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Part One: Fantasies

    


    
      In every man's life there has been a 'minute too much' which he longs to buy back from reality, no matter what the cost. And so this 'surplus' of the real becomes a nightmare.—Paul Valéry, Analects

    

  


  
    
      


      1


      The first time I met Roger Nordhagen I was nursing a pint of lager in the Carlisle. It was a few minutes past seven on a rainy evening. The after-work crowd had drifted away and the place was fairly quiet. I didn't feel like sitting, so I stood, leaning against the bar. It was a Thursday in October. And it was London, still new to me. I was on my own. I was doing nothing, going nowhere. It had taken me more than twenty-eight years to arrive at that point.


      Nordhagen started talking to me, I forget about what. Idle pub chat between strangers, most likely. I answered him, responding minimally, as you do when you don't want to be rude but are otherwise uninterested. Gradually, however, I came to pay more attention to him. He was not immediately impressive, but there was something vaguely distinguished about his appearance. He might have been a once successful businessman who had fallen on leaner times. He had the dignified but slightly lost look of a man whose career was drawing to a close. He had to be in his sixties, I thought. The face was old and tired, but the eyes were still sharp—and they drew me out.


      He was drinking red wine, and when ordering a refill he bought me another lager. So I was stuck with him, for one round at least. Like me, Nordhagen was a foreigner in London, but he lived there and had done so for many years. He had long since attained permanent resident status, he told me proudly. We talked a bit about America, my background, and then he gave me some tips on


      London—where to eat, where else to drink, what to see, and what not to bother with. I took in some of it, but I liked to find my own way.


      The awkward moment came when he asked me what I did back in the United States and I told him I was a physician. Nordhagen's eyes lit up at that and he clapped me on the arm.


      'But so am I,' he said.


      I almost didn't believe him, or perhaps I just didn't want to believe him. One of the most unpleasant thoughts a person can have is: That's me thirty years from now.


      'What are you in?'


      'General practice,' I replied. 'And you?'


      'Cosmetic surgery.'


      'Is that right? It's a pretty lucrative field in America. How is it here?'


      'Oh, comfortable.' He made a little ceremony of shaking hands with me. 'So, we are colleagues, are we not?'


      I nodded, then tried to flag down the bartender so I could buy Nordhagen another glass of wine, thus ending my social obligation. But at that moment the old man squeezed my arm and fixed me with a peculiarly intense look.


      '"If I had not known you, I would not have found you,"' he said, smiling earnestly.


      I didn't much care for that.


      'I'm not gay,' I told him quietly and politely, but firmly. Then I carefully removed my arm from his grasp.


      For a moment his face went blank, but then Nordhagen laughed. He was definitely more amused than embarrassed.


      'Oh, my dear fellow—oh, I am sorry. No, no, nothing of the sort. I was merely quoting Pascal,' he explained, as if it made perfect sense. 'No, I do assure you my inclinations are not at all along those lines. You see, you are a physician, and I am also a physician, and by fate or coincidence we meet in this pub. So it just occurred to me that those words of Pascal are really quite appropriate. Don't you agree?'


      'I guess so.'


      But I didn't know whether I did or not. I'd heard of Pascal; the name rang a distant bell; so I'd probably been taught something about him in college. But now he was just a name that meant nothing to me, and I couldn't have said whether he was a Roman statesman or the inventor of the automatic transmission.

    


    
      If I had not known you, I would not have found you.


      That was where it all started. A few words from Pascal, quoted by a strange little man, a cosmetic surgeon, in a pub in Soho. I was there for no other reason than that I had time to kill. I had come to this city free and clear. I had already placed myself on leave from everyday life. Nordhagen found me at the right time.


      I had invested years of study and hard work to reach that point at which one supposedly has freedom, means, and opportunity. Medical school was behind me, and I was employed at a hospital. I could simply stay where I was—New Haven—putting in my time. I could pursue further studies in one speciality or another. Or I could look around for a ripe old practice out in the eternal suburbs and hope to buy in. But medicine in America is changing, and there were other possibilities for me to consider. New clinics and drive-in facilities are opening everywhere, like fast-food franchises; I could form a partnership with some colleagues and establish such a business. Or a laboratory, to provide an analysis service. Of course it isn't as simple and easy as it sounds, but the fact remains: doctors don't suffer unemployment in America. On the contrary, they usually write their own tickets.


      I had money, and money, as we all know, does strange things to people. An aunt had died conveniently, settling a happy sum on me—not delirious, but happy. It was enough to enable me to move in any direction I chose. The matter required a good deal of thought, and I mulled it over for several weeks. There was no urgency about it, and yet I felt I had reached a turning point in my life -and I didn't want to mess it up.


      What I was experiencing may have been nothing more than the typical feeling a person has on finally leaving school, the feeling that you are facing the world and now you have to get on with the job of making your life. If so, I was a few years late in reaching this threshold.


      Whatever, I decided to take some time off and travel. The idea seemed outrageous, certainly frivolous, but in the end it proved irresistible. I had spent so long in the cocoon of the educational system, only to emerge into the slightly larger cocoon of hospital life and work, that it was as if I had had no other life for as long as I could remember. Something in me pushed to break out, if only for a short while, to smash a hole in the wall and see if I could make it a window. They say a change is as good as a rest, and I knew that if I didn't get away at that point I'd probably never manage it. The fear of lifelong regret is not to be taken lightly; once I had satisfied my wanderlust, I could return and carry on my medical career.


      The reactions of my parents were about what I expected. My mother could see the wisdom of taking a week off, two at most. A nice, relaxing trip to the Caribbean, she suggested. And then back to work. After all, I had studied so long for the express purpose of practising medicine, why, now that I was fully qualified, postpone it just to bum around? I fought this line of attack as best I could, and I had some help from my father. He thought a month or two would be good for me and he believed, as I surely did, that I deserved it. My father has never ventured far from his little plot in Ohio. He has hoed his row well all his life but scarcely seen beyond it, and thus he has rather vivid ideas of 'what's out there.' Television, no doubt, nourishes the dream. Anyhow, I'm sure my kicking around the landscape for a month or two would be fulfilment of one of my father's own special fantasies, and that's why I had his support.


      Not that I needed it; it just made things easier. I intended to take off for three or four months, perhaps even longer. My first thought was to head for California. I had never been there, and I knew some people who lived in the Bay area. If I liked the place I might even decide to stay on permanently. Or I could journey south to Los Angeles, and Mexico, and keep on going from there until I had seen and done enough. If nothing else, the climate would be a welcome change from chilly New England.


      However, I had entered my name with an agency that arranged international house swaps. One of their people, a Mr Curtis, had come along to inspect my place, and he was frankly not very encouraging. I could see his point. I lived in one of the smallest, least impressive condominiums on the coast of Connecticut, and nearly all of the agency's proper clients were families in need of larger accommodations—proper houses. And if that were not enough, most of their swaps took place during the 'good months,' between April and September. I was proposing to set out in October. Mr Curtis said he would put me in his data bank but he advised me not to hold out much hope for a suitable swap. I didn't, and so I was pleasantly surprised when he telephoned me one evening a couple of weeks later.


      'I have something that may be of interest to you.'


      'Good. What is it?'


      'We have an English client. He teaches at a university there and has to do some research in New York, at Harvard, and at Yale, so a place in New Haven would suit him just fine.'


      'And will my place do?'


      'I think so,' Mr Curtis said. 'I'm still waiting to hear from him about it, but he'll be coming alone, so he won't need anything large. Now, in exchange he is offering a second-floor four-room flat in London. I'm told it's in a nice neighbourhood. How does that sound to you so far?'


      'Pretty good,' I admitted.


      'Okay, now the big one. He needs the place for six months, first of October to the end of March. Is that too long for you?'


      'Six months...'


      'Yes, I'm afraid so.' Mr Curtis paused to let me think about this. Then he continued. 'I see from our print-out that you were hoping for a swap of three or four months.'


      'That's right.'


      'Well, think it over,' he said. 'I'll call you Friday, if that's all right. I should have heard from London by then. Okay?'


      'Fine. I'll give you a decision then.'


      'It all depends on where you want to go, and for how long, but I do think we were lucky to have this one come our way, and I wouldn't hold my breath for something better.'


      'I understand.'


      Was I interested? Sure. It was not what I had been thinking of. London, to me, meant fog, cold, and damp, whereas California and Mexico meant warmth and sunshine. And six months was rather longer than I had planned for this adventure of self-indulgence. But it was the time of year I'd hoped to leave, and there was no question London was an attractive alternative all by itself.


      Moreover, it would be a great base from which to explore the rest of Europe. Amsterdam, Paris, Rome, Munich, Copenhagen, and many other cities beckoned just across the English Channel. South of the border began to seem one dimensional by comparison. Another important point was the fact that a swap like this would save a small fortune that I would otherwise have to shell out for hotels, motels, and inns along the way. It would mean that much more money for good food and drink, and it also would make six months seem a little less extravagant. I called the agency a day early and told Mr Curtis I was agreeable. Happily, he had just received a Telex from London saying yes.


      Later I realized that the best part of the London swap was that—unlike California—it was a place where I had no friends or even casual acquaintances. I knew no one in the whole of Britain, period, and that enhanced the sense of freedom and anonymity I was seeking. I think I needed to go somewhere and do something that, if the rest of my life were humdrum and uneventful, I would be able to look back on with a certain measure of wonder.


      My father thought London was an excellent choice, and on my last visit home I could see by the sparkle in his eyes that he too was thinking of all the places to visit in Europe—the sights, the wine, and the women. My mother regarded six months as insanity. The only positive aspect she could find was that I would have plenty of time to see how appalling the British nationalized health system was, and that undoubtedly would send me home with a renewed appreciation of an American medical career.


      Mr Curtis came around with the documents a short time later. I signed them, and thus was fully committed to my great escape. There would be no backing down at the last moment.


      When the time came, I gave the required notice at the hospital. All the people I worked with were surprised, and some were utterly bewildered by my decision. America was where it all happened - it being everything, I guess. A short vacation was one thing, but six months? These people, like my mother, obviously thought I'd slipped a gear.


      Others, however, were openly envious. They wished me the best and said they'd do the same thing if they had the money and the nerve. Of that I had no doubt. What's more, I'm convinced that nerve is by far the greater problem of the two.


      I saw to all the necessary preparations: passport, aeroplane ticket, clothes, luggage, settling accounts, and so on. I did have doubts, plenty of them, but they were always overcome by the building sense of adventure and excitement. If it was un-American to throw aside a good job and forget about making money, then I was ready to be a traitor for six months.


      I was given a couple of pages of names, addresses, and telephone numbers of people in London and other places I might get to in my travels—friends of friends. I promised to get in touch with all of them, but then I left the list of contacts behind, in a litter basket in the departure lounge at Kennedy Airport. I was off on my own and that's the way I wanted it. I had no desire to spend valuable time overseas getting to know people who knew people I knew too back in America. It would make no sense. I was leaving my past behind. The last thing I wanted was any link, however indirect, back to it. The next six months were a blank sheet. I was going to learn not only about London and parts of Europe, but also about myself -perhaps most of all about myself. This was more than a vacation, more than a long adventure. It was like starting out as a new person.


      Finally the day came. I phoned home to say good-bye to my parents. I checked my luggage several times to make sure I had everything, and I inspected each room in my condo until I was convinced the place was as shipshape as it was ever going to be. Late in the afternoon Mr Curtis stopped by to pick up a set of keys and to drive me to downtown New Haven. At the Park Plaza Hotel I would be able to get a limousine to the airport.


      'It seems odd,' I told Mr Curtis.


      'What does?'


      'Well the whole thing. I mean, someone is coming to live in my home for six months while I go to live in his. We don't know each other and we'll probably never even meet once.'


      'That's the beauty part,' Mr Curtis said. 'Take my word for it.'


      The sweetest moment I had known since childhood came later, when my jet roared away into the black, black night over the north Atlantic.


      Good-bye, goodbye.


      Here I come.


      I was met at Heathrow by Mr Curtis's opposite number, a certain Owen Flaherty. To be precise, I found him. He was in a crowd in the main lobby, holding up a placard with my name on it. We shook hands and he quickly took the smaller of my two suitcases. He led me to the underground train, and after a short wait we were rolling gently into London. The long night was catching up with me fast. I was nodding off and didn't pay much attention to Mr Flaherty, but that didn't seem to bother him. He talked almost all the way, and I'm sure he told me some useful things. Unfortunately, I didn't retain any of them. We got off the train at Earls Court and took a taxi the rest of the way to my new home, which was on Matheson Road. The so-called second floor turned out to be the third floor, and of course there was no elevator. My building was a plain brick structure identical to every other one on the street, but the flat itself was clean and comfortable. I had a bedroom, sitting room, and a study, along with a bathroom and a galley kitchen that offered a view of several back gardens. Property here was carved up and walled off in narrow strips, I could see.


      Mr Flaherty showed me around, explaining about the stove, the heating system, and the fuses. All in all, the tour and lecture lasted a good ninety seconds. Then he gave me a set of keys and his card, and told me to ring him any time I had any problems or needed information. Before he reached the street I was asleep in my new bed.


      My first week in London was a fantastic rush of bright new images. I wandered everywhere. I ignored all the usual tourist attractions except for those that happened to be where I was walking. I found my own way. Slowly, I began to get a feel of the city, and I liked it. I think the most agreeable surprise to me was that London was not purely, exclusively English. It's thoroughly English, of course, but that's all I had expected it to be—and it is much more. London is also Irish, Chinese, Indian, Arabic, Persian, African, and Jamaican. It was far more international than New York or any other place in America that I knew. I loved the mix; it felt right to me from the very first day. I was just another alien in a city full of aliens.


      Mr Flaherty phoned a couple of times to make sure I was settling in well and to offer his tips on dealing with banks and utility bills. I had no problems and didn't need his help, which I'm sure was a relief to him.


      Every day, I walked and looked, took a bus, looked, rested, walked some more. I drank a different beer in each pub I went into—the choice of brews seemed endless. I ate foods I'd never seen or heard of before. It didn't take me long to realize how narrowly drawn my world had been back in New Haven. I was no butterfly, but I surely had broken out of a cocoon.


      I met one of my neighbours early on. Eileen Fothergill was single, post-forty, and she lived in the other flat on my floor. She was pale, as the English so often are, and she was very polite. Her speech was so correct she made me feel I spoke some other language. Fortunately, I didn't see much of her. Not that there was anything so terribly wrong with her, but I soon had the feeling it would always be something of a strain to make conversation with her. She worked in an office in the City and undoubtedly she was quite efficient at whatever she did there. Her employers, she once told me in a whisper, as if it were a state secret, were the largest veneer dealers in the United Kingdom. I wouldn't have been surprised to learn that Eileen ran the place without their knowing it.


      She was up and out most mornings before me, and her lights were off when I got back most evenings, so we tended to exchange our few words on weekends. Occasionally we ran into each other at the Lyons supermarket next to the Olympia, and then we'd walk down the North End Road together. To her credit, Eileen didn't pry or ask too many questions. I told her I had come to London for six months to see what it was like, and that was good enough for her.


      It must have been the last Thursday of October when I went into the Carlisle for a drink. I had been in London for almost four weeks by then and I was developing a routine. I had explored enough to know my way around without getting lost; I no longer needed the map in my coat pocket. I felt comfortable with the city. I slept late mornings, almost until noon, but that was simply the result of staying up most of the night.


      Somehow I stumbled into the habit of having my main meal of the day at ten or eleven at night, when I could linger at the table over wine and brandy until the restaurant closed. If I wasn't dining, I'd be at a night club or a strip joint or a late film. Although London appears to close at eleven, when the pubs start chucking out the drinkers, I soon learned that the city stayed awake and lively in plenty of other places—some that didn't even open until ten or eleven at night. My days ended when I could no longer keep my eyes open. Then I would find a taxi to haul me back to West Kensington. In only a month I was well on the way to being a total night person, a regular in London's peculiar night world.


      It seemed so natural, as well as enjoyable, that it could only be right, and so I was neither surprised nor alarmed. If my hours had changed from day to night, well, so what? If anything, it seemed to prove how right I'd been to choose these six months in London. It was as if there were another part of me that had been waiting all those years to be aired out.


      What was worrying, though, if I allowed myself to think about it, was how quickly and completely my life in America was falling away from me. Each day it receded a little more. I was managing to leave it behind all too well. The American me was becoming a stranger to the new me, the London me. And when I did think about it, I felt almost giddy with power, or that spurious sense of power offered by anything new. It was as if I owned London. I could go anywhere, do anything. The city existed for me, and I was just getting to know it. Having money helped, and to a certain extent I was finding what I wanted to find, but my relationship with London that October was like a torrid, all-consuming love affair. Only later, when it was too late, would I begin to realize how dangerous I had become to myself—and how disastrous I was for others.


      When I went into the Carlisle and was conversationally shanghaied by Doctor Roger Nordhagen, the day was just getting underway for me. I had slept until three that afternoon. I had taken a long hot bath. After dressing, I made some toast and warmed up a can of Frank Cooper's game soup. Call it a late brunch. It was nearly five when I boarded a number 9 bus for Piccadilly.


      I had a drink at the Tom Cribb, a couple more at the Blue Post, and a short at the French pub. Early evening can be a terrible time. You're waiting for the night to take hold. Nothing's really happening yet. You've had something to eat but there's still an empty feeling in you. The first few drinks go down roughly. So it was with me that evening. By the time I got to the Carlisle I had read all there was to read in that day's International Herald Tribune and I had set it down on the bar when the old man started talking to me. From the sports page a photograph of Magic Johnson looked up, witnessing the occasion.


      After the introductions, and that Pascal business, and ten minutes of chat about London, Nordhagen put the question to me.


      'So, what is a young American doctor doing in London? Why are you here and how long are you staying?'


      I told him my situation. I kept it short, and he accepted it at once, nodding before I had finished my explanation, almost as if he already knew. I had done the right thing, he assured me.


      'No matter what your friends and relatives may say, you did what you had to do,' he insisted.


      'I'm glad you think so.'


      He was so emphatic you'd think he was discussing a matter of life or death. I couldn't help smiling, but at the same time I was intrigued. When someone, especially a stranger, talks knowingly about you, there is a strong temptation to shut him up, put him down, or write him off as presumptuous at the very least. I don't know why I didn't feel that way about Nordhagen. He had the ball, let him run with it. He was amusing, but with a hook that pulled me along. There was something oddly familiar about him, and you could tell there was a sharp mind on the other side of those sharp eyes. He may have been a barfly but his brain still worked. 'It was your youth.'


      'What was?'


      'What you grabbed. Your youth,' he said, continuing his amateur analysis. 'Even as it was slipping away from you, disappearing day by day, you grabbed it. Most people let it happen; indeed, they hardly notice. But something inside you, Doctor Sutherland, something basic protested. That is why you stopped and said, Wait a minute. That is why you are here. You have created a pocket of space and time in your youth that otherwise would not have existed.'


      'You could be right,' I admitted. It was hardly something to argue about with a stranger. Besides, I really did think he was on to something.


      'But you have made one slight miscalculation,' he went on. 'Nothing serious, I'm happy to say. Nothing that won't become perfectly clear in due course.'


      'Oh, yeah? And what's that?'


      Nordhagen paused. Obviously he was enjoying the moment. He sipped his wine and smiled—to himself, it seemed, as much as at me. Then he resumed.


      'You apparently think that you will return to the United States when your six months here are up, and that you will take up your work there and carry on as if nothing had happened.'


      I took a gulp of lager before responding to that. British pints are larger than American ones, and I was still in the process of getting used to them.


      'Sure I'll return home,' I said. 'No question of that. I have to. But—well, I will go back to practising medicine, because that's the only thing I'm qualified to do. But it won't be as if nothing had happened. The reason I've taken these six months off is just so my life won't ever be the same again.'


      'But you won't.'


      'Won't what?'


      'You won't leave London.'


      'Why not?'


      'Because you won't be able to.'


      The cheerful smile and persistent, too confident manner were beginning to wear on me just a little. This fellow was a bit too convincing in his chosen role of clairvoyant.


      'Why not?' I asked again.


      'Because your work—your life—will be here.'


      Oh, yeah, sure. Of course. Why hadn't I thought of that? Now it was my turn to laugh.


      'And how do you know all this?'


      Nordhagen shrugged. 'I have a feeling about these things,' he replied. 'I can't explain it, but I have an ability to look at people, to listen to them, and to see and hear more about them than they imagine they are revealing. No, no, not in a bad sense, dear boy. I would just say I am good with people that way.'


      'Is that right. And your intimation about me is that I've come to London to stay?'


      'That is correct.'


      'Well, Doctor, I—'


      'Please. My name is Roger.'


      No doubt about it, the guy was determined to be my friend.


      'Well, Roger, I'm afraid you're way off base this time.'


      'How is that?'


      'When my six months are up, I'll have to move back to the States. It's that simple. I won't have a flat or a place to stay, and I'm damn sure I'll be out of money by then. I can't practise medicine in this country, so I'll be heading back to the good old USA. To earn my living.'


      Even as I was laying it all out for Nordhagen, I was aware that this was the real anchor I had been relying on: money. It all came down to money. Mine would be gone in six months. It didn't matter how much I loved London and my night life; money, or the lack of it, would put me back in the daytime world. Yes, I'd be back home, working and paying my way like any other citizen. London was a spree, an extravaganza. Nothing more.


      But there was Doctor Nordhagen—Roger, my sudden new chum—perched on the barstool like some strange bird, smiling and shaking his head as if I were a thick schoolboy who couldn't see the obvious.


      'A flat, a place to stay, money,' he scoffed. 'These things are details, trivialities.' He seemed genuinely offended that I would stoop to so low an argument as mere practicality.


      'You'd be surprised how many people have to pay attention to those things,' I said. Then I added, 'Most people have no choice in the matter. Those trivialities, as you call them, rule their lives.'


      'That is correct!' Nordhagen exclaimed, as if I had just proved his point. 'And do you know why I call them details and trivialities?'


      'I really don't have the slightest idea,' I said.


      'Because they are the easiest things to get. I am serious. Listen, Doctor Sutherland -'


      'Call me Tom.' What the hell!


      'Listen—thank you.Tom—listen, Tom, six months from now, when you -'


      'Just about five months, now,' I corrected.


      'Whatever it is, it doesn't matter,' Nordhagen went on doggedly. 'By then you will have whatever you want, if you want it badly enough. Money, a better place to live -these can be very easily got, if you know how.'


      I couldn't tell whether, in his peculiar way of talking, he was trying to set me up for some sort of scam, was spinning his own dreams on my youth, or simply blathering away on the strength of wine consumed. Most likely the last, I thought.


      'Yeah, well...' I waved a hand dismissively.


      'I am serious,' he insisted, clutching my arm. Nordhagen was a scrawny old bird, but he surprised me. There was no mistaking the power of a surgeon's hand in that grip. 'Tell me now,' he went on, 'when you were first coming here, didn't you think to yourself, London, all London, is at my feet; I can do anything here. Didn't you have such thoughts?'


      'Sure, but that's just a feeling of freedom. Everybody gets that feeling when they leave work to go on vacation. Holidays.'


      'Yes, yes,' Nordhagen agreed quickly. 'But the difference is this: people never pursue the point. You can. You have a special opportunity. You have given yourself six months. Don't you know, dear boy, that worlds can be won and lost in less time than that? Much less time.'


      'Oh, I know,' I said inanely. I was getting a little tired of this line of conversation. "Thing is, all I want to do while I'm in London is have a good time. You know?'


      'Of course, of course,' Nordhagen said, nodding. 'That is what it all comes down to, isn't it?'


      'Damn right.'


      'A good time,' he echoed, frowning.


      I noticed, gratefully, that our drinks were nearly gone. I had already bought one for him, so we were quits. It was a good time to leave. I get tired when I sit in one place too long, especially so early in the evening. Were my gestures and expression that easy to read? Nordhagen spoke as if he knew what I was thinking.


      'Tell me,' he said, 'have you been to Terry's? No, of course you haven't. It's a private club, and you're new to the city. It's just around the corner from here. Would you care to adjourn there for another drink?'


      'Uh, well


      I wasn't enthusiastic, but Nordhagen had used the right word to entice me. Private. I'd probably never get to see the members-only world of London on my own. The old man could prove to be a pest, but if he did, I could always leave whenever I wanted. In the meantime, it was something to do. And I would get to see a little of private London. We left the Carlisle.


      'You certainly are going about this the right way,' Nordhagen remarked as he led me through Soho.


      'What do you mean?'


      'The best way to see a place, to see it as it really and truly is, is from the bottom up.' He smiled again. 'Here we are, come along.'
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      We went to Terry's that night, and a few other places as well. Nordhagen seemed to know every unmarked hole-in-the-wall drinking joint in the West End. And they all knew him well. The little doctor—as I heard someone refer to him when we came into one club—drew smiles and nods and waves wherever we went. He became quite jovial as the evening wore on and the drink flowed, but he didn't get roaring drunk. His speech remained unimpaired, and he had no trouble walking to the loo or the next bar. He simply became—well, jollier.


      It wasn't long before I concluded that Nordhagen really was what he said he was, a cosmetic surgeon, and that he was interested in me only as a potential drinking companion. He lived alone, or so he said, and had no one he would call a close friend. Only the many familiar faces in clubs and pubs around London. I put a few questions to him, not very subtly, I'm afraid. Drink overcame tact, but at least my doubts were cleared up.


      'How often do you actually perform—surgery?' I was sure age and alcohol affected his work.


      'Why, every week, of course,' he replied. 'I have to earn my keep too, you know.'


      'What sort of—I mean, nose jobs and like that, right?'


      'Oh, I bob noses, yes indeed, I couldn't begin to guess how many noses I've put right.' Nordhagen hesitated, as if the thought was staggering even to him. 'And everything else. Skin grafts, chins tucked, faces lifted, breasts inflated, thighs tightened, ears flattened back—that's a popular item here, I can tell you. When it comes to looking like a member of the royal family, that's where a lot of people draw the line.'


      'It's an area of medicine I never gave any thought to,' I admitted. 'It always seemed sort of Hollywood stuff to me. I'm sure it's not, but -'


      'Well, it is actually,' Nordhagen said. 'But it was all I was ever interested in doing. Making them feel better about themselves—and look better.' Then, perhaps fearing that he was beginning to sound pompous, Nordhagen laughed and said, 'I've even devised a technique for giving people ear lobes.'


      'Giving them ear lobes?'


      'Yes. People who aren't born with them, naturally. It's not all that difficult, either. You can't imagine how many people think the absence of ear lobes is the sign of a mass murderer. Complete rubbish, of course.'


      'You like what you're doing,' I said. It was no small point. I'd already given a chunk of my life to medicine without finding one special area that grabbed me and excited me. I was in general practice by default more than anything else.


      'Oh, yes, absolutely. In fact, you mentioned noses, and I think I would have to say I like working on noses best of all. Yes, noses are the best part of the job.'


      'You're kidding.'


      'No, I'm quite serious,' Nordhagen insisted. 'Noses on the faces of pretty young girls. Ah, there's nothing nicer than to take a pretty young girl of sixteen and make her dazzlingly beautiful by fixing her nose. It's wonderful, it really is—there's no other way to describe it. You know what it's like? Shall I tell you? But it will sound -'


      'No, go ahead. Tell me. What?'


      He had a dreamy look on his face, a look that was probably close to downright sappy. I guess it was kind of comic at that, an old man in a rhapsody on the subject of noses. I could have shut him off, but I didn't, since it obviously meant something to him.


