingy damp porcelain, nothing would come. Standing at the urinal, no piss even. Yet his whole body felt like a bag of warm turbulent slush. He leaned, letting his forehead press against the wall, moist with condensation. What have I done, what’s happened? Then it started up once more, Annie, Annie, Annie’s dead, a ghoulish singsong caught, unwanted, in his brain. Only the sound of someone coming cut it off, enabling Ives to return to the bar.

			He looked around. There weren’t many people in the pub now, all gone back to work. The bartender read an afternoon newspaper.

			Annie’s dead and I killed her. Murder. Manslaughter at least. Or temporary insanity. Were English laws the same as American? Now these were ordinary thoughts.

			Ives walked to the New Riverside Club. He played several games of pool, shooting well, and drank heavily—but it seemed to have no effect on him. After seven in the evening he left the club and walked back to Kensington. His legs firm and strong, he ran up all the stairs to his flat. Inside, he kicked off his shoes and ate some honey. He listened to the radio until he heard the news, but Annie didn’t make the sixty-second roundup.

			Murder nonetheless. Yet he didn’t feel anything. What had really happened to him in those moments at the street corner? He tried to remember exactly, but the entire incident had become dreamlike, impossible to pin down—a mist of images, but still very real. Even now Annie’s dead body was stretched out somewhere, cold and crushed. Would they paste her together, try to make her presentable? Wax and putty and wire mesh. Oh, Annie.

			The next morning he found short items on the death of Miss Annie Cooper in three newspapers. They all described it as accidental. No hint that she might have been pushed, no suggestion of suicide. The accident had caused traffic problems for nearly an hour. Police were not ruling out the possibility of charges against the bus driver, a Mr. K. Ghosh. Poor bastard, Ives thought, tossing the papers aside.

			Would the police come looking for him? She could have told several people she was having lunch with him yesterday. The restaurant staff could place him with her only a few minutes before she died. Her parents undoubtedly knew his name and probably his address. And how many had seen him hugging her at that corner?

			What about the funeral? Her family, who had probably heard a great deal about Ives over the past few months, would expect him to attend and share their sorrow. Maybe the police would wait for that—and it would look suspicious if he didn’t show up. Too bad, he would just have to take that chance. He couldn’t bear the thought of sitting around mourning with the Cooper family. If the police came along . . . He could handle that. He could handle anything. It only required confidence and consistency.

			Ives put on a cassette and sat down to a breakfast of pills and honey. Annie had been right in her own way: he was too reclusive and self-absorbed. But she hadn’t known how to deal with that in the right way. What had been right for her wasn’t necessarily right for him. He didn’t need to do things, not in the way she had. He didn’t need other people or a social life, as she had. He needed one person to live with him and accept him as he was. Completely. That was love. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been that person. In a way, her accident—was he calling it that now?—had been fortuitous. They couldn’t have lasted much longer. Perhaps it was better that she should have died still deeply in love. Not many people were so lucky. Had she felt his hand against her back propelling her into the path of the oncoming bus? Had she realized in those few seconds what was really happening? No, Ives hoped. Give her that much.

			How it happened. Bobby went over the whole thing again and again, but he couldn’t make sense of it. Something was wrong with his hands and feet, especially his hands. If he didn’t do something about it soon—no, no, no. That was out of the question now. All he had to do was go to a doctor about some strange uncontrollable illness and then have it slip out, have the police learn about it. Then he’d be in trouble. Whatever was wrong with him, he would have to deal with it himself, as best he could.

			Could it be a nervous disorder, or pinched nerves for that matter? It was possible, he supposed, but it seemed unlikely. It couldn’t be an infection or inflammation; such ailments simply didn’t behave that way. Which vitamins affected the limbs? He would have to check again, but he took a good daily dose of vitamins already. Trace elements—that was a possibility. Because he didn’t eat much food, he could be deficient in something like manganese or cobalt. The body only needed minuscule amounts of trace elements, but any deficiency could produce unusual symptoms. That could be it.

			As for Guadeloupe . . . and Vietnam . . . No diet would be able to cure the past.

			Ives washed, dressed and left the flat. He went first to the health-food store for a mineral supplement. It might turn out to be irrelevant to his illness, but he had to give it a try. In any event, it wouldn’t hurt.

			Later he walked aimlessly through the residential streets between Kensington Gardens and Holland Park. The High Street was busy and noisy but here, literally just around the corner, it was peaceful, hushed. Kids at school, father at the office, mother shopping. Neat, expensive houses. Trendy flats. Virtually no litter. Trees of all sorts and little plots crammed with flowers—even in February!

			Ives looked in the windows as he walked along, reluctantly admiring the elegant interiors. Magazine-style living rooms, magazine-style dining rooms. And kitchens: French provincial, old English farmhouse, space-age microwave and even New York deli deluxe. People who probably couldn’t even cut a proper steak still had to have a genuine butcher’s block in the kitchen.

			In Campden Hill Road he stopped by one house, peering through the ground-floor front window. It was a perfectly ordinary kitchen, not too fancy, not too immaculate. The spice rack contained store-bought jars, not the fashionable mock-­apothecary ones with ornate lettering. On the table was a box of cereal, the kind only a child or a very desperate adult would eat.

			There wasn’t much else to see because that side of the street was in shadow and the room was unlit, but something held him for a few seconds longer.

			A shape moved, then disappeared. Ives suddenly had the disturbing impression that he was seeing something of importance.

			A woman came into view. She went to the sink and put a cup and saucer into it. As she turned away she noticed Bobby through the window. She wore a plain housecoat that made her look shapeless. Her hair, which might have been streaked with blond or gray, was pulled back. She had a slightly worn, fortyish face.

			The woman, having hesitated a moment, passed out of sight, leaving Ives to stare at the box of cereal.

			No, Annie had been wrong about that. He didn’t regret the fact that he had missed out on a normal healthy childhood. Besides, broken families were almost the norm. There had been a time once, years ago, when he really had worried about it. He had spent money (too much) on fat psychology books and hours (too many) trying to read them. He learned about the childhood deprivation syndrome, but it had done him no good. In the end he had decided that psychology was a rip-off and that he didn’t miss his nonexistent childhood.

			But that cereal box . . . Something held him.

			The woman returned and looked directly at Ives. Her face showed a trace of uncertainty and perhaps worry. He chuckled, figuring she had been standing just out of sight for the past couple of minutes wondering about him. Good for you, lady. There are a lot of strange people on the street these days.

			She blinked once, a rapid, thought-confirming motion, and disappeared again. Now she’ll call somebody, Ives thought. A husband, a neighbor, a cop. There’s this fellow peering in my front window.

			Ives took a last look at the cereal box and then moved on.

			 

			 

		


		
			Fourteen

			By the time he was back in his flat Bobby felt unwell. His hands and feet began to throb and burn again. He lay stretched out on the bed with his feet propped up on pillows, but it brought no relief. In a couple of hours he was sweating so much the bed sheets were soaked through. His stomach was in a knotting, twisting turmoil; his eyes hurt and his head ached. Ives alternated between periods of giddy consciousness and fitful sleep.

			It caught up with him that second night. Once he jolted himself out of sleep and bed screaming, Annie, Annie, over and over again until his throat was as raw as peeled flesh and his voice a grotesque, hoarse wail. He shuddered uncontrollably like a man with malaria. Where was he? What was happening? He huddled on the floor by the bed, pulling himself into the fetal position. What have I done oh Annie please no no dear God Jesus not dead not dead let me be wrong not Annie so good so lovely I wanted you yes I loved you what happened to us to me then forever God help me I am heartily sorry for having for Annie not dead not true let me be wrong this time not again not another not a girl not her not Annie please no need for it where are you God Annie No-Name the words like blades in his throat until the feeble croaking sound he made finally died and sleep overtook him again for a while.

			Much later he woke up feeling as if he were going to explode, spewing his insides all over the room. But he had eaten nothing in a long time. He stumbled into the bathroom and turned on the light. It was like a blinding rain of fire assaulting every part of him, and he slammed the switch off. He hunched over the toilet bowl, his body racked with violent dry heaves. Eventually he rose and took a large towel back to bed with him and fell into a deep sleep, clutching it tightly to his face like a baby’s blanket.

			It was nearly three o’clock in the afternoon when he awoke. Ives stared at his watch for several seconds, amazed at how much the attack had exhausted his system. He did feel better, but still weak and queasy. Ives took vitamin, mineral, ginseng, pollen and propolis pills and ate half a jar of honey washed down with spring water.

			Yesterday seemed so long ago. He had been out, asleep, for almost twenty solid hours. What is happening to me?

			Take control and act positively, he told himself, that’s the important thing. He had to talk to someone. There had to be somebody, one person somewhere in London, who could help him. Not a doctor, not a shrink. The idea seemed ridiculous at first, but . . .

			Ives crossed the room to a pile of magazines and started sorting through them, carefully scanning the classified ads. Among notices offering acupuncture, art therapy, confidence building, martial arts, bioenergetics, Kundalini technique and much more, Bobby found what he was looking for. There were several possibilities offering expert forecasts about love and money, but he decided on the least aggressive one.

			MISS TANITH

			CLAIRVOYANT

			Perceptive Psychic Readings

			Ives phoned the number given and spoke to an elderly-­sounding woman with an Irish accent. Yes, Miss Tanith could see him at four thirty. The price was ten pounds. No, this wasn’t Miss Tanith speaking. The woman then gave him an address near Marylebone High Street.

			Bobby sat studying the telephone after hanging up. Did he really want to go and see this woman? It was probably a waste of time and money. Clairvoyants who advertise must be rip-off artists. He wasn’t even sure he believed that anyone could have clairvoyant powers. But he had to do something and he had an instinctive feeling that he had done the right thing by calling, by merely seeking the woman out and making the appointment. At least there was a chance she would say something pertinent. A physician or psychiatrist would know nothing about his previous life on Guadeloupe, but a clairvoyant, if she had any genuine psychic ability, should be able to recognize it in his past, perhaps even without being told. Yes, he had done the right thing, and if Miss Tanith turned out to be useless he would try someone else. And keep trying, however long it took.

			Seven minutes early, Ives found the address, some rather shabby basement premises. The woman he had spoken to on the telephone greeted him. She was short, round and full of smiles. Bobby followed her into the front room.

			“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked.

			“No thanks.”

			The woman hung his coat on a rack, relieved him of ten pounds, saying, “Miss Tanith will see you in just a few minutes,” and disappeared with her smiles.

			Ives looked around, feeling uncomfortable. The room was almost completely devoid of character. Three plain chairs, a sofa, a coffee table with no magazines, a worn, colorless carpet and an unwashed window that looked up through iron bars to the street. No curtains. The signs were not encouraging, he decided.

			Just as Ives had settled grudgingly in the gray gloom, the old woman returned.

			“This way, please,” she announced.

			Ives was led to the third room along a dark corridor. Inside it was small and equally dark, lit only by one shaded lamp on the table in the center of the room. The walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling curtains—maroon perhaps; it was hard to tell. Meant to create a simple but suggestive atmosphere, he told himself. At least there isn’t a crystal ball on the table.

			“Sit down here, please,” the woman indicated. “Miss Tanith will be right in.”

			Ives did as he was told and the woman left the room, closing the door behind her. Only a few seconds later Ives heard another door click, and then Miss Tanith stepped out from behind the curtains. She wore a dark caftan or robe. She came directly to the table and sat opposite Ives. Her hair was cut short and her features were clear but blank. What struck Ives in particular was how young she was—she looked about eighteen, certainly no more than twenty. He had expected a plump old hen along the lines of the other woman, a matronly reader of tea leaves. Instead he found a girl who might still be in school.

			“Hello, Mr. Ives,” she said.

			“Hello.”

			“Why have you come to me?”

			The question was so even and neutral in tone that Ives was a bit surprised by it.

			“To see if you can tell me something about myself,” he replied. Then he cleared his throat. Try not to give anything away with your comments and reactions, he remembered. A poker face. Make her earn her money.

			“Is there something specific you wish to know?” Miss Tanith asked. Her eyes never left his face. “A relationship?”

			“No, not that, nor my finances,” Ives said sharply.

			“But there is something.”

			Ives remained silent, staring at the dark fabric of the girl’s dress.

			“You must tell me the truth,” Miss Tanith went on. “There is something. I know it. I can feel it.”

			“Then tell me what it is,” Ives said, his voice suddenly sounding like a plea.

			“Lean forward.”

			Ives did as he was told, his eyes locking onto her clear, childlike expression. She seemed at once both innocent and all-knowing, the dream combination, he told himself. It shouldn’t work, but he could tell he was giving in to it.

			Miss Tanith cupped his face with her hands and moved her fingers back and forth lightly over his skin.

			“Don’t move, please,” she said.

			Her fingers roamed across his forehead and eyes, as if brushing dust from a precious manuscript. Her touch and the depth of her eyes held him. Several times she traced his eyebrows, nose, lips, cheeks and the line of his jaw. She seemed oblivious to him as a person, her features revealing only the concentration of a search. Ives was now more than a little entranced. In the dim light Miss Tanith looked luminous and angelic. Her touch was so delicate, but it also communicated intensity. No one had ever looked at or touched him this way before—not even Annie.

			Miss Tanith took her hands away. “Please remain as you are.” She rose from her seat and came around to the same side of the table as Ives, standing behind him. He was aware of her presence very close to him, although she had not yet touched him again.

			“Please undo the top button of your shirt,” she directed.

			Ives did so, and Miss Tanith gently pulled the shirt collar away from his neck. She tilted his head forward slightly. Her hands were soft and warm, reassuring and relaxing him merely through contact. He could just feel her breath on his skin. As she studied the back and sides of his neck he let his eyes close. Then she raised his head back toward her, moving his hair about to examine the skin along his temples and around his ears. Ives wondered if he was only imagining that sensation—the back of his head brushing against her breasts. He realized he had an erection.

			Miss Tanith returned to her seat. Ives started to adjust his collar but she stopped him, raising her hand an inch from the table.

			“Not yet, please,” she said. “I would like you to tilt your head back onto your shoulders slowly, until the movement stops naturally. Don’t arch your back at all.”

			Ives carried out her instructions. He saw a small black spot marked on the ceiling directly in his line of vision. Neat, he thought.

			“Thank you,” the young woman said after a few moments. “You may button your shirt now.”

			Ives watched her face as he did so, but it still told him nothing. Perfect eyes, she has, he told himself. You can read as much or as little as you want into them.

			“Now please rest both of your hands on the table, palms up. You should feel comfortable, no stress on your arms—that’s it,” she said, nodding with approval as Ives again did automatically as she told him.

			When the hand lies open the fingers curl back toward the wrist slightly. Like a figure from the Middle Ages working over scrolls, Miss Tanith pressed the fingers down, first one hand and then the other, following lines and creases, all the while peering intently, repeating the process over and over again. Ives was fascinated, but also a little worried. The trouble had begun in his hands. Would she see something no physician could recognize? His palms were a little moist.

			“Please relax,” Miss Tanith said, responding quickly to the flicker of tension in him. She didn’t even look up, but the two words took effect immediately.

			At last she turned his hands over and examined their backs. But she spent very little time at this before sitting back in her chair and looking at Ives. He gave her a few moments to see if anything else was going to happen or to let her collect her thoughts. Then he ventured to speak.

			“Is that—it?”

			“Yes,” she replied promptly. “I don’t use birth charts, horoscopes, tarot cards or other such devices unless I am specifically requested to do so.”

			She paused for a long moment, until Ives was about to speak again, but then she continued.

			“I don’t think you will come to see me again, Mr. Ives. You asked me to tell you something about yourself. Something important but about which you know little or nothing at all. That is a difficult order to carry out because you are a very troubled person and further sessions are indicated. But they would be painful, and either you would stop them or I would.”

			Her words came smoothly, easily, but with a quiet force that left no doubt in Bobby’s mind as to their authority. He gave himself completely to the sound of her voice.

			“I have given you four readings,” Miss Tanith went on. “Each is based on and part of an old and proven science. Each is a key to personality and thus destiny. They are divination by physiognomy, by moles and other skin marks, by metoposcopy, which refers to the lines on the forehead, and by chiromancy, which refers to the hands. Any one of these, understood and used properly, is a strong source of knowledge about the past, the present and the future. Taken together, they are extremely powerful.

			“In spite of all this, I don’t think I can give you what you want. Or, more accurately, what you need. Your trouble runs very deep, far too deep for me to follow its course in a few minutes, if at all. I can see it perhaps more clearly than I would wish. It is in the signs on your face and neck and head and hands—signs that were born with you.

			“The lines along your wrist I have seen only once before, in a woodcut by Bartolommeo Cocle from the fifteenth century. I am sorry, but they are lines of evil and sickness. They indicate a person in difficulty with himself and even more so with others. The course will not change for the better. Probably it will get worse. I must tell you that. And here,” she said, taking his hand, “you can see that the fourth line is incomplete, unfinished.”

			Ives had no idea what that meant and Miss Tanith evidently decided not to elaborate on it.

			“The single most important feature for you,” she resumed, “is here.” She pointed to another line. “Your life, your destiny is to be found here, more than anywhere else on your hand. From the middle finger to the wrist. As you can see, the line is shattered and broken, and in places, here and here, it almost stops or goes off in other directions. Yet it reaches very far—this is a rare combination. It may be that you will live a long life, but it will be full of unhappiness, even disaster. Or it could end anytime. There are too many suggestions and possibilities in that line, but one thing governs them all: trouble. That is certain.”

			She released his hand, pausing again.

			“The mole on the back of your neck is another bad omen. The ancients believed that a mole in that position predicted violence and death by decapitation. It is a sign of Saturn, the planet of great misfortune. In your case I would take it to signify great mental distress, perhaps illness. I cannot say whether or not the literal, physical implications of death apply. It is bad enough that the sign is there.

			“Your other moles are so located as to suggest a larger than usual appetite for self-gratification. No stability is indicated, no compensating or balancing signs. All is in one direction.

			“Your nose has the slight curve that shows anger and aggressiveness, although it is not pronounced. Your teeth are slightly spaced and protruding—again only to a small degree. At best they refer to garrulousness and arrogance; at worst, an irrevers­ible tendency to complete breakdown. Your hair is rough and dry, your eyes small and withdrawn. These too are bad signs, indicating anger, suspicion and malice. You can see what an unhappy picture is forming. If I could interpret these marks any other way I would do so.