      'Well, when I see a young girl,' he continued, 'beautiful eyes, beautiful hair and teeth, lovely in every way except for her nose, it makes me think that God knocked off work early the day He made her, that He quit before He was done and that it's up to me to add the finishing touches. That's what I do; I add the finishing touches. A rare privilege don't you think?'


      I don't know how many places we hit that night. They were all either up a flight of stairs or down one, rarely at street level. None of them were jazzy, they were essentially places for drinking, and anything else, such as decor, was strictly incidental. I noticed that we never stayed long in any one club. Just as a place began to seem dreary we were off to the next. Nordhagen would always signal his departure by a glance at his watch, as if he had worked out a timetable for the night in advance.


      He was not at all a Mr Hyde on the loose, but he certainly did enjoy getting out on the town at night. Doing his rounds—that was his way of putting it. Nordhagen struck me as a rather lonely old man, one who needed the superficial warmth that drinking clubs offer. He was a regular at them and he knew most of the other regulars, but they were still strangers to each other. They came together to drink in each other's sight, and that was all. And in spite of his talk of performing surgery every week, I suspected all was not well with Nordhagen's practice. During the occasional silences that punctuated our talk that night his eyes would take on a distant look, the look of a sentry on the watch for some threat along the horizon. Perhaps this club-crawling was a way Nordhagen could escape for a while from a major problem that stalked him. For all I knew, he might have terminal cancer.


      At some point I reached my alcohol threshold and my body went on to automatic pilot. Drink doesn't make me sick, and I don't pass out—at least not until I get home. I become a kind of homing robot. I stood up suddenly, abandoning an unfinished pint, and marched myself out of the club. On Old Compton Street I found a taxi willing to take me back to Matheson Road. I spent the entire journey wondering whether I had even said good night to Nordhagen; I feared not. I didn't like having been rude, but he would surely know I was drunk, and besides, I didn't expect he and I would see each other again.


      The next day I paid for my excesses. It took two doses of Panadol to quell my headache, and although I had slept until late afternoon I was too tired and weak to go anywhere or do anything. I couldn't even drag myself out to get a newspaper. After a while I almost persuaded myself to struggle to the nearest pub and investigate the hair-of-the-dog business, but it seemed too risky and, anyhow, my body was in no hurry to move. Lying stupidly on the couch was about all I could manage. The telephone rang cruelly.


      'Hello,'


      'Tom? Is that Tom Sutherland?'


      'Roger?' Wearily. I couldn't believe I'd actually given him the telephone number of the flat.


      'How are you?' He sounded cheery.


      'Not too good.'


      'Oh dear. You did leave in a bit of a rush last night.'


      'Sorry if I was rude.'


      'Oh, no, not at all. I was a little concerned that you were all right and I just wanted to ring to make sure.'


      'I'm okay, really.'


      'Are you sure?'


      'Just the usual headache. I'll live.'


      'You don't sound at all well. Would you like me to prescribe something for you—a restorative tonic'


      'No. That's not necessary, thanks.'


      'Well... Do you have any B vitamins? Brewer's yeast, anything like that? If so, give yourself a hefty dose of it.'


      'I hadn't thought of that,' I said truthfully. Oh, what a smart doctor am I!


      'Now listen, Tom,' Nordhagen went on briskly. 'The other reason I'm ringing is to find out if you're free tomorrow evening.'


      'Tomorrow?' It was still a big concept to me.


      'Around eight or nine.'


      'I'm not sure. Why?'


      'I was thinking how nice it would be to go out and have a good meal in town—if you'd care to join me. And then, after, we could stop by a rather special place I know.'


      'You mean Terry's, or Toby's?'


      'Good Lord, no, nothing like that.' Was he smirking? He'd taken me to those places, after all. 'Somewhere quite different.'


      'What is it?' I was stubborn, befogged.


      'Come and see, why' don't you. If you don't like it, you can leave, and at the very least you will have had a pleasant meal beforehand. Fair enough?'


      'Well


      'Shall we meet at the Carlisle at eight? We'll have a drink and then adjourn from there.'


      'Alright.'


      There was no way to get out of it. If half the people in the world count on the other half being unable to say no, I knew which half I was in. Of course, I had twenty-four hours in which to come up with a good excuse to cancel, but I couldn't kid myself. I would go, because, regardless of any misgivings I might have, I wanted to go.


      There was something odd about it, perhaps even something vaguely nasty—running around with a guy who had to be thirty or forty years my senior. It seemed like just the kind of thing I'd worry about if I gave it any serious thought—which I tried not to do. Nordhagen was a colleague, after all, a fellow medicine man. And he had already taken me to a few places I wouldn't otherwise have seen. It didn't matter that they were only dingy drinking clubs; they were still part of what I'd come to London to experience. Undoubtedly there was more to see, so let him lead on. The little doctor would be my guide to the secrets of the city for at least one more evening.


      Later, when I got around to picking up my clothes, which I'd strewn drunkenly on the floor very early that morning, I found a crumpled white card in one pocket.

    

  


  
    
      
        Roger Nordhagen
109 Millington Lane
Mount Street, Wl

      

    

  


  
    
      The card also had a telephone number on it. I checked in the L-R volume of the London directory, and, sure enough, he was listed there: same address, same number. Furthermore, his name carried the notation MD. That seemed to settle the matter. But then—I don't know why—I picked up the phone and dialled his number. What did I expect? What I got was the voice of a young woman who sounded bright and even breathy. A class receptionist, I guessed. She answered on the second ring.


      'Doctor Nordhagen's office.'


      I hung up the phone, pleased. You have to be a little wary of someone you meet in a bar, a complete stranger. It was hard to imagine jolly old Roger a liar, so I was glad to find he really was who he claimed to be. The little doctor, Roger Nordhagen, MD. Jolly Roger.


      Still, he was something of a puzzle. I hadn't been in London long, but I had walked around enough to know that Mount Street was in Mayfair, and that Mayfair was not easily confused with Cheapside. Nordhagen was in one of the most financially rewarding fields of medicine, and his practice was located in one of London's poshest neighbourhoods. That much made sense. But then there was Nordhagen himself—humbly dressed, doing his rounds of the shabby depths. He had a secret, I was sure of it—and that, as much as anything else, was why I wanted to see more of him.


      I had finally washed, shaved, and dressed, when there was a timid knock at the door. It was Eileen Fothergill, my neighbour and toiler in the veneer trade. She was smiling shyly, as if she had something silly to say. She did.


      'There was a tombola at the office, and I've won a tinned ham from Denmark,' she explained. 'I'm cooking it this evening, and there's far too much for me. Would you like some?'


      'Oh—uh, well—uh, thank you, but I wouldn't want to take it away from you. Ham will keep, won't it? What's a tombola, anyway?' I managed to shut up at that point.


      'It's sort of a raffle thing. You know. And ham will keep, but there'll still be plenty left over for me. It's a five-pound ham, I think. It's huge, too much for one person. Why don't you have a plate—or have you eaten already?'


      'No, I haven't


      'Good. Come along in half an hour. All right? Or come sooner, if you like.'


      'Oh.' Stupidly, I had thought she'd just pile up a load of ham on a plate and leave it at my door. I wasn't in the mood for a social evening, and my system was definitely in no mood for a lot of heavy food. But I'd landed myself in it now. 'Fine,' I said, striving for courtesy as Eileen backed out of the door. 'I'll be there in a few minutes.'


      As soon as she was gone I went to the bathroom, knelt down over the bowl, and jabbed a finger down my throat. If there was going to be any puking, I wanted to get it done in my flat, not hers. I barfed up the thin residue of my early morning revels. I made sure there was nothing left to come, then I brushed my teeth again, gargled with mouthwash, and forced down a little milk to prepare my stomach for the coming onslaught.


      I thought it would be a pretty slow and dull time, since Eileen and I never had all that much to say to each other, but it turned out to be much more interesting than I had expected. In her refined, genteel way, she was in something of a tizzy—or as close to one as she was ever likely to be. It took me a while to figure it out. Eileen was probably very cool and efficient in dealing with the men at work, but a man alone, here, in her flat—that was a different matter. I guessed that male visitors were rare in her life. The mere fact of my physical presence had an obvious effect on her. I'm not handsome or suave or muscular; I'm thin, reedy, and utterly ordinary in appearance. But I wasn't imagining Eileen's state; I was male and I was there, and that was apparently enough.


      I began to enjoy the situation. I'd never been in one anything like it. Eileen was middle-aged and not especially attractive. She had the kind of ash-blonde hair that drifts into white over the years without anyone noticing. Her figure was slight. She might even still be a virgin, for all I knew. I discovered that it took only a brief intense stare to set her trembling and to bring the colour to her cheeks in a rush, so I doled out such looks at regular intervals. But to my disappointment, it didn't take long for Eileen to regain her composure, and the game soon lost its novelty. During the meal she did her best to keep the talk on a chatty level.


      At some point, having nothing better to offer, I told her, 'I was out drinking with a plastic surgeon last night.'


      'Not that chap Nordhagen,' she said, casual as could be.


      'You know him?' I was stunned.


      'It was Nordhagen? Fancy that. No, I don't know him, but I have heard of him. He's very well known.'


      'Oh, yeah? How? I mean, what exactly have you heard about him, and where?


      'Well, not much, really. You see his name in the papers every so often. Society pages, gossip pages, that sort of thing. Usually it's about doing some work on a distant member of the royal family or the minor nobility. Or fixing up debutantes. Nothing at all scandalous, just the sort of titbits some people would prefer to keep private.


      'Society girls aren't supposed to have crooked noses, and so they shouldn't need to have them straightened—is that what you mean?'


      'Something like that, yes.' Then Eileen asked, 'So what's the distinguished Doctor Nordhagen like in person? How did you happen to meet him?'


      'I met him in a pub,' I said. 'He's a funny character, hard to figure out. That's what I was thinking about when you knocked on my door. It was like he was slumming last night, but at the same time he seemed to fit right in, as if he belonged.'


      'Where?'


      'Oh, some drinking joints in Soho. The kind of places in which you would least expect to find a prominent surgeon.'


      'I wouldn't call him prominent,' Eileen said. 'Not like some doctors who are always having their pictures taken at grand social functions, charity balls, and so on. He doesn't have that kind of image, but he is known as the best cosmetic surgeon in London, and there's something distinguished about that.'


      'I guess so.'


      'Oh yes. He is the man to go to, they say. If you can afford him, of course. Lots of Arabs and other foreigners come here to be treated by him too.'


      'A gold mine,' I said, picturing a line of Arab noses stretching to the horizon and beyond. 'What a funny little guy he is. I'm having dinner with him tomorrow night.'


      'I must say, it hasn't taken you long to move up in London society,' Eileen said. She was kidding me, but she was also impressed, just a bit, which made me smile.


      After the meal we had coffee and brandy, but I was poor company. The information about Nordhagen distracted me. Another small piece of the puzzle.


      Fortified by food and drink, Eileen was considerably more sure of herself. She even contrived to linger close to me a couple of times. Christ, did she hope I'd grab her slim hips in a fit of Yankee bluntness? My mind was elsewhere, and I'm afraid that if she had any romantic notions for the rest of the evening I left them unfulfilled.


      I went back to my flat early and straight to bed. My body was still recovering, recharging itself. The meal helped, actually. I slept until just before noon, woke feeling hungry again, but full of energy, ready to go.


      I put on my only suit for dinner with Nordhagen that evening. I guess I expected him to be in the same worn duds he'd had on the previous night, because I was surprised to find that he had on a suit too—and his was obviously much more expensive than my off-the-peg number. Now he looked his part.


      'So we've both dressed up for the occasion,' the old fox said by way of greeting me. 'Our minds must be attuned.'


      It was a typical Nordhagen remark: perfectly innocent, if weak, humour, but, somehow, delivered with an edge, as if we shared a dark secret. The bartender leered, as if he were in on it too. I was less than pleased.


      I was a little nervous at first. Residual fears that this was all a big mistake, I guess. But after a couple of rounds Nordhagen and I were once again the same happy pair of jovial boozers out for a night on the town.


      We strolled down to Gerrard Street, where we had a leisurely, light, but delicious Chinese meal. It was a good choice—the food was excellent and the restaurant comfortable, not in the least stuffy. Nordhagen delivered a running commentary on what we were eating, and on Chinese cuisine in general. He was witty and informative without ever sounding pompous or condescending. We also played guessing games with each other.


      'I'd say you had a firm religious upbringing,' he speculated.


      'Right.'


      'Protestant.'


      'Yep.'


      'I thought as much. You don't have that haunted, furtive, guilty look Catholics have. Even lapsed Catholics have a hard time shaking it.'


      'No Catholics in our crowd,' I confirmed.


      'No. And you have Scottish blood in you somewhere, if your name is any indication. So, you must be—what? Presbyterian?'


      'Of a sort,' I admitted. 'Watered down through several American generations. I haven't had anything to do with it since I was—oh, fifteen, or so.'


      He nodded and smiled.


      'Yes, well, you know,' he said, 'all the little twists and kinks are put in place at a much earlier age.'


      Nordhagen put this to me with such a merry, mischievous smile it was impossible for me to take offence. But I knew I would like it less and less the next day.


      'But, tell me—you're not British,' I said. A sudden inspiration, turning the tables, 'You told me you're a foreigner, like me. What is Nordhagen, a German name?'


      'Scandinavian.'


      'Where? Norway, or -'


      'Up there, somewhere, yes,' the little doctor said quickly. 'It's all pretty much the same to me. I've been away from there so long the place means nothing to me anymore. I have no roots there, and I've been here long enough to feel British.'


      'Are you -'


      'Are we ready? I think it's time we were moving along,' Nordhagen said smoothly.


      Had I come close to a nerve? The old boy wasn't happy talking about his background, or so it seemed. I didn't pursue the subject; I had no desire to aggravate my host, especially since there was something I liked about him. But I tucked the matter away in the back of my mind—I'd think about it again, later. It was, surely, an important part of the secret I was hoping to learn. Was he an ex-Nazi? A war criminal? Or a collaborator? Maybe that was why he wasn't back in Denmark or Sweden or wherever he came from. Whatever the secret was, it must be something worth burying.


      But no—if there was something terrible in his past, something he wanted to keep hidden, Nordhagen would hardly set up a medical practice in the middle of London. According to Eileen, his name and picture appeared in the press from time to time—not the kind of thing a fugitive Eichmann would ever allow.


      More likely, he was a victim, a refugee who had escaped with his life. Perhaps he had lost friends, loved ones, or perhaps he had always been pretty much of a loner. I really had no idea whatsoever, but part of what made Nordhagen so fascinating was that there was something about him that set you to wonder.


      We came out of the restaurant and walked back up to busy Shaftesbury Avenue.


      'Do you mind if we stroll on a bit?' he asked.


      'Fine by me.'


      'A very moderate pace helps settle the stomach and it facilitates digestion,' he explained.


      It was, I would learn, another one of Nordhagen's little rituals. I didn't mind, although I prefer to settle my stomach after a meal in the traditional manner: by collapsing in an easy chair. We wandered on up through Soho Square to Oxford Street, where Nordhagen flagged down a taxi.


      'Park Street,' he told the driver.


      'Where are we going?' I asked as soon as we were under way. 'Another one of your clubs?'


      I heard him laugh softly to himself.


      'In a manner of speaking.'


      'London seems to be full of clubs.'


      'That is precisely right,' Nordhagen said emphatically. 'London is all about clubs, clubs of one kind or another.'


      'How many do you belong to?'


      The little doctor waved a hand as if to say it didn't matter. 'There are—well, I have no idea, to tell you the truth,' he answered. 'Membership is a funny thing in some of these places.'


      'Don't you have to know someone?'


      'Or someone who knows someone else, yes. It helps at times. But, I was about to say, there are clubs and clubs. Those places we visited the other night are basically legal entities designed to get around the vagaries of our licensing laws. Some are rather pedestrian middle-class places, social clubs for quiet drinking and gossip. Others cater to the lowest of lowlife. Oh, I could take you to some frightening places, my boy.'


      'Great.'


      'No, not really. You only think so.' Nordhagen cleared his throat before continuing. "Then you have the proper clubs—the Carlton, the Reform, Boodles, places like that. Great institutions, but slowly dying off, I fear.'


      The taxi turned a corner, then another. A few moments later I spotted the American Embassy looming up ahead on the right. The giant eagle looked like a night bird of prey, poised to fly. We passed on, then swung into Park Street.


      'Ah, here we are,' Nordhagen announced.


      While he paid the fare, I walked up and down in front of the place, looking it over. It was a brown brick building, elegant but very narrow—it couldn't have been more than twenty feet wide. The windows revealed nothing but glimmers of light here and there, as if they were shuttered on the inside. I counted five floors.


      'Rather deceptive,' Nordhagen said. 'Looks a small place but it's actually quite deep. Probably built by a Dutchman.'


      We went up a few steps to a heavy wooden door, illuminated by an electric lantern. Nordhagen rang the bell, which was mounted inconspicuously on the side of the door frame, a few inches from the discreet bronze plaque that told us we had come to the Feathers.


      Gay baths? A high-class brothel? I almost hesitated, because this didn't look like the kind of place it would be easy to walk out of should I suddenly find myself in an awkward situation. Now was the time to demur.


      But then the door opened, and I followed Nordhagen into an anteroom. The floors, walls, and ceiling seemed to be covered with dark green velvet. Not so the two sturdy fellows in evening dress who obviously served as the screening committee. They knew my host, and we were smoothly ushered through to a foyer. Stairs went up into the building as well as down below street level. A fine old cage elevator had been installed in the central stairwell. In addition to a coatroom, there was a couple of unmarked doors off the foyer. The building seemed completely quiet. Nordhagen paused, considering where to go.


      'The Feathers,' I said. 'What is this place?'


      'Why, Tom, you look positively nervous,' he said, his face breaking out in a wide smile. 'No need to be, dear boy. Come along. Let's have a drink in the piano bar and settle you down straight away.'


      The piano bar was up one flight. It was very dark, a cavernous room lit only by candles in red jars on a scattering of tables. Each table was screened off to provide extra privacy. Somewhere in the room, a piano was being played. The carpeting was so deep it felt as if we were walking on pillows, and the seats were equally luxurious. I spotted the bar, but it seemed to be unmanned; in fact, it was, literally. A young woman came and took our orders. I was unprepared for the sight of her and, I suppose, I was startled, but I was ready when she returned a few minutes later with our drinks. She was tall, slender, very pretty, and her entire outfit consisted of two or three silk scarves tied around her waist.


      'What is this, a Playboy Club for grownups?' I asked when the girl had left.


      Nordhagen laughed quietly. 'Not at all,' he said. 'It is a kind of club—I guess you could say that—but then again, it is unlike any other club in London. Cheers.'


      We sipped our drinks. I had ordered bourbon, since beer didn't seem right for this place. Now I noticed that I had been served a large crystal tumbler full of extremely good sour mash on ice—an amount of liquor far in excess of any normal bar measure. A few of these and it would be a rough night.


      'This is very much a private enterprise,' Nordhagen elaborated. 'A club, yes; we can call it that. But membership is strictly limited to—well, let's just say it's under a thousand. And, as you saw, the name is on the front door. It's not hush-hush, like some places I know, but it is most decidedly discreet. No new member may join unless one dies.'


      The little doctor gave me a long look when he said that, as if to underline the point.


      'A thousand members? But surely this place isn't big enough to handle a crowd -'


      'Under a thousand,' Nordhagen said, cutting me off. 'And that's world-wide, Tom. Some members only get here once or twice a year. Of course, those of us who live in the neighbourhood can enjoy it any time we like. As can our guests.' ,


      'Very nice.'


      'Oh, it is, it is.'


      'When is it open? I mean what hours?'


      'Forever.'


      'It's always open.'


      'Oh, yes.' Nordhagen smiled fondly. 'Someone once said, in this bar, in fact, that the Feathers is a fantasy. Well, perhaps it is that, but what's the point of having a fantasy if it isn't there all the time? Even if you're busy, or elsewhere, it is still here, available, unending, and you know it. Isn't that what a fantasy has to be, after all?'


      'Definitely.' I was impressed. I knew now I was sitting in the midst of a lot of money. Money and power.


      'On the ground floor we have a gymnasium,' Nordhagen told me. 'Excellent equipment, a steam room, a sauna, the works. And we also have, on this floor, a dining room—or rather, a series of private dining rooms.


      As with everything else, the kitchen is in operation all the time. What else? Let's see. Upstairs we have another bar, quite unlike this one. And there are rooms for members' use. A games room, a conference room, and a goodly number of bedrooms and suites for those who are staying overnight. Oh, I almost forgot—we also have a cinema. Rather teeny, I'm afraid, but the film library is extensive.'


      I was still on the word teeny; he made even that sound like a virtue. 'Why would anyone ever leave?' I asked.


      'Why indeed?'


      Nordhagen was smiling to himself, pleased, I thought, with his club and pleased that he could show it off to me. Fair enough. It made me take him a little more seriously.


      'Let's go downstairs,' he said a few minutes later. 'We can get another drink there, and I want to show you something.'


      'AH right.'


      By the time we reached the foyer I felt dizzy. The tumbler of bourbon, on top of my Chinese meal, the drinks before that, and my generally indulgent London lifestyle were all having an effect on me. Nordhagen steered me down more stairs. We were going into the cellar, or whatever it was.


      'The grotto,' he said. 'The steam room's down here too. Good idea? What do you say?'


      'Okay.' I couldn't argue, even if I had wanted to.


      'Yes, let's shed a few toxins,' Nordhagen said.


      And, for the next hour or so, that's what we did. We sat in the steam room for as long as we could take it, sweating like pigs. Then we showered and went back in to sweat some more. After a final shower, we climbed up on tables, and a couple of masseuses went to work on us. Mine sat on my back, walked on it, and pounded me up and down. But at the end of it, I felt terrific—light, limber, strong. She knew what she was doing.


      Nordhagen handed me a robe. 'Silk,' he said. 'It's all you'll need in the grotto.'


      The grotto was beautiful. Instead of putting in an ordinary swimming pool, they had built a vast underground cavern, a real rock-lined pool, complete with cascading waterfall at the far end. Nordhagen and I swam for a while, then dried ourselves off and lounged in our silk robes at the water's edge on mounds of fluffy pillows. There had been a couple of other men in the steam room, but we had the grotto to ourselves.


      If Nordhagen signalled, I didn't see it, but fresh drinks arrived, delivered by another beautiful young woman, naked but for the string of scarves.


      'Don't leave us, darling,' the little doctor told her. She remained standing there. 'Isn't she gorgeous, Tom?'


      'Yes, she certainly is.'


      'Eurasian, of course. The most beautiful women in the world are Eurasian. What shall we do with her?'


      No answer seemed called for, so I just smiled. Nordhagen rose and whispered to the girl for a few moments.


      As for me, I was lost. Never mind London; I was no longer sure I was anywhere on the planet Earth. The Feathers was a secret side of London I'd hardly dreamed I might see.


      The girl disappeared, then came back a minute later with two plain bottles. I had no idea what was in them. She set one down and began to splash liquid from the other all over her long, beautiful body.


      'She's doing this for you,' Nordhagen said. His voice was distant, as if coming from some other place, or in a dream.


      The girl was close to me, kneeling, and she rubbed the liquid on her skin slowly. Her eyes told me she was enjoying it and that she wanted me to enjoy the sight of it. She was using suntan lotion or baby oil, something like that. I didn't care.


      She took special care slicking down her pubic hair, reaching deep between her legs, and behind. Then the long black mane that flowed from her head. She covered her face, and then rubbed her nipples until they were alert. It all took time, but we had forever. Her performance was truly hypnotic.


      When she was finished, she was some strange, erotic, shiny creature whose eyes paralysed me. Dimly the realization came that I had never been so close to so beautiful a woman at any time in my life.


      Now she sat back a step, regarding me. She picked up the other bottle, stood, and poured that liquid on herself. She didn't rub it into the oiled skin, just sprinkled it generously all over her body. It had a strong, vaguely familiar scent. But I was watching, not thinking.


      Finally she put down the second bottle and stood there, as if waiting for me to do something. Hands on hips, she leaned towards me slightly, smiling.


      'Touch her,' Nordhagen whispered. I wasn't looking at him but I could feel the force of his interest now. Touch her, Tom.' It was a command.


      Slowly, I moved forward. My arm reached out to the girl. The long silk sleeve of my robe rustled, charged. When my hand was close enough, the static spark jumped to her—and she was covered with flames. She was burning up in front of me. I jumped back, then reached out to help her, but Nordhagen's hand held me back. I was terrified, but frozen.


      'Look,' he hissed.


      From her feet all the way up to the top of her head, the girl seemed to be clothed in blue fire. It sizzled and spat. But she stood there, writhing, arms raised like a dancer. Her eyes were closed, and she was smiling through the flames.


      It began to get to her. The fire was either burning through the oil or it was heating it up. The pain showed on her face, but she refused to move. Then we could hear tiny cries welling up in her throat, and her face became a mask of agony. She stretched her burning arms back, arched herself, and dived backwards into the pool.


      I felt the breath rush out of me. She swam in the cool water for a few minutes. I could see her smile. She was pleased with herself, and maybe also with what she saw on my face.


      'Would you like her?' Nordhagen asked me.


      I felt weak. 'You mean—do I want to fuck her?' Part of my brain was trying to tell me to get out of this place.


      'No,no, dear boy.' Nordhagen smiled to himself again.


      The girl came out of the pool and sat down next to me. She was like a cat, stretching, rubbing against me. The air held the scent of smoke and perfume.


      'It's an interesting question,' Nordhagen said. 'What would anyone do if they were given another person. Given, I say. Have you ever considered it? Probably not. After all, the possibility never arises. Well, almost never.'


      I found it hard to think, especially with the girl lying there against me. I was already stroking her breasts, teasing her nipples.


      'You make it sound like you mean—really—giving someone to another person. Like, well, slavery.'


      'Yes.'


      'To do whatever you want with—keep, throw away.'


      'Use, destroy.'


      'Yeah,' I said. 'Sure. Ha ha.'


      'Ah, but you see, I do mean it,' Nordhagen went on, his eyebrows rising. 'That is the question I am asking you, dear boy. Would you like to have her?'
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      I found myself in cold, thin daylight when I left the Feathers. The sky was clear, and the sun was visible; distant and washed out, but there. Which was more or less how I felt. I'd seen the night through and bottomed out in the next day—it was probably some kind of first in my life.


      I crossed Park Lane and walked through Hyde Park towards Kensington at an unhurried pace, partly because I was plain tired but also because my mind needed time and fresh air to sort itself out. I had a lot to think over -such as, what the hell was the previous night all about?


      The Feathers. Reality stopped at the front door of that place—which I guess was the point of it. I'd been in some other world, or so it seemed. But I couldn't tell yet whether I'd been given a glimpse of rare, high privilege or simply been snowed at an expensive whorehouse. A little of both, maybe.


      But why? Roger Nordhagen had covered everything. The last thing I'd paid for was his glass of red wine at the Carlisle. Perhaps he had nothing better to do with his money, but it bothered me when I thought about it. Not that I could afford the kind of treatment available at the Feathers. But as I made my way along the Carriage Road I realized that I'd let another man spend a lot of money on me, and that left me with an uncomfortable feeling.


      The Feathers. I guess I'd known such places exist, though I'd never given it much thought. It made sense. People with money had to frolic somewhere, and the Feathers was just one of their playgrounds. It wasn't even outrageous, just very impressive. By telling me it was run for fewer than a thousand people world-wide, Nordhagen seemed to be suggesting it was more a secret society than a mere private club. I took that to be Nordhagen's way of inflating his own importance, and I suspected the truth was more down to earth. There are clubs and there are clubs, as he had told me. No doubt about it, the little doctor wanted to impress me, and show me he was not only a swell guy but important as well.


      Why? That question came back to me whenever I forgot about the pleasures of the Feathers. He hadn't come on to me like an old fairy, when he might have, and I had an instinctive feeling that he really wasn't that way inclined. I had a vague recollection of warning Nordhagen off in that regard when we first met. So perhaps he was exactly what he appeared to be, a lonely, more or less friendless old geezer. Well off, yes, but on his own. For all I knew, it might be a habit of his, picking up strangers and milking them of company and conversation, treating them handsomely in the process. If that were the case, he'd probably tire of me soon enough. Already had, more likely.


      Drink is the assembly line of guilt, and once again I was sure I'd finished an evening with Nordhagen badly. I must have struck a pretty inane pose when I grandly pronounced, 'You have your freedom, then,' to that girl in the grotto. She looked disappointed, and Nordhagen managed only a sad smile. The girl dived back into the pool and swam away. Okay, it was not a great response to their joke, but they took it so seriously. What did they expect? Did they really think I'd swallow that nonsense about having the girl, actually owning her, to do anything with I wanted? The old man had carried it off rather well at the time, I had to admit, but now, in the chill morning, it all seemed merely silly. But I had failed to play along with their game, and that in itself might cost me further entertainment with Nordhagen.


      I wasn't sure I'd mind. I remembered the strange sound in his voice when the girl caught fire: a manic hiss. And, when I'd glanced at him a few seconds later, the expression on his face: eyes too wide open, the look of someone slightly crazy. I thought I'd had just about enough of him. After the girl left us, our talk slackened, became sporadic and tired, inconsequential. We drank more, but seemed to occupy separate silences in that stunning grotto. Finally I hauled myself up and thanked Nordhagen for a fine time, got my clothes on, and stumbled outside. No talk of seeing each other again soon, or anything like that.


      By the time I reached the Albert Memorial I was convinced I had fallen far short of being the amusing guest someone like Nordhagen would want. Maybe I'd even been monumentally blind; maybe he had hoped to be treated to a front-row seat at a wild sexual performance by the Eurasian girl and me. We'd almost got down to it, at that, and now it seemed more and more amazing that we hadn't. I'd declined the offer, but why?


      I took a taxi the rest of the way home. I could hear Eileen Fothergill moving around behind the door of her flat when I reached the top of the stairs. I hurried to my own apartment, eager to avoid any encounter at that time of day. The expression on the cab driver's face had told me more than I cared to know about the way I looked.


      Safely inside, I locked the door, stripped my clothes off, and flopped down on the bed. Now that I was lying still, my head began to spin, slowly but inescapably. It would be a long day, and my best hope was that I'd pass through it in a state of unconsciousness. I'd had enough of Roger Nordhagen, nose bobber of Mayfair. Something bothered me about him. I couldn't say exactly what, but my impression of the man was clouded. Perhaps he was simply too eccentric for me.


      I didn't want to think about the Feathers, playpen for the pampered few. I was ready to sink back into my own life.


      I came to my senses three or four days later. I'd gone back to my old routine of dining out, seeing a film or play, visiting new pubs, and otherwise continuing my exploration of London. My hours didn't change; I was still a night owl at large in the West End. But something was wrong, something at the back of my mind was calling for attention. I was sitting in the bar in Ronnie Scott's, waiting for Zoot Sims to return for a second set, when I began to think consciously about it.


      I actually did miss the little guy. Maybe miss wasn't the right word, but I did regret, somewhat, that contact had been broken off between us. He was the only person I knew in London, not counting my spinsterish neighbour. I tried to describe Nordhagen to myself, to remind myself what he was like—for, although only a few days had passed, he was elusive in my mind. He was friendly, generous, jolly. But not really warm. He was intelligent and perceptive, and he didn't mind telling you things about yourself. But not about himself. That's it, I realized: I still had a puzzle to solve, and that puzzle was Roger Nordhagen. It wasn't the little doctor, my chum and colleague, I missed; it was Nordhagen the riddle, the strange, eccentric, hidden individual behind the charming exterior.


      Now I wondered if it was the right thing to do, to let it go and forget about it. Could I do that? There had been something empty and incomplete about my wanderings through London since the night at the Feathers. Something was not right, and it seemed to me that I had, after all, been too hasty in writing off my acquaintance with Roger Nordhagen.


      There were lots of different ways of looking at it, not least of which was the one that said I owed him, out of simple courtesy, a dinner in return. I had no intention of continuing to enjoy his largesse without paying him back in kind, at least to the extent that I was able to. The element of self-interest in this was clear to me. Nordhagen was still my only entree to places in London I couldn't otherwise approach. Being towed around by the little doctor was, I concluded as Zoot re-emerged from the back room, preferable to sitting in restaurants and bars alone. Especially since I had already been through a good many of the public places in the West End.


      That 'private' side of London nightlife still appealed, and it was hard to resist. I'd had only a brief glimpse of it with Nordhagen. There had to be more, much more. It wasn't just the Feathers—although I wouldn't turn down a return visit, nor would I necessarily dismiss that beautiful Eurasian girl if she were ever presented to me again—but the thought of missing a great deal of London. The more I considered it, the more it worried me. I was there for a limited period of time, and I wanted to make the most of it. Perhaps Nordhagen was one of those little quirks of fate. Perhaps I'd met him because I was meant to meet him, and he was my key to the city. Surely it would be a mistake to squander that resource—all the more so since I had no other person or thing with which to replace him. It was London, more than Nordhagen, I was after.


      I made up my mind to get in touch with the little doctor, although it took me another few days to work myself up to the task. I don't know why. A strange kind of paralysis came over me as soon as the notion was clear in my mind. I couldn't pick up the telephone and call him. I wanted to, but every time I reached for the receiver I hesitated, feeling awkward, nervous. I was convinced I'd sound foolish, or opportunistic, or in some other way false.


      One day I walked past the Feathers on Park Street, then along Mount Street to the entrance of Millington Lane. I couldn't tell, but I guessed that Nordhagen's offices were through the shiny black door at the far end. A massive Daimler was parked in front. A few moments later a middle-aged man came out through the black door, got into the car, and was driven away past me. Whoever he was, he could do with one or two fewer chins, which made me think he had indeed come from Nordhagen's place. Then it occurred to me that I'd been standing there at the mouth of the lane, loitering like some crazed adolescent. I felt extremely silly, ashamed of myself, and confused. I hurried away and walked until I was sure I'd put at least a mile between myself and Mount Street, and then I went into a quiet pub to chase away all thought with a line of pints.


      Later, of course, I did think about it. Nordhagen had put a spell on me, I told myself, but he was an intriguing figure. More to the point, I'd been in London long enough to become a little lonely. That was probably what it all came down to—the accumulating emotional wear and tear of being on my own. I had no desire to call up Owen Flaherty and invite him out for a drink. Nor did I want to expand my acquaintance with Eileen Fothergill any more than was necessary. I could go along to a disco any night of the week and try to pick up a girl, but I hadn't played that game in a few years, since college, in fact, and I was reluctant to push myself in that direction. I'd always hated the ritual of picking up women, conning them even as they are deciding whether or not to do the same to you—and later, almost always, both of you finding out how uninterested you are in each other.


      That left Nordhagen as the prime focus of socializing for me in London. It might not say much for me, but it was nothing to get spooked about, I reasoned. He's a lonely old man who enjoys company, and that's what I can offer. In return, he introduces me to what would otherwise be invisible London.


      All this dithering, I would come to understand much later, was actually an elaborate defence mechanism that I was trying to employ against myself. It almost worked.


      'I'm sorry I haven't called you sooner to thank you for that marvellous time the other night,' I said when I finally got him on the telephone.


      'Not at all,' Nordhagen replied. 'Glad you enjoyed it.'


      'The meal was great. And the visit to the Feathers,' I added quickly. 'That's quite a place.'


      'Isn't it?'


      He was friendly enough, but he was letting me make the first move. I suggested we get together for a drink. I had already decided to see how that was received before proffering a dinner invitation.


      'Why don't you come round here,' he responded. 'We can have a drink and I can show you my offices and home and all that sort of thing.'


      'Fine,' I said. 'I'd like that very much.'


      'We can always adjourn somewhere else later, if that's what we want to do.'


      'Yes, whatever.'


      'Good. But not tomorrow, I'm afraid. How about the day after, Friday. Is Friday all right with you?'


      'Sure, no problem.'


      'Come about five, then. Do you know where I am?'


      'I have your card.'


      'Excellent. See you Friday at five.'


      It wasn't long after I'd hung up the telephone that something came echoing back to me. The words if that's what we want to do. It was another typical Nordhagen turn of phrase. Innocent, trivial, but lingeringly unpleasant. It's just the way the man talks, I tried to tell myself. Of course we might just sit around his place and get happily sozzled there, without ever thinking of going out somewhere else, lest we lose the thread of our conversation in the process. But I was learning how you could hear different things in Nordhagen's simplest remarks. It didn't really bother me, but I was determined to stay alert for them, not to miss one overtone or veiled suggestion. I didn't want to come away from another meeting with him feeling stupid or naive, or buffaloed.


      The next day I got an agony letter from my mother, with an equally worried, if briefer, note from my father enclosed. They had my telephone number, they could call up any time, but no, instead they poured it all out on pages of transparent stationery. The problem was, they had heard from me only once since I had arrived in London, and that shortly after I had landed. Where was I, what had happened, what was I doing? And so on. Whatever they had was contagious, because I spent more than an hour trying to compose a suitable reply, explaining that I was still in London, hadn't got to the Continent yet, was having a smashing time, as they say here, missed them very much, and blah blah blah.


      But as soon as I read it over, I tore it up and threw it in the wastebasket. Why was I so apologetic? They knew where I was. They knew I was on vacation, not in prison, where I could write letters all day, every day. I worked myself up into a properly aggressive state of mind, and then I called them. It worked. My mother was shocked to be talking to someone thousands of miles away. The thought of how much it must be costing was sufficient to reduce her to a rapid unintelligible stammer. My father took over, and I got the basic message through to him: I was fine, I was enjoying myself, and I would make an effort to send a few postcards, but they shouldn't worry about me. As I have had to do more than once, I reminded them I was a doctor and could take care of myself.


      That night, sitting in a topless bar in Soho, half watching a woman in a schoolgirl costume strip and play with a vibrator, I began to grasp what the letter and telephone conversation really meant. And I was shocked. They missed me, worried about me, even more than I would have thought they could. But at the same time, I didn't miss them. I didn't miss New Haven, the hospital, my imitation Swiss-chalet condominium out on Interstate 95. The people I knew and worked with, my family, the whole of my life back in the USA—I didn't miss any of it.^


      Nobody is invisible, but I felt close to it in London, and I liked that very much. I was leaving no footprints. Yesterday didn't matter. I took it one day at a time—as so many people claim but so few actually manage to do. The present was something I was truly making up as I went along. That, in itself, is enough to make a grown man shiver with fear and excitement. For the first time in my life I had no idea of what money could do: not so much free you as throw you, hurl you into yourself. I was getting a small taste of it, and for only a limited period of time, but I could see how it destroyed people. How many, condemned to the freedom of being themselves, find nothing there? Even now, in a small way, I was edging around that fire. Already London was teaching me things about myself. Was I a voyeur? I was sitting there watching the show, but what I saw was a previous life drifting away like a continental plate. London was my peep show, and I was in it.


      But it was a phony thrill. I knew that when the time and money ran out, I'd be back there in the real world, earning my way once again. But a taste, just one brief taste, can be enough to take with you to the grave, and this was it for me. I wasn't at all sure I could live this free for the rest of my life, that I could handle it. This vacation would be enough, maybe more than enough.


      The schoolgirl was followed by a nurse, who in turn was succeeded by a pair of horny nuns, and a lingerie saleswoman. Each act was greeted enthusiastically by the audience, and afterwards the performers allowed customers to buy them drinks. A table of Middle Easterners, reprieved from the strictures of Islam, got the two nuns and the schoolgirl, a thematically appropriate combination, somehow. A businessman with a German accent fell into serious conversation with the nurse; maybe they were discussing colonic irrigation. I couldn't be a poor sport, so when the lingerie saleswoman approached me, I sprang for one drink. She kept glancing at herself in the mirror behind the bar, as if her appearance were subject to transformation without prior warning.


      'Do all men really have the same few fantasies?'


      I was just trying to be polite, and get an expert's opinion at the same time. It seemed the best way to avoid the phony romantic talk that goes on in these places.


      'Why, didn't you like the show?' My companion downed half of her tiny champagne cocktail (£10) in one gulp. "They're very popular acts. What would you like, something a little stronger? A little kinkier?' She gave me an encouraging smile.


      'How's this for a fantasy?' I said. 'Someone gives you another person, a gift, yours to use in any way or do whatever you want with, a gorgeous young girl—or, if it were you, a young boy, I suppose. Anyhow, the point is-'


      'I know,' she cut me off. 'You're talking about the old slave fantasy. Collar around the neck, ankle chain, do this, do that! I know just what you mean, love. It's not unusual, you know.'


      'I suppose it isn't,' I conceded.


      'There aren't any good unusual fantasies left these days,' she lamented. She looked sad, like a poet who'd run out of inspiration. 'But yours is quite good; don't get me wrong, love. Lends itself to lots of interesting variations...'


      It cost me another drink and some fanciful talk of various 'scenarios of enactment' before I could get away gracefully. But I felt it had been worth it, somehow. I was still thinking of the Feathers, and wondering if what went on there was enactment or the real thing. Or was there any difference at all? As long as you could pay, you could keep the fantasy real.


      I intended to ask Nordhagen more about the Feathers, and to tell him I hoped he would take me back for a second visit. I had made up my mind not to waste any more time on niceties, or to be shy about going for what I wanted or what interested me. I had only so much time in London, and the days were dwindling down. I still had more than four months left, it's true, and that might seem a long time to someone in jail. But I was in the opposite situation. I was enjoying total freedom and I had to make the most of it while I had the chance.


      When I arrived at Nordhagen's offices at the appointed time on Friday afternoon, he was not there. The only person in the waiting room when I opened the shiny black door was his receptionist—but she didn't look like any ordinary receptionist.


      'Ah, good evening,' she said, rising from her chair behind the desk. 'You must be Tom Sutherland, Doctor Sutherland.'


      'Yes, I am.'


      'I'm Lina Ravachol, Doctor Nordhagen's assistant.'


      'Pleased to meet you.'


      I was too. Lina Ravachol was a strikingly beautiful woman. And woman was the right word, since there was nothing of the pretty girl about her. I would say she was thirty, give or take a year or two. She had dark, lustrous hair that was long and thick. It set off her pale skin and electric blue eyes. She was tall but well proportioned. Her face and hands were exquisite. The strong impression created by her physical presence was immediate. She had the fine features of a china doll, and yet there was a larger-than-life quality about her. She almost looked too good to be only human. Not a Playboy blow-up. Maybe a goddess.


      The clothes went with the woman. She came around to the front of the desk, and the slit in her black skirt showed a length of silvery-stockinged leg. She wore a white blouse beneath an open vest. I don't know materials by sight, but I would have guessed that almost everything she had on was silk. It seemed a safe bet. The only jewellery she wore was a fiery blue opal on a silver chain around her neck.


      Lina Ravachol was the kind of woman you wouldn't be surprised to find in the pages of Vogue. She looked out of place in the role of Doctor Nordhagen's assistant, but that didn't bother me at the time. Later, I realized that she was actually the ideal front person to deal with his clients (in cosmetic surgery you didn't have patients, you had clients). Upper-class folk wouldn't intimidate this woman.


      'I'm so sorry Doctor Nordhagen won't be able to keep his engagement with you this evening,' she said. 'He was called away unexpectedly on an urgent matter about-an hour ago, and he was unable to reach you by telephone.'


      'Oh. That's too bad.'


      'The Doctor will ring you to arrange another date and time, if that's all right with you.'


      'Sure, no problem.'


      'Good.' Lina Ravachol breathed the word, more than said it. 'In the meantime, the Doctor asked if I would sit in for him at dinner with you this evening, and I said of course, I'd be glad to do so.'


      I hoped she'd told him no such thing. I hoped she'd waited until I arrived, so she could get a look at me before making up her mind.


      'I don't want to inconvenience you,' I said.


      'You won't. Not at all.'


      'Are you sure? I mean, you don't have anything else to do this evening?


      'No, really.'


      'Well, fine. Uh, I don't know if Roger told you, but I'm new to London and I don't know many places yet. Is there anywhere special you'd like to go?'


      'You're the guest,' she told me brightly. 'It's all been taken care of. We have a private dining room at the Feathers. Is that all right with you?'


      'Definitely.'


      'Good. I'll just be a minute.'


      She disappeared into another room. Nordhagen had pulled a pretty neat surprise on me, but I didn't mind at all. As I waited, somewhat nervously, I was grateful to have a dinner date with such a gorgeous woman, and that was all I cared to think about.


      Nordhagen's reception room was more than ordinary too, I noticed for the first time. The chairs were fine leather, the carpet deep, and the paintings on the walls looked like real art. Lina Ravachol's desk might have been a piece out of French history. The only things on it were a telephone and a huge crystal vase overflowing with fresh flowers. The magazines scattered about for the clients were French, Italian, and British Vogue, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker, and others of that sort.


      'Ready?'


      Lina Ravachol was back, in a silvery fur coat.


      'Ready.'


      I felt a little like a vagrant next to this dazzling creature, but if she could stand it, so could I. We walked to the Feathers and were passed through by the same two men without question. Lina left her coat in the small coatroom.


      'Let's have a drink in the piano bar,' I suggested. 'That is, if we have time. Or are we supposed to eat right away?'


      'Whatever you want,' she said. 'We can eat whenever we're ready. It's early yet. Drinks would be very nice.'


      'Right, good.'


      I was like a kid who had bungled a golden opportunity and who suddenly, miraculously, has been given a second, even better, chance. Lina led me to a table in what might have been the darkest, most remote corner of the piano bar. The familiar nymph clad only in scarves took our orders—Lina asked for Stoli on the rocks, and when I heard that, I felt weak requesting a white wine spritzer. Getting blitzed on alcohol seemed half the point, or more, when in Nordhagen's company. But with this woman I wanted to make an attempt, at least, to stay reasonably sober. It was, as they say, a completely different situation.


      One of the reasons I wanted to have a drink in the piano bar was to see how Lina reacted to the naked beauty who saw to the drinks. It was a cheap, schoolboy kind of move on my part,'and of course Lina took no notice whatsoever—we might just as well have been served by someone in knight's armour.


      The drinks, as on my previous visit, were mammoth, and by the time we'd got through one round, Lina and I had overcome the difficult small talk and felt more relaxed in each other's company. Into the second round, we were talking about Nordhagen and the Feathers. I sensed that Lina was being careful in what she said, but at the same time I didn't get the feeling she was actually keeping anything from me.


      'Roger described this place as a fantasy,' I said. 'And that strikes me as just about the right word for it. But I wonder, how does it seem to a woman?'


      'Like a fantasy,' she agreed.


      'Silly? It's so male—piggish, some might say.'


      'Oh, no, not at all. I don't think any fantasy is silly. I think everything should be a fantasy. Don't you? If you step outside and look around, at any street in the world, at any newspaper—well, you can see what the alternative is.'


      'Yeah, but-'


      'Everything should be a fantasy,' Lina repeated. 'People have been trying to make a go of what they call "the real world" for thousands of years now, and it hasn't really worked. I think reality should be outlawed.'


      I smiled at this—condescendingly, I'm afraid. 'And how would you go about doing that?'


      'By making everyone share my fantasy,' Lina said simply, with a casual shrug. 'By making mine theirs. That's all it takes.'


      'It can't be done, not with a lot of people.'


      'Politicians do it all the time.'


      'You mean that they sell visions in exchange for votes? I guess that's true to a certain extent, but doesn't it usually turn into bad dreams?'


      I was smiling, as if I were clever, but Lina ignored this.


      'You said fantasy was the right word for this place,' she went on. 'I agree, I think it's a very good word. Doesn't it all seem a little unreal to you?'


      'Yes, very.'


      'But don't you feel a little more comfortable here than you did the first time you came?'


      'Yes, I do.'


      'And the more you come here, the more you'll accept it and fit in with it. The more the fantasy becomes real to you, so also will the outside become unreal.'


      'Yes, but you always go back outside, to your home, to work. This is all very well, but you don't live like this.'


      'Don't be so sure. Every time you go outside you take a little more of this with you.'


      'This whole London trip is one big fantasy for me.'


      'You see?'


      'I'm not sure I see anything,' I said. 'I'm sorry if I keep smiling, but this all seems kind of strange. I'm thinking I should be asking you where you were born, where you went to school, do you have any brothers and sisters, how you got your job with Nordhagen—things like that.'


      'Do you want to know? Does it matter?'


      'Well, no, not really.'


      I wasn't so big an idiot that I'd seriously argue with her. The Feathers and this remarkable stranger could do whatever they wanted with me. If Lina Ravachol wanted to talk about fantasy, no problem.


      'So, is this place your fantasy too?' I asked. 'Your deep, dark, secret fantasy?'


      'No, not mine. It's a fantasy I can enjoy, being here, but it's not my special one.'


      'And what is?'


      'I can't tell you, but I could show you.'


      'All right.'


      'Not now, not yet. Let's work on yours for now.'


      I laughed. I was enjoying this. I was dizzy.


      'Do you think all fantasies are sexual?'


      "The first wave, yes,' Lina answered. 'And most people never get beyond the first wave.'


      'But... ?'


      Lina sat back and smiled before saying, 'Beyond that are the real fantasies.'


      'And what are they about?'


      'Don't you know?'


      'I could guess,' I said. 'But I'd much rather have you tell me about them.'


      'I can't. Not yet.'


      That again. It made me wonder what the rest of the evening had in store. With someone like Lina sitting next to me, it was pleasant to think about.


      'Fantasies are just fantasies,' I said fatuously.


      'We're in the fantasy business,' Lina said smoothly. 'People want their breasts enlarged or reduced. They want their thighs contoured. They want one youthful chin. It's all fantasy, isn't it?'


      'You're just helping them feel better about their bodies,' I pointed out. 'And that in turn helps them get along a little bit better in the outside world.'


      'By taking a little more of the fantasy out with them. By making them more of the fantasy.'


      'Well, yes,' I admitted. 'You could say that.'
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      Lina Ravachol had me in the palm of her hand. If Nordhagen was constantly surprising, he at least had a familiar human appearance, down to earth, eccentric but recognizable. I could think of him as the odd kind of person everybody meets at one time or another in their lives. But Lina was something else. Lina was overwhelming. The word that keeps coming to mind is charismatic, and in her own way that's exactly what she was. She was not just beautiful. She was enormously sexy and she radiated that quality.


      The conversation had no chance but to go the way she wanted it to go. Fantasy, fantasy, fantasy. It was a word I'd hardly ever used or thought about in all my previous life, but now it had come to dominate these few weeks in London. I was in a strange place. I wouldn't say I was vulnerable so much as exposed, and receptive. And lonely? Oh, yes. It was catching up with me at last. My sex life in America had been erratic and uninteresting. By now some considerable time had passed since I'd been with a woman I wanted, really and desperately wanted. Tonight was going to be either very good indeed or else terribly unsatisfactory.


      The private dining room at the Feathers was a little fantasy in itself. Small and cocoonlike, it had cushions piled on cushions all around a low table. We left our shoes outside the door. The walls were draped billowy rose satin from ceiling to floor, adding to the illusion of being in a desert tent. A wooden chest was packed with ice and bottles of wine and champagne. There were trays of fresh fruit, shrimp, meats, and other delicacies to nibble on. I shook my head, smiling. The more outrageous the evening became, the easier I found it to go along.


      'Did you know that some of the most famous affairs of Victorian times were conducted in the private dining rooms of London?'


      Lina stretched out on the cushions as she asked this, raising one leg slightly so that her skirt fell back pleasingly.


      'Uh, love affairs?'


      'Yes. Love affairs.'


      'No. I didn't know that.'


      I didn't mind a little history. I dipped a large shrimp in a likely looking sauce and held it to her lips. Lina smiled at me, then licked a bit of the sauce with the tip of her tongue before taking the shrimp in her teeth.


      'Mmm.'


      I stretched out on the cushions too, near her. The room was arranged so that it was easy to be at table without the table coming between two people. In the back of my mind I was still laughing at myself, at this whole business, thinking I had been dragged into some grotesque reenactment of a Valentino movie. But the rest of my mind said, Play on!


      'Do we really have to order a whole big meal now?' I asked. 'I'm not even hungry.'


      'Whatever you want,' Lina said. 'We can just pick at these things and drink, if you prefer.'


      'That'd be fine, at least for now.'


      I filled a couple of crystal goblets with wine, and we drank and took turns feeding each other bits of food. The sauces were delightfully spicy and aromatic. They counteracted the effects of the alcohol, leaving the mouth tingling clean.


      'Something's bothering you,' Lina said after a while. 'You've gone all quiet.'


      'Sorry. I was just wondering.'


      'Yes?'


      'Well, I don't mean this in any negative way, but I was wondering about you. The Feathers is Nordhagen's playground, but I haven't quite figured out why you're here. Why do you go along with it? Why do you give up an evening to wine and dine someone who's a complete stranger to you? Surely it's not part of your job?'


      'Oh, but I'm glad to be here. It's an evening out for me too, and I'm enjoying myself. Does there have to be any other reason?'


      'No. That's good enough, I guess.'


      "Thomas, Tom—by the way, what do people call you?'


      'Most people back in the States call me Doctor.' I meant it as a quick quip, and we both laughed at it, but as soon as I said it I realized it was a true comment on my life in New Haven. 'But call me Tom,' I added hastily.


      'What else are you wondering, Tom? You're supposed to be having a good time, but there's a sad smile in your eyes and you can't get rid of it. You've been trying, but it's still there.'


      'Really? I don't know. I guess I was thinking how easy it would be to get used to living like this.'


      'Mm-hmm.'


      'I haven't been here all that long, but already home, back there, is like a distant star on the other side of the galaxy. A few more weeks of this and I wonder if I'll even know who I am anymore.'


      'Maybe this is who you are.'


      'It'll be hard to go back.'


      'Who says you have to?'


      'Oh, I'll go back. I have to, for a lot of reasons.'


      Lina gave a small, dismissive shrug, as if she thought I didn't know what I was talking about. I was beginning to wonder about that too. I reached out and touched her face, tracing the line of her jaw, her lips. I was looking for something she could tell me in her expression or the feel of her skin. I had no idea what it was.


      'I think I'm a little lost in all this,' I said. My voice sounded like a strangled whisper.


      'There's a great deal in front of you.'


      'What am I supposed to do about it?'


      'Maybe all you have to do is close your hand around it.'


      'Maybe I can't.'


      'Why not?'


      'Maybe I don't believe it.'


      'Maybe you're trying too hard to understand. Analysis can be a very negative, debilitating thing. Do you have to know all the contents of a room before you step into it?'


      'No. But I like to know there's water in the pool before I go off the diving board.'


      At that, we both started laughing, and all the tension in the air disappeared.


      'I want you to try something,' Lina said, sitting up. 'Now, just lie back and relax.' She produced a small silver box, about an inch square, and she took a tiny white pill from it.


      'I don't approve of multidrug experiences,' I told her. 'I can just about get by with drink.'


      'It won't clash with alcohol, and you don't have to worry about bad results. It's nonaddictive and nonhallucinogenic.'


      'What is it, then? You can tell me—I'm a doctor.'


      I wasn't resisting, though. Lina was lying beside me, her breasts pressed against me, her face inches away and filling my sight. I didn't want this to end.