			“The lines on your forehead fall into two groups. You may hardly even notice them in the mirror, but they are there and will become more visible in time. The first group consists of three lines running horizontally in the lower zone. They point to trouble in the form of physical violence, a struggle of some kind. They are lines associated with murder.”

			Miss Tanith’s voice hadn’t changed in tone at all, but a bomb thundered in the back of Bobby’s mind at her words.

			“The second group,” she continued, “has two vertical lines, one arching like a parenthesis over and around the inside of your right eye, the other short and angled above your left eye. In metoposcopy they forecast one thing only: violent death.

			“As I said before, any one of these sciences can tell you a great deal. Together their message is unmistakable: violence, pain, mental anguish, death—perhaps your own, perhaps that of someone else, perhaps both. I have never seen or heard of so many of these signs converging in one person. But the signs are with you. That is my reading.”

			Ives was stunned by her remarks, and although the spell began to dissolve, he didn’t know what to think. Later, probably he would have many questions, but now everything was swirling inside him. He looked into Miss Tanith’s eyes, hoping to find some doubt or reservation. They shone darkly but gave nothing.

			 

			 

		


		
			Fifteen

			Afterward, back in his flat with one drink inside him and a second in his hand, Bobby tried to understand what had taken place. The girl, Miss Tanith, was as genuine as any clairvoyant he was likely to find—of that he was certain. Many of her phrases and comments were deliberately ambiguous, but there was nothing ambiguous about her overall message. It had not been a gimmicky reading; it had been serious and unpleasant. She had even spoken the word—murder—and in doing so had shocked him. What else had she seen and perhaps not mentioned? She had said there was something “too deep to follow,” and Ives wondered if that was an allusion to his previous life on Guadeloupe. Although she had spoken for only a few minutes, she had given him a great deal to think about. And yet, still not enough. Not the one vital missing thing. Ives felt tantalized and annoyed. She was genuine and she had seen into him, but she had not gone far enough. And she had ruled out further sessions. That, too, had surprised him.

			Perhaps there was no more for her to see. Perhaps that violence, the murder of Annie, was the sum of it. But no, there were the signs, the marks and the lines. Were they permanent or did they change in the course of a person’s life?

			Ives found himself thinking about Miss Tanith as well as her words. She was not beautiful but she was attractive—young and girlish. How that apparition-like face contrasted with the sombre, assured tone of her voice. He couldn’t deny that he had been won over to her quickly. The combination of her face, her voice, the dark room, her sexually arousing touch—all had turned him into a willing participant. Had they impaired his ability to judge the experience accurately? He wanted to find fault with Miss Tanith’s performance but he couldn’t. Only that the reading had not gone far enough.

			He spent the rest of the evening listening to music and rerunning the visit to the clairvoyant in his mind. Every time he seemed to reach a conclusion, it failed to hold up. Perhaps her psi powers were not so great: he had probably exuded worry and the “trouble” she spoke of from the moment he had walked into the room. A good professional, even one so young, could start from that point and build on reactions as she went along. But no, she hadn’t done that. She had read him and then delivered a verdict. Perhaps he should go to another clairvoyant if Miss Tanith wouldn’t see him again. But what were his chances of finding another so perceptive? Perhaps he should go back to her—but she had been firmly against his return. Why?

			Perhaps, perhaps—

			Around midnight he went to the High Street for a hamburger. The noise and crowd made him feel uncomfortable. He ate rapidly and, after wandering about awhile longer, returned to the flat. There he drank a small glass of spring water and fell asleep. It was dark outside when he awoke, feeling completely alert and refreshed. Just after five in the morning.

			Sitting in the silent flat in the silent city in the winter’s predawn hour, Ives felt more alone than at any time he could remember. What was he doing in London? Nothing. Vegetating. He knew no one now with Annie dead. He had buried himself here, alone, cut off from other people, haunted by some unknown illness or problem. He wondered if he should return to the States. Somewhere there, perhaps, was the thread to be picked up, the health to be regained, the life to be resumed. Admit that coming to London was a mistake, an idea that just hadn’t worked out. Admit it, pack up and leave.

			He wanted to.

			He could almost do it.

			In the absence of any other solution, change looked attractive. Even simple change, physical or geographical.

			Then was there a thread, a life to be found? The same strained relationship he had left behind would still be there. Would a few months have changed them? Not likely. He would be back in America no better off, telling himself he had gone to live in London, had killed a girl—a girl he had loved—and then left.

			Oh no.

			Ives dressed, took his daily dose of pills and decided not to think about it anymore. He would ignore the whole swampy problem as much as possible. Annie was right about his thinking himself into a mental pit. It was time to concentrate on health, physical wellbeing. More than just pills and honey. He would get himself back into shape.

			As he walked through the dark streets, Bobby began to develop the idea. What was called for was an exact regimen. A regular amount of sleep—he would have to put an end to keeping erratic hours. Up in the morning and to bed at night, that was the first thing. He would learn exactly how much sleep he really needed and then make sure he got it every night at the same time. Establish the natural optimum, then stick to it.

			Next: food. He would have to revise his attitude to this, too. The vitamin supplements, tablets and honey were fine, but he was neglecting the rest of his diet. Good food, predominantly fruits and vegetables, every day. That was essential.

			Then, activity and exercise. He would do exercises every day in the flat. And running. As he approached the Flower Walk in Kensington Gardens he realized that the park was an ideal place to run. And now was a good time to begin, before many people were out and about. Yes, a daily run and exercise would be just the thing. But perhaps he should go to a health club or gymnasium a couple of days a week as well. There must be many of them in a city the size of London; surely he could find one that wouldn’t wreck his government-financed budget. The idea had appeal. Not only would it reinforce his own regimen, but he would also meet other people.

			Pleased with himself, Ives began to trot along the path. He had the wrong shoes on for jogging and a cumbersome overcoat, but they didn’t hinder his movement. He would dress properly tomorrow. Today he just felt like running for the pleasure of it. He gulped in cold, damp air, exhaled clouds of mist. The wrong time of the year to start this, he thought, but that didn’t seem to matter either. His legs pumped easily, almost effortlessly, and he felt as though in a strange way he were flying. He heard the clear, solid click of his feet on the cement but hardly felt them touch, a sensation that reminded him of hitting a baseball just right as a young boy. When the ball and bat met perfectly the whole body absorbed the shock of contact without the slightest tremor. It was an exquisite feeling.

			The morning air caused tears to form in his wide-open eyes, and he slowed to a walk as he reached The Ring. There was hardly any traffic on the road yet. Rubbing his eyes, Ives thought he could now see even more clearly. The expanse of parkland on the far side of the road all the way to the Serpentine was quite clearly visible in spite of the darkness.

			He let a car with its headlights on pass, and then he crossed to Rotten Row. Although he had run a considerable distance wearing his coat and sweater, he hadn’t worked up a sweat. Nor was he out of breath, he suddenly realized. Maybe I’m in better shape than I thought.

			Bobby walked a little way along Rotten Row and then began to lope across the field toward the Serpentine. There were no other people in sight. The ground was rough and hard from winter, but Ives didn’t miss a step. His feet seemed to feel the earth right through the soles of his shoes. In a few moments he reached the water’s edge and stopped, looking around. Flotillas of ducks ferried by. In the distance a couple of swans cruised along. Ives thought he could hear the murmurings of all the animals there.

			For several minutes he stood there enjoying the privacy and peace. The aloneness he had experienced briefly back at the flat was now completely erased by the much greater sense of being in and belonging to a particular place, this place, the park and its body of water. He felt almost as if he were a part of it, and it of him, as if in both person and place there were a shared echo from an ancient and dimly understood source. This was, after all, where he had received the vision of his previous life. What other past lives were buried here in the park? The executions, the communal graves during the Black Death and how many countless others? And he was a part of it. Only in the hour or so before the city awoke and in the hour or so at night before it closed. But still, he was there now. The place belonged to him, Bobby Ives.

			He turned away from the Serpentine, walking across the field in the direction of Knightsbridge Barracks. But he had only gone a few yards before he stopped.

			Yes, he could sense it, a presence in his kingdom.

			At the Park Lane end of the Serpentine a jogger came into sight from behind a line of tall shrubs. Although he was still quite far away, Ives could distinctly hear the faint slap of the jogger’s tennis shoes on the walk. He stood by a tree and watched as the small figure grew larger, proceeding smoothly along the edge of the water. Ives was amazed that he heard the fellow’s movements at such a distance. And now—already—Ives could hear the sound of the man’s breathing!

			He was a pudgy specimen all right, Ives noted, evidently trying hard to keep the flab within tolerable limits. Reddish-brown hair, smartly cut, mid-thirties. A young executive? Yes, that was an Adidas label on the breast of the man’s tracksuit. Bobby’s senses had become so sharp and instinctive that everything appeared super-real to him. He was there, and intimately a part of every sound, sight and smell, the feel of earth and air, the taste of morning.

			As the other man approached, Ives drew back behind the trees, leaning into the shadow until his face pressed against the cold wet bark.

			Inhale, pace-pace.

			Exhale, pace-pace.

			In spite of his bulk the man moved well, maintaining an even rhythm. He stared ahead blankly, caught up in the exercise. When the jogger had passed, Ives turned and walked steadily after him, unhurried, unthinking. When he reached The Ring road again Bobby saw that the other man had taken the northwest path which went past Temple Lodge toward Bayswater Road and Queensway.

			Ives began to jog.

			The man in the tracksuit was now well ahead. Bobby increased his speed and moved off the paved walk onto the rough ground. The thought crossed his mind that it would be amusing to catch up with the other fellow and pass him by, Ives grinning in his heavy overcoat and awkward shoes and avoiding the easy path.

			Now he began to open up. His body responded instantly, hungrily, as if encouraging him onward. The gap between the two men closed as Bobby’s stride lengthened. The coat and sweater and shoes were no hindrance. He didn’t even notice them.

			The man in front hadn’t slowed at all, but now he seemed mechanical to Ives, like a pathetic puppet thing trundling along in pursuit of some banal destiny. A triumphant sneer formed on Ives’s face as he gained ground and felt even more certain that he would overtake the man.

			Every time he quickened his pace a little it seemed no exertion at all. He thought of a car racing without hesitation from 0 to 60 mph in a few seconds. The image flashed by and was gone, immediately replaced by that of a great bird, an eagle streaking down a long trajectory toward earth—yes, his run was that easy, that fast.

			His nostrils flared as he detected something. The man’s sweat? It must be! Like a thin beam, a ribbon of warm scent. Spoor. Ives laughed aloud without interrupting his breathing. He felt smooth and polished as an eagle’s beak, no trace of sweat around his forehead, neck, chest, back or arms.

			He even felt stronger and faster than he had when he had first started running earlier that morning, along the Flower Walk. His legs felt like rockets, jets of energy. His arms seemed to claw the very air away with each stride.

			The jogger had no chance now.

			His smell filled the air.

			The sneer on Ives’s face grew deeper, more pronounced and expressive.

			Ives hadn’t even reached his maximum effort, and he was only ten yards away from the man. He started to laugh again, a guttural chuckling that welled up inside him and turned into sound.

			The tracksuit broke stride slightly, looking back. What he saw there caused him to stumble, his eyes widening, his mouth opening to call out.

			Suddenly the run, the entire long movement from the first sound at the Serpentine to this second, declared its truth to Ives as intuitive, unworded blood knowledge.

			He hit the other man body to body, tumbling through the air and across the ground, snarling in rage and contempt, his hands working in a frenzy, slashing, clubbing, ripping away at the jogger’s face and body. At first his victim tried to fight back, kicking wildly, fending off blows, gasping out protests. But he was hit too often, his face and throat torn, and he was dead, or at least unconscious, within a few seconds.

			Ives lay against the cold earth, breathing deeply.

			He rose to a crouch, then ran off several yards, huddling against a tree. Nearby was the Speke Monument. He felt exultant and terrified, and he clung to the tree tightly.

			He took a step backward. Awkwardly, his hands shaking, he unzipped his trousers and urinated. Then, thrilled but uncertain, he hurried away. Home, he looked in the bathroom mirror and saw blood all around his mouth.

			 

			 

		


		
			Sixteen

			Ives decided to wait. In a few minutes the pubs would close for the afternoon and at the same time the New Embassy Club would open. He’d go there for a drink. He made his way toward Leicester Square.

			Days had passed and nothing happened. No one had telephoned about Annie. No one had come around to see him. They were stupid. And he was invisible.

			Bobby had inquired at several health clubs but found them all to be rather expensive and geared toward specific programs—weight loss, bodybuilding and so on—which didn’t interest him. Then, by chance, he came across a small, shabby-looking gymnasium near Golden Square, the Eldorado Athletic Club. After a quick look around the place, Ives paid the modest fee for the first quarter and signed up. He was free to use the gym six days a week if he wanted, but for the time being he was content to work out there on Tuesdays and Fridays and to exercise daily at home.

			Walking into Leicester Square, Ives looked around for a spot to sit. A few minutes before, he had bought a paperback, Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle, and he intended to read for a while until the New Embassy opened. The square was crowded for February because it was a mild and sunny day for a change. Ives found a bench being used by only one other person and he sat down.

			He was staring at the back cover of the book, but the words weren’t getting through to him. There was still an edge of worry in his mind about the flabby jogger in Hyde Park. The man turned out to be an accountant named Rowan and he had been found shortly after Ives had left the scene. Rowan died at the hospital from a massive loss of blood and other injuries. There had been a great deal of noise in the papers about the incident for a couple of days, but then the story receded to the back pages before disappearing altogether.

			One worrisome point: none of the reports Ives had seen, and he had checked very carefully, ever mentioned whether or not Rowan had regained consciousness at any time before his death. Were the police deliberately withholding that information? Perhaps the man had spoken. Perhaps he had even been able to give the police a description of his assailant.

			Ives wanted to believe that wasn’t the case. The police usually broadcast such descriptions far and wide. Besides, Rowan had probably never regained consciousness, and even if he had he was probably incapable of speech after an assault like that. Ives dimly remembered the terrible damage he’d inflicted on the man’s throat. There was nothing to worry about, he told himself. Nonetheless, he’d thrown his overcoat into the back of the closet, never to be worn again.

			He looked at his watch. There was no point in starting to read now. After two or three pages it would be time to go to the club.

			“Have you any money?”

			Ives turned his head. The girl sitting on the other end of the bench looked at him nervously.

			“Can you give me some change?” she asked.

			“What for?”

			“Something to eat.”

			Ives reached into his pocket and found a large coin with a milled edge. When he gave it to her she didn’t thank him. Instead she looked at the ten-pence piece forlornly and then back at Ives. He grabbed the rest of his coins, about sixty pence worth, and handed them over to the girl.

			“Thanks,” she said, still managing an air of indifference.

			“Haven’t you got any money?” Ives asked. The girl shook her head. “Well, where do you live?”

			“Around.” She shrugged.

			“Do you have any friends?”

			“I know some people.”

			“Don’t they help you out?” Ives pressed on, not sure why he was bothering. “What about your family?”

			The girl shrugged again. Her face was slowly working into a frown. She stared sullenly at the pavement. Her fist holding the coins tensed and relaxed, tensed and relaxed in a steady rhythm. Her hair was bright blond, almost white, and cut very short, spiky. She was thin in face and, apparently, body, although it was hard to tell looking at her from the side. She wore black trousers and a light jacket over a flimsy T-shirt.

			“Do you just . . . uh, panhandle, every day?”

			“Sometimes I steal,” the girl answered with a trace of pride. “If you ask people for money they’re usually rude and act like you’re some kind of animal. It’s better to steal from them.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, course.”

			“What sort of things do you steal?” The club was open now but Ives was intrigued.

			“Anything. Radios, clothes, pocket calculators. Anything small and worth a few quid.”

			“And where do you get rid of it?”

			The frown was back. “Thanks for the money, mister.” She rose to leave.

			“Wait a minute,” Ives said. “Where are you going?”

			“To eat.”

			“Hang on, I’ll treat you to a meal.” Christ, what are you getting into now?

			The girl turned to look at him. On her right cheek a small swastika had been marked with a red felt tip pen. A razor blade, real as far as Ives could tell, dangled from her earlobe. He tried to show no reaction. “Where?” She looked dubious.

			“Kensington.”

			“All the way out there?” She made it sound like the Pacific Ocean. “Then I have to pay to get back here after, don’t I?”

			“I just gave you money,” Ives exclaimed. I’m crazy.

			“That was food money,” the girl replied evenly.

			“Okay, I’ll give you the bus fare back. All right?”

			She shrugged again. “Okay.”

			On the way to Kensington neither of them spoke a word. When they reached Bobby’s house the girl hesitated a moment and then spat loudly on the pavement before following him inside.

			 

			 

		


		
			Seventeen

			“Come here.”

			Bobby was lying back on a cushion against the wall, his legs stretched out on the floor. The girl was prowling around the room examining things. She would pick up a record or magazine, glance at it with a bored expression on her face and then toss it down, moving on to something else. They had eaten quickly, talked little. He still didn’t know her name, nor she his.

			“Come here,” he said again.

			“What for?” She didn’t turn to look at him when she spoke.

			“Because I don’t like trying to talk across the room to you. Just come here.”

			“No thanks.”

			“What’s the matter?”

			“You want to fuck. That’s why you brought me back here. That’s what you were thinking, wasn’t it?”

			“No, not—”

			“Why don’t you admit it? I don’t care,” the girl went on sharply. “I’m saying it for you but you’re so screwed up inside you can’t even say it yourself.”

			“We were talking—”

			“I don’t care. I just got my period, mister, so it’ll be pretty messy, but who gives a shit.”

			She stood with her back turned to Ives. He waited a few moments but she apparently had nothing further to add to her sudden little outburst. How to approach her now? It was like trying to speak to a furious child, one whose hostility was broad and unfocused.

			“Where are you staying?” he asked finally.

			“Nowhere special.” She flipped through a paperback as if looking for pictures.

			“Stay here, then.” There it was, spoken aloud. “Long as you like. Free, no trouble.” What am I looking for?

			“Why should I?” She tried to make it sound like a sneer but her voice faltered for a brief second.

			“Christ, you just said you have nowhere to stay. I’m offering you a place—what the hell do you want? If you don’t like it just get lost.”

			The girl sat down and hunched over until her head was only a few inches above the floor. Ives crossed the room and crouched down beside her.

			“Listen—”

			“Leave me alone.”