      'It goes under the tongue,' she explained.


      'You first.'


      She put the pill in her mouth without hesitation, then got another one and popped it under my tongue.


      'Close your eyes and let your mind stop,' she whispered in my ear.


      I reached to get one arm around her, then I shut my eyes and tried to be a good passive receptor. It was difficult, however, not to concentrate on her lovely long warm body, which seemed to glow next to me.


      The drug, whatever it was, didn't make me sleepy or dreamy, and, as she said, there were no hallucinations. But after a few minutes my mind really did appear to stop. Normal thought became a lost faculty, but I didn't miss it—in fact, I hardly even knew it was gone. I may have opened my eyes at some point, or maybe I didn't—I had no visual focus. My whole body had become transformed into a vague, amorphous presence. There was a sensation of being adrift in a warm sea, or of floating in the clouds, but at the same time it was as if I were a part of that sea or those clouds. I wasn't a person, a separate entity; I was blurring, merging, becoming one with whatever it was that was all around me.


      And that was only the smallest part of it. The real power of the drug was the overwhelming sense of relief it brought. A sense of total joy and peace washed through me in the gentle waves. It was as if a billion tiny knots within me were unravelling, and every pain, however slight, from the first day of my life, were being erased. At one point I felt so happy, so new, that I was crying like a baby, and that too was a great release. Finally I became the waves, completely, and I was aware of nothing but the most vivid, ecstatic sense of well-being I have ever felt. And like the waves in an infinite sea, I went on and on...


      Inevitably, it began to wear off, and the surroundings asserted themselves once more. I was annoyed at this; I didn't want to be back where I was so soon—although I had no idea how much time had passed. But my body felt new, alive, as if all the alcohol and other poisons in my system had been purged and I had just awakened from a long restorative sleep. Then Lina and I were smiling at each other, kissing, hugging, nuzzling like sleepy young animals.


      'Come,' she said softly. 'Time to go.'


      'Where?'


      'I want you to take me home now.'


      The next few minutes were a jumble of disoriented images, because I was still trying to get my bearings. But soon we were in the back seat of a cab, riding through the empty streets of London in the middle of the night.


      'What was that stuff?'


      'A special blend—I call it Special.'


      I could see her smiling in the dark, and then she kissed me again and I held her close for the rest of the way, one hand buried beneath her fur coat. It seemed a fair drive before we were let off at a park.


      'Where do you live?' I asked as the cab pulled away.


      "The other side of the wood.'


      'The princess beyond the forest.'


      She led me into the park, and we made our way slowly along a rough path through trees and bushes. We were like hot teenagers, stopping every few yards, making out furiously. It was another bizarre shift. After hours spent in the rich luxury of a private room at the Feathers, here we were, poor lovers, groping wildly in the woods. But that made it seem even better, or maybe it was just that we could no longer stop ourselves, or even wanted to... Then we were in a small grassy clearing, hemmed in on all sides by thick bushes and towering trees, and we could go no further towards her house. Not yet.


      'Here, please, here, now, now...'


      Her voice hoarse, urgent, at once a cry, a plea, a demand. We rolled together in the grass. My hands found the slit in her skirt, rode the silk to the stocking tops and the brilliant shock of her thighs, and I drove on, surging, burying myself in the deep enveloping warmth of her.


      We did not lie there like spent lovers. Lina was on her feet again soon, moving like a playful spirit, and I was stumbling, chasing after her. I would catch her, only to have her break away from me.


      At last we emerged together, in each other's arms, on a silent street on the other side of the wood. She clung to me like a tired child now, and we crossed to a respectable middle-class brick house with a small front garden. Every house on the street was identical. When Lina put the key in the lock, she turned to look up at me with a coy, teasing smile. She might have been a schoolgirl about to do something bold and daring, such as invite her boyfriend in when her parents were away for the weekend.


      'Want to come in?' she asked sweetly.


      Inside, the house was probably unlike any other on the street, or in the entire city. I didn't actually see most of the place until morning, since Lina insisted on leaving the lights off, but I saw enough. Plenty. She told me to remove my jacket, shoes, and socks. Then we went into the front room. The carpet was deep but springy, the closest thing to real grass I'd ever walked on. It wasn't grass, of course, but neither did it feel artificial. It felt natural, good. The room seemed to be almost without furniture. I was aware of a dark mass in one corner, which I assumed was an array of cushions, as in the private room of the Feathers.


      But the focal point was on the far side of the room. It was the largest aquarium I'd seen outside a zoo. It was semi-circular in shape and it stood on a raised base of rough stone. Even in the dark it was obvious that a lot of careful work had gone into the construction of it. The aquarium was about eighteen inches deep and six feet across at its widest point. It was dimly lit from underneath, and the effect was dramatic. Dozens of beautiful, multi-coloured fish swam through the gently waving plants. I knew several of them from the time in my childhood when I had a little five-gallon tank—neon tetras, zebra danios, various swordtails, a chocolate gourami, a headstander—and many more that were new to me.


      'It's beautiful,' I said at last.


      'I can spend hours looking at it,' Lina told me. 'And sometimes I sit by it with my bare feet inside. It scares the fish at first, but then they become curious and they take turns coming round to see what those strange objects are. I love to feel them bumping ever so lightly against my toes.'


      And then:


      'Sometimes I wish I could lie down in there with them and feel them all around me, all over my body. It's how I imagine the colour silver would feel, if you could feel a colour.'


      I couldn't think of anything to say to that. We were both quiet in the darkness for a few minutes, the only sound being the soft burble of the air pump in the aquarium. Then I sensed that I was alone in the room.


      I went through the archway into the adjoining room, which was much larger and faintly illuminated by a window at the back. The same carpeting covered the floor here, except for the centre of the room, where a huge black stain contrasted sharply. I realized it was a circular pit, some six feet deep and ten feet in diameter. I could just make out Lina, or her silvery fur coat, down in there.


      'Hey.'


      'Come on.'


      I climbed down into the pit with her. The bottom was a waterbed, filled to a moderate ripple.


      'This is terrific'


      We sat back against some pillows, facing the rear wall of the room above us. Lina started pushing buttons, and I saw that the wall of the pit had a range of electronic equipment built into it. A television, stereo components, and I could only guess what else it might contain. Your basic modern toy box.


      'Look,' she told me.


      Shades, or screens, which I hadn't known were there, went up on the back wall of the room, revealing a broad expanse of glass—not just the small window I'd first seen. Lina hit another button and all the shades were back down. This put us in total darkness again, but only for a brief moment.


      'Now, lie back and look straight up at the ceiling.'


      I did so, half expecting to see a light come on and show us reflected in one of those bed-sized mirrors, but something very different happened instead. Lights did come on overhead, but they were tiny pinpricks, some white, some blue-white, some yellow, and others a dull red. Patterns formed, and then the depth of it really hit me. I was stunned. Lina had a small planetarium installed in the ceiling of her home. It was breath-taking, and I felt as if I'd suddenly been shot into deep space. I have no idea how such a startling three-dimensional effect was achieved, but it was utterly convincing.


      'Jesus Christ,' I exclaimed. 'This is some kind of house you have here, lady.'


      'Thank you,' she said proudly. "They're just toys, of course, but I love them.'


      'I don't blame you. Not one bit.'


      Lina turned off the stellar light show, and a couple of seconds later the pit was bathed in a misty green glow, so diffuse it was impossible to tell where it was coming from. But now we could see each other. The light was confined to the pit, and it occurred to me that to someone standing in the room above us this pit might almost look like a huge aquarium itself.


      'Come here,' Lina said, and we moved out into the centre of the water bed.


      She touched more buttons on the unit in her hand, and before long we were surrounded by the dancing figures of tiny men, women, elves, animals, and other strange creatures of light, a miniature parade, forming a panorama around us. I must have looked as if I were about to go into shock, because I could hear Lina suppressing laughter.


      'Holograms,' she explained.


      'Right, right.'


      'Shall I tell you a little secret?'


      'Please do.'


      'When I was a child I used to have a bedside lamp I just loved. The lampshade had all sorts of animals and gnomes on it, fairies, dwarfs, goblins. It was fantastic. And it gave off the most wonderful warm, golden light. Sometimes I couldn't even read, it gave me such pleasure to lie there in bed staring at the shade with the lamp on. And I always wished so hard, that all the little figures would come to life for me, and become my friends and play with me. I wanted them to take me back with them into their world, which I knew had to be the best, best place to live. I tried everything, I tried magic, spells, mind power—to make them come alive. But of course they never did.'


      There wasn't a hint of sadness in her voice, but it was the most personal, private thing she had said all evening, and I felt a rush of affection for her. Lina turned off the holograms and the green light was replaced by a rosy emanation that seemed to come from no one fixed point.


      'Now, this colour is good old whorehouse red,' she said with a broad smile. 'Would you like a drink?'


      'How about some more of that Special?'


      She shook her head. 'No. That requires a degree of moderation, I'm sorry to say.'


      'All right, a drink then. Whatever you're having.'


      Lina slid a panel aside in the wall, and a light came on automatically in a bar compartment, complete with a sink and a small freezer. I didn't even bother to comment on it. A moment later she closed the bar and we were back in the rosy light, drinking Chartreuse and soda on ice. Lina put on a tape that alternated between bluesy jazz and instrumental reggae. The drinks were large, and we must have lounged there, sipping and staring at each other, for more than half an hour without speaking a word. We had reached a point where we were comfortable with each other, and had no need for talk to fill the space.


      I tried to think. All that came to me was the mildly comic realization that I had started out this evening, long hours ago, hoping to clear up a little more of the puzzle that was Roger Nordhagen. Instead, I'd found an even more remarkable mystery: Lina Ravachol. Beyond that my mind lost focus, so easy and so pleasurable was it to lie back and gaze at the woman herself. Lina, Lina, Lina—she filled my mind.


      Eventually, she put her glass aside and climbed the built-in steps out of the pit. I wasn't sure where she was going or if she would return right away, so I held back. She came along the edge of the pit and stood there, six feet above me. She was letting me look up her skirt, which hung open. It was a transfixing moment, an erotic image out of long-forgotten childhood. Then her skirt swirled, and she disappeared.


      I followed her through the kitchen and back into the front hallway, then up the stairs to the next floor. We went into the front room. A king-size bed with no headboard was pushed right up to the window overlooking the street, with pillows banked against the sill.


      I went to her and we embraced. Her eyes were closed, her arms snaked around me, and her breath was fast, hissing through her teeth. We tumbled on to the bed and covered every inch of its considerable area many times. Lina struggled and writhed and tossed her body, more and more frantically. We shed our clothes like snakes escaping unwanted skin, until I was naked and she wore only those two silvery stockings. Then my snake-woman coiled and twined about me in a fury. Her strength amazed and excited me—I was a man trying to rape a python. Suddenly I pinned her face down and slid into her from behind, and she accepted at once, and at last we moved as one. We roared into each other like two storms on an open sea, becoming a single cataclysmic explosion. And finally we surfaced in some new place of perfect stillness.


      We drifted in and out of sleep together—it may have been three hours or only one, but it seemed a long, delicious spell, and I felt a great sadness when the grey light of morning would not be denied. A milk cart hummed by on the street outside. A few early birds were on their way somewhere.


      'Where are we?' I had no idea.


      'Where do you think you are?'


      'Nowhere on earth.'


      Lina smiled approvingly. 'My house is like nowhere on earth, so you see, you're right.' Then she pointed to the park across the road. 'That's Queens Wood. I love that place, I'll never leave here.'


      'I don't know how you can even leave this place to go to work every day.'


      'It's a remnant of the great primeval forest of Britain,' Lina continued. 'It's rather sad now, but not to me. I still love it. It's beautiful. It used to be called Church-yard Bottom Wood, and it's as haunted a piece of ground as you can find anywhere. During the time of the plague they dug a huge pit and threw the bodies in. Now it's a park. Mothers push babies in prams, kids run and play games, teenage boys and girls grope each other nervously, and tramps drink cheap spirits there. But just a few feet away, beneath all of them, hundreds, maybe thousands of bodies are buried. It's a huge, forgotten cemetery.'


      I wasn't surprised. It seemed appropriate. For, after all I had experienced in the past twelve hours—those moments of sexual union far more intense than any I'd ever known, and most of all this woman—I felt as if I'd somehow reached the end of my life. And I didn't mind.
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      But it wasn't over yet. I fell back to sleep thinking Lina would wake me in an hour or so, she'd go to work, I'd go back to West Kensington, and that would be the end of it. As if it had all been a glorious dream that vanishes at sunrise. I couldn't believe that Lina, a woman like Lina, would long be entertained by the likes of me.


      But when Lina woke me, it was nearly noon. She wore purple gym shorts and a matching basketball shirt that said Lakers across the front. The outfit went well with her dark hair and pale skin. Oh, yes, I thought, I can take it. Keep the dream going a little while longer, please.


      I'd forgotten that my appointment with Nordhagen had been for Friday evening. That made this Saturday morning. Lina didn't have to go to work. Neither of us had to go anywhere. We had the whole weekend to ourselves. Thanks again, Roger. I wondered briefly if he had planned it this way all along, but I didn't care. I was more than willing to see this out.


      We went downstairs—Lina gave me an oversized gym robe to wear—and had brunch on the sunken waterbed. She didn't spend much time cooking, just sizzled a couple of fat Wiltshire steaks and served them with three bottles of champagne and a jug of orange juice. We watched an old film called Dark Eyes of London on the VCR. Bela Lugosi did a lot of lurking about in it, but I couldn't keep my attention on the movie.


      'I'm beginning to think this place is a local branch of the Feathers,' I said.


      'Sssh.'


      I put my head in her lap and started kissing and licking her thighs, getting my tongue up under her shorts. It became a game, in which I tried to draw her away from the movie, and she resisted my ministrations. It was a good game, and a short film.


      And a long weekend. We never left the house. We played games, lots of them, all different and all wonderful. We drank, though it never seemed to slow us down, and we even ate a little more food. Lina kept all the windows curtained shut, except for the upstairs front, overlooking Queens Wood.


      Sometime, late Saturday night, I think, we took another dose of Special. This time Lina put us apart from each other, on either side of the aquarium. There were deep soft cushions arranged so you could lie there with your face resting inches from the glass. I saw her on the other side, through the swaying plants and the bright, darting fish, but then the drug took hold and I lost sight of everything. It was even better than the first time, but later, when it was over, I felt unhappy and a little worried. It made me feel too good, as if everything else in the universe were obsolete and unnecessary—including Lina. I didn't want that. I wanted to keep on wanting her, and having her. When I explained this to her, the warmest, sweetest, most natural smile lit up her face and she kissed me.


      'You're lovely,' she said. 'We won't take it again.'


      'What's in it, by the way?'


      'I can't tell you that.'


      If I had to guess, I might say it was heroin, but I'd never heard of it being taken in pill form, under the tongue. And besides, I really didn't want to think about it. One enthralling seduction was all I could deal with, and that was Lina.


      How else could I describe what had happened? She had wined and dined me, dazzled me with her toys and her beauty, and she had seduced me. It was like an exaggerated reversal of the stereotypical playboy methodology, and when I thought about it, I almost laughed. Not that it bothered me; on the contrary, I'd loved every minute of it, and I wanted only more and more of the same. But there was still something relentless about it.


      These thoughts occupied me Monday morning as the taxi took me back to Matheson Road. I felt like the residue of a human being—all that was left after a long weekend of sexual athletics, drink, drugs, and lack of sleep. Lina had said, yes, of course, when I asked her if I would see her again, but as soon as the cab let her out in Mount Street and I lost her sustaining presence, doubts and questions sprang up in my mind. Something seemed wrong, and I was afraid I knew what it was.


      I bought a newspaper in North End Road, but I couldn't read it. I couldn't do anything but lie around the flat all day. I did sleep for a while, but woke feeling sweaty and cramped. The spider lady—that's how I was thinking of Lina then. But if I was the willing suicidal fly, why did I feel as if I'd been gently disentangled? No, it wasn't that. What was wrong was spontaneity, or the lack of it. I'm not talking about love at first sight, but simply of two people meeting, hitting it off quickly, and shifting directly into overdrive. But that wasn't how it had happened; not quite. Lina had moved on me from the moment we met in Nordhagen's office. That process may be all right when you're undergoing it, but later it is somewhat disquieting. It all seemed too good to be true, even though I wanted it to be true.


      Late in the afternoon I went out for a walk. The weak English sun was making another brief appearance. It felt cold and harsh, and even the air bothered me. For the first time, my neighbourhood looked dreary and depressed. There was something clammy about it, as if the houses and buildings were dead, vacant shells left by a receding ocean. I felt uncomfortable, and my mood wasn't improved when I went into a pub. The place was dank and dark—it was just a few minutes past opening time—and the beer tasted sour. Lina was right. I had taken a lot of the fantasy out with me, and back here reality was no fun.


      In my flat that night I hung around restlessly. I thought about going into the West End for diversion, but I couldn't muster the energy or the enthusiasm. I hadn't phoned Lina during the course of the day. I might have imagined it, but it seemed we had a tacit agreement that we needed a day or two to recover from the weekend. Now I was sorry I hadn't called anyhow, and I was even unhappier that I'd somehow neglected to get her home number. It wasn't in the directory, and the exchange couldn't give it to me.


      I wondered about Lina and Nordhagen. What sort of relationship did they have? It was painful to think about. All kinds of dark suspicions entered my mind. One weekend was all it had taken—I was breaking out in rampant paranoia. Had Nordhagen set me up with Lina? Why? And why had she gone along so willingly? What was it all about?


      This absurd exercise ended mercifully with a knock on my door. A familiar tap-tap. It was Eileen Fothergill. Neighbour. The veneer trade. Five-pound Danish ham. It was all coming back to me, like debris washed up from some other life.


      'Hello,' she said with alarming cheerfulness. 'I was just wondering if you'd like to have a glass of sherry..?'


      At last, the sherry.


      'Uh, oh, gee, that'd be nice,' I said. 'But not tonight I'm afraid. I'm going out in a few minutes.'


      'Oh, well.'


      'Ronnie Scott's,' I explained further. 'I'm meeting someone there. First show starts just after ten.'


      It was a plausible lie, and Eileen accepted it.


      'Another time, then,' she said. 'I noticed you were away for the weekend.'


      'Uh, yes.'


      'That's nice. Did you see some of our countryside?'


      This just about paralysed me. I had no desire to tell her anything, but it would be tricky to lie about some place in the country I had never seen—she might know it well.


      'Well, not really. I was with some friends in North London. Distant friends of my family back home.' Now I had it. 'I'd been putting off seeing them, kind of an obligation, you know. But now it's taken care of, and it was nice.'


      It wasn't a great story. In fact, it didn't make much sense at all, but Eileen was too polite to take it any further. After extracting a promise that I would have sherry with her soon, she went away. Ugly, I thought, she really is kind of ugly, with that incipient white moustache. And sad. I hadn't noticed or thought about it before, but Eileen was a sad woman. Sherry—hell!


      My ad-lib excuses made it necessary to go out after all, so I drank in a nightclub off Oxford Street. It was an expensive place, and the atmosphere was oppressive. It was full of the usual crowd of Arabs, Eurocrats, and marketing executives eager to sell Britain, even on a Monday night. The floor show was glitzy, and I didn't look twice at any of the wandering hostesses. Still, I stuck it out until three in the morning. Inertia maintained by alcohol.


      The next day passed in a kind of masochistic experiment. I stayed in, moped about the flat, did nothing but listen to music on the radio. I deliberately did not call Lina. I wanted to, and I almost did a couple of times, but I held out. What did this exercise teach me about myself? By evening I was in a state of acute distress. She really had me. That Special had been great stuff, but Lina Ravachol was my drug and I was exhibiting sharp withdrawal symptoms. I had a hard time sleeping that night. The following morning I called Nordhagen's offices early. Lina answered, and I felt better at once.


      'I can't talk now,' she said.


      'When?'


      'Ring tomorrow.'


      'Tomorrow? Why not later today, or tonight?'


      *I can't help it.'


      That line kept me thinking all day and half the night. And the next morning we had virtually the same conversation. I hung up feeling sure a message was being delivered to me. Good-bye. Nice to have met you, Tom; so long now. I put another dent in the West End's liquor stock that night. But another startling turn lay just ahead.


      A couple of nights later I was aimless in Soho, and, for no other reason than a pint of beer, I went into the Carlisle. Nordhagen sat at the bar. It was still early but he was already half in the bag. His eyes were watery, and he spoke with plodding care. But he did recognize me at once.


      'Tom. Good to see you. Have a seat, dear boy.'


      I had a drink with him, then we had several more. Nordhagen put on a we-should-see-more-of-each-other attitude, as if I had been avoiding him. I was going to mention that he was supposed to ring me to arrange a new dinner date, but considering his present condition there didn't seem much point.


      We left the cosy confines of the Carlisle and headed down the now-familiar low road of drinking clubs. It was


      Seedy Dives Night, not High Times at the Feathers. But I went along, glad to have made contact with the little doctor again. Not that he was my main interest anymore. At Terry's or Toby's or some other such den, I began to question him about Lina.


      'Ah, there's a beautiful child,' he said thickly.


      Then he gave me a long, very sly, cagey look, and I thought he was daring me to try to get more information out of him. We danced all around the subject of Lina Ravachol for some time, and I can't say I learned much. What discretion and secrecy didn't muffle, drink did. Finally I decided to stop being cautious, and to try bluntness. I had already resigned myself, at least partly, to having no future with Lina, since that's the way I read the signals. I figured I had nothing to lose.


      'Does she have a boyfriend, or anything like that?'


      Nordhagen smiled into his wine. 'No, no,' he said. 'Not at all, nothing of the sort.'


      'Oh, well. Uh, I'd like to go out with her again. Do you think that's a good idea, Roger?'


      'Smashing. Why not? She's there.'


      He made her sound like Mount Everest. But then Nordhagen arrived at one of those temporary interludes of calm and clarity that sometimes bedevil an intoxicated person. He became serious and earnest.


      'Tom, I've been meaning to talk to you. I want you to work with me. Your future is here, you know.'


      It was clear to him, no doubt, but it made no sense to me. I knew next to nothing about his line of medicine, even if I could somehow qualify to practise in Britain -which in itself seemed most unlikely. Nordhagen paused, waiting for me to say something, but I passed. He could carry this ball.


      'She needs help,' he said, more to himself than to me. 'I can't do it anymore. Too old. Too much, it's too much.'


      I wrote it off as alcoholic rambling, along with most of what he said that night. But the drinking expedition was far from a total loss. I already had what I wanted from him: confirmation that I needn't give up my pursuit of Lina. If she wanted to put me off, I would make her do so explicitly, in simple words. There was no boyfriend, incredibly; there was no existing relationship I might threaten. Not at all. She was there. Okay, good, I'd try again. I would have anyhow, but now I had a little more hope.


      Nordhagen's words came back to me the following afternoon. He always seemed to manage at least one verbal time bomb that took a day or so to detonate. "There's a beautiful child,' he had said of Lina. Now I wondered, could she actually be his daughter? She held a job, but no medical assistant is paid enough to kit out a house the way she had. And she... But if she already had money of her own, why bother to work at all? On the other hand, if she was working for her father, who had loads of vanity money—well, that might explain a lot. The different surnames could be easily explained. Roger Nordhagen and Lina Ravachol. Two puzzles, or the same one? The more I learned the less I understood.


      When I got her on the telephone the next time, she didn't attempt to put me off, but she became terribly vague and uncertain. She stayed on the line, but there were long pauses during which she said nothing.


      'Do you want to see me?' I asked.


      'Yes.'


      'Okay, when?'


      'I don't know. Soon. Maybe.'


      'Lina, what's the matter?'


      'I don't... Nothing.'


      'Just tell me.'


      (...)


      'Lina.'


      'I'm-sorry.'


      'You don't want to see me.'


      'Yes, yes, I do, but—oh... Another part of me doesn't want to do this to you, Tom.'


      'What? Do what?'


      (...)


      'I'm coming to see you, at the office or at your house.'


      'No, no, don't do that. I won't be there. Listen, I'll ring you, I promise. Please wait until I ring back.'


      I waited three days. My visit to London had veered off into a strange, dizzying spin, but there had been no other woman remotely like Lina in my life. I felt like I was being whipsawed. She was engaged in a reversal of old-fashioned coquettishness, apparently. In the traditional chase the woman promises much but withholds delivery as long as possible. With Lina, everything had been delivered up front, the first time—after which there was nothing. Oddly, the results were the same for the hapless male. She had my nerves and emotions strung out like a frayed clothesline. And all this air of heightened tension and mystery—it was beginning to look like a warped melodrama. I didn't like it, but I would put up with it as long as there was the slightest chance of getting back into the playground with Lina.


      Saturday night she called. It was just past eight and I was lying on the couch in a state of mental mummification.


      'Can you meet me in an hour?'


      'Sure,' I said eagerly.


      'The Edgar Wallace Pub.'


      She gave me directions, and I got there in half an hour. I sat nervously with a pint of lager I really didn't want. Too many things were rushing through my head. Lina came in at nine precisely. She was in her fur coat and leather boots. I didn't give her a chance to speak. As soon as I had brought her a double Stoli on the rocks I started talking.


      "There are some things I have to tell you,' I said. 'I want to see you. Every day will do, but if not every day, how. about every night? Weeks on end, nothing less. Of course, we'll have to give each other a break now and then, time off for good behaviour, and I was thinking of one day a month. But if that's too much, we could cut it down to an afternoon, or an hour or so. I guess you must think I like you, but that's not it. I mean, it is true, but it's like saying rain is wet—it doesn't give you any idea of what a thunderstorm is like. You see? Lina, last weekend I took a step off the deep end and I haven't found my footing since. But if it's an end, I have to know that too. I don't know what this past week has been all about, but I can't go through another one like it.'


      She put a hand on mine and squeezed, long and hard. When she spoke her voice was very quiet.


      'If you get into my life, you might never be able to get out of it again.'


      I thought about that, then said, 'It sounds like you're trying to frighten me.'


      'lam.'


      I thought about that even more. 'Well, I'm still here.'


      We sat there looking at each other for some time, my hand tightly in her grip. The drinks were dying of neglect.


      'Come on,' she said at last, rising from her seat.


      A few minutes later we were walking across Waterloo Bridge. It was cool and drizzly, but it was also Saturday night, and the West End was full of people. We stopped halfway across the bridge. Lina hugged me to her against the railing. Over her shoulder I could see the dark oily water of the Thames swirling far below. Lina was kissing my neck, and then she had my overcoat unbuttoned.


      'Come on,' she whispered urgently. 'Come on.'


      I was leaning on her, one arm wrapped around the back of her neck, the other hand thrust up inside her fur coat. I could feel the excitement escalating in her—and in me. She had my pants unzipped, and I was quickly in a state of aroused erotic terror.


      'Fuck me,' she moaned softly.


      'Lina—'


      ‘Fuck me—now—here—now—pleasepleaseplease -’


      Under the miniskirt was only Lina, drawing me in, and again, again...


      'Oh, yes, oh yes, yes, fuck me.' Her voice tiny, brief as vapour in the night.


      I made long slow movements that prolonged the event, but also enhanced it to an almost unbearable degree. People were passing by, walking within a few paces of us. Nobody seemed to take any special notice, and I could only hope we looked like any other smooching couple out on the town. We didn't stop for some time.


      'Oh, God... I don't believe you,' I told her when we finished. 'I honest to God don't believe you.' And I was thinking: Talk about getting your fantasies out on the street! Talk about scenarios of enactment!