			“No, I won’t.” Ives grabbed her chin, forcing the girl to look at him. Her eyes were large with fear and anger, and he could feel her shaking. “Listen to me. You can—”

			“Get away from me, you bastard.” She twisted away from him and was crying now, her face pressed to the floor.

			“Look at me, damn it.” Ives pulled her up and slapped her roughly on the side of the head. “You’re staying here now, do you understand?” He hit her again and she cried out.

			“Why—”

			“Shut up and listen to me, do you hear? I’m trying to tell you something.” He pulled her T-shirt and the fabric ripped away like paper in his hand. Everything seemed to be happening by itself now. He hit her in the face with his fist clenching the torn cloth. “That’s your shirt. Do you see it? Can you feel it? It’s nothing.”

			“Please, I—”

			He slapped her.

			“Please—” A whimper.

			Another slap, harder.

			“I’m trying to get through to you but you don’t understand anything, do you,” Ives snarled. “Do you want it all to end now?”

			He pinned her to the floor with one knee on her chest, one hand swatting hers away. With his free hand he yanked open her pants and inserted his fingers violently into her vagina.

			“Do you think that’s all I’m interested in?” His voice almost a shout, his hand thrashing in her. “Stupid goddamn bitch, that’s not what I’m talking about, do you understand?”

			He withdrew his fingers, stained blackish-red.

			“This isn’t what matters,” he said, poking her arm with the fingers. “This isn’t it at all.”

			Ives unpinned the girl. Sitting on the floor, he hauled her up forcibly until she was on her knees.

			“Now look at me.”

			Her face was red and covered with moisture but she was no longer crying and for the first time her eyes met his.

			“Now stand up.”

			As she did so he pulled her pants and briefs down to her ankles.

			“Stand over me,” he directed.

			She moved, straddling his stomach, eyes half-shut, mouth slightly open. Ives removed his sweater and shirt in one sweeping move. Then he brought his face up until it touched her pubic hair.

			“Don’t move. I’m not afraid of you, child. Don’t be afraid of me.”

			His hands came around to the small of her back, his fingers reaching down over her buttocks. His mouth opened and he took her, tongue working slowly, comprehensively inward until it could reach no more, until her taste filled him and he could just breathe. Then he came back to find her clitoris, sucking, pushing, prodding for long moments as a finger moved in deeper behind, until her whole body was shaking around him. Many minutes later he lay back, breathing heavily. Her eyes were closed and she still trembled.

			“Down,” he said.

			She came to her knees, almost sitting on his belly.

			“Forward.”

			He pulled her gently so that she was on his chest, knees up against his arm-pits. Her eyes remained closed, as he wanted. She was gone, all there.

			“Now let yourself go,” his voice whispered. “Float. Cut your mind loose from everything. The space of the mind and the space of the body are the same thing. Find it. Every molecule, every atom in you, feel them, you can feel them all. Let go of everything that has tangled you up. Let go, into yourself. Bleed. Bleed on me. Now.”

			The girl began to shake again, her head back on her neck, hands gripping ankles. Ives held her hips, feeling the bones, his hands absorbing the tremors from her body. Then he was aware of hot liquid on his chest. First a trickle, then a few large drops. It seemed to burn into him like molten metal. He pressed the palm of his hand against it and smeared it over his mouth. Then he rubbed his hand on his chest again until his fingers were all wet and sticky, and he smeared them over her breasts.

			“It’s you. What’s lost, flushed away, forgotten. The nothing, the worse-than-nothing. It’s you.”

			She watched as he carefully licked her menstrual fluid from the palm of his hand, and when he held his dark fingers to her face she accepted them, tonguing, sucking, tasting herself. Then she leaned forward and hugged him.

			Sometime later he rolled her over onto her back. He caressed her face gently, kissed her eyes and ears and throat and breasts, teasing the small nipples alert again. His hand moved lovingly over her body and settled between her legs. He tasted warm, salty liquid and then he saw blood—he had cut his mouth on her razor blade. He ran his open mouth along the line of her jaw and was pleased to see more of his own blood. Merging with the reddish streaks already on her face. Then they kissed for the first time, a long, slow meeting. He took his hand from between her legs and raised it for her to see. He put the thumb in his mouth and sucked it clean. She took the other fingers and repeated the ritual. As she did so, he let his face trail along her body, kissing, playing with her breasts, exploring her navel, following the pale down to her abdomen into her crotch. He raised the girl’s body at the hips and buried his face in her, turning her onto her side. Thighs clamped around his head and in a few moments he could feel all of her trembling and he heard weak sounds coming from her. It was as if he were trying to suck her dry or to force himself into her and disappear.

			When he finally looked up, gasping, he saw that she was crying openly, tears washing down her face, forming reddish trails. Ives let her roll onto her back and then rested his head on her belly. Her legs still embraced his upper body. She reached down and cradled his head with her hands, holding him tightly there.

			It was dark when Ives sat up. He had dozed and the girl was probably still asleep. He went to the window and looked out at a few lights in other buildings, street lamps, a distant sign. He could hear the diesel growl of a taxi in the next street. He held his watch to the light and saw that it was almost nine. With no shirt on he felt the cold coming through the window.

			After a while he heard the girl stir. He stayed where he was, hands braced on the sill, peering at the city.

			Then he felt her hand snaking up his thigh. She was on the floor, between his legs, unzipping his jeans. She took him into her mouth and he quickly filled it. Ives let his eyes close and smiled. He would have come in a few more seconds but he reached down and brought her up standing.

			He turned her to the window, spread her legs and entered her from behind. At first she was tight and gritty, and she let out a small cry of pain as he pushed. But then it was easier. Ives huddled over against her back, his face in her hair and along the side of her head. The two of them, faces at the window, rocking, thrusting, finding their rhythm. He thought his prick was a heavy piece of solid crystal shattering into a million prismatic fragments inside of her.

			Now, now, only this third time would she have him.

			Ives left the girl at the window, her head resting on her arms on the sill. He went to the bathroom and switched on the light. It was too harsh so he draped a hand towel over the top of it, reducing the glare to a soft yellow radiance. He turned the hot water tap on full, the cold on just a little, and poured in twice the normal amount of bath salts. The water became clear green and sudsed up. He threw a large towel on the floor beside the tub.

			He went through the kitchen and into the big room again. She was on the floor beneath the window. Ives picked her up and carried her into the bathroom. There he removed her jacket so that she stood naked, looking at him. He couldn’t begin to read the expression in her eyes but it seemed all right. He put a hand on her shoulder and she stepped into the bath.

			“Sit back, close your eyes and relax,” he said. “Take in the heat.”

			Ives sat on the towel beside her. When the bath was full he turned off the taps and took a facecloth. The water was very hot, the room steamy. Slowly, gently, he washed her: feet first, then legs, crotch, torso, arms, shoulders, neck, face and hands. She rolled over and he repeated the process. A serene smile formed on her face as she enjoyed the experience completely. When it looked as if she might drift off to sleep he made her sit up so that he could wash her hair. Then she got out and he sprinkled talc all over her body, rubbing it in tenderly and, finally, towelling her dry.

			She did the same for him and he kept his eyes open all the time, watching her, studying her body as if he were only now really seeing it. She was thin, almost boyish. Small breasts, long slender legs—a little too slender. A good face—not immediately pretty, but good.

			When she finished drying him off, he said, “From today your name is Angel.” They slept in their bodies, arms and legs, all mixed up in each other.

			The next morning, while the sky was still dark, they talked quietly in bed under the covers. Talked of how her mother had died of cancer a few years before, of the fights at home, how she had left and how she had lived in London for five months, going from one place to another, day by day, and more, the words tumbling out of her until there were none left.

			“I’m your father now,” Bobby said.

			“I know.”

			He burrowed his head down between her legs to where he most wanted to be.

			 

			 

		


		
			Eighteen

			It was after four thirty when Ives left the gym. Each session was a little bit longer than the previous one. By the evidence of his own senses and his demonstrated ability, he knew he was now in excellent physical condition. The daily exercise courses had increased two-, three-, four- and, in some cases, five-fold—all very quickly. He felt right. He was living right.

			That created its own discipline and demands, but they seemed entirely natural, even welcome. It was as if he had turned a corner in his life. There were still doubts and uncertainties, but now he was beginning to feel that he had them in control rather than the other way round.

			Whatever kind of person he was, he could accept it. And the world would have to accept it, too, because he was a part of the world. Bobby knew that was a simple, self-justifying argument, but he also believed it held a basic truth. He was his own truth, whether he fully understood it or not.

			At the New Riverside Club he read through the bar copy of an afternoon paper. No news, nothing happening. That fellow in the park had been completely forgotten, like Annie before him. So sad. Good-bye. Ives sipped his drink, feeling pleased. They would never find him out. How could they? No motive. No connection. Nowhere to begin.

			He was anonymous. A shadow in the dark. The city’s shadow.

			The question of why he had killed that man so savagely, and Annie so abruptly, still surfaced in his mind every day. But he could cope with the lack of an answer. Both incidents had happened automatically, by themselves. He hadn’t thought about doing those things in advance. He had planned, only moments before, to meet Annie later that day. He had thought only of passing the jogger by and so demonstrating that he was in better shape. There had been nothing premeditated about those deaths. They had simply happened.

			Ives had another drink and watched the game of pool in progress on the table. He was tempted to put down his money and challenge the winner, but he decided against it. He wanted to go back to the flat and fuck with Angel.

			Up her cunt.

			Up her ass.

			In her mouth.

			In her hands.

			To eat her until she moaned and cried and all but passed out.

			To finger-fuck her until she couldn’t even sit up or say a word or hear him speak.

			To watch her work on him for an hour or more, loving him, worshiping his body, always differently, always true and effective.

			In a couple of days she had come alive with him. He was good for her. He could see that. And she was good for him. They understood each other, instinctively, without words, in ways that he and Annie never had.

			Angel.

			Yes.

			He had been right.

			It was just after six and completely dark outside when he finished his drink and left for the flat. There was a gentle drizzle in the air—what the English call a mist, Ives thought. Nonetheless he decided to walk home. Rush-hour traffic was too heavy for the ride in a cab or on a bus to be anything other than exasperating. Besides, he enjoyed the light rain.

			Ives crossed Park Lane via the pedestrian subway at Aldford Street and set out through his territory, Hyde Park. The ground was soggy and slippery as a result of the day’s rain, but as before, when it had been hard and crusty from the cold, Ives never missed his footing. He deliberately avoided the path. He stopped for a moment and looked back at Park Lane with the satisfaction of one viewing a disaster from an impregnable sanctuary. The ribbon of traffic from one end to the other, locked in two directions, the cars, the lit-up bus cages, the buildings. Thousands of people stuck en route.

			They’re in their place and I’m in mine, Ives told himself as he continued on his way. At Serpentine Road, the restaurant just a few yards away, a whim overtook him and he doubled back toward Hyde Park Corner. But shortly along the way he turned right in the direction of Carriage Road. That would be an interesting route home, one he seldom took, on the edge of the park. The path swept down with the earth’s natural depression. This little pocket was The Dell. Ahead, cars inched onward, while others buzzed into the city, enjoying the uncongested eastbound lanes.

			Halfway across The Dell, Ives stopped.

			Now he knew why he had come this way. He had seen it before, of course, but never this closely.

			Just off the path, surrounded by shrubbery, stood an enormous stone, a megalith that dwarfed a man. It loomed in the shadows like the sole surviving remnant of some ancient primitive shrine. Ives wondered if it had belonged to the place, if it had originally been raised on this site, or if someone had come along more recently and stuck it up as a decoration. The former, he hoped.

			Ives went and stood by the stone. He reached out and touched the cold, wet surface. It was rough and grainy, as he had expected. Primordial rock. Even in the darkness he could see its features clearly. Broad sweeping planes, worn considerably with age and exposure—but as old as the planet itself, perhaps.

			He ran his fingers down the stone to the ground. Crouched in the shadows, he then felt the earth. It was cold and still a bit resistant, but the rain had loosened it up somewhat. Leaning against the immense stone, he pushed his fingers into the soil as far as he could. He felt as if he were gripping the entire planet, as if electricity shot from the earth through him to the stone and the night air, uniting him with them in a special rite. Ives threw his head back and let the rain wash over his face. Cool, clear rain.

			Then he felt another kind of moisture on his chin, trickling down his neck. Warmer, thicker. He brushed himself with his hand and saw bubbly liquid. He was salivating, like a dog.

			And then he noticed his hands again—the palms rough, as if edged with tiny beard bristles, the backs hard as horn. A charge roared through every particle of his being, but his fingers seemed to have lost their mobility. They were stiff and crooked, and the hands were dark, dark from more than the dirt they had just held. Ives attempted to push his sleeves back but found the movement difficult. He had to slide his clumsy fingers under the fabric of coat, sweater and shirt, and then pull them back. As he did so his nails raked sharply along leathery flesh—it went on. The nails, like razors, actually tore the shirt and sweater. What is happening to me?

			Like a galaxy of ten billion stars in the rhythm of vast spaces, the rhythm that never repeats itself, his mind wheeled into a new reach. It was wordless, biochemical language, a music of body and elements. He understood.

			The woman appeared from nowhere, the tap-tap of her heels puncturing the core of Ives’s communion. She was bent over slightly in the rain, with a small umbrella, and she walked right past him without even noticing. But he came up out of his crouch in one leap, snarling, arms sweeping around her throat and waist. He lifted her easily off the ground and hauled her back into the shadows. She kicked and struggled furiously, but her movements were only mild, pleasant shocks to him. Shrill, stifled sound vibrations broke from her mouth through his hand and arm, flaring like fireworks in his face.

			Deeper into the darkness he crawled, dragging the woman along. Her umbrella lay in the grass just off the path.

			Bobby felt as though every bit of him were on fire—not burning in the normal sense but in active exchange with the woman, with the movements, with the air.

			But it was no good.

			She was dangerous, a threat.

			He hit her, his arms stiff as clubs. Again. And again. And again. Anger welled up within him. The moment could have meant so much, could have been so beautiful.

			Would she have realized and understood?

			Again.

			Again.

			She was pretty.

			And still.

			Ives slashed at her coat, and buttons popped into the air. The blouse and skirt came partly away, exposing her midriff.

			With one quick movement of his hand the woman’s flesh ripped apart in a gaping, spurting wound. Ives put his face to the jutting blood, allowing the hot liquid into his nose and mouth. His hands reached deeper into the woman’s body.

			“Who’s there?”

			Ives froze.

			“I say. What’s going on there?” a sharp voice demanded.

			Trembling all over, Bobby rose and turned. A man in late middle age stood on the footpath a few yards away. He held a walking stick, half-raised in an aggressive-defensive stance; then he recoiled a step.

			Suddenly Ives was running, tearing past the stunned fellow as fast as he could move. He heard the man shouting, but he didn’t look back as the sound told him he wasn’t being chased.

			On Rotten Row, out of sight, he slowed to a brisk walk and swung north to Serpentine Road. They would expect him to flee the park as quickly as possible; instead he was moving deeper into it. He stopped only once to splash rainwater on his face and hands to wash the blood away. His heart was pounding dreadfully and he was still shaking with fear but he forced himself to walk. The man continued shouting in the distance.

			At The Ring he turned north again, staying with the main drive to Victoria Gate. No police siren yet. He walked along Bays­water Road, then down to Kensington Church Street and back to his flat. He was aware of the dark blotches on his coat, but no one he passed on the way took any notice of him.

			Ives was mildly relieved to find that Angel was out. Probably gone off to see a pub band, he thought.

			His clothes were covered with blood. It seemed to be everywhere, from his scalp to his shoes. He had removed most of it from his face in the park, but he realized he was very lucky not to have attracted attention on the street.

			He stripped and bathed quickly, then he sat on the bed wearing only a robe and eating tablespoons of honey. He should have a proper meal, but he was still too upset to bother preparing it. What shook Ives was the fact that he had already, before this evening’s incident, made the psychological adjustment of accepting himself completely. There was a nightmare of an unknown in his life, but all he could do was accept it—and this he had done. And yet he still had not the slightest control over it. When it surfaced he was like a separate being, performing in accordance with some strange rhythm (the music of Guadeloupe?), his mind numb and distant, as if watching a film through veils. It was not completely him.

			Not him. But it was him.

			Ives wondered at the words. Tiny syllable toys with no handles of meaning.

			His watch showed about one minute past eight o’clock. He shook himself out of the trance and crossed the room to turn on the radio. The announcer’s voice boomed out over the speaker system:

			“. . . of the young woman has been withheld pending notification of her family. This is the second brutal murder to take place in Hyde Park this month, and the Metropolitan Police have issued a warning to the public to avoid walking alone through the park at night. An unidentified man is helping police with their investigations.”

			“What?” Ives said aloud. Oh, the fellow with the walking stick. It’ll be interesting to see if he gives them any useful information. Would the old man provide enough details for them to make an identi­kit drawing of him? Now that would be interesting. The police drawings of Son of Sam in New York were notoriously inaccurate. And also . . .

			 . . . Ives looked at the pale, light-haired flesh of his hands and arms.

			 

			 

		


		
			Nineteen

			The next morning, while Angel was still asleep, Ives bathed again. As he sat in the hot tub he shaved very carefully. The small hand mirror he held steamed over and he had to dip it in the water every few seconds. He scraped an extra half inch of his sideburns away. His face seemed to be a bright pinkish white, a broad expanse of tender flesh. So much pale skin.

			Ives made himself a bowl of soup, then followed it with the usual assortment of pills. He took 1200 milligrams of ginseng, twice his normal daily amount. Within minutes he could feel it taking hold, energy breaking, gears engaging within him. He had to do something today and he had to be up for it.

			Taking care not to make noise or disturb Angel, Ives sorted through his closet. He took out his only suit, a dark brown corduroy, his only white shirt and his only tie. He had worn them just once before in London—the day he stepped off the jet at Heathrow. For good measure he splashed on aftershave lotion, something he very seldom bothered with.

			Before leaving, Bobby went to the bed and kissed Angel. Her eyes fluttered briefly but didn’t open.

			“I’ll be back by noon,” Ives said, but he doubted that she had heard him.

			He skipped down the stairs two at a time, slammed a fist on Platt’s door as he passed, hit the street with a smile and a bouncy step. He felt good.

			Ives got into a taxi, gave directions and noted that it was just after ten o’clock. Too early? Well, if it didn’t work out he would just have to go back another time. He had to see Miss Tanith. And although she had ruled out further meetings, she would have to see him at least one more time. For no reason he could think of, Ives was sure he would see her this morning. He was sure she actually lived in the same basement premises where she held her psychic sessions. And if she did live there, Ives was determined to get to see her now, even if he had to wake her up.

			But there was no difficulty.

			“I must see Miss Tanith,” Ives said to the elderly Irish woman when she opened the door.

			“You don’t have an appointment,” she said rather than asked.

			“No. I don’t, uh,” Ives stammered, “but I must see her. I’ve been here before. I don’t mind waiting if necessary.” He sounded terribly disjointed, but he relied on his air of urgency to get him through.

			“Please come in,” the woman said.

			“Thank you.”

			“What is your name?” she asked, showing him into the front reception room.

			“Ives.”

			“Right, Mr Ives. I remember you now. Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?”

			“No thanks.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“No thanks. Really.”

			The woman smiled and said, “All right. If you wait here I’ll speak to Miss Tanith as soon as she’s free.”

			“Thank you.”

			The woman left the room, closing the door behind her. What did that mean? Ives wondered. As soon as she’s free. Was Miss Tanith working already? Or was she just sleeping, eating breakfast or reading the morning newspaper? But if he came running around here first thing in the morning, so might other people.

			The room was every bit as drab as he remembered it. Too much damned ginseng, Ives told himself. He was a bundle of nervous energy now. He had to get his thoughts in order, but he didn’t know where to begin. Why was he here? When he had awakened, the idea had been foremost in his mind. It had seemed the most natural thing in the world—he had to see Miss Tanith again. At least once more. But what would he say to her? “I killed somebody again last night—what now? Any further comment? You were right—where do we go from here?”

			No, he didn’t have to say anything to her—he saw that now. She had to speak to him. Now, more than any time in their previous meeting, she had to tell Ives something. A small wave of relief settled over him. It felt right. Instinct had brought him here, and now he understood why. She had to fulfil what had begun on his first visit. Ives almost knew what she would say, but he had to hear it from her—that was the most important thing, that was the reason he had come. The idea was larger, closer, truer than it had been in his mind before, but its final articulation had to come from Miss Tanith.

			Ride with it, ride with it—every time he had done that in his life, either consciously or not, the attitude had been proven right. He would be crazy to change now. If she said nothing— No, that could not happen. He wouldn’t leave until she told him what he had to hear.

			Ives took a deep breath and sat back in the uncomfortable chair. He tried to force all thoughts from his mind. A complete blank. Be empty, open, relaxed. He studied the walls, the floor; he closed his eyes and tried to fill his head with music. He started to reconstruct the Allman Brothers’ instrumental, In Memory of Elizabeth Reed, from beginning to end in his mind. It is nearly thirteen minutes of music, and he had only just begun when the door opened.

			Miss Tanith slipped into the room and shut the door. She had on a long, dark dress, similar to the one she had worn the last time. Her face showed no surprise at finding Ives there; she remembered him very well. Although the lighting was not good, it was much better than in the room where she had done his reading, and he could see that she was very pretty. She seemed even younger than he recalled, and her features had an almost doll-like beauty. Her hair was longer and wilder than his previous impression of it. In spite of the lack of atmospherics, Ives felt himself immediately drifting under the power of her presence.

			She sat on the edge of a chair facing him and peered into his eyes. “Why have you come back here?”

			“I had to,” Ives declared.

			“I told you that I could not engage in further sessions with you. I’m sorry.” The distance was still there, as if she were studying him through a microscope, but now there was something more. Her eyes seemed—mournful.

			“I know, I understand,” he said. “And I haven’t come back because I want to continue with a series of readings.”

			“What is it, then?”

			“You know what it is.” As soon as the words were out he was sorry he had said it. It just sounded bad.

			“Mr. Ives, I can’t help you.”

			“Uh, listen—”

			“I told you all I could the last time you came to me.”

			“No, there’s more.”

			“What?”

			Bobby sighed. She controlled the flow and it was going against him. “What I mean is, I have a very strong feeling that something was left unsaid by you at the last meeting. I have a very strong feeling that I was right to come here again today, that I had to come again. So strong that I know it’s necessary, and you must know it too.”

			“Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Why have you suddenly had this feeling?”

			“I . . . uh . . .” Where had the words gone?

			“There is a reason,” she stated with certainty.

			Ives was just about to say that he didn’t know, that it was just an overwhelming, instantaneous thing, but even as the thought formed in his mind it died. He knew exactly what it was—the woman he had killed in the park last night.

			“Something happened,” he said at last.

			“Something I told you about.”

			“A bit . . . yes . . .” Ives knew he sounded weak and hapless. Miss Tanith nodded her head slightly and looked a little sadder.

			“There’s nothing I can do for you, Mr. Ives.” It seemed as if she had difficulty saying it.

			“You must tell me.”

			“You still don’t know?”

			“No.”

			“Names mean nothing in this,” she said. “Don’t you understand? It will do you no good. Nothing will.”

			“It makes a difference to me. You must tell me.”

			“Mr. Ives, when you came to me last time, I saw something in you, something I was not sure of but did not want to pursue. I could have been wrong, which was why I told you no more than I did at the time. But because of what has happened—”

			Ives jumped as if he had been touched by a live electric wire. She couldn’t know that, not about last night! No, no, no.

			“— and the fact that you have come here again this morning, now I know I was right in what I saw.”

			“What? What was it?”

			“Lupus naturae. Loup-garou.”

			“What is that, what are you saying?” Ives knew he was nearly shouting now but he couldn’t help himself.

			“You carry the sign of the wolf.” Her words clattered like coins thrown onto a table.

			“That’s. Not. Possible.”

			“Oh, yes, Mr. Ives. Yes, it is.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty

			“Do you like being here?” he asked.

			“Mmmm-hmmm,” Angel replied in a deep, husky murmur.

			“I’m not like the other people you know.”

			He blinked his eyes rapidly, tickling her nipple with his lashes. He thought he could see it grow a little.

			“It doesn’t matter, does it?” she said. “I’m happy here with you. They’re just other people I met when I was on my own in the city. And besides, they’re not so different from you.”

			“Really? How?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Ives thought for a moment, prodding the nipple with his tongue. He felt relaxed and lazy. “But you don’t know all there is to know about me. In fact, you don’t know me very well at all.”

			“So what? There’s a lot you don’t know about me. It doesn’t matter, it was all before. I know you well enough now.”

			“What if I told you there was something about me you don’t know, something now, not just before?”

			“You’ll tell me if you want me to know.”

			The patient certainty in her voice amazed Ives. In a short period of time he and Angel had grown very close, but it was a closeness based largely on a peculiar and intense physical relationship. He wanted her close to him in more ways than that, but such considerations didn’t seem to occur to her at all. She was becoming completely submissive and dependent, which was partly what he wanted, but her involvement was still far short of the complexity he felt was essential.

			Ives crawled on top of her and gently undid the safety pin in her ear, removing the razor blade that dangled from it.

			“How about if I slashed you, put a mark on your cheek where that ink is?”

			“I don’t think I’d like that,” she said.

			He nicked her other earlobe. “You’re bleeding.”

			“I feel it,” she said, smiling.

			“Look.” He held a large drop of blood in front of her. “Your blood.”

			“Mmmm.” She sucked it clean.

			“You can cut my ear if you want,” he offered, almost playfully. “Go ahead.”

			“I don’t want to cut you.”

			“Why not?” Ives licked the dark ruby bead from her ear.

			“I like you as you are. Your ear is okay.”

			“Why do you let me cut yours?”

			“You wouldn’t do it if you didn’t want to. It’s all right.” She smiled again, as if to say that anything he wanted to do was fine with her.

			“Here,” Ives said. He drew an inch-long thin line with the razor along his left side, just beneath his heart. A ribbon of blood formed, then began to trickle across his ribs.

			“It looks pretty,” Angel said.

			“Now we’re blood kin.”

			She laughed. “Blood kin.” She liked the American sound of the words. “But we already are, from the very first day together.”

			“This is just to remind you.”

			“It means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”

			“Doesn’t it to you?”

			“Don’t you know?” She pressed her mouth to his wound.

			“Yes,” he answered softly, holding her to his body.

			Angel sat up. “Let me have that,” she said, taking the razor from his hand. “Let’s have another look at you.”

			Ives felt a thrill, sparked by the sudden brightness in her eyes. What would she do?

			“I think I’ll cut your hair,” she said.

			“My hair?”

			“Yeah. I couldn’t believe the way you looked when you came back the other morning. Wearing that suit and tie like a businessman or something. No wonder you were so down.”

			“What’s that got to do with my hair?”

			“It’s all part of the same thing. I’ll cut your hair so you can’t wear the suit again, at least for a while. That way you won’t have to worry about finding yourself in it and feeling bad.”

			“Wait a—”

			But Angel had already grabbed a handful of hair and hacked it off an inch or two from the scalp.

			“There,” she said. “I’ve started now. You’ll have to let me finish.”

			“Holy shit. Let me get a mirror at least and see what the hell you’re doing to me.”

			“No, no mirrors. You have to wait and see the final result. No coaching from the side. What’s the matter—haven’t you got faith in me?”

			“Not as a barber.”

			“Fuck barbers. That’s just a racket. I can do as good as they do and it won’t cost you anything.”

			“I know why, too,” Ives said with resignation.

			“It’ll only be worse if you distract me.”

			Angel worked on his hair with concentration, making it look as if she were engrossed in an elaborate, delicate piece of sculpture. To Ives, however, it felt as if she were simply chopping off clumps of hair at random.

			“A razor,” he muttered. “You know, I grew all that hair myself. I feel attached to it.”

			“Don’t ever get too attached to anything,” Angel said.

			A few minutes later she sat back and sighed. Ives managed not to say anything, waiting for a word from her.

			“Don’t move. Don’t even touch it.” Angel ran to the bathroom and returned seconds later with the hand mirror, a comb and a small bottle. She poured a thick, clear liquid into the palm of her hand and then rubbed it in his hair. She seemed to be moulding and shaping it, combing occasionally. Then she took the razor and sliced away a little more. “There.”

			“There what?” Ives asked.

			“Look.” She handed him the mirror.

			To Ives it looked like a drunken crew cut, with spiky tufts rising here and there, no part, no fixed pattern. The overall effect was not unlike her own haircut, only cruder. Still, it was not nearly as bad as he had expected. All that with a razor blade. Less hair made him look younger, and it changed the whole nature of his face. Anyhow, he could live with it—he would have to for the time being.

			“You look good,” she said hopefully.

			“It’s all right, you little bitch.”

			Ives threw her off the bed violently and the air was suddenly dark and highly charged. Angel recognized the signal immediately and responded to it without hesitation, curling up on the floor, tense and catlike, self-protective. Ives watched her for a few seconds, then picked up his belt, which had been lying nearby, and swung it at her. She raised her arms, partially fending off the blow, but the buckle slapped against her cheek.

			He swung again. And again, and again. Each time faster and harder than the last.

			A rhythm built up and a kind of helpless mewing came from the girl as she couldn’t keep the metal buckle from lashing her belly, breasts and legs.

			When red welts formed he dropped the belt and bent over. He ran the tip of his tongue along the bruises lightly, ever so lightly, knowing the ecstasy of pain and pleasure that would be flaring through her body. Then he rolled her over, opening her legs.

			Then together.

			She making soft sounds.

			His mouth holding her bloodied ear.

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-one

			The Roxy: no bright lights, no marquee, just a shabby little doorway leading to a dark and dingy interior. The bar was tiny and Ives was annoyed to find that the choice was limited to Colt 45, lager, shandy and soft drinks. He and Angel had lager, which was unpleasantly warm.

			Reggae issued from the sound system as more people arrived and the place began to fill up. Everyone seemed very young to Ives, but what impressed him most was the way they looked. Hair dyed yellow on one side, orange on the other. Or dark red with a brilliant white streak down the middle. All short and choppy—like his own now and Angel’s. Most of the people wore black clothes, with leather prevailing. Badges, pins and chains jangled everywhere, from clothes, cars, cheeks and noses. These were Angel’s people all right. She sat quietly, sipping her lager and watching Ives watch the scene, a faint smile on her face. She was showing him something new.

			“Where does the live music happen?” he asked.

			“Downstairs. You’ll hear it when it comes on. How do you like the place?”

			Ives shrugged with his eyebrows. “Want another drink?” The beer was awful but it seemed like a good idea to drink steadily tonight. Help him relax in this uncomfortable club.

			“Not yet,” Angel replied.

			Ives elbowed his way to the bar. Where were all these people during the day? he wondered. He couldn’t remember seeing anyone in this kind of gear in the street. Perhaps they dressed normally while the sun was up and then changed into these vampire-­like apparitions at night. How long had all this been going on? It wasn’t a scene that attracted him but there was something he found himself admiring. These people made themselves up to look outrageous, even hideous, and they did it with deliberate pride. You could see it in the way they walked and talked together: it wasn’t just a fashion thing or a fraternal emblem. There was an element of both in it, of course, but more than that, they were saying: I am ugly and bizarre. Look and see. He mentioned it to Angel when he returned with another can of lager.

			“It’s not ugly,” she disagreed. “It’s just different—that’s all.”

			A thunderous guitar chord boomed up from below. Bobby and Angel made their way downstairs. The place proved to be nothing more than a scruffy old Covent Garden cellar. Hardly any effort had been made to fix it up. The walls were painted black or just papered over with posters in a few places. The room was cramped and dark, with an incredibly small stage raised only about six inches from the ground.

			The band consisted of a guitarist, a bassist and a drummer. Their shirts and pants were torn, and they all looked as if they had just turned sixteen. The music was extremely loud and painful, as Ives had feared. The singer screamed and spat out lyrics in an indecipherable frenzy.

			About twenty people made up the audience standing directly in front of the stage, the rest having remained upstairs. Ives surveyed the room as his eyes adjusted to the dark. A cushioned bench snaked along the walls; otherwise there was no furniture. The ultimate in simplicity, he thought. He and Angel went to the back of the room, where they sat drinking and watching.

			When the first song ended, the group immediately launched into another one. Ives smiled. It sounded just like the last. Same driving beat, same time, same primitive chord progressions, same unintelligible shrieking. The song reminded Ives of some fifties’ and early sixties’ tunes, with its stripped-down directness, but anything resembling polish was entirely absent. This went on for half an hour. A few people clapped lazily in the second or two between numbers, but most of the audience stood waiting patiently, as if the show hadn’t started yet. At the end, the guitarist and drummer looked as if they were ready to collapse from exhaustion. Faces were towelled, beer sipped and breaths caught. Then the three kids lurched offstage, smiling as if they had successfully come through an important tribal rite of passage.

			“They had a lot of energy,” Ives said, turning to Angel. It was the only positive comment he could find.

			“They suck,” Angel sneered. “Crappy support band, that’s all.” Reggae resumed on the sound system, a welcome relief to Ives’s buzzing ears. He went upstairs to the bar for more lager. The audience closed into tight circles of conversation. Ives felt more comfortable now. The informal, unshowy air of place—which could have been anyone’s cellar—just about worked.

			“Sorry you came?” Angel asked when he returned.

			“No, on the contrary, I was just thinking I’m glad I came. I haven’t ever seen anything like this before. It makes me feel very old.”

			Angel laughed. “Why?”

			“Unfamiliar with the groups and the music—it’s not what I grew up on. And everybody looks like school kids.”

			“Like me.”

			“Like you, Angel.”

			“How old are you?”

			“Guess.”

			“You look about twenty-six or twenty-seven,” she said, studying his face.

			“Near enough,” Bobby smiled.

			“That is old.” Angel patted his thigh and let her hand rest there.

			The next band came on, three guys and a girl. Ives expected them to be announced but it didn’t happen. They just cut loose with high velocity rock. Whoever they were, they performed much better than the previous group—that was apparent to Ives right away. The music was crisper, tighter, sharper and more interesting. He could even make out some of the words. Nothing exciting—boredom, anger, death and other teenage woes—but at least the vocalist was more efficient.

			They projected an air of meanness and aggression that seemed real, not a mere pose. The rhythms and progressions were a little more sophisticated, touching on deeper, more visceral impulses, informing the songs with a kind of nervous undefined menace, like a brooding storm that fills the sky and changes the whole nature of light and air, charging them with imminence and threat. The audience at the Roxy were plugged into this at once. They might have been a completely different crowd of people from the one which had witnessed the last band. Now they were dancing wildly in a knotted throng around the front of the stage. Arms held firmly to their sides, they leaped and twisted in the air like game fish on a hook, shaking their heads and bodies, cannoning off one another violently. The lead singer, who didn’t play an instrument, unfastened his mike from its stand and stepped into the crowd, dancing with them and howling his words into their faces. Then he returned to the stage and the song crashed to a sudden shattering halt.

			Each song saw this pattern repeated, but with increased energy and tension, the room becoming more and more electric. Would there be a riot? Ives wondered. He never moved from his seat but he was hauled mentally right into the experience. Something had to break here. He had never known music to convey such force and power. It was, he reminded himself, only crude, elemental rock and roll, but it was the real thing.

			There wasn’t a riot or any trouble. The band finished, threw their instruments on the stage and walked off to loud applause and shouts for more. Ives found himself at the edge of his bench seat, his feet sore from stomping the ground, after-noise ringing in his head. He leaned back against the wall.

			“All right,” he said. “That was all right.”

			Angel smiled. “I’ve just seen someone I know and I’m going to say hello to her, okay? I’ll be back.”

			Ives nodded and watched her cross the room, disappearing into the crowd. The reggae came on again, but now he thought it just sounded monotonous. He had been lifted by sheer musical aggression to a high pitch and now he was floating slowly back down to earth. It was unlike any rock concert he had ever been to before—they all seemed polite and tame in comparison with this. He wasn’t sure yet whether he really liked it or not, but he was impressed. It was trashy, rude and painful, he thought again as his head throbbed, but there was something more vital about it. He was glad Angel had persuaded him to come along with her tonight.

			Where was Angel? She had been gone a few minutes now. Bobby felt a sliver of fear in his mind telling him she could have left, just gone away, vanished from his life. That would be bad, very bad, and he told himself he had no reason to worry. But he decided to go up to the bar and look for Angel on the way. She found him first.

			“Oh, there you are,” Bobby said.

			“Hi. Were you looking for me or just running away?” Angel asked, smiling broadly.

			Ives put an arm around the girl’s shoulder, both relieved and amused by her remark. “Looking for you and going to buy some more drink.”