      But now I was glad, even proud we had done it. And that smile on her face—I knew right away I'd do anything to keep seeing that smile. It unlocked new parts of me. For the first time Lina looked as if she really did believe in me. I felt I had crossed a line, passed an important test, and I was glad, very glad.


      Later, in the back of the taxi, I said, 'AH I have to do now is persuade you to come back to the States with me.'


      Lina gave a short, high-pitched laugh, as if I'd said the silliest thing.
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      Life became not easier but ever stranger. I spent the rest of the weekend at Lina's house. Thirty-six hours of almost nonstop sex, drinking, and more sex. We were like whipped kittens early Monday morning when a hit of Special revived us both, but before that our relationship had veered into what were for me dark and uncharted waters.


      We seemed to feed off each other, Lina leading, driving me on, my willingness and enthusiasm fuelling her hunger. I was learning about myself, as well as about her. What a dull, blinkered, uneventful life I had lived on the other side of the ocean. I had been some other person, less and less recognizable to me now. A sleepwalker, one of the ambulatory functional dead. It was not that Lina was showing me the good life, as it is commonly thought of and portrayed in advertisements, but, rather, that she was leading me in a dance that drew us ever closer to the searing, terrifying inferno at the very heart of life. It might not seem that. It might appear that we were exploring the farthest, most decadent fringes of behaviour, but later I came to see that was the only route to the blinding centre of things.


      Sometime Sunday evening Lina came downstairs. She had a brush and a small mirror mounted on a stand. She was wearing a virginal white chemisette, which, with her pale skin, made her look more like a ghost girl, an apparition, than a real person. She sat on the far side of the pit from me, as if I weren't there. She was braiding her long hair. I watched for a few minutes, astonished by the seeming endlessness of this woman's beauty.


      I crawled across the waterbed, and Lina looked up at me, startled, as if she had never seen me before. When I reached for her she hit out at me, slapping my face so hard I was dazed, my ear burning. I thought she hadn't meant to be so forceful, that she was resisting playfully, but she didn't give me a chance to recover. She pushed me back, slapping, kicking, fighting as fiercely as any cornered animal. I tried to pin her down and smother her hands beneath me, but she could barely be contained. Her fingers drew blood on my shoulders and chest, and then her hands locked in an incredibly tight grip around my throat. I couldn't get a word out, and suddenly I was frightened, and angry, and I responded furiously. I slapped her, again and again. Her cheeks turned crimson, and blood came out of her nose, but that only increased her frenzy. It was as if, knowing that I was ultimately stronger, physically, than she was, Lina was nonetheless determined to fight, to make me use every ounce of the advantage. The rhythm of the action took over, pushing us both to the maximum, and for the first time in my life I learned what it is to be inflamed by the sight of blood, to answer force instinctively with even greater force. I realized she really did want to hurt me, was hurting me, and so I wanted to punish her for starting this. The fight became something other than sex play. It became a turn in our relationship. From the moment we'd met, Lina had led the way, but now I sensed the time had come to take a new hand in it. I wanted to beat her at her own game, mentally as well as physically. The longer you play a game, the harder it is to think of it as a game at all.


      I did hurt her, forced her, humiliated her sexually, and then raped her—that is the only word for it. When it was over, I moved a little away from her and sat back against a pillow, letting my breath slow down. We had a lot of each other's blood spattered on our bodies. I was shocked, as much by my own behaviour as hers, but I didn't regret it. Okay, my mind said, here we are, now let's see what this place is. I felt as though I'd pulled even with her somehow.


      In that aftermath of silence I could have said something like, 'Hey, let's take it easy, huh?' or 'What the hell Was that all about?' or a million other foolish things. But I said nothing. I was on course with her, and I had no interest in getting off. You want to screw on Waterloo Bridge with pedestrians passing by, okay. You want to try to tear out my throat, okay, try. There is as much to me as there is to you. Let's keep on seeing what it is and where it takes us.


      And I was rewarded. As Lina lay there in her tattered white chemisette, her face smeared with blood and semen, that smile came back, a subtle transformation at the corners of her mouth and in her eyes. What did I see in that smile? That she was proud of me? That she felt she hadn't made a mistake? Perhaps even a sense of wonder that she had, after all, found someone equal to her? I wondered if I was imagining all this, if it was just something my ego had conjured up in the wake of sexual violence. But I didn't think so, because I had never seen that look on anyone's face before. And if a man needs to see anything else in a woman, I don't know what it is.


      Later that night Lina and I made love again, as sweetly and gently as lovers in a daydream romance.


      The days that followed were lost in withdrawal pains. West Kensington was beginning to seem as far away from where I wanted to be as America. I resented—hated -my time away from Lina. I had one nightmare, the constant fear that I would be restricted to seeing her only on weekends—and I had only a limited number of them left in my London visit. It was infuriatingly difficult to see her, even in a pub, during the week. Nothing I could do or say worked. When the next weekend finally came, I did manage to get her talking about it.


      'Is Nordhagen your father?'


      'God, no.' She laughed.


      'He seems to own you during the week.'


      'I can't help it.'


      'What is it between the two of you? It isn't just an ordinary employer-employee relationship, is it?'


      'I can't tell you that,' Lina said.


      I'd heard that before, and I did consider the possibility that it was her way of confirming my worst suspicions.


      'What is he like, really?' I pushed on. 'I mean, I know he is one of the best cosmetic surgeons in Britain, and he has a thriving practice in Mayfair. The rich and super-rich follow their noses to his door, so it's not surprising he's involved in a place like the Feathers—which fits that wisecrack about a place God would own if only He could afford it. But then, other times I see him and he's juiced to the eyeballs, stumbling around from one Soho dump to another.'


      'It's complicated.'


      'Tell me.'


      'Roger was a brilliant surgeon,' Lina said. 'And he still is, no question about that. But there are problems. Not just the drink—he has that well in control, confined to regular, carefully planned and scheduled... binges. But there's something else.'


      'Is he ill?'


      'I don't know, but I do know for sure that his age is wearing on him more. This last year it seems he's begun to die slowly inside.'


      'Why doesn't he retire and take it easy? He's loaded.


      He could relax and enjoy his old age on the Costa del Something-or-other.'


      'That wouldn't help; he's not that way inclined. Besides, the practice is the smallest part of his involvements. You might say it's only the tip of the iceberg, actually. There are other things he can't just walk away from.'


      'Such as?'


      'I can't tell you that.'


      Back to Go, do not collect £200. I had been thinking he kept a busy social calendar, or something like that, but Lina's last response seemed to blow that notion right out of the water. No matter what I heard, no matter how much more I was told, no questions were answered -only new ones raised.


      'I still don't understand why I can't see you weeknights.'


      Lina nodded her head sympathetically. 'I don't like it either, but that's the way it has to be, for now. But soon, I promise. Soon.' And the word seemed to linger in the air, resonating with unspoken possibilities.


      We talked every day. I worked hard to keep her on the phone a minute or two longer each time. It was desperately unsatisfactory, but it kept me going. I didn't completely understand it at first, but those five-day interludes also served to put the initiative back on her side. By the time the weekend arrived, I was a panting pup, hot and ready to please. When calm and equilibrium were regained, it was Monday again.


      But one Wednesday night Lina surprised me. It was early, I wasn't thinking of going into town, but I didn't know what to do. Sitting around and moping was awful, and I'd probably end up in some dire nightclub in spite of myself. I heard the sound of fingernails scratching at my door. It must be Eileen Fothergill, I thought; the woman had finally gone over the edge. But no, it was Lina.


      Before I could overcome my surprise and say something, she had gently but firmly pushed me back into the darkened bedroom, pushed me down on the bed, and made love to me.


      'A little present for you,' she said softly. ‘I’ll have another, much better, one for you. Very soon.'


      Then she slipped out and was gone. I couldn't move. I was sprawled across the bed, thinking: Don't let this end I don't know what it is love or madness but don't let it end not yet not yet...


      When Friday came and I turned up at Nordhagen's offices to pick up Lina, he was there to greet me in the waiting room. He was impeccably dressed, clear-eyed and genial.


      'Lina will be out shortly, Tom,' he told me. 'Have a seat, why don't you. Would you care for a drink?'


      We had whisky and sat facing each other in the fat leather chairs. I was in a good mood because I was about to see Lina, and the waiting room had a comfortable, clubby feeling.


      'You're a fortunate young man,' Nordhagen said. 'Normally I don't put much stock in luck, but sometimes it happens that the right person appears in the right place at the right time. Is that luck, or destiny? An irreversible process, in any event. Let's just call it good fortune, for it surely is that. Cheers.'


      Maybe I was being deliberately obtuse, but I had no idea what the little doctor was talking about. Did he think I was going to marry Lina? The notion was quaint. Not that I have anything against marriage, but my relationship with Lina seemed to have passed marriage by. It was on some higher, more intense level, and was still on the way up as far as I was concerned. Marriage suggested a certain plateau, a quietus even—the last thing likely with Lina and me. Why try to dam up a mighty river when the best thing you can do is enjoy it for all it is? Our relationship worked because it was open and undefined; it was a dynamic, a force, not a static thing or a mere fact.


      Nordhagen was talking about London now, how was I liking it and so on. I was only half in the conversation, going through the motions. I was too close to Lina, my drug, to concentrate on small talk. But then Nordhagen got through to me.


      'So, are you thinking of staying on here?'


      The end of my time in London. Possibly the end of my time with Lina. The return to work in America. All this made up a sharp facet of reality I wasn't prepared to deal with yet. It loomed in the near distance like a thundercloud. I could try to ignore it for the time being, but I knew it would catch up with me eventually.


      'I really don't know,' I answered. 'I haven't given it much thought. I'd love to stay, but I really don't see how that would be possible.'


      'One must go where one belongs,' Nordhagen declared rather pompously. 'Or stay where one belongs. Whichever the case may be.'


      He was in that kind of mood, but it did me no good to laugh silently at him. I felt like a small bettor on the verge of being forced out of a big poker game for lack of funds. But Lina appeared just then, to rescue me before depression could take hold.


      On Mount Street I started looking for a cab, but Lina took my arm. 'Let's go to the Feathers first,' she said. 'Or somewhere else, if you like. We have to have a talk.'


      I was a little worried, since I couldn't imagine why we had to go anywhere other than her house by Queens Wood to do our talking. By the time we reached the Feathers I was convinced she had bad news to break to me, but when we were seated in the piano bar Lina was cheerful, even excited. She could hardly wait for the girl to bring our drinks and go away so that she could begin.


      'Remember when we were talking about fantasy, and you asked me what my special fantasy was?'


      'Sure.'


      'And I wouldn't tell you. Have you wondered since then what it might be?'


      'Well, yes. But I can't imagine. Everything about you and the way you live seems to me to be one gigantic fantasy. That's what I like about it. Among other things.'


      'But one specific thing,' she urged me on.


      'When I first saw the inside of your house, I thought, This is it. This is her special fantasy, her house.'


      'But...'


      'But it isn't, I guess.'


      'No.'


      'Then, when we fucked on Waterloo Bridge, I thought that really had to be your big sexual fantasy. But I guess it isn't what you're talking about either. They're minor fantasies, among many other fantasies. But still not the main one. Am I right?'


      'Yes. Now go on from there.'


      'I don't know. As I said, I can't imagine what it might be. Anything would be fine with me.'


      We were sitting close together, but Lina moved even closer when I said that. She had on another slit skirt, and she held my hand tightly between her legs in a press of warm, silky thigh. Even in the dim light her eyes were bright with fire.


      'Do you really mean that?' she asked. 'Is it fine with you? Anything? Anything at all?'


      I had already learned not to take anything Lina said as a joke. 'Absolutely,' I told her. I felt a nervous thrill, but I wasn't turning back. 'Do you know that Dylan line: "I'll let you be in my dream if I can be in yours."'


      'All right,' Lina said. 'That's it exactly. And you're in mine, and tonight we'll make it happen.'


      I was right where I wanted to be.


      'Now, remember,' Lina continued, 'I told you I'd have another present for you? That's part of it too. You have to accept this gift I'm going to give you. You have to, otherwise the whole thing falls apart.'


      'No problem.'


      'Once we start, there's no turning back.'


      'I'm with you, I really am.'


      'AH right. Good.'


      Lina would say no more. She rested her head on my shoulder in the taxi. It was windy and raining, and traffic was slow. There was nothing to be seen but blurred lights through the water-streaked windows of the car. I was glad we were headed for her house in North London—it seemed we wouldn't have to do this number out in public, which suited me fine.


      But another one of Nordhagen's verbal time bombs went off in my head during the drive. 'An irreversible process,' he had said earlier, and now those three words seemed to take on an added significance. I was caught up in something I couldn't claim fully to understand. But I didn't want out. What if Lina wanted me to help her steal the crown jewels? Would I balk at such folly? I didn't know. I wasn't sure there was anything that could make me back away from Lina.


      Once we were inside the house, we left our coats and shoes in the front hallway.


      'We're going upstairs,' Lina said, taking me by the hand.


      But we didn't go into the bedroom. We went on up to the top floor. I hadn't seen it, nor had it interested me until now. There had always been more than enough to occupy me on the two floors below, and I had assumed this was just an attic. It wasn't. We came to a small landing. There was one door, locked. Lina had a key in her other hand.


      'Another playground,' I said.


      'Yes, that's right. Another playground. A very special one. Now, out of your clothes.'


      She was helping me, unbuttoning my shirt, unbuckling my belt. It was easy to go along with this. I returned the favour, getting her skirt and blouse off, but she stopped me at that point.


      'When we go in,' she said, 'you can't turn back. And not a word, not one. Now, listen carefully, Tom. Once we're inside, you're going to forget about me. I won't be there for you, do you understand? I said I had a present for you, and it's in that room. You're going to do whatever you want, whatever comes to you. And we're not coming out until it's over. Whatever.'


      There was an edge in Lina's voice I hadn't heard before. Barely contained excitement edged unmistakably with fear. Her expression, her entire body language, seemed to say that something was about to happen that even she might not be able to control once it started. And that aroused my own sense of fear. I had the queasy intimation that the rest of my life, my past, America, my medical career, could all still be retrieved if I turned away from this door now—and that they might be lost if I didn't. I looked at Lina, and the hesitation dissolved within me.


      'I thought this was your fantasy.'


      'Seeing yours is mine.'


      'Hey, I don't even know mine.'


      Lina had the look of someone dealing with a stubborn child. 'I found yours for you,' she said. 'See if I'm wrong.'


      'Lina.' Her eyes met mine. 'I have this weird feeling, like I'm putting my life in your hands. Literally.' That brought out the smile I wanted, needed, and then she kissed me. 'All right,' I said. 'Let's go.' I was excited, nervous, scared. An image came into my mind, familiar from a travel film or television clip out of the past. Where was it? Acapulco? A skinny teenager poised on the edge of a high cliff. Below: the rocks, the ebb and flow of the surf. He times it right and dives. He always makes it. That kid could be my brother now, I thought, because, although timing might not have so much to do with it, I felt that I too was diving into the unknown, hoping I would land safely. Somehow.


      We went into the room. It was all inky blackness, and I couldn't make anything out. I heard the lock click on the inside. I groped around, got the door, a wall, but Lina was somewhere out of reach. I was on my own, and it wasn't a comfortable feeling in these circumstances. It's hard to exaggerate your vulnerability when you're naked in total darkness in a place you've never been and where you have no idea what to expect. I was waiting, hoping my eyes would adjust somehow. If I stepped forward would I plunge my foot into razor blades or an attic beehive? I edged into the room a little more. The floor was covered with what felt like canvas or tarp, and I wondered about that. Meanwhile, my eyes didn't seem to be adjusting at all. There was just no light to pick up.


      Suddenly a strobe blinked once, dazzling me, blinding me, then immediately leaving me in darkness again. But I thought I'd caught a glimpse of something ahead. The strobe flashed again. It was mounted in the ceiling over the centre of the room, and the shape I'd seen was directly under it. I went that way. When I got there, the strobe began emitting short, staccato bursts. I was going on the most fleeting of half-images, blindly groping for something to grab on to.


      The shape I'd seen was a large wooden T-bar, solid as a tree. As soon as I touched it I heard what could only be a chain clanking very close by, and it terrified me. I thought some animal was about to leap on me. But the next explosion of white light revealed a human figure, short, slight, female. In the ensuing blackness I thought it must be Lina—but no, Lina was taller. The strobe came again, quicker this time, as if it were tied to my progress, and I saw the face of an Oriental girl. Her arms were handcuffed behind her back, the cuffs linked to a length of chain, which was bolted to the T-bar. In the last flash of light before another temporary blackout, I saw the girl's fear of me.


      I stood paralysed through one or two more bursts of strobe, unsure what to do. Many things entered my mind. First, this was Lina's fantasy, and I was expected to do something. I had already refused the offer of one girl at the Feathers. Now Lina was giving me another one, to do with whatever I desired. Whatever, she had said. It reminded me of the slave fantasy I'd talked about with the stripper in Soho, although this was on a grander scale. Scenarios of enactment. If the girl resisted, well, I had already rehearsed rape and violence. But it all seemed too contrived and artificial. Still, I had to act. Why was I even thinking at all?


      And then the simplest, most obvious explanation occurred to me. This girl had to be here voluntarily. Lina couldn't really have someone imprisoned in her attic. The girl, however frightened she looked, was not here against her will. She had been hired by Lina, and she would be compensated for her services. She was a performer, she would play her part in the game. And what was that game? Sex, surely, embellished with bondage. A little sadomasochism. As fantasies go, this one was hardly new. It seemed almost quaintly Victorian, and that reassured me. I'd expected something else, something more, from Lina. This, I could handle easily enough.


      I went up behind the girl. She stood, frozen. She wore only a thin slip. I took her hair in my hand and pulled her head back on to my chest. The strobe didn't let up now, and abruptly the girl and I were hit by green rays of light, thin pencil beams that shot out from six or eight different places in the surrounding darkness. It shook me for a moment when I realized they were lasers. But they didn't hurt—theatrical-show lasers, dramatic but not strong enough to burn. It must have been a sight, the two of us in a crude sexual stance in a canopy of strobe light, bisected by a jangle of green laser lines. I hoped Lina liked the show. Then we were ringed by wispy, dancing holograms, ghosts that made up a menagerie of strange beasts close around us, dissolving in and out of the other light displays. Everything was in place, I guessed.


      And I was ready too, a little surprised at how easily I had been aroused. I took the Oriental girl standing, quickly, clinically, efficiently. Then I spun her around and put her to work in other ways. I was getting into this weird show. The girl required a certain amount of force, but was compliant when prodded.


      When I began to lose interest, I noticed a key taped to the upper edge of the T-bar. It was too high for the girl to reach even if she jumped, but I could get it without difficulty. As I thought, the key unlocked her handcuffs, freeing her. I figured that would give the game an extra dimension. I was right.


      The girl responded instantly, scurrying out of sight. The strobe had slowed to random bursts. Where was she? This was the best part of the game. The chase. I moved cautiously, peering through the geometry of lasers and the ghost circus, using the brief flashes of strobe to search for the girl.


      I heard the metal sound of the chain, and before I knew what was happening it hit me, the full length of chain wrapping around my legs, battering my knees, coiling tight and yanking me off my feet. I fell to the floor hard, hurt and stunned. The chain was ripped away, and I knew my legs were torn. I wasn't sure I could even stand up, but before I had a chance to try, the chain flew at me a second time, smacking across my back and banging the side of my head. I was crawling, rolling, trying to find escape in the darkness. My body wasn't working much better than my brain, which rang with alarm and fear. I knew now I was in real danger. If that chain hit me cleanly on the head I'd be in very serious trouble. I kept moving in what I hoped was the right direction—back and away from the T-bar, out of range.


      I caught sight of it in a spasm of light, and I knew I was safe for the moment. The chain hung by itself. But where was the girl? I was like a stunned boxer trying to recover. I was angry, eager to strike back and regain control of the situation. I was embarrassed more than shocked—I should have anticipated violence in the game. I was still thinking of it in this way, as a game. My mind was not yet ready to accept what should have been obvious. I was in free fall, flying through clear air, the landing still out of sight.


      I used the light to look around, then went where it had been clear as soon as the blackness returned. In this way I thought I was searching for the girl and keeping myself safe at the same time. The strobe picked up, like a nervous pulse, and that seemed to tell me I was getting closer. I felt really shaky but I thought I would be all right as long as I stayed out of reach of the chain. I intended to reconnect the girl to the chain, whatever it took to do so, and then I would see what I could devise as punishment.


      But in an eruption of strobe light the girl was suddenly flying through the air at me, and in her hand was a big shiny knife, zooming out of the mouth of a hologram monster. I cried out, scared as I'd never been in my life. I fell to the side, trying to dodge the attack, but the knife scraped my ribs, and I could feel fresh warm wetness all over that part of my body. I was shocked by what was happening now. The silver blade had seemed unreal flashing out of the dark at me. But here was real blood, my blood, hot and too real, washing out of my body. The game had changed, and I was dimly beginning to think that it wasn't a game at all.


      I didn't know how badly I was cut, but I wrestled frantically with the girl, trying to lock on the hand with the knife. I was sure now that she would stick me with it again and again, until I was gone. I dimly recalled what Lina had said to me: I won't be there for you. I was on my own. I had no choice. I knew that running would keep me on the defensive, hunted and exposed. I had to stop it right now.


      I saw the blade and grabbed at it. The touch of steel turned my hand into an open wound, slick and sticky-hot. One by one, parts of me were turning into local conflagrations. But I didn't dare let go of the knife to try for a better hold. I used my other hand to punch the girl's face, then I went for the knife handle. Even as I did, her slender legs clamped around my throat, tightening like a hydraulic press. In no time my air was cut off, and lights flared and popped like balloons breaking in my head. Insanely, a wee voice at the back of my brain told me this girl was probably quite good at martial arts. Most of my body was useless because of the position she had me in, but I still had a bleeding hand on the knife and I continued to punch wildly at her body. I kicked off the floor with my aching legs, using my weight advantage, and that pushed us over. I rocked my whole body on her, crushing her under me. I had the knife suddenly free in my hand. It should have been over then, I told myself later. A game would have ended at that point. But there was one more movement to be played out. Lina's fantasy.


      I sat up, the girl pinned beneath me. But she didn't lie still for a moment. She lunged forward, her hands grabbing at my balls. As soon as I felt her sharp nails clawing, the whole lower part of my body jumped back instinctively. I fell forward on the girl and put one hand on the floor to hold myself up. Now her hands were on my face in a flurry of scratching and digging, tearing my skin. I screamed in rage and fear and shook my head violently as I felt her fingernails at my eyes.


      And the last pretence vanished in me. Wordlessly, at some level below thought, the realization finally took hold that the girl had no intention of stopping. She hadn't been hired for this; it was a life-or-death struggle for her. She wanted to scar me, mutilate me, kill me. She had become a frenzied animal, and she would literally tear me to pieces if I let her. I was caught in a killing dream with her, and like the slow-moving figure at the centre of every dream, I was only beginning to understand what was happening.


      Even then, I believe, I didn't want to hurt that girl permanently. I wanted to punch her into unconsciousness and put the chains back on her. It could have ended that way, bloody and brutal, but with no lasting damage done.


      It didn't, because by then I was as much an animal as the girl was. I reacted furiously, seized with fear and anger as she tried to put my eyes out. I swung wildly at her with both hands, slapping, punching—not noticing I was pounding the knife into her body until the girl's hands fell to the floor and the life began to rattle out of her in a fine spray, like some dying sea storm. And then I became aware of the blood, jetting and spurting up out of half a dozen or more wounds I'd inflicted.


      I was hunched over the girl. Somewhere, distantly, I felt relieved that I had survived the savage assault. But I was sobbing now, crying loudly at what had taken place. At what I had done. I couldn't believe it. I had never hurt anyone. How could I have let this come to pass?


      'No-o-o-o,' I shrieked.


      The mad room swallowed it effortlessly. I felt alone, so alone, as the silence closed around me like the cloak of death. The strobe, the lasers, and the ghostly holograms continued to play the darkness, but I felt as if I were hardly there at all anymore. I was like a sun that had suddenly reversed its history, exploding back into its primordial cloud of swirling, scattered gases. I felt like I was disappearing. I seemed to have no centre anymore.


      Lina appeared, and I flung myself on her, grateful to have a new point of focus. We were at each other in a fury, as if through sheer driving force we could merge our two bodies and minds into one complete being. And so we made love there, in the blood spill, as if for the first and last time. We made love out of despair. We had burned and blasted out the deepest, most hidden pockets of our selves, and now we had to see who we were that remained.


      Later Lina let me out of the darkness. She cleaned my body and dressed my wounds, then washed herself. My mind was sluggish. I could have argued that I'd been tricked, misled, seduced into something I'd never wanted to happen. She had put my life in jeopardy, and that had brought about the death of another person. I could have insisted we clear this up properly, legally, whatever the consequences. But at the same time I rejected all this as stupid and pointless. I hadn't really been tricked. I'd been given every chance to back off, but I'd been where I wanted to be every step of the way. It was that simple. I couldn't fool myself. I wasn't a victim in this. I was a man in love with a fantasy, and that had turned me into a killer. A victim only of myself. But Lina was more than a fantasy—she was still real, she was there with me, and I still loved her. More now, I thought, since this new blood reality had surely bonded us yet more intimately to each other.


      The love Lina and I shared was like an exotic plant that had to grow its own way, become whatever it was destined to be. It couldn't be cultivated or curtailed, or in any way directed. It had to follow its own sweet anarchy or die, and I surely didn't want it to die. I felt closer to Lina than ever. This new plane of existence was fearful, but also exhilarating.


      Lina touched my face, as if she knew my thoughts.


      'Now you know,' she said quietly. 'The ultimate fantasy is also the only reality. The two are one and the same. And you know what it is, don't you?'


      'Power.'


      Lina smiled.


      'Yes,' she said. 'Yes. Power.' Her eyes held mine. 'You are here because you believe. You understand now what you didn't before. That this is what drove you to leave the emptiness behind. That this is what brought you here, thousands of miles. You came to find the pure force of nature, to touch it and have it touch you, to have it flow through you. Now it overwhelms you, but soon you will learn how to master it, and you'll never be the same again. That other person you were is dead and gone. All your life has led you to this moment, and you know it's right.'


      I looked out the window at the park across the street. Queens Wood. I thought I could see through the trees and bushes. Down into the underworld there. I could see the bodies. I could see thousands of skeletons. All of them, locked in the earth. 'Yes,' I said.
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      I said yes, but a couple of days later I was hundreds of miles away and in another country. It was impossible for me to sit still in my flat. I seemed to have only marginal control over my body. My nerves were agitated, my heart pounded frighteningly, and my hands wouldn't stop trembling. I felt light-headed and dizzy if I walked from one room to another. I kept going to the toilet, even when there was nothing left in me to get rid of. I tried to eat, knowing that hunger only made things worse, but it was all I could do to finish an apple, and that was no help.


      My mind went from one extreme to another, and was filled with terrifying visions. I would go from depths of remorse and anguish to a cold, numb indifference. I was appalled at what had happened in Lina's house, at what I had done. But more than that, I knew fear, real fear, for the first time in my life.


      Every moment I sat there, I told myself feverishly, brought me closer to the moment when the police would arrive, knocking down the door and dragging me away. I saw newspaper headlines and television reports around the world, all the way back to my dull little hometown in Ohio. Old neighbours and people I'd worked with in New Haven would be commenting about me in public: he was this, he was that, he always seemed... There were times when all I could think was that I wished the girl had killed me. To die like that would be horrible and pointless, but to survive with such a crime around my neck seemed even worse, somehow.