			“Bobby, I was talking to my friend,” Angel said, abruptly serious. “She’s not my friend exactly, but I know her well enough and her boyfriend threw her out today and she hasn’t got any place to stay tonight, so can I tell her she can come and stay with us, please? Just for a night or two.”

			Bobby felt his face clouding over. Angel had blurted her little speech into his ear and he wasn’t sure how to handle it.

			“I don’t think I’d like someone else in the room with us,” he said.

			“She has nowhere to go,” Angel stressed. “It’s winter outside, bloody cold.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Okay,” Ives said, his resistance giving way. “But just one person, and tomorrow she has to find some other place to live.”

			“Definitely. I’ll go get her. Thanks, love.”

			Angel returned in an instant with her friend, whose name was Linda. She was short, slim, fair-haired and young, similar to Angel in almost every way. Her hair was longer, more recognisably feminine. In addition, Linda was better-looking than Angel, though her face was less interesting. You could see intelligence in Angel’s face whenever you looked at it, but Linda, while prettier, wore a blank expression.

			After the introductions Ives and his two young women decided to leave because the first band had come on stage again.

			“Where are you from?” Bobby asked shortly after they had got into a taxi.

			“Working.” Looking out of the window, Linda managed to say the word in such a way as to kill off any possibility of further conversation, for the time being at least.

			Back at the flat Ives flopped down on the bed with a jar of honey. Angel slipped through a magazine briefly and then changed. Linda had gone to the bathroom.

			“Is she going to sleep in there?” Ives asked after a few minutes. “I want to use it first if she is.”

			“No, of course not,” Angel said. “Is it all right if she sleeps with us? You only have one extra blanket and the floor gets chilly at night with the draft.”

			“I don’t care,” Ives found this predictable and faintly silly.

			“I didn’t think you would,” Angel said with a smile.

			So Bobby would sleep with two girls tonight. He had to admire Angel. She could do someone a big favor by giving her a place to stay and at the same time make that friend a gift to him. He could tell that was part of it from the way Angel watched him, looking for signs that he was pleased.

			“Doesn’t she have any clothes or things?”

			“She probably still has a few things back at Brian’s place.”

			“What did happen between them?”

			“I don’t know exactly. She just told me he threw her out. They must have had a fight.”

			“About what?”

			“Ask her.”

			Ives set the jar of honey aside, undressed and got into bed.

			“I thought you wanted to use the loo,” Angel said.

			“I just want to sleep.” That would show her he wasn’t overwhelmed by her scheme.

			He was surprised to find that he really was sleepy. All that bad beer, he told himself. He didn’t hear Linda return, nor did he notice both of the girls getting into bed. The lingering hum of music rode him to unconsciousness in a few seconds. The music had been good . . . the music . . . the music . . .

			In the morning when they awoke, still half-asleep, they all made love together. Bobby and Angel, Linda and Angel, Bobby and Linda. They stayed in bed until early afternoon, drifting in and out of sleep.

			Ives was still not fully awake when he finally went into the bathroom to wash and dress. Something nagged at him from the back of his mind. He couldn’t figure out what it was but he sensed that something was wrong. As if he were on a ship that had been blown slowly, imperceptibly, off course.

			He had to think.

			He had to do something.

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-two

			“Truly it consists in a form of madness, such as may be found in most asylums.”

			Ives caught a number 9 bus into town. As it inched through traffic he stared out of the rain-splattered window at Hyde Park on his left. Today it seemed to be just another drab and drear stretch in a dismal city. The gray winter light held no magic, no promise, no key to himself. Hardly a place that could be so important in anyone’s life, least of all his.

			He argued with himself. Miss Tanith had to be wrong. Nevertheless, there was a pit in his gut like a tiny black hole that sucked in all of him. It was the final truth but it answered nothing. It was the one reality and yet he could do nothing with it. He had to follow it to the end, even if it led to his death. What did death mean, anyway, in light of Guadeloupe and Vietnam? One more station on the way. To be alive, to be a human being, to be even more than human—these were concepts he could no longer make sense of. He felt like a piece of baggage being transported somewhere unknown for no real reason.

			He had experienced moments of peace with Angel, peace and pleasure. He also enjoyed her company, and he didn’t mind Linda. But they were no more than a temporary relief.

			“. . . to gratify the taste for human flesh, or through judgment of the gods in punishment for some great offense . . .”

			The only times he had felt true, pure harmony with everything were when he had . . . changed and killed. He had already tried to embrace the fact, even to exult in it, but he couldn’t escape the simple fact that it terrified him. That infinite instant of power, of both being and doing, was perhaps the actualization of his entire existence, from now to Vietnam and Guadeloupe and beyond. But it wasn’t good. The black hole he was flying into was sick, morbid, cruel and murderous. It couldn’t go on; it had to end, full stop, forever. Not just for this lifetime. He wanted to disintegrate into scattered atoms that would never again re-form as a conscious entity. It’s not my fault, Ives almost said aloud on the bus.

			I have no control over who I am. Catch me. Stop it. Eradicate me. Stop it, please.

			Then a rush of contempt surged through him. It wouldn’t happen. He was too smart to be caught, he would never allow that to come about. It was out of the question. If he killed, so what? Living or dying was inconsequential. He was caught up in something much larger, maybe not the supernatural or paranormal as Miss Tanith seemed to think, but a level of existence greater, higher than that of other people. Other people who couldn’t even begin to understand it. Miss Tanith, however wrong she might be, at least had some intimation of what Ives was about. But the others, like that doctor, knew nothing. He would ride it all the way, wherever it went. Not because he was helpless, nor because he was incapable of stopping it himself (there was always suicide, which would certainly end this life), but because he wanted to go with it.

			“Men are attacked with this madness chiefly in the beginning of the year, and become most furious in February . . .”

			Ives got off the bus at Piccadilly and strolled to the Eldorado gymnasium. Working out was good, almost as good as sex. But, like sex, it was only a partial solution, a pale shadow of the real thing. Sex and exercise brought about a temporary mindlessness in their complete absorption with physical being. But those other moments . . . when his mind was transformed and enhanced, his perceptions sharper, his understanding increased . . . they were the total, transcendental experience.

			He thought about that as he skipped rope, and a new idea appeared in his mind. It was going to happen again, probably soon. It had been several days, almost a week, since the last incident had taken place. Now his brain was slowly gravitating around the subject, like space debris swirling into a star. For a couple of days he hadn’t thought about it; now it was reasserting itself, giving him advance warning.

			Could that be right? Please let it be. The pace of his rope-­skipping quickened. He was sure he had just learned something important. Was this the next step along the way? If so, it could mean that he might eventually be able to control it completely. It had happened only three times so far, but he thought he could see a pattern beginning to emerge. Now, if he could feel it coming, if he could anticipate each attack . . .

			Ives dropped the rope and sat down on a bench to collect his thoughts. If there were a genuine progression, then he could understand it, learn to deal with it and finally control it. That’s what the restless feeling while shaving earlier was all about. The first signal.

			There is a way. I can find it. Through the blackest and densest night hole. Redemption.

			Why had that word formed in his head? Ives started on his push-ups. He hadn’t heard the word in fifteen years or more, since he had last been dragged into a church. Now it didn’t mean a thing to him, and yet it had arisen in his mind by itself. Salvation, redemption, the normal terms of reference didn’t apply. For him it could mean only one thing: influence; no, control—that’s the word, again. Control of his own life, control over everything that he did.

			Yes, it would be a difficult path but he would find his way along it. Salvage something of himself. Salvage, but not redeem. Nothing could redeem the three wasted lives he was already responsible for.

			Ives felt himself slipping into a swamp of moral questions and he determined to avoid it. A trap, a useless bird’s nest of contradictions and anguish that would eat away at him if he let it. Instead he hopped onto the trampoline and surrendered to its buoyant play.

			“. . . because those inflicted with it believed themselves to be turned into wolves, dogs . . .”

			Over a drink later two words seemed important to Ives, the words believed themselves. Did that mean the people did not actually undergo a physical transformation? That it was nothing more than a massive delusion? Of course. It would make more sense if he were talking to a psychiatrist than to a supposedly psychic nymphet in Marylebone. But a shrink was the last person he wanted to see. I’m not that far gone. I can handle it myself the right way, Ives told himself.

			What was wrong was his whole way of life. The long, solitary, obsessive walks in Hyde Park. And Hyde Park itself, a kind of historical cemetery (God only knew how many people had been buried there over the centuries) feeding his morbidity. The way he lived, from the park to the clubs to his den of a flat. Two teenage girls feeding his fantasies. It was all wrong. Working out at the gym was a step in the right direction, but it wasn’t enough.

			Today he had experienced a sense of breakthrough. He had to maintain that, to build on it until he had absolute control of himself and his environment. That was the only answer.

			“Men are attacked with this madness chiefly in the beginning of the year, and become most furious in February, retiring for the night to lone cemeteries and living precisely in the manner of dogs and wolves.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-three

			That night Ives was jolted twice.

			After eating, he sat down and read the Paris Herald Tribune. Angel and Linda had just left to go to Brian’s flat. Linda had finally worked up enough nerve to collect a few items of clothing. Angel went along as support in case Brian started any trouble. If he was out, so much the better; Linda knew how to get into the place.

			Ives couldn’t concentrate on the newspaper. He kept thinking he was reading the wrong one. When he finally realized what was wrong he groaned aloud. He had forgotten to check the British papers after he had attacked that woman in the park. What a stupid ass he had been, letting it slip by. What had he been doing? Visiting Miss Tanith, brooding, thinking, dreaming. And getting stupid, getting dangerously careless. Fucking hell. He wanted to rush out right away and scour the city for back copies of the papers to see if there was anything of importance to him in them. Oh, shit. It was a small point, it was insignificant, he argued with himself as his mind tried to recover. But his insides felt as if they were dissolving. He had made a mistake. It didn’t matter that it was small and probably inconsequential; it was a mistake and it meant that he could make others. And he could conceivably be caught, next week, next month . . . or tomorrow. If he couldn’t even keep track of a little thing like that, how could he ever hope to exert any real control over the rest of his being?

			He had to take a bath. Soak and steam and try to pull the pieces together again. He felt as if he had suddenly found bloodstains all over his face again.

			By the time he had reached the bathroom and turned on the water he had calmed himself somewhat. It was a slip, he had to acknowledge that, and it was a bad sign. But it was not a disaster and he could learn an important lesson from it. Nothing like that could ever be allowed to happen again. The oversight showed him just how close to prison, or worse, an asylum, he actually was. It’s the little things that trip you up. Then the big fall.

			He still couldn’t believe it. To forget to check the papers for details. So goddamn obvious. What would he do if there was a next time—drop his Social Security card on the ground at the scene? Careless, so damn careless. He felt sick and exposed. Vulnerable. But he was determined to ride it out and make it work to his benefit. It was a warning, an alarm, and that was the one good thing about it. Mistakes had to be expected, but if you learn from them and just don’t make one too many . . .

			Ives emerged from the bath feeling clean and tired. A kettledrum headache had settled on him and when he bent over to pick up his clothes it sent searing bolts of pain across his forehead. Is this another part of it? he wondered. Another small indication that the next attack was near? If so, he was noting it and he would deal with it cautiously.

			Ives opened the medicine cabinet and searched for aspirin. The second jolt. When he took out the green bottle a small piece of paper, folded several times, fluttered off the shelf. Surprised, he picked it out of the sink and opened it, his fingers trembling. He recognized the antique beige paper. Then the handwriting.

			Dearest lover,

			Today has been one of the best days I’ve had in a long time and I just wanted to leave this note for you to find someday to perk you up and remind you that someone loves you very much. Think of me, I’m thinking of you.

			XXXX Annie.

			The aspirin bottle crashed to the floor as one hand reached out for the support of the sink. The piece of elegant notepaper crumpled in the other hand. Everything welled up inside him and Ives curled over, vomiting violently. For several minutes after he had emptied himself his body was still convulsed with heaving spasms.

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-four

			It happened a few days later.

			Bobby had grown increasingly restless with anticipation, as though he were approaching some kind of major test that he had to pass to save his life. Perhaps literally. He had become less communicative with Angel and Linda and a less-than-enthusiastic partner in sex with them. He felt like someone in training, but he had no idea what form the confrontation would take.

			Angel and Linda had gone to a pub to see a group they liked and Ives had decided against joining them. He wasn’t in the mood for a hot, stifling, smoke-filled room and loud music. Instead he listened to more subdued sounds on his stereo system, tried to write a letter to a person he hadn’t seen in two years and finally dozed. He had just become involved in a dream that had him back in America when the tape deck clicked off, waking him.

			It was nearly ten o’clock. He knew he should stay in but he felt hungry for something more substantial than what he had in the kitchen. Nothing human, he thought wryly as he dressed to go out.

			He bought cod and a large portion of chips and walked idly back to Kensington Gardens. The cold didn’t bother him and the sky was so remarkably clear for London that he wanted to sit out under it for a while. The food was also good, throat-burning-hot and tasty, giving off that greasy but wonderful smell. Ives let the unwrapped clutch of newsprint sit in the cool air for a few moments.

			If I could name the stars, he thought, staring into space . . . Astronomers use names, don’t they? It isn’t all numbers. Everything should have a name. Everything should be known.

			Two policemen came along, looked at him once and walked on. Here I am, Ives mentally told them. Take me. I’m sitting here waiting for you; I’m telling you straight. Not my fault you aren’t telepathic.

			Actually, Ives was glad to see them. The park was probably crawling with police on patrol now. It was a point to bear in mind. They’d be keeping an eye on stray types hanging around. Anyone alone.

			But of course he didn’t look at all like the “hairy madman” described in the papers (Ives had gone back and checked) by the lone witness the last time. Thank you, Angel, for the haircut. Now I look just like any other addled punk. Perhaps I should dye my hair—no, that might worry Mrs. Jackson and I wouldn’t want to do that. The old lady seldom ventured up beyond the ground floor, and as far as Ives knew she wasn’t aware that he had two nubile teenage girls living with him.

			Bobby finished his meal and walked along the path, looking for a litter bin. By the time he found one he had decided to walk on north to Queensway rather than turn around and go home. He knew he shouldn’t do it, but he felt fine, confident. He was interested in seeing if there were many more policemen in evidence. From Queensway he could take a quick tube back to Kensington High Street.

			The park was really deserted. See what you can do? Change the behavior pattern of a whole city. Thousands of people frightened by one person, adjusting their plans and steering clear of Hyde Park’s many acres. One skinny person. Ives found the idea amusing and almost laughed aloud. If only it were that simple. If only I could send a message to the people of London: Hyde Park is mine, so stay out. Trespassers will be prosecuted. Without warning. Yes, that would be fantastic. Robert Ives, custodian. Keeper of the crypt. That’s what it was, Hyde Park, a vast crypt. How many dead lie here beneath the grass and footpaths? From the plagues, the fires, the hangings . . . centuries of dead. Count the skulls and bones, keeper. As many as died at Belsen, or more, in this, one of the most popular spots in London. These are my children. Do this in remembrance of . . .

			Christ. Bobby stopped walking for a moment. He felt dizzy. Relax. All those crazy dreams rolling around the brain. Sit down. He got to a bench.

			It’s trying, he thought, it’s trying hard, stirring up things inside. I shouldn’t have come here. At all. But it is the one place that feels right. Peaceful, quiet, natural. Ives shut his eyes. He hadn’t touched a drink all day but his mind seemed to be swirling within his skull as it did when he was sometimes very drunk. He opened his eyes again and concentrated on a tree, in the distance, forcing himself to settle down.

			Then he felt better.

			He ran a hand across his face and saw that he was sweating heavily. The barest smile formed. It was all mental; it was all just in his head. The thought began to grow in him. Perhaps he had been right to come to the park after all, to learn this. If he could ward it off like that, learn the signs and then keep it at bay, then there was really an answer, a way out. He felt weak and shaky, then he realized he was shivering. Shit, like a damn junkie on withdrawal, he thought. It doesn’t matter. What was happening was an extension of what he had felt at the gym a few days before, that it could be mastered, even tamed.

			It’s all me; it’s all within myself.

			Bobby wanted to jump and shout. There had been a real skirmish and he had come out on top. He wanted to run back to the flat laughing all the way, have a drink and fuck Angel and Linda all night long. For a minute there he had nearly been gone, but he had held back against it, held back and won. It would happen again, it might even be worse, but now he knew he could resist. A tiny triumph, perhaps, but another move in the right direction.

			Rzzzzrt-rzzt.

			Ives froze, breath held.

			Radio static, his brain told him. It came from maybe ten yards away, behind him. Most likely a police walkie-talkie. He tried to calm himself but his body remained tense. For several long seconds he sat still but then he had to move. Just walk away, calm, casual, no problem. As he rose and turned to leave he saw two policemen standing nearby. He stopped and stared at them. Both men were young and looked nervous. In that instant Ives wanted to say something to them, but the impulse died as soon as it had come. The policemen caught sight of his face and reacted at once.

			“It’s him; it has to be.”

			Bobby was momentarily puzzled. He looked at his hands and, they seemed all right. No, they felt heavy, and his fingers were stiff and bunched together. Then a silver thread of saliva trailed into his line of vision. His head snapped up. Fear and confusion were immediately drowned in a wave of anger. He heard a deep noise growing in his throat.

			The policemen were keeping their distance but the taller one, who had an ugly baton in his hands, was circling around carefully. The other was fumbling with his radio, trying to keep one eye on Ives and sound the alarm at the same time. Ives was not thinking now, but he knew that this second man posed the greater threat and he sprang at him. His own strength thrilled him as he seemed to fly through the air. The policeman was shouting and stumbling backward when Ives hit him, slapping the radio away and tearing into the man. His huge paw-like hands rocked the policeman’s head, ripping away bits of flesh and hair. Ives felt a small splash of hot blood on his face, further exciting him.

			Everything was jarred out of focus with a dull boom as the other policeman hit Ives on the head with the baton. Then it came again and Ives reeled away from the blows, knowing he could be hurt. He staggered to his feet and turned around in a half-crouch, but the policeman was still with him, gamely pumping the baton in Bobby’s face. Howling in pain and rage, he leaped forward, sinking his powerful teeth into the man’s neck. The struggling figures fell to the ground, Ives snapping and clawing until the policeman lay unmoving.

			Ives rose trembling in the sudden shock of silence.