      As soon as I had left Lina's house, the magic had begun to fade. The fantasy had paled into insignificance beside the terrible new fact that had taken over my life. I don't know if I was coming out of a dream or out of shock, but by the time I had reached my street I had felt utterly alone and ruined by the realization of what had taken place in Queens Wood.


      No matter how hard I tried to explain it to myself, it was impossible to make sense of such an incident. Who was the Asian girl I'd killed? How had she come to be chained up in Lina's attic? It was all Lina's doing, obviously; it was her setup. But I still loved Lina, and my mind couldn't handle the thought that she had actually wanted a death to occur—though her reaction, the extraordinary fury of her lovemaking in all that blood, seemed to be pretty graphic evidence that it was exactly what she wanted. It was so unreal that at odd moments I could almost persuade myself it had never happened. But the wounds on my body were no hallucination, and the dreadful knowledge I carried in my brain were inescapably final.


      I went out just long enough to buy a bottle of Scotch. I drank until I fell asleep, woke sometime during the night and drank some more, until I passed out again. It was the joyless drinking after nothing but unconsciousness, oblivion. I can't remember dreaming at all, which is the only good thing I can say about that long night.


      The next day I felt worse, a hangover compounding the aches in my body. A hot bath helped somewhat, but I still couldn't eat anything more substantial than a bowl of oxtail soup and some toast. I couldn't shake growing claustrophobia. I began throwing clean clothes in the smaller of my two suitcases. I had to get away for at least a few days, perhaps forever. London was suddenly too uncomfortable to bear, and although I had nowhere I really wanted to go, I had to go somewhere.


      There was an atlas in the living room, and I opened it to a map of Western Europe. In the yellow pages I found a long list of airlines operating out of London. I sat staring at the map and the list for quite a while, like a man who had the plan for his survival right in front of him, if only he could decipher it.


      Paris, Rome, Madrid, Amsterdam, Berlin, Copenhagen—all the wonderful cities. But I couldn't think of them the way a tourist does. I wasn't going anywhere to see anything. I was going to hide out. To rediscover myself, if that was possible. And as I sat there thinking about it, I saw that most of all I would be going for the purpose of getting myself out of the reach of Lina Ravachol. I had no idea what, if any, relationship I still had with her, and I had to find out. But I wouldn't be able to do that so long as I remained in London, under her immediate influence.


      I tried to picture myself in various cities—Zurich, Brussels, Venice—but somehow they made me feel vulnerable and exposed. Portugal was out of the question, because I remembered reading that James Earl Ray had gone to ground there for a while, and he didn't seem a good example to follow. Maybe a Mediterranean resort, one of the islands, or even the coast of North Africa. But every place seemed either boring or unappealing. I was beginning to think Malta might be a good choice when I found an even better one: Luxembourg. A tiny country, tucked in among France, Germany, and Belgium. Easier to overlook than to find, but close enough to several major cities. A person could get stuck on an island, but Luxembourg would be a snap to get out of, should the need arise. You could walk across three different borders. I knew nothing about the place, but I had an instinctive feeling that it was the right choice. I phoned Luxair and was able to reserve a seat on their afternoon flight that day.


      I had to hurry now, but the sudden rush was both a blessing and a relief. I finished packing my suitcase, put my passport in my inside jacket pocket, and checked every room in the flat before leaving. I walked to the bank for some traveller's cheques and extra cash. I had no idea how long I'd be away, but I also had a credit card. On the North End Road I waved down a taxi, and half an hour later I had checked in at Heathrow. I bought a Herald Tribune and skimmed through it over a double Scotch in the bar. I was still edgy but the drink helped, and I had no trouble getting through passport control. I knew I could be arrested just as easily in Luxembourg as in London, but when my jet took off I felt a little safer.


      It was a short hop, less than an hour. I took the airport bus into the city, and at once I had the feeling I'd come an enormous distance to an entirely different world. An illusion, no doubt, but a strong one. The usual modern steel-and-glass buildings were there, but Luxembourg-Ville was also a city of ancient fortifications, and it had that old-world, fairy-tale look that London lacked. It was built on high ground broken by deep ravines and gorges that enhanced the magic-kingdom appearance of the place. I knew I was in Europe now—the Continent, not an offshore island.


      I had no trouble finding a room near the central train station. I got one at the first place I tried, the Hotel Eden, and they accepted my credit card. The room was small and the furnishings faded, but it had its own bath. It would do, I told myself as I kicked off my shoes. I poured a glass of duty-free Scotch and stretched out on the bed to finish the newspaper. I was safe, at least for the time being, and I think I finally began to relax a little.


      It was after ten at night when I awoke, chilly and disoriented. I washed my face and teeth, went outside, and had a hamburger at the first fast-food place I came across. Then I strolled for a while up and back down what looked to be one of the city's main shopping streets. It was cold, and everything was closed, but I didn't care. I had come here to be lost for as long as it seemed necessary.


      Things were livelier in the area around the train station, where my hotel was located. I discovered rue Joseph Junck, which was lined with the kind of sleazy bars that somehow draw the solitary traveller. Each one featured small-screen hard-core films, and each one had its own squad of lightly dressed bar girls. I went in and out of a few of these places, and finally settled for a drink in a slightly tonier establishment. It was small, but the furnishings were almost elegant compared with the others I'd seen on the street. There were no gynaecology movies being shown, and a number of electric lanterns gave the bar a golden glow that contrasted favourably with the usual dark, gloomy interiors. The three girls on duty were already occupied, so I wasn't even hustled.


      Another customer on his own finished playing a video game and returned to the bar with his glass of beer. He sat on the stool next to me, and within a few minutes we got to talking. His name was Colin Dean, he was from England, and he had been living and working in Luxembourg for the last five months. His hair, moustache, and goatee were coppery red and curly, but closely trimmed. He wore a rumpled tweed suit and he fussed a lot with a pipe that he never actually lit. He seemed to be a naturally morose person, but I found it easy enough to be in his company.


      'I was at Leeds for three years,' he explained. 'I lectured in the English Department, and did part-time work at the university press. Editorial.'


      'Luxembourg must be more exciting than Leeds,' I said, though I'd never been to Leeds.


      Colin looked puzzled, as if he had never considered the possible advantages of one city over another. 'I came to get away from the wife,' he said. 'Someone told me about the opening here, I applied, was interviewed in London—and, to my surprise, I got the job. I didn't think twice. I was glad for the chance to get away from her, the bitch. We're separated, but still married, unfortunately.'


      'And what are you doing here? Work, I mean.'


      'I'm an editor in the Office of Official Publications of the Common Market.'


      'Very good.'


      'Actually, it's a monumental bore,' Colin continued. 'All their documents, official papers, reports, research studies—that kind of thing. Utterly unreadable, but of course that's beside the point.'


      'Well, it's the kind of thing that's bound to look good on your résume,’ I pointed out. You only had to talk with this man for a few minutes before you wanted to cheer him up. 'Are you going to stay in publishing, or go back to lecturing?'


      'I think I've said all I have to say on the subject of J. Sheridan Le Fanu, so yes, it would probably be publishing. If I can get in the door of a decent London house.' Colin perked up marginally as he considered this. 'I have a project now that's not without possibilities. A study on the nature of prosperity in the eighties. Has the makings of a good little monograph, if I can get rid of the statistics and transform the author's horrid Germanic style. Might be able to use it as an entree. Sort of thing Routledge might be interested in.'


      He lapsed into silence, testing the draw on his pipe. I ordered two more beers for us. I had nowhere else to go, and Colin was having a peculiar tonic effect on me.


      'Are you going to get a divorce?' I asked after we had raised our glasses to each other.


      'She doesn't want one,' he muttered unhappily. 'That's the problem. Thing is, I'm due to come into a bit of money as soon as my old dad drops off, and she knows it.'


      'Meanwhile, you support her from here.'


      'I haven't sent her one penny,' Colin snarled. 'But even that doesn't bother her. She has a good secretarial job. Has it off with the boss in the back room, then comes home and has it off with the next-door neighbour in his kids' Wendy house. Though they've probably moved indoors now that I'm no longer on the scene.'


      'Sounds messy.'


      'Yes, well.' Colin glanced up at me. 'I can tell just by looking at you that you're not married, lucky bastard. What are you doing here, as a matter of interest? It's not the tourist season. If you're trying to escape instant cheeseburgers, chicken nuggets, and acid rain, you've come to the wrong continent, you know.'


      I smiled. 'No. I came to get away from a woman too,' I answered. 'But just for a few days, I think.'


      'Oh? I've heard your American women are a pretty ruthless lot.'


      'This one's English. I've just come from your homeland.'


      'God help you.'


      'It was getting to be too tense, too... hairy,' I went on. I didn't want to tell him much about Lina, not in any detail, but the urge to talk to this stranger was suddenly very strong, and he was probably the safest audience I would find. 'I just decided I had to get away for a while, put some space between us and figure things out.'


      'Take my advice and let her go,' Colin volunteered. 'Women. They have us by the short and curlies, and they know it. Stay single, chum. Otherwise you don't have a chance.'


      'This one doesn't want to marry me,' I said. 'She'd be happy enough to keep the affair going the way it is, I think. But she's kind of wild, and hard to keep up with.'


      'Christ, that's no good, is it?' Colin protested. 'A constant drain on the old emotional batteries—am I right? I know the type. Whatever else you can say about marriage, at least it's emotionally relaxing. You can just sail along, playing the part. Unless it gets out of hand, which it has in my particular case. No, you see, I've reached the stage in life where, by process of elimination, the good old find 'em, fuck 'em, and forget 'em philosophy is the only one that seems to work.'


      'I'm not that cynical—at least not yet.'


      'Ah, there you are,' Colin said with a brief hint of a smile. 'I think it was Oscar Wilde who said sentimentalists describe realists as cynics.'


      'Well


      'She has you good and hooked, I can see.'


      "That's what I'm afraid of,' I admitted.


      Colin's prescription was a crash course in Luxembourg night life. That night and the following three, we hit every bar and joint on rue Joseph Junck and rue du Fort Neipert. We occasionally fondled the best-looking mercenaries, but for the most part we drank, watched the action, and discussed women and sex. There wasn't much more to Colin's so-called philosophy than what he had expressed in the first hour we met, but he was capable of elaborating it endlessly. He was a gloomy, bitter kind of person, but there was something I liked about Colin.


      Maybe he was just what I needed at the time, a disinterested stranger with his own problems.


      The more we talked about women, the less Lina burdened my mind. Colin enabled me to deal with the matter at arm's length, by escaping it temporarily. I was no longer haunted by terrible images of that Asian girl. The terror of arrest and exposure diminished. I had other help in this regard; every day I bought an English newspaper, but found no mention of the crime. No word of a body being discovered. I had been absolutely certain we would be caught, but with each day showing nothing in the British press and each night boozy with diversion, that fear receded.


      Once, on my third afternoon in Luxembourg, I had a very bad spell. I was suffering another hangover, soaking in a hot bath, when the thought that I had become a monster took hold of my mind. It wouldn't go away. It became so large, black, and engulfing that I found myself shaking violently, uncontrollably, on the verge of tears, maybe even hysteria. I knew that as a result of my own weakness I had traded in my life and become some other person, me but no longer me. I could never escape what I had done, even if I never saw Lina again. I could fly directly back to America and try to put together that old life—but I knew it would be a foolish, impossible gesture, not a realistic course of action. I wanted to seal off the killing as a mistake, an isolated incident, a fluke—to encyst it harmlessly in the past. But I understood, in that long moment of self-terror, that it couldn't be done. I'd taken a human life, thereby surrendering the last of innocence. There was a malignancy in me I could not explain away.


      Finally I stopped trembling and gasping. The bath had gone cold. I dried myself off and dressed, hating that dead Asian girl more than ever. She had done this to me, by changing the game. She had tried to kill me first. I had never wanted anything like that to happen—no real harm to either person. I blamed her as much as myself, but I did blame myself. Without me, it wouldn't have happened. Being there ensured my complete guilt. I don't know why, but I still wasn't thinking about Lina's role in the incident.


      On my fifth night in Luxembourg-Ville, Colin and I went to a discotheque. We danced and chatted over drinks with a number of young women. Colin was an even more improbable dancer than I, but he managed. His style with women was not at all ineffective. He remained typically morose and blunt. He quoted several times some line from Balzac about women having a fortune between their legs. His general argument was that all women should be whores; then men could deal with them honestly. The girls we talked to regarded this as charmingly outrageous, the kind of quaint attitude that was to be expected from an Englishman.


      Eventually we left the disco, accompanied by a couple of typists who worked at the European Council of Ministers. Colin took us back to his cramped flat on rue Adolphe. He had the overly endowed brunette named Dani.


      'Help yourself to the vino,' he told me over his shoulder as he led her directly into the bedroom.


      That left me with Violette, the petite, slightly tipsy one with the streaked blonde hair. We had some distinctly imperfect red wine and then went to work on the rickety Scandinavian-style couch that looked as if it had been bought at a flea market. I'd had occasional one-night stands in New Haven, and this was the same—only the continent was different. It is not intense sex, just dogged and mechanical. Two bodies bumping each other to some kind of unexalted release in the darkness.


      The girls left before dawn, tired but apparently cheerful. I could hear Colin snoring, not loudly but steadily, in the next room. I would have dozed off on the couch, but the flat was too chilly and I didn't know where to And a blanket. After a while I dressed and let myself out. A taxi took me back to the Hotel Eden. The deskman smiled knowingly as I passed on the way to my room. I slept until the middle of the afternoon, when I was awakened by a phone call from Colin.


      'How are you?'


      'Pretty dead,' I answered thickly.


      'That was all right, wasn't it?'


      'Yeah, well...'


      'Better than waking to face the wife, I can tell you.'


      'I can't say much for your couch, I'm afraid.'


      'Sorry about that. The flat came furnished, but I think "furnished flat" is an oxymoron. You know, like "military intelligence."'


      'Uh-huh.'


      'So, what're you doing?'


      'Sleeping. What day is it anyhow?'


      'Sunday.'


      'I think I'm going back to London.'


      'Oh, dear, oh, dear. You really are determined to sacrifice yourself to that woman.'


      'Possibly...'


      'Well, if your mind is made up, let's have a farewell drink. If you're going back to her, the least you can do is go back looking thoroughly shagged out.'


      'Uh, let me call you back when I'm conscious.'


      'Fine.'


      I scrawled his telephone number on a Luxembourg tourism brochure and hung up. I wasn't really sure I was ready to return to London, but I felt there was no longer any point in staying in Luxembourg. I was spending money but accomplishing nothing. I liked Colin, in a way, but his dubious charm was starting to wear thin. I knew that even a farewell drink would inevitably turn into another long night, and I didn't need that. I had to get myself in order.


      I called the airport and learned it was too late to get a direct flight to London that day. I reserved a seat on the first departure the next morning. After a tepid shower, I dressed and went out for something to eat. Then I wandered a few blocks, until I found a quiet neighbourhood bar, where I had two small, very slow beers. If there was no point in staying in Luxembourg, had I learned anything here?


      I was beginning to conceive of my life as a series of bottomings-out, the illusion of gradual upswing giving way to the realization that I'd really been settling back, drifting down to some base point. I felt I was there again, but I didn't know what good it did for me to understand this. I had booked a seat to London. Why? Obviously I was going back because I had a flat to live in there, but also, ultimately, it meant I was going back to Lina.


      I thought I'd come here to get away from her, to figure out how I could disentangle my life from hers. But now it seemed to me the simple truth was that I didn't want to leave Lina. I wanted to be with her, right now, held in her arms, lying between her legs, listening to her say things I'd never heard another person say. The upswing was no illusion with Lina. Besides, the killing had happened, and nothing could change that fact now. So why give up Lina?

    

  


  Luxembourg was good for me. One way or another, it had brought me to some sense of myself, Lina, and our love. Colin had a hand in it too. I could see myself, if I left Lina, becoming somewhat like him: lonely, unhappy, bitter, and pursuing grim pleasures. That was the way my life had been going in New Haven, though I hadn't yet reached Colin's advanced state. The image of his drab, chilly little flat persisted in my mind like a warning. The sour red wine...


  Most of all, there was Lina. It occurred to me again that I should despise her for what she had done. She had put my life on the line, and she had set up a situation that made a death inevitable. What kind of person was Lina, that she could do such a thing? But I couldn't hate her for it. I felt no anger at all. I couldn't explain it to myself, but now, a week after the event, she seemed more attractive than ever. That she could risk me, in every sense of the word, showed clearly how important I was to her. Somehow it reminded me of the story of Abraham, gambling his sanity and his son's life with a terrible god. What Lina had done was not so different, and she'd won. We'd both won. It may have been an act of blood and temporary madness, but I could see now that it bound Lina and me together in a way that could never be undone.


  And, I told myself again, I really had known what I was getting into when I'd stood, naked, at the attic door in Lina's house. She had taken her time in getting me to that point. She had prepared me, tested me, and warned me many times. She had even tried to put me off altogether with those elusive telephone conversations and by not seeing me. Oh, yes, I had pursued her—and found her.


  And so I knew that no matter how terrifying the reality might be, no matter what lay ahead, Lina was where I wanted to be. I was ready to accept that without reservation now, and I even thought I'd be able to exert my own influence and control over the relationship. The killing would not happen again. There was no need for it. All that mattered was that Lina and I be together.


  I left the bar and walked back to my hotel. There were no messages for me. I was glad. I knew I should call Colin and say good-bye, but I was reluctant to do so. Better, I thought, to let it go. I didn't want him trying to look me up in London if he had a sudden urge to move back to England next week.


  I went into the hotel lounge, off the entrance hallway, and had one more beer. The place was empty, but it was cosier and more pleasant than I had expected. The Turkish bartender tried to sell me on the merits of a fine woman he knew and wanted me to meet. She was not like the other girls in this area, he explained with an arm-sweeping gesture that seemed to take in all of northern Europe. She was a lonely young widow who enjoyed good company. It would not be like throwing money at nasty bar girls, but, rather, the giving of a gift to a friendly acquaintance in need. All I had to do was talk with her over a drink, make friends, and so on. He was sure I would like her, and since I was a fine American, she would like me. I had to admire his slow, reasonable persistence, but I resisted the offer. I finished my beer, went upstairs, and fell asleep early.


  The next morning, rested, recovered, sure of myself, I flew back to the only life I wanted.


  


  


  

Part Two: The Politics of Cruelty


  The central fact of our time is horror.—Roy Fuller, The Second Curtain
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    'The quality's pretty good, don't you think?' Lina asked.


    She and I were in the pit, watching a videotape of the killing game in which I had the lead role. She must have had some pretty sophisticated equipment, because the film picked up everything, even in moments of complete darkness.


    It was strange, seeing myself play out that nightmare. Most of the time it was like watching some other person who had no connection with me at all. But there were a few moments when I felt anxious. The whole thing was perversely fascinating. I wanted to turn it off, but I couldn't.


    The tape didn't stop with Lina's arrival onstage. It included our love-making scene in full. I sat back a little so I could see Lina out of the corner of my eye. Her gaze never left the flickering images on the television screen. She was rapt, and the look on her face was one of pride and wonder, almost transcendental.


    If Lina knew I'd gone away, she gave no indication of it. I had telephoned as soon as I got back from Luxembourg. We arranged to meet the next day, and here we were. Watching Lina's very special home movie.


    When it was over and the last images of the bloody tableau ran out, Lina turned the set off and took the tape cartridge out of the machine. She hefted it in her hand like a rock.


    'We can never watch this again,' she said.


    That suited me, but I was curious.


    'Why not?'


    'Oh, I have something here I want to read to you,' Lina said. She rummaged around among some papers in a drawer, then came up with a single page. 'Here, this is why. "I believe there comes a point in love, once and no more, which later on the soul seeks—yes, seeks in vain -to surpass; I believe that happiness wears out in the effort to recapture it; that nothing is more fatal to happiness than the remembrance of happiness."' Lina paused, then asked me, 'Isn't that exactly right?'


    'Who said it?'


    'Gide, in The Immoralist.'


    I didn't know the book, but I had to smile at the title.


    'But you do understand what I'm telling you,' Lina went on. 'We can't ever let ourselves get to the point where we stop and try to go back. We can't repeat ourselves.'


    That got a brief laugh out of her, but then she was serious again. 'Right, yes. There's no going back. Most of all, no going back in our heads, or we'll end up crippling ourselves. The point of love is that it's alive, growing, changing. It's not a fixed thing, and it never can be. It's part of the force of nature, and so it serves nature's ends, not ours.'


    'Lesson over? Give me a drink,' I said. 'Give me some Special. Give me some of that red-hot force-of-nature love. No, wait a minute. Don't move.'


    I put my head in Lina's lap and looked up at her. It seemed nothing less than a miracle that such a wondrous woman could exist, let alone be mine. Heavenly skin, perfect breasts, exquisite face, and those fiery blue eyes... Oh, yes, I could be content to pass my days in a magnetic field of such radiance.


    A few days later I met Lina for lunch in a wine bar on Bruton Street. She was smiling, with news or a secret.


    'Roger wants to see you,' she said. 'He wants the three of us to have dinner tonight at the Feathers.'


    'Oh? What's it all about?'


    'Nothing. I don't know. Just dinner, I expect.'


    'Really?'


    'Mm-hmm.'


    'The three of us?' I asked. 'I don't get it. The three of us haven't gone out together before.'


    'So?'


    'Well, I don't know...'


    'Is it all right?'


    I shrugged. 'Why not?' I couldn't object, but there was an air of inevitability about this I didn't much like. Nordhagen had introduced me to Lina; he had thrown us together really, and I was grateful for that. But now I wished he would just quietly fade out of the picture.


    'Does he know about your house?' I asked.


    'Well, yes, of course he knows I have a house,' Lina said, picking at her game pie.


    'Does he know about the girl?'


    Lina looked up sharply. 'No.' Her face was sure, but I thought I heard a note of hesitancy in her voice.


    'Lina, tell me the truth.'


    7 always do,' she responded quietly but fiercely.


    'Then what is he to you?'


    'I'm his personal assistant.'


    'What does that mean?' Her words had chilled me. 'It means something more than answering his telephone and keeping track of his date book, doesn't it?'


    Lina put down her fork and held my hand across the table.


    'Don't run away with yourself,' she told me. 'Roger and I are friends. We work together, we're very close, and there's much we share. But we're friends, not lovers.


    If you haven't already noticed, let me tell you: you're my lover, my only lover.'


    'Then why does he have first call on your time?'


    'Because that's the way it has to be, for now. And it's my choice. It has to be this way. Please believe me, Tom. No matter how it might seem to you, no matter what you might think, he is not my master. Roger doesn't own me.'


    Lina squeezed my hand, smiled, and went back to her lunch. I nibbled my potted shrimp, but I didn't have much appetite. I ordered another half-carafe of wine and thought about what she had just told me. After a few minutes I thought I saw something I hadn't considered previously. It might not clarify things, but it would certainly put them in a different light. If it were true.


    'He can't do without you,' I said. 'He'd fall apart if you weren't there. That's it, isn't it? I know what Nordhagen is: he's a brilliant surgeon with wealth and social status and all that. But he's also a chronic loner, and he has problems—age, health, and demon alcohol. If he didn't have someone like you, if he didn't have you, he wouldn't be able to handle it anymore. You're his keeper.'


    'No, I'm not his keeper,' Lina replied. 'But there is something in what you say.' Then she changed the subject smoothly. 'We had a funny call this morning. An editor at some publishing company. He wants to meet Roger and talk about commissioning his life story. If Roger won't do it himself, this man will provide a ghost writer. But listen to this: he already has a title for the book. He wants to call it Contoured Thighs: The Story of a Plastic Surgeon.'

  


  
    'Contoured Thighs, I like that.'


    'I did point out to him that the profession is known as cosmetic surgery. Plastic! How fifties can you get?'


    'Is Roger going to do it?'


    Lina laughed hysterically.


    I walked her back to Millington Lane and then had the rest of the afternoon to kill before our dinner with Nordhagen. I took a taxi to Leicester Square, walked around for a while, thought about seeing a movie but finally decided against it. I went into an amusement arcade and was surprised at the number of people playing video games in the middle of the day. I found an old pinball machine and used up my coins. Then I wandered around some more.


    My mind was equally restless. I'd apparently come closer to understanding the Lina-Nordhagen equation, but there was still something about it that made me feel uneasy. If she wasn't his keeper, then what was she to him? She said she was his personal assistant, and now that I thought about it I recalled that on a previous occasion she had told me she was, simply, his assistant. Now, personal. Did the extra word—such a word! -mean anything or not?


    Whether by accident or subconscious direction, I found myself outside a drinking club in Meard Street. I wasn't sure if it was Terry's or Toby's, but I knew it was one of Nordhagen's unpretentious watering holes. I'd been there a couple of times with him. I went in, sat at the bar as if I belonged, and asked for a pint of bitter. The only other drinkers were three hard cases at the back end of the room, playing cards. The barman asked me if I was a member, and his tone of voice told me he knew perfectly well that I wasn't. I told him I'd been in several times with someone who was a member, Roger Nordhagen. The name meant nothing to the barman, who pulled out a dusty, long neglected notebook of names and studied the list of illegible scrawls. Once or twice he tapped the page, as if surprised to be reminded of someone's existence. But, sorry, no Nordhagen. I described him, but that only produced a helpless shrug, as if every club member was a short elderly male. Maybe they were, at that. I wasn't eager; I'd only come in because I'd seen the place and I had nothing better to do for a while. But as I was getting up to leave, the barman had a change of heart. He'd probably decided I wasn't a detective for the licensing authority. Now it seemed that, yes, he did kind of recognize me. My friend, the member, was an elderly, short gentleman, yes? Well, he could propose me for membership and sign the form the next time he came in. Meanwhile, the barman would second me. We went through this ridiculous little ritual and, a £5 membership fee later, I got to buy my pint.


    And so I sat in that dark, drab place, working my beer, thinking of Nordhagen and his secret life, of Lina and her secret life, and of myself and my own burgeoning secret life—and I wondered how they overlapped and fit together. Or if they did at all. The only conclusion I came to was that I truly hated afternoons. An afternoon is a desolate expanse of time if you have no way to get through it. There was something contemptible about being in a place like this, drinking alone. It was a kind of penance, since all you could do was confront yourself and accommodate the blemishes with alcohol. Daytime even diminished Lina slightly. She was as beautiful and challenging as ever, but... not fully the same person. We were night people.


    By arrangement, I met Lina and Nordhagen in the small bar at the Feathers. I hadn't seen it before, but was directed to it by one of the men at the door. It was cosy, rather than small, and it was quite different from the piano bar. Here the decor was golden oak panelling, leather furniture, a massive fireplace, and sporting prints on the walls. The barmaids wore real clothes, and there were even people making use of the place. They looked as if they belonged—wealthy, tanned, silver-haired types with pretty, youthful companions. The Feathers crowd.


    Lina and Nordhagen were waiting for me.


    It had been a couple of weeks since I'd last seen Nordhagen. He looked more withered than I remembered. Frail and distracted.


    We had a round of drinks and made small talk. By the time the second round was delivered, I thought the conversation was going nowhere and I wondered if the whole evening would do the same. It wasn't just the prospect of boredom that bothered me. I felt uncomfortable being with Lina and Nordhagen at the same time. If it were Nordhagen alone, that would be all right, not great but all right. I knew the boys'-night-out routine by now. But if Lina was available, as she was, I wanted only to be with her. Roger was static interference, but apparently I would have to suffer through it. Now he was about to tell me a bawdy story.


    'Lina won't mind, will you, dear?' he said. 'This is a story about someone who has saved his money or come into a small inheritance, or made a killing on the ponies. It doesn't matter which; the point is that he suddenly has the means to indulge himself for the first time in his life. So he decides to give himself a real treat, and he goes along to the biggest, richest, most lavish bordello in the land. A real pleasure palace, you see. When he gets there he tells the madam he wants a unique experience in sexual delight. Something outrageously wonderful, damn the cost. All right, the madam says, she has just the thing for him. It's unheard of, it's the ultimate treat, and it's special to her house. What is it? Does he know what a Rhode Island Red is? the madam asks. Yes, he knows. Well, the madam has a Rhode Island Red that has been trained to give a man unbelievable sexual fulfilment.


    'Of course this sounds crazy, but the madam insists.


    She guarantees ecstasy such as this fellow has never known, and she finally persuades him to give it a try. It was so utterly outrageous he just had to see what it was like. So the madam led him to a door, told him to go into the room, take his clothes off, and sit on the bed. Events would take their own course from that point on. Our hero did as he was told.


    'It was a richly appointed Edwardian bedroom, with a huge bed—on which was perched the aforementioned Rhode Island Red. When our naked friend sat on the bed, nothing happened. The bird watched him and he watched the bird, and still nothing happened. Finally he moved a little closer, and the Red hopped away. Now this angered and excited the young man, and he went after the animal. It stayed out of his reach, and our hero began to get all worked up, trying to catch the Red. He chased the bird all around the room, across the bed, back and forth, and each time he thought he had it in his hands the squawking creature fluttered away from him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't catch the Rhode Island Red—and finally, in a state of furious exhaustion, our hero gave up. He felt foolish and cheated, He put his clothes on and stalked out of the room.


    'The madam was shocked, horrified to hear that her prize pet had failed to do the job. She couldn't understand it. The Rhode Island Red had always performed brilliantly. This was a crushing development for the madam -as it had been for our hero. The reputation of her house was at stake. She told the young man to come back the next night, and she would make it up to him.


    'Comes the next night, she greets him warmly, apologizing again for the unfortunate experience of the previous visit. Now her house is his, she tells him. He can stay as long as he likes, do anything he wants. But our hero is reluctant, because he is still unsettled by what happened with the Rhode Island Red, and he isn't quite sure what to do. So the madam fetches him a large, stiff drink and suggests he relax in the showroom for a while. When he's in a better state of mind, he can come out and take his pick of the girls.


    'Fair enough, our hero thinks. He goes into the showroom, which is a kind of small, dark theatre. Several other clients are seated in there, and our hero joins them, watching the action. It's a live sex show, of course, and they're all looking at it through a wall of one-way glass. On the other side, an orgy is taking place. The sound is piped in through a speaker. Boys and girls together, going at each other every which way. And before long, such a good show it is, our hero feels himself warming up. He is happier now, aroused, getting into the swing of things. Pretty soon he'll be ready to go out and get to work on some of the madam's girls. But he's enjoying the show so much he can't resist nudging the man in the next seat. What a show, huh? I've never seen an orgy like this, he says. The man in the next seat agrees. Yes, this is all right, he says to our hero. But if you think this is good, you should have been here last night. They had some guy trying to fuck a chicken!'


    Nordhagen sat back and laughed boisterously, as if by telling the story he was also hearing it for the first time. Lina smiled, and I guessed it wasn't new to her. And I was laughing too. I'm not sure why. I felt as if I'd just strolled through a room full of people, only to discover that my dick was hanging out of my trousers. The story hurt, even as I laughed, and paranoid or not, I was pretty damn sure it was about me. But I didn't want even to begin thinking about what might have been behind it. I still had to get through the rest of Nordhagen's evening, come what may.


    We went to a private dining room somewhat larger and more traditional than the one I'd been in with Lina. We sat around a table and ate a full meal. Afterwards, we had cognac, and Nordhagen talked me into trying a Cuban cigar. I don't smoke, but the cigar was so mild and fragrant I didn't mind. All through dinner I'd said little more than was necessary to hold my own. This was Nordhagen's party, let him lead. Eventually he sat up and cleared his throat, as if he was re" 'to deliver a speech. I could only hope it wasn't another pointed joke.


    'Now, Tom,' he began, fixing me with a steady gaze. 'There are several things I want to tell you. I'm not sure I'll be able to trot them all out in the right order, so bear with me, hear me out. It hardly seems necessary to say this, since I know you to be an agreeable drinking companion who can listen as well as talk, but I want to be sure you understand that what I have to say is entirely serious. This isn't the vino talking. This is a matter of great importance to me.'


    'I understand,' I said.


    Lina was watching Nordhagen carefully.


    'Good. Now I know about you and Lina. That is, in a general way I know about the two of you, and that you've hit it off rather well. What's between you is, of course, private to yourselves, but I am immensely pleased that you have taken so well to each other. The truth of the matter is, I had hoped something like this might come to pass. I thought I saw a certain quality in you the first time we met, Tom. I was glad when the opportunity came for Lina to meet you, and now it seems clear my first impression was not wrong.


    'If all this sounds like I was engaged in matchmaking,' Nordhagen went on, 'that's not true. You aren't the latest in a long line of candidates I steer to Lina. You are actually the only person who has met her through me; work doesn't count, of course. But Lina leads her own life, as you should know by now.


    'And Lina is very dear to me, very precious. I don't mind saying that I probably wouldn't even be alive now if she had not come into my life when she did. No, Lina, you know it's true. I've been a solitary person all my life. I have no family, no close friends. Oh, through my practice I've built up quite a network of friends, but they are, in the final analysis, strangers, acquaintances, contacts. Lina is the only person close to me, who knows me.


    'Perhaps I should backtrack a bit here and tell you something about myself. I came to this country after the war. You might say I got in on the ground floor. My practice blossomed in the late fifties, and I've had a great run ever since. I'll spare you any false modesty, Tom. I know how good I am in my field. There's a man in Beverly Hills, another in Mexico City, one in Rio, an egregious twit in New York—and they're the lot. My peers. One other chap set up shop in Morocco, hoping to siphon off the Arab trade, but then he went away for a few days on special assignment and was never seen again. Some say Libya, others Uganda. Silly man.


    'But, back to me. It's no secret I've done well in this profession. Very well indeed. The time is fast coming, however, when I must give it up. You have to know when to quit, and that time is near for me. So, I'm going to phase myself out—rather like a coal mine it sounds, but that's the way it is. I don't need the daily struggle at my age. I've lost the point of it all. Now, Lina, tomorrow is as good a time as any. Starting tomorrow, let's add no more names to our waiting list. No need for any announcement, as such; we'll just say we aren't scheduling any new appointments at this time. It'll taper off soon enough by itself.


    'Well, there. I've said it, so it's definite. Doesn't feel too bad, either. What am I going to do with myself when the work runs out? I'm still alive, alert, and I'm not the sort of person who can move to Hastings or Eastbourne and stare at the sea until I keel over in the sand. No. I have one or two personal projects that will keep me busy. Quite busy, in fact. They're the result of years of slow, painstaking work, and I haven't been able to give them the attention they deserve. Demand. So I'll be all right with that. Lina has been involved with me on these projects, and she will continue as my assistant. Invaluable is a poor word to describe her help.'


    Nordhagen paused here to catch his breath, smile at Lina, and take another sip of cognac. His cigar had gone out.


    'Now this brings us back to you, Tom,' he resumed. 'At the risk of seeming impolite, I must point out that the time will soon come for you to make a decision, dear boy. Your visit to London is of fixed duration, as you have several times insisted to me. At that time, you will face three possible courses of action. One, say good-bye to Lina and return to America. Two, persuade her to accompany you back to America. Three, stay on here in London.


    'The first—if you think you can leave Lina, and want to—is your option. It's between the two of you, and there's nothing useful I can say about it. As for the second, I know, since Lina has already committed herself to her work here, that it's out of the question. So, now, that leaves the third possibility. If you want to stay on in London, Tom, I can help you. I have work for you. It's more than I can handle, even with Lina's help. If you want to join us, the opportunity is yours. You will be well compensated, and of course you will still be with Lina. Every day.'


    I liked that last bit, not least for its utter lack of subtlety. But there were problems, questions.


    'I don't want to seem ungrateful,' I said. 'But I'm not sure I understand this. I am an MD but I'm not qualified to practise in this country. And I know next to nothing about your line of work. My surgical experience is extremely limited.'


    Nordhagen laughed indulgently. 'My dear boy, I'm not about to suggest you take over my practice. No one can do that. No, the practice will die off, as it should. Nor will you have to qualify to work in this country. My projects are, of necessity, private and totally secret. As far as the immigration people are concerned, you will be a man of independent means who chooses to enjoy life in London. Your bank account will satisfy them, and I'm sure you'll have no trouble getting your visa extended.'


    I was about to interrupt, but he held up a hand.


    'I do see your point,' Nordhagen went on. 'It's unusual to offer someone a job without telling them what the work will actually entail, and so on. However, that's the way it must be. For now, all I can tell you is that I have no doubt you are capable. Anything you might need to learn, I can teach.


    'The details are trivial, but the basic question is not, and that is all you have to consider for now. It would be a big change in your life. I urge you to give it all the thought it deserves. I am merely opening one door for you. It's up to you whether you choose to step through it or not.


    'But bear in mind one more thing, Tom. I have met you only a few times. We know certain things about each other, but overall we are still pretty much strangers. It says something about all of us, you, me, and most of all Lina, and my faith and trust in her, that I make this offer at all. But I think I'm right to do so, and the offer stands.


    Take as much time as you need, and when you're ready, come see me and we'll talk again.'


    Nordhagen sat back, stifled a belch, relit his cigar, and poured himself another large cognac.


    'Can I ask you a question?'


    'I may not answer it,' Nordhagen said cheerfully, 'but go ahead and ask.'


    'Is this place, the Feathers, one of the special projects you're talking about?'


    Nordhagen and Lina both laughed at this. I found myself joining them. After all Nordhagen had said, my question seemed an almost antic diversion.


    'I can tell you a little something about the Feathers,' Nordhagen said. 'I'm not an investor in it, I'm not a partner. I am a lifetime honorary member, so to speak. The Feathers, or the full use of it, was a gift to me from a grateful oilman. One of your countrymen, in fact, a proud Oklahoman. Without going into the details, which are messy beyond belief, I will tell you simply that I restored to him, with enhanced capabilities, the use of a rather important part of his anatomy. Several others had tried to help him, and failed, so there was almost no limit to his appreciation. I charged him one million dollars cash, and he thought that was not enough, so he threw in carte blanche here as a bonus. Of course, my privileges extend to my guests, as well.'


    Nordhagen was bragging like an old-time baseball player, and I could tell the drink was getting into his talk now. I pushed one step further.


    'But you offered me a girl downstairs, you offered to give her to me, as a gift, like you could give someone away.'


    Nordhagen was nodding his head, smiling.


    'Yes,' he said. 'I did do that, didn't I. Right here, in the heart of London. Imagine.'


    I had to let it go at that, sensing that Nordhagen would be happy to feed me ambiguities for the next hour or two. I had other things to think about. A few minutes later I thanked him for the meal and for the offer, and then Lina and I made our exit. Nordhagen saw us to the front door, then went back inside the Feathers


    Even later, when we were in the upstairs bedroom of Lina's house, my mind was distracted. I had what I wanted, but I still found it hard to believe. I didn't feel good about it, in fact.


    Lina rubbed my back. 'God, you're tense,' she said. 'Lie down.' She took off her shoes and stockings, and gently walked on my back. It felt terrific, knots loosening from my neck to the base of my spine. She sat down next to me, and I raised myself on my elbows.


    'He does know about the girl,' I said.


    'No. I told you. He knows only what he needs to know.'


    I found it hard to accept. That chicken joke had been too eerie and close to home. Was I reading too much into what was nothing more than a bawdy story? The damn thing still bothered me.


    'What about the girl?'


    'What about her?'


    'What did you do with her?'


    'Forget it. I'm very efficient, Tom.'


    Lina moved slightly, and I rolled over, turning to watch her. She sat back against the pillows, her knees pulled up in front of her, eyes half closed.


    'Where did you get her? The girl.'


    'All lives are cheap,' Lina said. 'Some lives are cheaper than others. It's just arithmetic on the frontier.'


    'Hmm?'


    'Nothing.' Her eyes were fully closed now, and she began to unbutton her blouse, revealing some kind of undergarment that laced up to her cleavage. 'You are going to stay, aren't you.' It wasn't a question. 'I mean, not just now, but—in London.'


    'I think I knew from the first day,' I told her. 'Or night. I knew without telling myself, because I didn't see how I could manage it.'


    'Now you know.'


    'Yes, now I know. But what did you tell Nordhagen?'


    'Only what I had to tell him.'


    'Which was...?'


    'That I wanted you.'


    Her voice seemed to float out of a dreamy smile. Her legs were swaying gently, and she was unlacing the ribbons that held her breasts.


    'Are you sure you do?'


    'What?'


    'Want me.'


    'Yes.'


    'Don't stop what you're doing,' I said. 'I want to watch you. I want you to make love to yourself. I want to see you take yourself as far as you can, and then beyond that. I want you to make love to yourself until there's nothing left.'


    'Mmmmm...'


    And then, I was thinking, I would find out how much, if at all, she still wanted me. Love minus self-love equals—what?


    But what I found was what I already believed. There was no end to her. Like her smile, Lina went on and on, into infinity. She was an endless horizon, and, yes, she did want me there, part of her. So I was there, enthralled.
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    I took my time, because I had the time. Maybe something would happen to alter the situation. Maybe something would occur to me. In the meantime, I had many practical matters to consider. I still had almost three months left of my term in Matheson Road, and it seemed to me that I should honour it.


    What would I do about my condominium in Connecticut—sell it? I should see my parents again, and explain to them in person that I was taking a job in London. But it all seemed too troublesome, and I didn't want to leave London. It wasn't that I didn't trust myself. After all, I had gone to Luxembourg and hid out there for a week. I'd fought my way out of anguish, and I'd returned to Lina. I didn't doubt myself anymore. But now I didn't want to go anywhere without Lina. I wanted as much time with her as possible, and a solo trip home seemed a waste.


    What sort of person was I becoming? I had taken a human life. Self-defence meant nothing; I had killed someone—as well as raped and abused her first. I was a doctor, I was in the business of helping people—and yet I had done these things. The strangest part of it was that I felt no remorse. I didn't think of it much anymore, and when I did, it was with a detached, almost academic curiosity, as if it were some scientific phenomenon. I couldn't force myself to feel guilt or anxiety, much less self-loathing. I wondered if I should, but it was becoming clear to me I wasn't that kind of person.


    If, somehow, I decided to leave London after all when my time was up, would Lina let me go? Could she hold me if she wanted to, other than through the power of love? That videotape was pretty conclusive. But this line of speculation was most improbable. Where was the body? What about Lina's house? Could she edit herself out of the tape completely? It would be too risky, and -to what end? If our love failed to sustain itself, I had no doubt Lina would lose all interest in me.


    I saw Lina more and more frequently as the weeks went by, and if I had any vestigial doubts, she erased them. Each time I met her was like the first time -intense, inflaming, irresistible. I had had girl friends, one or two, but I had never fallen in love. Nor had anyone become so attached to me. Until I came to London and met Lina, I'd had the basic, conventional ideas about love: If you were lucky, you met your ideal mate, married, settled down and raised a family. How different this was!


    I do not hesitate to use the word love to describe what Lina and I shared, although it seems inadequate. I could hardly believe it possible for two people to exist at such an emotional and physical pitch, but we did. And it wasn't just that we were so good at enjoying the fantasies, the games, and the delicious sex together. They didn't let up, but if people have souls, ours interfaced. If that isn't love, I don't know what is.


    London became a different place for me. I spent days walking, but I took little notice of what I passed. I can only say I must have wandered up and down every dull side street in Hammersmith and Shepherd's Bush, from Dawes Road to Westway. My mind may have been working, but I wasn't consciously thinking about anything in particular. The simple act of walking became an end in itself, and these unremarkable precincts were just right. People knew I was in London, people even knew where I lived in the city, but I was still the alien in an alien place. and it was a minute-to-minute pleasure, this walking, a selfish experience. Because, as long as I was out and moving through these streets, no one, not even Lina, could find me.


    Eileen Fothergill gave up trying to cultivate my friendship. Eventually I could no longer avoid having sherry with her, and that was probably what did it. I was poor company, and it proved to be an awkward session. It was not just that Eileen was unattractive—she did her best to be pleasantly sociable—but the whole episode seemed insanely artificial and unreal to me, as if I were stuck in an amateur dramatic production. And all I wanted to do was get offstage. I don't know whether she got the message or simply wrote me off as a boring American, but I didn't care. The invitations and door-knocking stopped, and that was the result I wanted. Now, when we happened to encounter each other, we were polite, as neighbours should be.


    I could never get Lina to come back to my flat again. Not that the place had any charm, but I sometimes wondered how she would look in those surroundings. Would they diminish her at all? Probably not, no more than a kitschy vase would detract from a rare orchid. Once, though, she picked me up in a cab and took me to a pub a few miles up river. It was a chilly evening, but still light out, and we ordered hot whiskies and stood out on the back patio, overlooking the Thames.


    When I was alone I often wondered about Lina's background. Where was she from, what family did she have, where had she gone to school—the thousands of little things that made up one's past. But when I was with her I didn't ask. Lina might as well have been born the day I met her.


    Finally came a morning when I went out and bought a pad of plain white paper, a felt-tipped pen, and a small pack of airmail envelopes. It took me the rest of the day to scribble out a long explanatory letter to my parents. I kept it general, vague, but I made it clear that I had been offered an excellent job at a good salary and that I had decided to take the opportunity to stay in London a while longer. It wouldn't occur to them to wonder at the ease with which a foreigner fell into such a position, and I larded the letter with disclaimers, saying that if I didn't like it or if the job didn't pan out, I'd be back in the States promptly. I gave no names, said only that I'd be working with other doctors.


    I told them I was looking for a place to live and would let them know my new address as soon as I had one. I added that if all developed as I hoped, they would of course be welcome to come and visit, that I would love to see them and show them London. There was no way I could not say that, although the prospect of their turning up at Lina's doorstep was rather alarming. I would make sure they never got her address.


    A series of expensive telephone calls ensued, from them to me, me to them, and back and forth a few more times. It was mostly to assure them that, yes, I really did want to do this, that I was in no trouble and had no problems, and that I was thoroughly happy in my choice. My mother needed all this—she was unhappy about her son's moving so far away, and she also felt my action was an implied insult to American medicine. But my father made it easier for me, suggesting he take care of my condo and possessions. He would go to Connecticut, ship my things back to Ohio, and deal with the real estate people and the bank. He would either sell the condo outright and pay off the mortgage, or else rent it, whichever seemed the more profitable course. He would deduct his expenses from the resulting revenue. I didn't care, I was grateful to have someone take the whole messy business out of my hands.


    I hadn't intended to tell them about Lina, but in one phone conversation they managed to get out of me the rough fact that I was sort of seeing a girl here. I should have included that in my letter, since it seemed to clear up everything for my parents. A job and a girl friend -say no more! I could only hope they wouldn't start concocting fantasies of their own—a dream wedding in Westminster Abbey, for instance.


    Now I had set things in motion. I had covered my bases back home, and I was open with Lina about what I was doing. All that remained was to talk with Nordhagen again and, soon, to tidy up things in Matheson Road with Owen Flaherty, the house-swapping agent.


    But even at that late stage I wondered if I could, somehow, terminate the chain of events. It was a perverse fantasy. I could picture myself walking into Scotland Yard and confessing to a murder. A good old bloody ritual killing. Would the British love it? human savage carves up china doll, the headline might read. What would happen? There was still the problem of providing a body. I could see myself leading a squad of detectives to an ordinary house by Queens Wood. The woman there would say she'd dated me once or twice, then ended it, because I'd become a pest, chasing after her. She thought I was weird. She would even let them look around. At the top of the house they'd find a bare, plank-floored attic. And then they would tell me to visit Bellevue when I got back to America (on the next jet, please). As comic nightmares go, this one was not without a certain black, Hitchcockian flavour. But why had it ever entered my mind? How would I imagine doing such things? Denouncing Lina. I think it was, oddly, a part of that process Lina described as closing my fingers around what I had in my hand. To imagine terrible things was also to eliminate them; even doubts and negative fantasies could be part of a larger affirmation.


    During this period I thought a great deal about Roger Nordhagen. As he had pointed out, we were still really strangers to each other. But he was offering me a job, as yet unspecified, and I was accepting it. I was embarking on a significant change in my life. He seemed to be the least probable piece in the puzzle, but he was essential; without him I didn't see how I could possibly stay on in London. I was putting a lot of trust in Nordhagen, more than he was investing in me. But Lina was my support in this. Of all the things Nordhagen had told me, what I believed unreservedly was how important Lina was to him, how much she meant to him. She wanted me, and I thought that as long as she did, Nordhagen would keep me on, even if my employment with him should happen not to develop smoothly. Yes, the pieces were all there -Lina, Nordhagen, and myself. I couldn't see all of it yet, maybe not even the greater part, but the general shape was coming clear and it did seem to fit together somehow.


    I got Nordhagen on the telephone and told him I wanted to see him. It must have been the right phase of the moon, because he said he was thinking of making the rounds and invited me to accompany him. It was the usual drinking club circuit, with a few new ones added for variety (not much). We made a long, drunken night of it. Nordhagen pushed on with jolly determination, and some inner clock must have told him when dawn came, because he started ordering Bloody Marys. It was a gruelling enough binge for me, and I could only guess what it did to someone of Nordhagen's years.


    He reminded me of a man I'd once encountered at the hospital in New Haven, a patient in his mid-forties who looked as if he were approaching seventy. He was an alcoholic, and glad to say so. He had no intention of stopping, and he told me, 'Drink is suicide for Catholics, doc' He had a bright, chirpy laugh. He was delivered to the hospital more and more frequently; then I didn't see him again.


    There could be no question that Nordhagen knew very well what he was doing to himself. If the alcohol was a greater problem than he made it look, which is what I suspected, then it was no surprise he was shutting down his medical practice. He had no choice.


    We got our business over with early that evening, and I was happy with the way it went.


    'I've decided to accept your offer,' I told him. 'I'm staying on in London.'


    'Of course you are, dear boy. Never any question.'


    He seemed genuinely pleased, and I felt better at once. My pay, I learned, would be £1,000 per month in advance. That was good enough for me, especially since I didn't figure to have any outlay on rent. Nordhagen said I would surely be moving my bank account to a branch in Mayfair, and he could arrange to have my pay transferred in from overseas each month, so that it would look like I was importing my own money into Britain.


    'Saves all sorts of paperwork and forestalls the tax boys,' he explained. 'No point getting buggered about by that lot.'


    I asked him to tell me more about the special projects we would be working on, but he wasn't interested in discussing them at that time. Instead, he favoured me with a long, roundabout man-to-man talk on the subject of Lina. I'd heard most of it the last time—how precious she was to him, and so on, but I listened dutifully. What he was getting at was that she was not to be let down, that he wouldn't tolerate her being hurt in any way. He was warning me. Nordhagen never came out and said all this in so many words, but he pursued his own windy course until the drift was quite clear.


    I'm sure it did him good to get this across to me, but as far as I was concerned it missed the point entirely. I even had to suppress a smile. I was sure I didn't have the capability of hurting Lina. If we ever broke up, it would be because she wanted it to happen, not me. And beyond that, I truly doubted it was possible to hurt her. A capacity for being hurt may be regarded as an integral part of love, but in Lina’s case it didn't seem to apply. She could give everything of herself, again and again, and then if it all went wrong, she could absorb that failure effortlessly. Because the failure wouldn't be hers. Other people might disappoint her momentarily—but hurt her? No. I didn't think so. Not even me.


    The next time I saw Lina, another piece of the puzzle fell into place—and I didn't care for it at all. I told her when I planned to pack up my things and move them to Queens Wood.


    'No,' she said. 'You can't do that.'


    I was stunned. We'd never talked about it, but I'd assumed all along I would be living with her. Being around her day and night was the point of all this for me.


    'What?'


    'We can't,' she repeated.


    'Why not?'


    'Not yet. It's not the right time for it.'


    I stared at her blankly for a minute or so. 'Why isn't it? I don't understand this.'


    'You have to trust me, Tom,' she said. 'You have to believe me. I'm right, and you'll see that soon enough. We can't live together now. Not yet. Please.'


    'Is it Nordhagen?' I could feel my cheeks burning. I felt misled and I was angry.


    'Not at all, but there are reasons why we have to live apart. Don't worry—we'll be together as much as we want.'


    'Great, great.' I gave a short laugh. 'Now tell me where I'm supposed to live?'


    'Oh. Roger has a place for you. I'm surprised he didn't tell you about it himself.'


    Move my bank account to Mayfair. Oh, yeah. Not Queens Wood, dear boy.


    'No, he didn't get around to that,' I said. 'Not in so many words.'
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    It was all right. Everything would be all right with Lina. If she said it was necessary, I believed it was necessary. What Lina promised came true, so I had no reason to doubt that when the time was right, as she said, we would live together. In the meantime, I would see her every day, be with her nearly every night—and if we did not actually fall asleep and wake up together, that was a small point. I didn't like the way I'd learned I would be living apart from her, but it was primarily my own fault for having made the assumption.


    Curiously, I didn't see Nordhagen again until I moved into my new lodgings. He had a room for me adjacent to his place in Millington Lane. It was a mini-suite, with access to the lane: a single bed-sitting room, a galley kitchen about the same as the one I'd hardly used on Matheson Road, and a bathroom with a toilet and a tub that was too short for me. It was central, it was next to my place of work, and it would do.


    The furnishings, modern Danish teak, were adequate and looked new. The walls were rough plaster and had been freshly whitewashed. It was as cool and impersonal as a hotel room, but I had nothing to complain about.


    'All right?' Lina asked.


    I had expected Nordhagen to show me my quarters, but he wasn't around, which suited me fine. With Lina I didn't feel obliged to show any false enthusiasm.


    'Yeah, it'll do,' I said. 'Where's the boss live—upstairs?'


    'Roger's place is through the door on the other side of the offices.'


    'Oh, he owns everything here at the end of the lane?'


    'That's right.'


    'It figures.'


    'Here's your key.'


    'Ah, thanks.' I was my own keeper, more or less.


    'And this,' Lina added, handing me a fat envelope. 'It's from Roger. He'll see you as soon as he can; it's just that he's been so busy. It isn't easy winding up a medical practice that's been operating for more than thirty years.'


    'I can imagine.'


    Inside the envelope were fifty £20 notes and a short letter explaining that the cash would tide me over and that Nordhagen wouldn't need me for a few days, so I could settle in, relax, and enjoy myself.


    'Okay?'


    'Yeah, fine.'


    But it was a strange transition. I was fully attuned to Lina and I had no reservations about staying on in London, but I did feel I should be doing something. Work, in fact. It had been a glorious six months of total freedom, and Lina was the focal point of my life now, but I still wanted to do something during the day, when she was working. However minor the job might prove to be, it was nonetheless essential. But it seemed I had a few more days on my hands, and no choice in the matter.


    I took care of outstanding business, such as it was. I did move bank branches. I informed my parents of my new address and telephone number. I signed and returned various documents to my father. After all expenses, I'd made a little money on the sale of my condominium and car, and I had my father bank it for me in Ohio. I didn't need it in London, at least not yet, and it would be something to fall back on if things didn't work out here.


    I bought a few things to improve my place of residence: a reasonable stock of liquor, a combination radio and tape player, a few dozen cassettes of rock and jazz, some plants, and a few books. I'd never read much outside of what had been required in twenty years of schooling, but I got some science fiction to help kill the time and, when I'd noticed it in the bookstore, Gide's The Immoralist. I also bought some new clothes to fill out my suitcase wardrobe. Lina put me in touch with a laundry service that picked up and delivered.