			The two bleeding policemen were sprawled unnaturally in the winter grass. The one who had used the radio groaned, moving slightly. More noises began to filter through to Ives: feet running on the pavement, voices calling out, a siren in the distance. The alarm had been sounded after all. Lights from electric torches fanned out in a rough line across the darkness and, like fires from the Middle Ages, burned, steadily closer. Ives turned and ran east, into the center of the park.

			He accelerated effortlessly, leaving his pursuers well behind. He felt supremely strong and in complete control of the situation. They wouldn’t touch him. The truth of his being, clear and certain to him at last, would overcome any danger. His new confidence was not diminished when a second line of lights appeared on his northern flank.

			Ives stopped by a tree for a moment. He had to think. He could run the police in circles all night, but there wasn’t any point in doing that. He had to get himself out of the park. His park. He snarled in anger at this violation of his territory.

			To the south another uneven line of torches flickered into sight. Every cop in London must be here tonight, he thought. Big doings. Ives looked back and saw the net sweeping closer. He could hear their voices, feel the wall of their scent growing thicker around him. Directly ahead of him was The Ring road, brightly lit but the only way to go.

			Ives reached the curb in seconds. He spotted a cluster of policemen standing by the south gate, blocking that exit. A chorus of shouts told him he had been seen. He started to cross the road but stopped when he saw two police cars approaching slowly, one along the Serpentine, the other by Rotten Row.

			Bobby still felt no fear. They had him boxed in on all sides now. He loped along The Ring toward Bayswater. The northern arm of the police net loomed up in front of him, just as expected. He grinned at them. He had reached the bridge over the Serpentine. With a nod to the police, he jumped.

			The icy black waters stunned him. Ives rolled and drifted in the shadow of the bridge, wondering what had happened. Was it just the freezing cold or had he hit the bottom? Whatever, he dimly realized that a change had taken place. He floated, gasping and shaking violently. Now he felt trapped and afraid.

			The air was full of lights and voices. Bobby saw one group of policemen hurrying down to the water’s edge. It was difficult to think straight, but he knew that if he did nothing they would get a couple of boats and fish him out.

			He swam away from the lights but he didn’t know where he was going. Give up now and end it all, it’s mad, it can’t go on any longer. His winter clothes weighed him down, making progress slow. He wriggled out of the overcoat and moved on. Querying voices were raised and Bobby knew that the police had lost sight of him momentarily. He made his way nearer to a part of the land where no police torches burned. A dark stretch of bushes and trees, spilling over the water. Ives turned over, resting, and floated into the bank beneath the bushes, discovering he was in only two or three feet of water.

			Teeth chattering, Bobby huddled in the darkness, looking around anxiously. There was no way out. Even if he evaded the immediate crowd of police he would still be caught in the park, which had no doubt been completely sealed off by this time. His feet were numb and clumsy to move. He was exhausted and freezing. Give it up, a voice pleaded inside him. Police voices drew closer. Ives forced himself away, half-crawling, half-swimming, moving farther along the bank under cover of the dense shrubbery.

			A different sound stopped him—a tiny rush of noise. Running water. It didn’t make sense. The Serpentine flowed at a stately, silent pace as far as he knew. If it flowed at all. Bobby glided quietly in the water until he found the source of the sound. It was a small tunnel-like opening in the earth into which water was passing. He explored it with his hands. A natural opening, apparently, about five or six feet across and not more than a foot deep. Another river—of course! The Serpentine was fed by one of the old underground rivers of London. He remembered now, and suddenly he was filled with hope. He didn’t know where it went—the Thames?—or even if it would prove passable, but if it could be done he would do it. Imagine how humiliated the police would be. An underground river would never enter their thoughts.

			Ives hurriedly swung himself around in the shallow water. He was going in feet first so that he would be in a better position to withdraw should that prove necessary.

			The air space between the surface of the flowing water and the roof of the passage was a scant three inches, forcing him to crawl on his back like some kind of strange crab, with his face pressed to the earth. Just as he got completely into the channel he heard voices nearby. Then they faded. Tough luck, boys. You won’t find Bobby Ives.

			His body was shrill with pain and cold. Bits of gravel, soil and roots got into his eyes, nose and mouth. The streaming water covered his ears, splashing over his face frequently, causing him to choke and cough, and when he spat out water and grit it seemed to come right back onto his face. His hands, which held him above the water line, were so numb he could hardly feel the riverbed.

			Ives inched along awkwardly for what seemed a very long time. Probably only gone a few yards, he thought. At least the passage wasn’t narrowing on him. Finally he paused to catch his breath. Terrible thoughts began to dance across his mind. He would die there, in that underground stream. From exposure or drowning. He would join the thousands of other corpses in Hyde Park, the only difference being the novelty of his method. Buried forever without a marker in his own “kingdom.” Some kingdom. His face felt as if it were alive with crawling things. Insects, alive here in February? Water bugs, spiders and other slimy creatures he couldn’t name, probing his skin. They would inherit his flesh. Ives sank down, letting the river wash his face. Then he took a deep breath and resumed his tortuous journey.

			After a while Bobby noticed that the passage was roomier. He was able to roll over onto his belly and prop himself up on his elbows. He remained in that position, breathing warmly on his cupped hands until some sensation began to return to them. Then he moved on. Where was he? Still within the park or under the streets of London? Near the Thames? Too soon. He wanted to stop, curl up and cry until consciousness mercifully left him.

			Sometime later he found he could get on his hands and knees and crawl forward. He sighed gratefully and scurried on with renewed energy. He was going somewhere. He would get there.

			When the tunnel became large enough to stand up in, Ives almost managed a smile. He was still in total darkness but the walls felt as if they might be manmade. It didn’t matter where he was. He walked a little farther but then sat down. It was a relatively dry spot. He was asleep at once.

			A metallic clang woke him. Ahead he saw light and rushed for it. He came to a grid mounted in the wall. On the other side was a train platform. He saw a familiar sign announcing the name of the station: Sloane Square. Ives rested his head against the grid and laughed deeply to himself. He had made it.

			Another distant noise brought him to. Was the station closing or could it be morning? He couldn’t see or hear anyone on the platform. How long had he been there? His clothes were nearly dry but his shoes remained soggy. Ives pressed his ear to the grid again and listened. Nothing. Time to move.

			He had to kick the grid eleven times before it snapped loose on one side. Cautiously he nosed his head into the opening and peered down the length of the platform. Two men stood at the far end but they looked like passengers and they weren’t facing in his direction.

			“Morning,” he whispered.

			According to the platform clock it was a few minutes before seven. Ives quickly climbed through the opening, dropped to the ground and dashed out the nearest exit. Before leaving the station he located a men’s room. He washed his face and hands, and combed his hair roughly with his fingers. His clothes were very dirty and rumpled, but he couldn’t do anything about that. The ticket collector regarded him with suspicion, but he volunteered a large fare and got through unquestioned.

			When he reached the street he stopped and stood there, savoring the daylight.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-five

			Angel and Linda were sleeping when Ives returned to the flat. They looked like innocent children lying there together, breathing gently. Bobby sneered at the thought. Lost, perhaps, human debris on the fringes of the city’s life, but not innocent. No more than he was.

			In the kitchen he took 2000 milligrams of vitamin C and 1800 of ginseng. He took a bowl of rice crackers with him into the bathroom and ate all of them while having a bath. Half an hour later as he dried himself, he felt clean and restored but still tired. He slipped quietly into bed with the girls and fell asleep immediately.

			Bobby awoke when Angel and Linda did a few hours later. He was rested and alert, but the events of the preceding night rushed into his mind with startling clarity. As if he was just beginning to understand what had transpired—and it shook him to the bone. He held the girls tightly, kissing them both over and over again, trying desperately to lose himself in them. Linda thought nothing of his intensity, but Angel could tell that Ives was driven by something else and she went into the kitchen to make some coffee and let him work it out with Linda. When she came back a few minutes later Ives was sprawled on his back, eyes half-open; the edge was gone. Linda had rolled away and was curled up beneath the covers, apparently sleeping again. Bobby and Angel sipped coffee silently for a while.

			“What’s the matter, love?” she asked finally. She had seen his muddy clothes in the bathroom.

			“Nothing.”

			Ives couldn’t began to explain to Angel what was happening, the uneasy, restless feeling that was already creeping back into his system. If you touched any aspect of the problem you had to go all the way to its core, and he wasn’t willing to do that with another person. At least not yet. Perhaps sometime in the future, if there were a future, he would be able to discuss it with Angel. He would like that. She was closer to him than anyone but still not yet close enough.

			Bobby went into the kitchen and poured out a handful of ginseng tablets. He started chewing them as if they were gumdrops. He could feel a major depression building up and he wondered how to handle it. Things seemed to be speeding up, as if his mind and body had shifted into a higher gear. What to do, what to do . . . the words drumming like a challenge in his brain.

			Ives wandered back into the large room. Linda still sleeping. Angel with coffee and cigarette. She looked up at him but said nothing. He put on his bathrobe and sat by the window, staring out.

			Another observation was forcing its way to the front of his mind. What had really taken place last night? Not an accidental encounter, nor a daring escape. The change had come on him without his being aware of it. One minute he had been sitting on a bench telling himself he had just gained an important psychological advantage, and then, when he stood up . . . The message was all too clear. He had been hopelessly optimistic. He was losing, not gaining, control of it. It was growing, evolving within him, becoming more—natural? Ives felt stupid and helpless, like someone barely hanging on in a hurricane. The thing was driving him on and the future could only be death or imprisonment.

			Angel could do nothing for him. Ives decided not to involve her in it if possible. He was motivated by a desire to protect, but also, more than that, by a glimmer of fear that she might respond the wrong way if he did talk to her about it. She might even want to join him, aggravating the problem rather than helping to resolve it.

			That touched on what Ives thought was the most frightening point in the situation. Something more than a physical change was taking place in him now. He was becoming a different person altogether. Not only violent and vicious, but brutal, arrogant, truly evil. It made a perverse kind of sense. He would be naive to assume that the changes were limited to his body alone. On Guadeloupe his personality had changed considerably toward the end. He had turned from being an industrious, open administrator to an eccentric recluse, obsessed with his amateur science. Wasn’t that an obvious parallel to what he was going through now? When did it start? A hundred years ago in Guadeloupe, a few years ago in Vietnam or a few weeks ago when the moon phased and the month became February? Is it genetic or supernatural? Or merely psychological?

			“Truly it consists in a form of madness . . .”

			It didn’t matter. Miss Tanith had been right when she had told him that there was no answer, no explanation, no real understanding. Even if you thought you had found an answer, you couldn’t do anything with it.

			One thing was clear: he was becoming somebody or something else. The original Bobby Ives was a rapidly diminishing echo. Sooner or later, he could imagine, he would disappear altogether. Still Bobby Ives but at the same time no longer Bobby Ives at all. The change complete.

			Angel, naked, crossed the room and sat by him. He thought she had never looked more attractive, a sleepy girl-woman who came for no other reason than to be near him. He kissed her ear.

			“Tell me a story,” she murmured.

			“Anything special?”

			“Just anything.” She rested her head on his thigh and put an arm around his waist.

			“Okay. Let’s see. This happened a long time ago in some other country. There were no big cities, just villages, and lots of countryside. In one of the small villages was a beautiful young girl named Jessica. Although she had her choice of all the young men, her sweetheart was an ambitious fellow who ran the farm he had inherited from his father and also raised horses. On her eighteenth birthday they were married. Everyone thought they were a beautiful couple and would always be happy.

			“And they were happy for a while, but that soon changed. Things began to go wrong with the farm. Some of the animals took sick and died. Her husband grew sullen and quick-­tempered. A couple of his farm workers left and refused to come back. Although she tried very hard, Jessica couldn’t understand what was happening and her husband wouldn’t discuss it with her at all. A cloud had settled over their lives.

			“One day when Jessica was walking through the woods gathering mushrooms she suddenly heard a noise behind her. She spun around and saw, only a couple of yards away, an enormous gray wolf. All the villages had problems with wolves—the animals drifted down from the north with the changing seasons, looking for food. But this wolf was much larger than any she had ever seen—the farmers killed the wolves and dragged their bodies through the village. It snarled and jumped for her.

			“Jessica dropped her basket of mushrooms and started to run, but the wolf hit her in the air, knocking her to the ground. Fortunately she carried a small kitchen knife with her and she was able to stab the wolf in the shoulder and foreleg several times. That was enough to send the beast running, howling with pain. Nearly hysterical with fear and shock, Jessica rushed through the woods to her home.

			“When she got there she found her husband standing by the fire. She was about to throw herself into his arms sobbing when she noticed that his shirt was half off. Jessica suddenly screamed at the sight of stab wounds in his shoulder and arm—the same places she had stabbed the wolf. Her husband made no move other than to turn his face away from her.

			“Filled with terror, she ran into the town to get the sheriff, but when she told him what had happened he just laughed at her and sent her away. Jessica then went to her father and begged him to let her stay there. He was a stern man and he wouldn’t hear of it. A woman’s place was with her husband. She would disgrace the family name if she returned home so soon after being married.

			“Finally, in a state of despair, Jessica went back to her husband. She hadn’t heard his story—perhaps she had been wrong, her mind unhinged by the wolf attack. Her husband could have been injured while working. Why should she assume that he . . . had attacked her? Maybe the sheriff and her father were right, maybe she was just being silly. She tried to compose herself as she reached the door of her house.

			“But that was the end of Jessica. Three days later, behind a barn, workers found her body, torn apart and half-eaten. Her husband was never seen again.”

			“That’s a terrible story,” Angel said. “What made you tell it?”

			“Just came to mind,” Ives said. “What do you do if you’re the only person who knows a truth, a dreadful truth that no one else will accept?”

			Watch it, Ives reprimanded himself as Angel sighed. You’re going to talk too much; you’re going to drag her in if you’re not careful.

			“What would you do?” Angel asked.

			“I don’t think you can do anything.”

			The sad expression on Angel’s face lingered briefly but then cleared up as she put the problem aside.

			“You never said what the husband’s name was,” she remarked.

			“I don’t know.”

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-six

			The first part of the end came in the afternoon a few days later. Looking back on it, Ives couldn’t remember what the girls had been doing at the time. Without warning, he had suddenly gone into a fury, slamming something to the floor. Angel and Linda had looked up as he stormed out of the room.

			In the kitchen he grabbed the box of ginseng tablets and a jar of honey. Then he went into the bathroom, slammed the door and locked it. He was so upset he trembled violently as he tried to get the lid off the honey jar. It wouldn’t come. Whining, cursing, he threw the glass container against the sink and saw it shatter. Then his fingers were scooping up gobs of honey from the mess to his mouth. The broken fragments of glass didn’t worry him. With his other hand he pulled the ginseng box apart, but the rage had become so great that he flung the plastic strips of tablets into the air. He pressed his hands to his head as if he were trying to crush his own skull, and a strange half-weeping, half-wailing sound came from his throat.

			Do it, do it. The best way.

			The next flash: he was back in the kitchen now, tearing some book to pieces, snapping its binding, ripping threads away, scattering loose pages about. The noise still around him, in him, the ferocity a white jet burning from the back of his mind.

			“To understand you know too soon there is no sense . . .”

			The self-crippling indecision, the myopia—they were over now. He was beginning to see and feel things as a new reality. He was breaking through to—

			“Are you all right, Bobby?”

			Ives swung around, hitting Angel full-face with one smooth move. Flesh was gouged from her cheek as the girl rocked against the wall. As she sagged to the floor he struck her again, this time so hard that he could feel the side of her head give way with a sickening crunch. Two seconds had elapsed, too fast for her to know, to see it coming.

			Angel. The word paralyzed him momentarily. His mind was a sea of confusion. What was he doing? Angel on the floor, her face bloodied and her body still. Yes, Angel, no-name. Oh no, no . . . I gave you your name at last it was all right but now . . .

			“Hey, you guys, what’s going on?” Linda called from the other room.

			The words which had been breaking loose from some buried part of him were now lost at once. As if a switch had been thrown within, Ives looked up and moved in the direction of the voice. Linda was tying a shoelace when he walked into the room toward her. She looked at him, moaned once and all but fainted. Ives lifted her from the floor. Child. His mouth opened with a roar and his teeth plunged deeply into her throat.

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-seven

			When it was over Ives paced the length of the room, back and forth, burning nervous energy, muttering, “Oh, Christ” and shaking his head as though he was disagreeing with someone. At some point he abruptly ran into the kitchen, looked at Angel on the floor and ran back to continue his pacing in the large room. He huddled by a window, but as soon as he sat down he jumped up again.

			Much later, he picked up an apple absently and began eating it. That settled him.

			Part of his brain was working again. The bodies would, he knew, stiffen. Something had to be done. Carefully, tenderly, he pressed their arms and legs together until each body was roughly in the fetal position. He found string to hold them that way. Then two large plastic refuse bags. First Linda into one, then Angel into the other. Oh, Angel. He tied the ends tightly and hauled them into the closet.

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-eight

			“You’ve got to help me. Please. You’re the only person who can. I’ll do anything you say, anything, but you must help me. You knew what it was before I did, you told me and you were right. You understand this—what’s happening to me. I’m destroying— You’ve got to help me before something more terrible— Please . . .”

			His voice was breaking into incoherent, hoarse sounds. His eyes were red and puffy and his whole body shook. Miss Tanith, deliberately sitting several feet away, stared fiercely at Ives, as if she was trying to see his very soul.

			“As I told you before, Mr. Ives, there is nothing—” Bobby shook his head vigorously, unwilling to accept her words.

			“— nothing I can do you for.”

			“Don’t say that,” Ives pleaded. “It’s not true. I know you can help me, I know you can.”

			Miss Tanith grimaced. “I have never encountered a case like yours before. I know a little about it, but only a very little. Until I met you I wasn’t even sure such things could really be. Now I know it’s true, but if I ever said anything to suggest to you that I have any special knowledge or practical answers, then I am sorry because I do not.” Miss Tanith was as still as an oriental figurine, her hands hidden in the voluminous sleeves of the robe she wore.

			Ives was frantic, barely able to contain himself. His voice wavered wildly now, like that of a man on the verge of a breakdown, becoming a shout at times.

			“You know what I am,” he argued. “You know what I have done to other people and yet you allowed those things to happen. How could you?”

			For the first time the young clairvoyant looked away from him and her face was momentarily troubled. “It’s very difficult,” she began. “I could not bring myself to notify the police. The police and their doctors, they would not know how to handle you. What would happen to you at their hands—I could not be responsible for that.”

			“But isn’t it better that I should suffer, one person, rather than who knows how many others?”

			“This is a decision you alone will have to make,” Miss Tanith said, again fixing him with her relentless gaze.

			Ives slumped back in his seat. He would never be able to turn himself in to the authorities. Part of him would never give up like that. The growing part. The night part. Alone, he lacked the strength and courage to overcome its will. It had taken consider­able effort merely to return to Miss Tanith.

			And this, he felt, was his last chance. Soon he would be incapable of trying to stop himself. He wouldn’t care. The line would be crossed. Perhaps it already had been, and he just didn’t know it yet. Too late to . . . ?

			“Mr. Ives.”

			“Yes?”

			“I can suggest something to you.” She hesitated, thinking perhaps that this was a mistake, but then she went on. “I don’t know how much good it will do, but I’m willing to try.”

			“Yes, please, anything.” Ives was back on the edge of his seat.

			“Very well. You must agree to do exactly as I say at all times, without question or argument.”

			“Yes.”

			“You will surrender yourself to me and you will stay here, in a room I have at the back. It has no windows and it is small and uncomfortable, but you will stay in it. You will leave the room only when I say you can.”

			“Yes.”

			“You will be a prisoner here, Mr. Ives. That way no more people will be hurt. You will kick and scream and beg me to let you out sometimes, but I won’t. You will hate me and want to kill me—that’s the risk I take. It will be extremely unpleasant for both of us, Mr. Ives.”

			“Anything is better than not trying,” Bobby said. “I’ll do my best, I swear I will.”

			“I believe you. I believe you really do want to overcome your condition.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“If you ever break loose from here, Mr. Ives, then I will tell the police about you. Even if you kill me, I can make sure that they get you—there are certain measures, some of which I have already taken, as I thought you might come back to me. I am very serious, Mr. Ives. Once you surrender yourself to me there will be no going back. Are you sure you want to go ahead with it?”

			“Yes, definitely.”

			“Very well.” Miss Tanith nodded with an air of finality. “There is one more thing I want to tell you now.” Her delicate hands appeared from within the folds of her robe. They held a long ivory-­handled blade. “This is a solid silver knife. It will do more than cut you, it will kill you instantly. If I have to, I won’t hesitate to use it to protect myself and Mrs. Murray.”

			“I understand.”

			“I want you to remember that at all times.” Miss Tanith hefted the knife in her hand.

			“I will,” Ives said soberly. Solid silver. It looked beautiful but nasty.

			“Be sure that you do.” The knife disappeared within Miss Tanith’s robe. “Now we must talk about money,” she announced.

			“Oh, right. I’ll, well . . . you tell me.”

			“It will be expensive. I don’t know exactly, but you will be living here day and night. Food, care, the time and work involved . . . can you pay seventy-five pounds a week?”

			“Yes,” Ives said, doing a quick mental calculation. “I can give you checks; my income goes directly into my bank. Yes, that’ll be all right.”

			“If I find the costs are less, I will adjust my charge accordingly.”

			It was expensive, Ives thought, damned expensive. But he would give up his flat if he had to. This was necessary: his last, only chance. As it was, he could afford to keep the flat another month. After that, well, that was too far ahead to think about. And also, he remembered, Miss Tanith was putting her life at risk, hers and that of Mrs. Murray. Considerable risk. Maybe it wasn’t such an expensive charge after all.

			“What will you—do with me?” Ives asked.

			“There’s no procedure, as such,” Miss Tanith said. “At least none that I am aware of. We will have to learn together, but I have one or two ideas. First, to slow you down. You have so much confused energy and power within you I can almost feel it, just sitting here. Part of that can be dealt with through diet and herbal therapy. At the same time your physical activities will be restricted to that room.”

			“I do exercises,” Ives offered.

			“Good. Either the room will win, or you and I will both lose. If your system—if you adjust to the situation, perhaps, over a period of time, the transformations will recede.” She had to give him some faint word of hope.

			“Yes,” Ives said. “But if it did work that way, would it mean I’d have to spend the rest of my life living like that?”

			“I don’t know. The first step is to control the lycanthropic spells, then we can see what follows from there.”

			Ives laughed uneasily. “I don’t suppose an exorcism would do any good.”

			“I’m afraid not,” Miss Tanith said. “You see, you aren’t possessed, in the strict sense, by any outside spirit or demon. Only by yourself. Some of the powers that are part of lycanthropy, the physical transformation, for instance, are supernatural. But think of the word supernatural. It doesn’t necessarily mean an omnipotent, external force of either good or evil. Those terms are more of a hindrance than a help. No, exorcism would be a waste of time. We have to start at the simplest level, containing the physical change, then seeing if we can actually control it.”

			Ives thought sadly of the times before when he had been sure he was beginning to control the thing, only to find that it was always dominating him, pushing him on to new extremes after each period of quiet. Could it really be any different under Miss Tanith’s regime?

			“Do you think it honestly could work?” he asked.

			“If we keep you from harming more people, that will be something, won’t it?”

			That same day Ives paid his landlady the rent for March, threw some clothes, pills and honey into an overnight bag, locked the flat and left.

			A vein of nervous uncertainty opened in his mind, but he felt better about things than he had for a long time. At last he was taking some kind of positive action. At last someone else knew and was trying to help. It would be a long and difficult process; she had made that quite clear. But they would learn together, and that was the best that could be expected at this point.

			She could play down the prospects all she wanted, Ives decided. He knew she was capable. She had been ahead of him this far. If anyone could lead him out of the nightmare, Miss Tanith was the person. Together, they could do it. Somewhere down the road was a way into the clear. He believed that completely. He had to.

			Mrs. Murray had been briefed and she greeted Bobby in her usual cheerful manner, as if he were just another person wanting to know whether the signs were right for a divorce or an investment. She and Miss Tanith led him to the back room. The door opened into the corridor rather than the room and Ives smiled wanly at the sight of six heavy-duty bolt locks, obviously new, mounted on the outside. Miss Tanith was prepared for trouble, which, in view of his past behavior, certainly made sense.

			The room was smaller than he had expected, with bare walls and a dingy linoleum floor. The cot-bed looked rather uninviting and the other furniture comprised a dresser, a plain wooden chair and a wobbly table. Perhaps it had been a pantry or a junior servant’s room long ago, Ives thought. Not that it mattered. Now it was a prison cell. His very own.

			Miss Tanith examined everything in Bobby’s overnight bag. She left the clothing and the two paperbacks, but she gave all the jars and the bag to Mrs. Murray to take away.

			“Why are you doing that?” Ives asked.

			“Because I will decide what you eat.”

			“But those are only vitamins and honey and health foods. They’re nutrients.”

			“I know they are,” Miss Tanith explained patiently. “But you must let me determine everything, including diet.”

			“No problem. I was just curious.”

			“If you want more books or any magazines, just let me or Mrs. Murray know. Reading will help you through the boredom.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You will be allowed to use the toilet three times a day, morning, afternoon and evening. I hope, for the sake of your own comfort, that three times will be enough because that’s all you will get.”

			“I can live with it.” Ives smiled.

			The door shut, the lock turned, the bolts slammed into place and he was alone. The room wasn’t even large enough to walk around in. Any reasonable person would get very edgy after a short while in such confined quarters. I will work out as much as possible, read and think. See it through the hard way, the only way. One minute, one hour, one day at a time.

			Ives stripped down to his underwear, put the chair and table on the bed and went through a routine of exercises. Later, although the bed was as hard as it looked, he had no trouble falling asleep.

			 

			 

		


		
			Twenty-nine

			Bobby stopped winding his watch; when it ran down he simply threw it into the dresser drawer and forgot about it. The fourth day there he went out for a walk with Miss Tanith, but after that he declined her occasional invitations. He wanted to remain in his cell at all times. He would combat the problem of time by doing away with it altogether. Day and night would merge into a featureless blur without end. Only when he used the bath and toilet adjacent to his room did he sometimes glimpse the light or dark outside. He was turning his isolation into a point of strength.

			There were incidents, oddly hallucinatory, in which he tried to force his way out of the room. Not frequent, but regular. Always the result was the same. The door held like solid rock and Ives lay on the floor, howling in agony. Later he would notice the blood and cuts and bruises on his hands. The door had hundreds of scratch marks on it.

			“Don’t be upset,” Miss Tanith said when they discussed the first occurrence. “You know it will happen.”

			“But I was hardly aware that it was happening,” Bobby said, worried. “Does that mean it’s taking more and more control of me?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You will tell me? I mean, you won’t keep anything back from me?”

			Miss Tanith nodded.

			Ives found her special diet easy enough to live with, although the servings were small. Raw vegetables, rough bread, tea (always herbal), yogurt, an occasional egg, fish and a very occasional piece of overcooked meat. And the salads, containing nothing he recognized except bean sprouts. Herbal again, no doubt, but not unpleasant. He ate everything dutifully.

			Miss Tanith looked in on him as often as she could. The pattern of her coming and going suggested to Ives that she had many clients. A successful young clairvoyant. With something strange in the back room. At least once a day she would sit down and talk with Ives over a pot of tea. He quickly grew fond of these regular sessions. It seemed very English to him to be sitting quietly, partaking of a warm, fragrant beverage and conversing rationally—even about irrational things.

			Ives told her the story of Guadeloupe and also what had happened to him in Vietnam. Her eyes widened slightly at one point but she let him finish his narratives. Then she said:

			“Guadeloupe is undoubtedly a reinforcing sign. Especially your name there—you said it was Versipelle, didn’t you? Versipelle, that is one of many old French words for a person afflicted with lycanthropy—-yes, an incredible link. It could well mean that the seed was in you that long ago, lying dormant. All the more so because we don’t know for a fact that you did become a zombie; only the reaction of the natives led you to that conclusion. But they could have been taking a kind of preventive action against you, anticipating a terrible change that had not yet happened but was soon to come over you. They attacked with knives, but a zombie is already dead. I don’t think you were dead until they killed you. If you accept the whole Guadeloupe incident and its logic, then it is possible to see lycanthropy as a kind of ongoing curse in you or your whole family, something that didn’t quite surface in you at Guadeloupe but has now. A psychiatrist would tell you it was all a dream from your subconscious, a part of racial memory, a profound psychological seizure, but that’s beside the point. Anything that large, that vivid, that true, is real. It did happen to you. And the link, that name, Versipelle, is so strong . . . evidence!”

			“I don’t know if it’d be possible,” Ives said, “but do you think we should try to check actual records there?” 

			“I don’t think that will be necessary, but I’ll think about it.” Miss Tanith poured more tea. “As for Vietnam, both of those incidents were obviously very disturbing, but I’m not sure how they might fit in. The first thing that occurs to me is that lycanthropy may need something to trigger it off within a person. We know so little. In the old stories lycanthropy came about through a pact between an individual and the devil, and I’m sure that’s what many people believed absolutely. Because it is such a terrible thing, to become a wolf-man-creature. But if you take the devil away, why couldn’t the seed still be there in some people, perhaps everyone? Manifesting itself, growing, taking control only after something or some set of conditions triggers it? Perhaps Vietnam did that to you, those two shocks . . .”

			“But that was a couple of years ago,” Ives said.

			“We don’t know how long it could take; we just don’t know.”

			Ives allowed himself an impossible thought: maybe he hadn’t murdered Annie, maybe it was only an accident, but the final “trigger.” He wanted to believe it.

			“Why are you doing this?” Ives asked

			“What?”

			“Having me here. Everything. Why did you change your mind after telling me we couldn’t have any further sessions that first time?”

			“I’ve thought about it a great deal,” Miss Tanith said. “There are several reasons. You kept coming back, seeking my help. I was moved by that and I couldn’t send you away a third time. Also, I must share some of the responsibility for the people who died; if I had done this—” she said, looking around the room, “— at the beginning, then perhaps they would still be alive. And then there is the challenge, the opportunity to learn. This is something that dwarfs my usual work.”

			Ives stared at her, admiring the cool, matter-of-fact way she could tick off her personal motives. He had never been able to do the same, not at any time in his life. She looked like a child, but she was a remarkable young woman.

			“Why didn’t you do all this the first time I came to you?” Ives couldn’t resist asking.

			“I was afraid.”

			“Are you sorry now?” he asked.

			“Not at all,” Miss Tanith replied at once.

			“Have I surprised you in any way?”

			Miss Tanith considered for a moment and then said, “Yes. I still had doubts the first day you moved in here, but I don’t now. You are making a great effort and I admire that. Also, the attacks have not been as bad as I expected, though they might seem horrible to you. I was sure they would be worse. And now they almost seem to be tapering off.” She was saying too much, she realized, and immediately added, “For the moment.”

			Ives remembered all too well that moment in the park when he had been sure he had it beaten, only to have it all collapse when the two policemen arrived, but he grabbed every note of optimism he could. “We are getting somewhere,” he said a bit too insistently.

			Miss Tanith smiled kindly. “Perhaps. Only perhaps.”

			Bobby wanted to reach across the table and touch her hand. Every time he saw her he wanted to touch her, with affection, or seeking comfort, or sexually. But he never made a move and he was proud of his restraint, sure that everything would be jeopardized, if not ruined, by such an act. But it was difficult to maintain his distance. Ives began to wonder if he would ever again be able to establish normal human contact with another person. Or was he to spend the rest of his life in this hole, bothered by dreams of Angel and Linda, masturbating on a leathery cot?

			The feeling that things were improving grew steadily. They didn’t discuss it again, as if a mere spoken word could snap the spell. Ives stubbornly stuck to his room, refusing the chance of even a short walk outdoors. See it through the hard way, he kept telling himself. It’s working. The attacks were diminishing in intensity; the illness seemed quiescent but it hadn’t gone away. Ives knew that. He could feel it in him, like a part of his will that ran by itself. It crossed his mind that he was going through a period of consolidation, gaining confidence and strength of mind, learning how to use them so that he would be ready. Edging closer, day by day, to the time when he would be clear and free forever. It was almost within his grasp now, he felt, but there would be one last struggle. He could tell that the other part of him was gearing itself for the moment. When it came, even if it only lasted a second or two, his fate would be decided. He had to be ready. Rest, eat right, exercise. It reminded him of his trips to the gym, the short-lived resolve he had known before. But this time he had Miss Tanith on his side.

			It began awkwardly, a little shiver of nervousness.

			Ives had just returned to the room after using the toilet. The door was locked, the bolts slid back into position. And suddenly he wanted to speak to her again. Just a breath of air through the open door, a bit of chat. He knocked on the door, then again more urgently.

			“Miss Tanith, just a minute, please, can I see you?” Nothing. But he knew she was there, he could feel her presence on the other side of the wood. “Listen to me, it’s important.” He knocked again, harder. Just a few words with her would be enough to steady him, he was sure of it.

			Outside, Miss Tanith had a hand on the first bolt but didn’t move. Fear and uncertainty crept over her. She wouldn’t ever consider opening the door when he was having one of his attacks. She knew the signs, the knocks turning to a dreadful pounding, his voice pleading, begging, sounding reasonable but then becoming strained, his words changing to ugly, brutal curses. Then the fury. This was just another attack. But something bothered her. They had been making progress, good progress. Was she mistaken this time? Perhaps he really did need only to talk with her, nothing more than that. Perhaps it would calm him down. He’s bound to get edgy and tense in that claustrophobic little room.

			“Miss Tanith,” the voice, a whine ending in a snap. “Please help me, I need to talk to you, I can beat it but I need you here to help me, please.” Ives was frustrated and worried and increasingly angry. What was she doing out there, the bitch? She could hear him, she knew he was in a little trouble, she knew he couldn’t win by himself, so why was she doing nothing out there? Damndamndamn. He slammed his fists against the wood.

			Am I starting the attack by not going in and talking to him? she wondered. No, don’t let that be true. The idea made her sick at heart.

			“Oh dear God in heaven please help me don’t make me lose it all now!” Ives shrieked in agony. It was now, he knew it. Slipping out of his hands.

			Miss Tanith jumped at his cry, then reached for the bolt again. She had to—but then Ives slammed his body against the other side of the door with a furious bestial roar. It was on him now. She backed down the narrow hallway, not knowing whether she had played some part in setting it off within him. Her vision blurred and she shook her head. And waited.

			Outrage seared through him. If only this had come on a few seconds earlier, while he was still out in the hallway or the toilet, with its window. He stormed like a thundering sea crashing against the earth. He smashed the chair against the door, then the bed, shattering its cheap headboard. Again he hurled himself at the exit.

			Two hinge screws loosened with a painful noise. Ives attacked the weak spot with increased energy, pushing, clawing, battering at it until the lower part of the door snapped free. The upper hinge and the six bolts still held, but Ives leaped at the opening. On all fours he crammed himself into the gap, grunting with pleasure as he felt the heavy barrier give way grudgingly at the force of his body.

			As he was struggling through he looked up. The hall was lit only by a single bulb at the far end. Miss Tanith was coming toward him, her movement accelerating into a rush as she saw him emerge. Ives wriggled wildly. If she caught him, pinned there on the floor, he was dead. Although she held it in the shadow of her body, the silver knife gleamed as if lit by a fire within itself.

			“No,” Bobby roared, twisting his head as the blade streaked toward his neck. The lunge nicked him without breaking skin—it might have been the handle—but his face felt as if it was erupting in flames as a result, and his head was filled with such a dreadful cacophony that every nerve end in his body shrieked.

			Miss Tanith had immediately pulled back out of his reach but now she was coming again, the knife aimed at his eyes. Bobby’s right arm was suddenly free of the door and swept up in time to fend off the thrust and push her away. In doing so he brushed the blade edge again and, though he wore a shirt, his arm was shocked by the flash-fire sensation. His fury fed by desperate fear of the silver death, Ives broke clear of the door at last.

			Miss Tanith was about to dart forward again, but as Ives rose to his feet she changed her mind and stepped back a few paces. There she planted her feet and held both arms outstretched, hands tightly clasping the knife. She blocked the only way out.

			“Stay there,” she commanded. “Stay there and wait. It will pass and you will be all right again. Listen to me.”

			The words were raucous and jarring to his ears. He tried to make them out, knew dimly that they were important, but it was no use. He moved warily toward her. Hunched over, his breath a loud rasp, he tried to think. She had hurt him badly just by grazing him with that thing. It was a weapon; it worked. He hesitated.

			Miss Tanith’s eyes seemed to radiate a force of such psychic intensity that he could not advance against it. He held out his arms as if beseeching her and for a moment the unremitting calm and endless depth of her eyes held him.

			Then he fought the spell, snarling. The invisible wall gave way but Miss Tanith didn’t move. His forearms made circling motions in the air. Ives came closer.

			“Bobby!” the young woman cried. “Bobby, don’t!”

			The sound of his name, spoken for the first time by Miss Tanith, stunned him, but it came too late. He feinted, half-charged, stepped back and feinted again, slapping at the clairvoyant’s wrists. She held her ground but the strength was fading from her face, which showed fear mingled with sadness now. She was jabbing at him and a kind of animal instinct told Ives that the moment had come.

			His eyes locked on the knife and he rushed. Miss Tanith fell to her knees instantly and raised the knife to come up under his reach and impale him. But he reacted quickly. His stiff fingers clutched the blade by its flat sides. It was like holding hundreds of iron threads at white heat. Miss Tanith would not let go and her strength surprised him. He lashed out a backhand blow to the side of her head. She gasped in pain. Ives swung again with greater force and the woman was abruptly sprawled on the floor, unconscious. Unthinking, Ives rammed the knife aside into his pocket and sat over Miss Tanith, whining and licking his hands.

			Then, when he realized she was breathing, he fled.

			 

			 

		


		
			Thirty

			He wandered the streets, haunted by one thought: it’s all over. Ives didn’t notice the rush-hour crowds or the fine misty rain that was falling. He didn’t care which way he walked or what time of day it was. He wasn’t going anywhere. Not now. Not ever.

			It’s all over.

			Miss Tanith had been right; nothing would work. She had been his last chance and now that was gone too. Used up, wasted, brushed violently aside like everyone else in his life. Alone again, totally alone in the last whirling rush through the vortex to nowhere.

			The silent, bottomless black hole within. Walking zombielike, awareness dimming in faster and faster flashes.

			Like a clocklike figure, Ives eventually halted. He was looking through a window at an ordinary kitchen. An impulse began to worry his mind. He was looking for something but he didn’t know what it was. His eyes carefully explored each detail of the room: the patterned wallpaper and stylish cabinets, the dinner dishes piled up by the sink, the clutter of kitchen items, a cereal box on the table . . .

			Someone passed quickly by on the pavement, glancing back at him with curiosity. Ives turned and walked up the front path to the door, as if he had just found the right address. But in the shadows, he slumped against the entrance. It was only a matter of time before he would be caught. Oh, end it please. Picked up on the street, maybe, the way he was acting. He didn’t even know how he looked and he held one hand out into the light from the street lamp. Just a human hand, more or less, but bloodied and aching from the knife. He couldn’t control his behaviour now, not at all. Just hold on and try to survive the ride. Control himself—? What a joke.

			Bobby didn’t know how long he leaned against the door there. He wasn’t asleep but his mind was adrift in a wordless dream. A vaguely familiar shape beckoned him, a figure dimly seen in the shadows. Someone he knew. There may have been leaves, shrubs, foliage of some kind between them. Only the bushes moved in the breeze. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t make out the features of the face. The figure’s lips were moving, but Ives couldn’t read them and there was no voice.

			The sound of a door being unlocked brought him back to reality. Miss Tanith? No, a house, a street. Here. The door swung open. A bespectacled man of about forty, working one arm into the sleeve of an overcoat, stood blinking at Ives.

			“Who are you?” The man didn’t sound alarmed.

			“I . . . uh . . .”

			“Well, what is it?” the man said, his tone of voice sharpening as he asserted his authority as home owner.

			“I was—”

			“Come here, you,” the man ordered. He grabbed Ives by the collar. “We’ll soon find out what this is all about.”

			The man’s touch was a galvanic shock to Bobby’s system, triggering a wave of nausea in him. He struggled to break free and run.

			“Here, here,” the man objected, tightening his grip and hauling Ives into the doorway. “What are you up to?”

			“Please,” Ives begged.

			“What is it, Stephen?” a woman called from within the house.

			“I’ve caught a prowler,” the man shouted in reply. “Come here now, you,” he panted, wrestling his captive into the lighted hall.

			“Leave—me—alone.”

			But then his body seemed to move by itself, writhing, wrenching free with a snarl. The man staggered back a step, regained his balance and was about to speak when he caught himself. Now he could see his prowler clearly. Bobby’s face was seized with spasms. A jewel of saliva gathered at his lips. To the man, Ives seemed terribly deformed, somehow larger and heavier than a few moments ago.

			“Call the police, Margaret, hurry—”

			Ives slammed the door with a kick and launched himself at the man called Stephen. Everything began to happen very fast. He knocked the man over easily and went after the woman. He found her in the sitting room, holding a girl of four or five protectively while trying to dial at the same time. The Muppet Show was in progress on the color television.

			When she saw Ives, the woman dropped the phone and retreated behind a chair with her daughter. Bobby yanked the phone, snapping its cord from the wall connection. Then he flung the object across the room, where it smashed a table lamp to the floor. As he turned to the woman he was hit from behind. Stephen locked his arms around Bobby’s throat, trying to get an unbreakable choke hold.

			“Get out, Margaret.” His wife seemed paralyzed, cowering behind the chair in the corner. “For God’s sake, Margaret, get—”

			The last word was lost in a loud exhalation of breath as Ives plunged his elbow back into the man’s belly. But Stephen managed to hold on. Bobby’s throat hurt now and outrage boiled in him. He bent forward violently, flipping the man through the air over his back like a stuffed toy, thumping him on the floor. Then his feet shot to the man’s head, rendering him unconscious.

			With a roar that drowned out the woman’s screams, Ives whirled through the room like a demented top, knocking over lamps and vases, tearing paintings from the walls, scattering furniture and clawing up fist-sized tufts of carpet. He hurled a chair into the television, shattering its screen and bringing forth wispy plumes of white smoke from its entrails.

			His head was filled with a jangling, maddening music. The man remained where he had been thrown on the floor. Backed into the corner, the woman squeezed the child in her arms and slid down the wall, speechless at the savage destruction going on around her. Moments later everything in the room was demolished and the last chair whipped aside.

			Ives stood before the woman and child in a feral crouch. She didn’t understand what she saw—a wild-eyed man, quivering all over, hair risen like hackles, flecks of spittle flying from his face as he shook his head furiously.

			“No-ooh-no,” Ives bayed convulsively. “No-no-no-no!”

			Then he ran from the house.

			 

			 

		


		
			Thirty-one

			He didn’t switch the lights on. The flat seemed cold and empty in the gray of dawn. Ives stuck his head under running water and held it there for several minutes. Then he towelled his hair and brushed it back.

			The headache continued firing jagged flashes of pain as he dropped onto the bed. His shirt was wet and clammy against his skin. He stared at the ceiling and listened to the quiet hum of blood coursing through every vein and artery in his body. Organs functioned, electrochemical messages sparked along their way. A million, a billion, a trillion interrelated units: Bobby thought he knew each of them—and still knew nothing. The vital focus eluded him. If you could take it all apart, molecule by molecule, examining every imprint, memory and engram—then would you know?

			“Who cares?”

			“I do,” Ives answered.

			“No, you don’t. Not really.”

			“But I—”

			“You only think you do,” the voice said.

			“No, ah, no.”

			“Bobby, Bobby.”

			Ives looked around. Had he actually heard a voice? Just thinking aloud, talking to himself. He pushed his head back into the softness of the pillow and let his eyes close. He was tired, but, more than that, he felt physically ill, as if some new infection had set in. Sweat trickled down his face and at the same time he felt cold fingers chilling his limbs.

			“Bobby.”

			“What?”

			“You’re clear.” Such a sweet whisper.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’ve won. You’ve come through it all.”

			“Oh, no.” Ives laughed deep in his throat.

			“Yes. Believe me. It’s all behind you now.”

			“Who are you?”

			“Bobby, Bobby.”

			Ives sat up, looking around the room. The gray coldness wrapped itself tightly around him now. He pulled his bathrobe on as his teeth were chattering. He needed energy but he was too tired to go into the kitchen for honey. If only he could move . . . or fall asleep. But his mind was awake.

			“Bobby, Bobby.”

			A face loomed before him, then another.

			“Linda, Angel,” he gasped. “But—you’re—dead.”

			“Ah, Bobby,” they spoke together, smiling and kissing his face and eyes. “We’re here with you now. You can see us and feel us.”

			“It’s not possible. I—”

			“Forget about that now, Bobby. You need us and we’re here to help you.” Their voices so beautiful and light, a play of air. “This is real, Bobby. Everything else that happened to you, that was all a dream, a cruel dream that you were trapped in. We were caught in it too, but it’s over now. Can’t you see? This is real.”

			“But I don’t—” He felt dopey, as if some drug were taking hold of him. Words were cluttering up his mind and he couldn’t understand what—

			“All part of a dream,” the girls went on. “A dream longer than any one life, but still only a dream. And it’s over.”

			“Where am I?” Ives suddenly asked in a loud, quavering voice. “What is this?”

			“In the open. This is the open, the real. You’re joining us, Bobby. Now.”

			Beyond the faces of Linda and Angel, Ives saw another figure emerging from the shadows of the room. It came closer. It was mottled and unclear, like a person glimpsed through latticework . . . or leaves and mist, a figure at once familiar but unnamed, the one he had seen so many times before just out of reach in the distance . . . Coming closer now, eyes wide, face set . . .

			His mirror image.

			Offering him something. A long silver object. Ives tried to think, but everything was a roaring blur within him.

			“Bobby, Bobby,” the voices called, clear and musical, pure as light itself. “Now, Bobby, now. Fly into yourself now.”

			For the briefest second of time everything seemed to stop.

			“No!”

			Screaming, Ives jumped up from the bed. The silver knife fell to the floor. The voices were gone. Ives was shaking and crying softly. He walked around the large room in a random looping path.

			Before he could begin to think again, he heard another sound.

			The door was open. Two policemen. With guns. More heads bobbing behind them. They entered the room slowly, arms extended. Miss Tanith had sent them after all, or the police had finally managed to track him down themselves. It didn’t matter. They were here now.

			Ives was rigid with fear. A new world was opening for him and its images flashed through his mind: endless time, tiny cells, games and tests, tasteless food, padded walls and floors, straitjackets, injections to keep him docile, ECT, a stream of people with blank faces and evenly modulated voices . . .

			“God Almighty,” a policeman muttered. “Look at him.”

			“Animal,” the second said, as if addressing Ives. “Don’t move.”

			What they saw was a distorted human being, a figure doubled over in a crouch and poised to spring, a creature with wild panicky eyes and hands that looked like ugly arthritic knots with long, jagged nails. Ives’s hair, which had grown back during his stay with Miss Tanith, rose in a shock like that of a frightened and dangerous beast. They saw that his clothes were streaked with blood, that saliva bubbled from his mouth. And they heard the noise he made.

			For that second Ives felt that he had all the time in the world, more, that time itself had finally stopped and he was caught up in an infinitely expanding moment of light at the center of everything. It all came down to this, here and now. The body which had dominated and driven him so remorselessly seemed weightless, invisible, as if he had suddenly become free at last of its rule. The final change? A deep, relaxing sense of peace enveloped him and he could almost feel himself drifting into a new realm. Guadeloupe and Vietnam had been stations on the way, he could see that now, lesser transformations, perhaps, but part of the same moment which goes on forever. That was what supernatural meant. To die, to be a zombie, to be born again, to be a werewolf—all were forms of the same thing, continuations, changes. And with each change he had grown in strength and understanding. After this he was sure that more would come. What form would he take the next time? he wondered. Miss Tanith had been right, not that he had been cursed on Guadeloupe but that the link between Guadeloupe and now was genuine. She couldn’t have known that the supernatural bond was far greater and deeper. It went back to Guadeloupe and beyond, where even his memory couldn’t reach, and now it beckoned him on to a new metamorphosis. Angel had been right, it is all a kind of dream we appear in, but that was all she knew. Ives could see that the dream was real, itself evil, and that he was one fleshed-out part of the whole. Yes, Angel, there are zombies and werewolves and much, much more. Right here. Look.

			Ives was ready.

			“Watch out for the knife.” Police voices filled the air. “Get away from that. Stop.”

			A shot boomed out at close range, then another, then another. Ives thought he should feel something but he didn’t. He picked up the knife and charged the cluster of policemen. Two more shots exploded in the confined space and then he was among them, swinging and slashing. His snarling voice became a long howl, both outraged and mournful. His knife ripped at the heavy police coats and his other hand gouged faces, drawing lines of blood. Eight, maybe ten hands were on him, wrestling him down with difficulty. In the struggle the blade suddenly punched into Ives just beneath his rib cage. The scream that issued from him stunned the police. Ives slipped to the floor, still holding the knife like a live electric wire he couldn’t get rid of. Every atom in his body seemed to be detonating, spewing forth fire and acid that devoured him from within. Racing through him like magic.

			Let me be wrong.

			“He got it,” someone said as the police disentangled themselves.

			“Get an ambulance, quick. We want him—”

			“He’s dead already.”

			“He can’t be. That won’t be a fatal wound unless the bastard bleeds to death.”

			“See for yourself. He’s gone.”

			Two policemen argued over the body. Another one turned away, having noticed that none of the bullets fired had hit Ives. Not even grazed him. The policeman walked across the room to the far wall. There they were, firmly embedded in the plaster, four of them. Chest-high, maybe shoulder-high. He put his back to the wall, trying to fix the line of fire. It seemed impossible that all four shots could have missed at such close quarters but apparently it was true.

			Shrugging, he glanced around the room. Then his eyes stopped. Next to the unmade bed were two bulging black plastic trash bags.

			In Marylebone a young woman, a girl of seventeen, stood by her bedroom window in the gray light of early morning. She stared, unseeing, at the tiny garden outside and the worn brick buildings immediately beyond. Only fire or silver could end it, but they didn’t know that. Yet, somehow, a little while ago she had come to be sure that Bobby Ives was finally still. To work was out of the question; she must cancel her appointments for the day. Perhaps she would take a walk. A good long walk.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			BACK THEN: AN AFTERWORD

			 

			Thomas Tessier

			Back then, in the mid-’70s, I was living in London with my wife, Alice, and our newborn son, Sam. We had a comfortable flat in Kenton Court on Kensington High Street, and I had a pretty comfortable job at a small publishing company, Millington Books. My co-worker Toby Roxburgh and I published some science fiction by authors we admired, Robert Silverberg, Gregory Benford, Norman Spinrad and Harlan Ellison, among others. We started a horror list and published Ramsey Campbell in hardcover for the first time in his own country, as well as Fritz Leiber’s Our Lady of Darkness, and a classic collection, The Best Tales of Terror of Erckmann-­Chatrian, ably gathered and edited for us by Hugh Lamb. 

			I also had an enjoyable little side gig, writing a monthly music column for the UK edition of Vogue magazine, mostly about rock and jazz, though I also did a few feature and travel articles. I went to a lot of concerts (The Who at Charlton, the Stones at Earls Court), club dates (like, The Jam at the Nashville, The Adverts at the Roxy, Zoot Sims and Dexter Gordon at Ronnie Scott’s jazz club in Soho), some band rehearsals (Paul McCartney and Wings at Elstree Studios), too many extravagant launch parties, and I also received stacks of new albums every week (the great majority of which I hauled directly to a record shop on Tottenham Court Road, and sold). All of this was a grand free ride, while of course I was also paid by Vogue for the reviews, articles and interviews. I did that Vogue stint for about five years, and when I gave it up, some of my friends thought I was crazy. 

			But by then, I wanted and needed more free time for my other writing—my real writing, as I thought of it. Scribbling and typing away at night and on weekends, I had finished my first novel, The Fates, thanks in no small measure to the constant encouragement and helpful advice I received from both Alice and my best friend, Peter Straub. It’s impossible for me to overstate how important my friendship with Peter was to me, and how instrumental he was in my development as a young writer (anyone interested in reading a little more about this can see my June 25, 2006 post at www.thomastessier.com). Peter showed The Fates to his agent, Carol Smith, who soon became my agent too. Carol sold my novel in less than a month.

			I wanted my second novel to be a werewolf story. At that time, the only werewolf novels I knew of were Guy S. Endore’s The Werewolf of Paris (1933) and Jack Williamson’s Darker Than You Think (1948). Endore’s book struck me in particular, not only for the way he made the fairly graphic violence and sex that is depicted in it an integral part of his character’s identity, but also for the delicate ambiguity he maintains throughout. The reader can never be entirely sure whether it is the account of a man who transforms into a genuine werewolf from legend, or who is merely human, caught in a descent into madness.

			Or maybe it’s both at once.

			It was exactly that zone of ambiguity that I decided to explore in The Nightwalker. What we call character in a human being is usually defined by what that person believes, thinks and feels, and by what they do. What they do—alone, and with other people. 

			What is happening to Bobby Ives? Who is he? Not to be cute about it, but to this day, I’m not sure. That doesn’t bother me in the least. In our natural desire to tie things up neatly, we sometimes lose the real story—and for some of us, it is the story that is real.

			For me, there is another “character” in The Nightwalker that I want to say something about: London. I loved living there for seven years, I loved walking about it, takings things in, enjoying the architecture, the parks, the streets both beautiful and ugly, and the endless buzz of human activity. The office where I worked was in Southampton Row, around the corner from Russell Square. I often walked the four-mile distance between there and my flat in Kenton Court, and I always tried to vary my route to take in another couple of streets I hadn’t walked before. 

			On the map, the big green thing between where I lived and where I worked is Hyde Park and the adjacent Kensington Gardens. I walked the Park countless times when I was writing The Nightwalker, taking every path, getting to know all its twists and turns, some of which would turn up again in a later novel, Finishing Touches. One of the books I published at Millington was London: The Secret City by Michael Chambers. It had been published in a tatty paperback years before, by a one-man-band publisher who had long since disappeared. I managed to get in touch with Michael, and we soon agreed on a new edition with illustrations and better maps. Michael, and his book, taught me about some of the unseen history of London—the underground rivers, the bloody history of Hyde Park—and I tried to make use of a little of that.

			London is one of those great cities that is electric at all times. It’s always a matter of different years, decades, different styles, different players. In the middle of the 1970s, the punks exploded on the music scene, glam rock was dead. Things were changing yet again, but it was also the same old London of seedy afternoon drinking clubs, metered cookers and diminished expectations. Living healthy was a new idea. Things were changing, yet again. I tried to catch a wee whiff of that in The Nightwalker, the minuscule distance between the history and the now.

			But, it’s Bobby’s story, not mine.
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‘Very good indeed . . .
scary, grim, and fast-paced’
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