    The walls were bare and the place was still pretty cold looking, but I wanted to keep it that way. Characterless. I was settling in London but I didn't want it to look like I was happily making a permanent nest in this particular place. The more temporary and unappealing it seemed each time Lina came in, the better. I would keep my rooms in as stark a contrast as possible to her well-equipped house. If her place was a pleasure palace, mine was a monk's cell, and I hoped that would help hurry things along in the direction I wanted.


    The first signs were excellent, in terms of our relationship. Lina came to me every lunchtime, and again every evening. Our inventiveness was not strained by the surroundings, and as usual there seemed no end to the delight we took in each other. I never noticed the room when she was there; it was only when she left and I was alone that the depressing sense of confinement hit me.


    'Leave me a pop of Special,' I said to her one day.


    'Why?'


    'It's a drag here when you're not around.'


    'No,' she said. 'We take it together, not alone.'


    'Why?'


    'It's better that way. Moderation. I told you.'


    'It's heroin, isn't it?'


    'I told you it's nonaddictive.'


    'Yeah? I figure it has to be an opiate. Right?'


    'Opiates are addictive, aren't they?' Lina said. 'Addictions make no sense. But it doesn't matter; I don't know what's in it. Secret formula, like Coca-Cola.'


    'You get it from Nordhagen?' She didn't answer this. 'I hope you get the recipe before his liver conks out.'


    Lina smiled.


    After a full week in that place I was downright edgy. I would hang around all morning, brooding on the fact that Lina was on the other side of the wall, just a few feet away from me. Lunchtimes were good, and never actually involved food, but they were too short. When she went back to work, I would push myself outdoors to walk or otherwise overcome the long afternoons. I could understand Nordhagen's being busy, but it didn't seem reasonable that I saw and heard nothing at all of him. I watched the expensive cars come and go, declining in number, but I never caught sight of Nordhagen. He probably went to the hospital to perform surgery in the afternoons, when I was out. It was the only explanation that made sense—if he still performed surgery at all. However, when I sat it out by my window one afternoon, nothing happened. The evening of the eighth day I was going to say something to Lina, but as it turned out, it wasn't necessary.


    'Roger wants to see us later,' she said.


    'Good. When later?'


    'Later later. We have some time to ourselves.'


    We took some THC, not for the first time. I liked it because it didn't filter Lina out, as Special did. With THC we were both still there, together. All the more so. Sex was long and slow, deliciously languorous. Even when I was in her, and Lina was caressing me with her silk panties, it seemed as if I could hold myself indefinitely at the very point of orgasm without letting go until it was impossible to tell where my skin ended and hers began, and we dissolved into each other like a rainbow in the sky.


    We went out for a fast meal, and then, at Lina's insistence, we had a couple of drinks at a pub. I would be in great shape to see Nordhagen, I objected, mellowed out by sex and THC, slowed up by food, and now buzzed by drink.


    'That's all right,' Lina said. 'It's better this way. In fact, I want you to take this too.'


    She discreetly handed me a pill.


    'What now?'


    'It'll make it easier, believe me.'


    'What am I being led to?' I asked, half joking, still not taking the pill. 'What are these special projects anyway?'


    'Just one that counts.'


    'What is it?'


    'Look, I'll take one too.' Lina promptly slipped the pill into her mouth and swallowed it down with a sip of wine. 'Now here's one for you.'


    'Okay, okay.' I took the pill. 'Now tell me what it is, and what the special project is. I've only been waiting a week that's seemed like a month.'


    'AH I can say is that at first sight it will seem a little -well, shocking. It is very disturbing, Tom, but you'll just have to face it. No going back.'


    'Nothing shocks me anymore,' I bragged. 'I just ride one wave to the next, and on and on.'


    'That's what you'll have to do tonight.'


    'So why the pill?'


    'Just a little ballast to keep things steady and even.'


    'Is it necessary?'


    'Maybe,' Lina said. 'But there's something else I want to tell you. I want you to remember that I am with you in this all the way, and no matter how it seems to you at first, you cannot lose sight of the fact that it is one more step for us.'


    She said this so quietly and seriously that I felt a shiver, and I knew she was talking about something bigger, more terrifying than what had taken place on the top floor of her house.


    'Another step for the two of us,' I said. 'You and me.'


    'Yes.'


    That's what I wanted to hear. Two of us, Lina and me, not three—even if it was Nordhagen's project.


    'I'm still here,' I told her. 'No going back.'


    Lina smiled and rested her head on my shoulder. 'It'll be all right,' she said. 'You'll see.'


    I didn't doubt it. As long as she was with me all the way, I didn't care what it was. If Lina wanted me to join her in a double ritual suicide, I'm not sure I would have been able to back away. That is not cheap bravado, merely the realization that by now Lina was the only anchor in my life.


    Nordhagen was waiting for us in the library of his house. The walls were crammed with books, but there was enough dust around to suggest the place wasn't much used. Aside from a small circle of chairs around a coffee table, the only other furniture consisted of a large bar in one corner, which did look as if it saw use, a desk at the back of the room, and a small table with a chessboard set up, a lamp, and an open chess book. On second glance, I saw that the chess pieces, apparently positioned in the middle of a game, were also dusty. Nordhagen must have read my thoughts, because he smiled at the table.


    'One of Fischer's early games,' he explained. 'I found a forced win ten moves before he finally hammered it out for himself. Ever since then, I haven't been able to change the position or tackle another game.'


    'Like retiring undefeated,' I said, looking at the mass of undecipherable handwriting scribbled all over the page of the chess book.


    'Something like that,' Nordhagen agreed proudly.


    He served drinks that measured up pretty well to the dosages administered at the Feathers. Once we were seated, I was surprised at the little doctor's appearance. The past few weeks had not been kind to him. His whole face seemed to have sagged, and he looked very tired. The lines were deeper, and there were brownish patches on his cheeks, giving him the look of a withered russet pear. I don't know if it was the pill Lina had given me, or Nordhagen's appearance, but for the first time I felt positively serene in his presence. More than that, I felt somehow superior, as if I were seeing his mortality take control of him, and that one coincidental by-product of it was a subtle strengthening of my position.


    'This is an old, old site,' Nordhagen told me. 'From the outside it looks like any other converted mews, which it is. But it goes back a good deal further than that. It was used as stables in Victorian times, but before that, sometime in the eighteenth century, it gets lost. History does not relate. Now that might not surprise you, an American, but take my word for it, it is unusual. London is such an old city, Tom, that every square inch of it has been measured, observed, recorded, time and time again, throughout the centuries. Virtually all the way back to when it was largely swamp and various tribes fought one another for position.'


    'Hmmm.' I tried to sound interested. I knew Roger regarded it as bad taste to come quickly to the point.


    'It's not unusual to be able to trace the history of any given piece of land in central London for several centuries. But this site seems to vanish a little over two hundred years ago. I've been unable to learn anything about what was here earlier.'


    'Maybe nothing,' I suggested. 'Maybe it was just open ground.'


    'No.' Nordhagen smiled indulgently. 'No. There was something here, as will become clear to you, dear boy, soon enough. But what it was remains, alas, a mystery. And I've made quite a study of it.' He gestured idly towards the wall of books. 'One of my special projects has been digging up the history of this part of London. This slightly less than half an acre is the only blank spot in the area.'


    'Hmm,' again.


    Nordhagen smiled ruefully, as if it amused him in some sad way that he could improve on Bobby Fischer but not do a thorough title search on his own property. He was sitting back comfortably, but I noticed that his eyes darted about nervously, evasively, and his fingers worried the arm of his chair. The more I watched him, the clearer it became to me that he was in a state of considerable anxiety and making an effort to contain it.


    'My own theory,' he went on, 'is that something—let us say, rude—went on here a long time ago. Some sexually outrageous activity? Perhaps, but not likely, since many instances of that survive in the histories. Some murderous deed? I doubt it. Murder has its own charm, and again we find examples of it in the area, dating far back. Something political, involving royalty? No, that's even less likely, as every dark royal secret has been duly noted through the centuries, no matter what the scandal, and by numerous sources. So, what it comes down to, in my theory, is something else. Something like cabbalism, some degenerate holdover from the Middle Ages.'


    'You mean witchcraft?'


    'No, not really. Cabbalism: numbers, symbols, alchemical explorations—including nonsense like turning lead into gold, you know, the search for the philosopher's stone, and resurrecting the dead. That is cabbalism, not witchcraft.'


    I appreciated the use of the word nonsense. But I still wasn't very interested in ancient history.


    'Cabbalism could explain it,' Nordhagen continued. 'Bad enough to come to a bad end, but secret enough to escape the histories. Perhaps what happened here left a nasty aftertaste, and those who knew about it simply let the memory die.'


    'Could be,' I allowed. But I was finding it more interesting to watch Nordhagen. Maybe he was talking to distract me. I noticed a distinct tremor in his hand every time he lifted the wine glass to his lips. Oh, yes, I thought, this man has closed his surgery because his hands are gone. He really is finished.


    'Well, let's go, shall we?' Nordhagen rose. 'It's time to show you round—yes?' He looked hard at Lina, as if some sign from her could still abort things, but no such sign was given.


    We left the library and walked along a narrow hallway towards the rear of the building. Nordhagen unlocked a low door tucked under the stairs.


    'Cellar,' he said. 'The first clue. There were no cellars in stables. When I bought these buildings they were just a row of ramshackle garages for automobiles. I built up and back. And when we ripped out the old floor, we found this cellar. Let's go now.'


    Nordhagen was becoming so agitated I wondered if he wasn't about to suffer some kind of collapse or breakdown. I felt Lina's hand on my arm as we went down the winding stone stairs into the cellar. It seemed quite deep, and I was impressed. I had expected a small, cramped root-cellar kind of place, but this was large. We arrived in an anteroom that had been created out of cinder blocks. Nordhagen's work. He hesitated again before a massive oak door and looked at Lina.


    'Are you all right, my dear?'


    'Yes,' she said.


    Nordhagen gave a queer smile, and then he was fumbling with some keys. He had so much difficulty getting the key in the hole that I wished Lina would take it from his shaking hand and unlock the door. But finally the door swung open, and we went into a dark room. I knew at once it was huge, in spite of the darkness, because I saw flickering lights in the distance.


    Then I saw Laurence Harvey.


    'Oh, dear,' Nordhagen muttered in irritation. 'I forgot I put on Expresso Bongo.'


    I nearly laughed. He had a movie theatre down here. The screen at the far end of the darkened chamber was showing a 16-mm print of some black-and-white movie starring Laurence Harvey.


    I heard Nordhagen doing something, then the film went off and the room lights began to come on slowly. Very slowly. Lina's hand held mine more tightly now, and she pressed her body close to me. She had the same look on her face that I'd seen outside the door on the top floor of her house. Then she let go of me and moved back a step, and I turned and walked into the gradually brightening room.


    It was very large. Beneath the movie screen on the back wall were an easy chair and a chesterfield, along with an executive swivel chair and some kind of table or console. But most of the rest of the floor space was taken up by a long, semicircular table. It was more than a table. The legs, every six feet or so, were solid blocks cut from thick wooden beams. The tabletop was made of oak planks nailed to a solid frame of doubled two-by-fours. Beneath this makeshift table was a maze of pipes and tubing that snaked up and down the full length of the structure. On top of the table were twelve (I counted them later) wooden cabinets, evenly spaced. They were an extraordinary sight. I walked towards them. I could sense Lina staying close behind me.


    There was a narrow break in the middle of the table, and I slipped through it into the semicircle. It was darker there. I actually hurried towards the chairs on the raised platform at the back. I didn't stop to look around. I was positively terrified now. It was not fear for myself, although that might have been a footnote to the larger terror that engulfed me. But I knew I was standing in the middle of Roger Nordhagen's secret, and that it was the blackest, most impossible nightmare, something that blew to smithereens the most primitive notion of humanity.


    I spun around sharply, and my eyes locked on Lina. It was a delay to focus on her, blotting out anything else. My peripheral vision shut down by itself. I wanted to find something on her face, an emotional touchstone, anything. But her look was one of a ferocious intensity that said nothing. Or everything. Now the lights came up here too, as I looked slowly around.


    In each glass-doored cabinet was a living person. Lights came on over their heads, creating grotesque halos. They hung in special harnesses, and they swayed slightly, some of them, like giant Christmas-tree decorations in hell. They were naked, and they had black rubber cups that fit them like diapers.


    They had no arms or legs. Forty-eight limbs expertly amputated. Gone. The work of a master craftsman.


    Their faces. They were the faces of the damned in living hell, hideous with agony. Not physical pain, though they may have felt that too, but something worse. Some of them made weak moaning and whimpering noises, muffled by the glass. Some twisted ineffectively in their harnesses, but most of them hung motionless in despair.


    I don't know how long I stood there, gaping. I lost all track of my own body, as if I had been instantly disincarnated. I felt like a pair of eyes attached to a brain floating like a balloon in the deadened air. When it seemed I was about to fly away and vanish like a spray of vapour, I felt Lina touching me again, and I began to fall back into my body.


    Nordhagen edged through the break in the table and joined us, nervous as a frazzled terrier. He was watching me, but in a rapid-fire series of short glances, not directly. I stared at him as if I were seeing him for the first time. All that I'd learned about the man meant nothing now, not in the face of this monstrous display. Here was the real Roger Nordhagen. My little puzzle. The mystery I'd hoped to solve. He was a self-made god—and obviously quite insane. Still, it was impossible for me not to confront him.


    'Why?' I asked, startled by how deep and firm my voice sounded in that huge chamber.


    'Why? Ha-ha!' Nordhagen yapped, then shook his head, smiling in disbelief. 'Why? Why? What am I supposed to do, hire a fleet of mini-cabs and send them all home?'


    'Why are they all here, like this?'


    'Why, why, why.' Nordhagen's face brightened with interest. 'You might well ask why the Mayan civilization collapsed, why Kennedy rode in an open limousine in Dallas, why we came down out of the trees. What is why? There is no why; there is only now, and this—' waving at the array of boxed people - 'this is now. This is the only fact that pertains. You don't start with why; you start with now. And this is a fact of your life now.'


    I was dizzy, but part of my brain was working abstractly on its own, noting that the group seemed about evenly divided between men and women. Most were middle-aged, one or two younger or older.


    'Mad?' Nordhagen ranted on. 'Does the word madness come to mind? That's all right. I don't mind. Read your Yeats, young man. Yeats said, "Why should not old men be mad?" It all comes to this: there can be no other possible conclusion. But "Young men know nothing of this..." and you have to learn "why an old man should be mad." Well, Thomas, think of it, if you will, as your apprenticeship.'


    Nordhagen waited, but there was nothing for me to say. Let him rave and rave. He was beyond me, beyond my help. He took my arm and started pointing things out to me.


    'Look here,' he said, 'they're washed, flushed, cleaned, all taken care of. And there, see the IVs? Food, all the essential nutrients. No one can choke to death!' This last with a kind of hysterical pride. 'Oh, yes, they're all taken care of and looked after. Protected. These are my people.'


    What I saw were people who wanted to die, longed to, but who were being kept alive in Nordhagen's cruel heaven. I saw the chafing sores, the slack, pallid skin, the crusted eyes and mucus-gummed mouths. I saw torsos and skulls covered with electrodes.


    'Here is—well, you can't be expected to learn everyone's name right off, but we have some lovely people,' Nordhagen chattered on, manic, proud.


    We came to one man who was struggling to make himself heard. His eyes were bright with anger. Nordhagen opened the glass door.


    'Yes, Reverend?'


    'You're sick, morbid, twisted—' the wretched prisoner croaked, and the effort seemed to exhaust him.


    'Yes, yes,' Nordhagen agreed cheerfully. 'I'm doing the best I can with the sick, morbid, twisted mind your God gave me.'


    'Don't dare blame God,' the other protested feebly.


    'No? Very well,' Nordhagen said. 'Te absolvo Domine.'


    He closed the glass door, and steered me on.


    'Oh, here's someone,' Nordhagen said, stopping me again. 'You probably wouldn't know, being American and new to this part of the world, but he's famous in a minor way here. Did in the wife and nanny, and then came to me for a change of appearance to go with a proposed change of scene. I was happy to oblige on both counts. Confidentially, he is, in Dostoevsky's splendid phrase, a man who has almost returned his ticket to God. But then, so am I.'


    Nordhagen was almost back to his jolly old self now. He had that mischievous, twinkling smile, as if all this around us came to nothing more than an elaborate student's prank. But now I knew what to look for, I could see how much effort it took him to maintain the facade. Nordhagen did it, somehow. He was a thoroughly competent madman.


    'Films? I show them films all the time,' he said, lest I question their entertainment quota. 'I've spent years compiling a decent film library. Expresso Bongo is a real favourite, and so is Beat Girl - the clash of generations is always stimulating, don't you think? What else? Oh, The Brighton Strangler, Room at the Top. Oh, I have hundreds. We can't neglect their minds, can we?'


    How much time do you have to spend in the mad kingdom to belong there? I wondered. I turned to Lina.


    'And what's your favourite film, little girl?' I asked, my voice sounding foreign to me.

  


  
    'River of No Return,' she answered immediately. 'More than any other moment in any other film, I love it when


    Marilyn Monroe says, "The longer you last, the less you care."'


    Nordhagen smiled madly.


    Lina smiled with love.


    I looked from one to the other, then slowly around the deep stone chamber and its gallery of mutilated, force-fed bodies. Welcome to the floor of hell. Nordhagenville.


    I grinned back at them, the way certain animals do in acute circumstances.
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    The tour was far from over. Nordhagen took me around to each cabinet, telling me something about the various people, but I couldn't follow what he was saying, so powerful and numbing was the mere sight of this folly. I got the impression that most of his people, as he liked to call them, had been complete strangers to him. They were vagrants, drifters, street people. There were exceptions: the Reverend, the man who'd killed his wife and nanny—I think his name was Lucan—and a psychiatrist who had written several books and then, one day, disappeared mysteriously. He was one of Nordhagen's captive population, and apparently he never missed a chance to explain that Nordhagen suffered from acute narcissistic personality disorder. This delighted Nordhagen.


    He took special pride in his control booth. Here he could change films, play music, control the food input, monitor the automatic functions, or plumbing, as he put it, and maintain a check on the physical health of each prisoner. I had seen the electrodes pasted to their bodies. It was his own comprehensive health system, Nordhagen explained proudly. The console beneath the movie screen was an alternative control system, simpler but located for convenience.


    It was all undeniably impressive, a monumental tribute to the lengths unbridled obsession will go. Before we left the booth, Nordhagen put on some music to soothe his assembly. It might have been taped from a television broadcast, for the first thing that came out over the speaker system was the sound of a live audience and a voice introducing Max Bygraves, who sang,'Underneath the Arches.'


    Next to the control booth was a tool storage room, then Nordhagen's changing room. It had a closet full of clean white lab jackets and aprons, a bath and shower, a toilet, a day bed, and a supply of linens. Next to that room was a small pharmacy. This was no larger than a walk-in closet, but it was lined with shelves, floor to ceiling, and they were full of bottled drugs and chemicals. The last room was an operating theatre. Not the largest, best equipped, by any means, but adequate for Nordhagen's purposes. I paid little attention to the familiar medical gear, because I saw at once the large drain in the stone floor and the garden hose coiled up on the wall, attached to a tap. Those two things said it all about this place.


    Nordhagen had obviously devoted an enormous amount of time, work, and money to his black fantasy. Judgment seemed beside the point. Here was a scenario of enactment that beggared anyone's imagination. Almost anyone's, that is. I was in the company of the architect. No matter what finally happened, Nordhagen couldn't lose. Not by his own lights. He had already achieved so much, built his mad dream literally piece by piece. It seemed an almost trivial aside, albeit unfortunate, that other people had to be caught up in it. But then, they were also the entire point. All of this existed for them, and they for it.


    'Well, I must leave you for a while,' Nordhagen said when we came out of the operating room. 'I'll just give them all a martini, and then I have to see to some paperwork upstairs. I'll leave you with Lina.'


    So he could even pump drinks into them. I was glad he was going. I needed to be away from him for a while. Nordhagen bowed out nervously, and I realized he was probably as glad to leave as I was to see him go. It had been as disturbing for him, maybe even more so. He had done something incredibly bold. He had revealed himself to me, a stranger. He had lain himself bare, his mad folly, his darkest nightmare fantasy. I was only the spectator; he had taken the risk. I could understand this, but it didn't make me feel any sympathy for the old fool.


    -Lina emerged from the shadows with a couple of large drinks. I downed mine quickly, eager for the alcohol to take hold. We sat on the cold stone floor, off to the side where I didn't have to confront the awful sight of those people. We didn't speak for a while. Lina was content to be there and see me through my silence. There was nothing she could say until I gave her a fix on what I was thinking.


    'Well,' I began at last, 'where did he serve his apprenticeship? Somewhere like Auschwitz?'


    'No. He isn't even German.'


    'That may be,' I said. 'But I couldn't help noticing the signs of Aryan overachievement.'


    'What does that mean?'


    'I don't know. Maybe it means that I told you I'd be in your dream. Not his.'


    "The way to mine is through his.'


    That was pretty straightforward, and I took it as a positive note. Maybe Lina knew a way we could, together, pass through this fiendish domain without actually being touched by it. Wishful thinking, perhaps, but at that particular moment I was glad to embrace it.


    'How did all this start? There has to be a beginning.'


    'Does there, Tom?' Lina smiled sadly. 'Of course you want to understand it, to explain it to yourself. But you can't, and you won't ever be able to, because it's beyond understanding, it's beyond any explanation. That should be the most obvious thing about it. The only logic and sense to it is Roger's logic and sense. You don't have to take it as yours, but you do have to recognize it, that it exists. All these people, this place—it all exists. It's here, it's the given, and that's all there is to it.'


    'Lunacy.'


    Lina shrugged. 'That's an easy word. But it explains nothing. If you want to understand, you have to understand this: everything connects with everything else. It all flows together. This is not separate from anything else. What happens must be good; otherwise it wouldn't happen.'


    I wasn't ready to follow that. And I was distracted. I saw another door, which I hadn't noticed before, in the shadows of the back wall.


    'What's in there?'


    'Stairs to a crypt below.'


    'You're kidding.'


    'No. There's another room beneath this one. It's much smaller, and quite deep. As Roger said, something extraordinary must have existed on this site long ago.'


    And still did, I thought. 'I want to see it.'


    'I don't think you do.'


    'Why not? What's down there?'


    Lina looked as if she would continue to resist, but then she gave up. 'Are you sure you want to see?'


    'Yes, I want to see everything. Let's get it all over with now. Everything.'


    Lina unlocked the door and turned on the single dim light bulb that hung over another narrow, winding stone stairway. As we went down the steps I noticed a drop in temperature. Lina stopped at the bottom and let me pass into a low, poorly lit crypt that looked as if it had been carved out of solid stone.


    'It's a remarkable piece of work,' Lina said. 'The stones are set in such a way that a perfectly even temperature is maintained year round. It never varies. I believe there's a small church in Dublin with the same feature. Ideal for storage.'


    'More light,' I requested.


    The room seemed full of things, but I couldn't make out what. Lina pulled a string, and a couple of overhead fluorescent lights flickered on, casting the room and its horrible contents in a harsh whiteness. The crypt was full of human flesh, bodies stacked up like cordwood along the walls. There had to be a couple of dozen of them. Along with countless detached arms and legs. They were all in good condition, leathery and mummified, but well preserved in this special room. Experiments? Trial and error? Were these Nordhagen's pioneer people?


    'My, my, work does pile up.'


    'Tom, are you all right?'


    'Sure.' What else? 'I think it's a scream. A real scream.'


    I wasn't stunned anymore. I wasn't even shaken. I felt I had reached the peaceful bedrock of Nordhagen's kingdom. The point of absolute zero. It may be that my nerve ends had already sealed themselves off protectively, but I felt eerily settled, calm now. I turned away from the ghastly morgue—and I nearly fell through a hole in the stone floor.


    'Watch it!' Lina said. 'That's quicklime. Who knows how long it's been there. It may be part of an original plague pit. There were several in this area—Hyde Park is a big one.'


    'How convenient,' I said, stepping around the opening. 'Why doesn't Nordhagen make use of it?'


    'I don't know. Maybe there's a problem with it.'


    'Maybe he just hates to say good-bye.'


    Back in the upper chamber, Lina led me to a small bar I hadn't previously noticed. All mod cons, as they say here. We took our new drinks and went to sit on the sofa, centre stage. The lights were few and dim now, so that although we were facing the cabinets, it was impossible to see the inhabitants. I didn't like being there, but I tried not to think of them.


    There was a major unspoken question hanging in the air between Lina and me. Would all this change our relationship, and if so, how? But I was in no mood to address it. I just wanted to get through the night and see where we were in a day or two. I put my head back on the sofa and sipped Scotch. Lina put her feet up and leaned back on me.


    'Cruel,' I said, as if I were playing a word game. 'Cruel is what I'm thinking right now.'


    'Exactly,' she said at once. I could see her pleased smile. 'Cruel is the word, but you have to remember its full meaning, its roots and resonance.'


    'I know what cruel means.'


    'Do you, Tom? Do you know that it means a relentless thirst for life, an irreversible determination to live? Without life there is no pain; without pain, no life. To be cruel—that is a state of clarity and control. As long as you choose life, you also choose someone else's death.'


    I said nothing. I didn't want to hear any more words. I didn't want to think. I wanted to focus on this drink in my hand and let the rest of me shut down.


    But Lina put her drink aside and snuggled lower on me. She began to stroke me, to pull my shirt out and unbuckle my belt. I was so remote it might have been happening to some other person, but she got through to me soon enough, and suddenly I felt dizzy with hatred. My body might, but I could not do this. I wanted to say no, but the word found no voice in me.


    I grabbed Lina's hair and violently yanked her head up. I couldn't look at her, but I pushed her away and went to the farthest, darkest corner of the room and sat down on the stone floor. I faced the wall and hunched over, pressing my forehead against the cold rock. I was shaking with hatred. Not for Nordhagen, and certainly not for Lina. It was myself I hated, the horrible thing I had discovered I was. My body, my mind, all of me. Only now could I fully understand what Lina had meant when she told me I had come to this place to encounter myself. I couldn't even cry; I could only tremble uncontrollably, hating this dreadful new knowledge.


    I don't understand madness. I should have taken more psychology courses, perhaps. Nordhagen had to be out of his mind, and yet he got along perfectly with the outside world. He not only coped with it, but he was a success in it. So what was he? If not a raving lunatic, then a vastly flawed, crippled man. It delighted him to trim a nose and make a pretty girl prettier, but at the same time he had no reasonable conception of the value of human life. It was whatever he, God's stand-in, made of it. From what I remembered, vaguely, I thought this would make Nordhagen not a psychotic, but a psychopath. Finely tuned, very much in control, but a psychopath all the same.


    It explained nothing, as Lina warned, but I knew I was trying to clarify it to myself—for myself. I needed desperately to differentiate myself from Nordhagen as much as possible. I too had killed, but my situation hadn't been remotely like this. What had he said to me that first night at the Carlisle? 'If I had not known you, I would not have found you.' Something like that. Words haunted me now.


    Sometime later, I got up and walked around the cabinets. I went through the open door into the anteroom and found Lina sitting on the stairs. We said nothing. She locked the door and followed me out of the cellar. We left Nordhagen's house and stood uncertainly in the lane for a few moments. It was still night, all night.


    She came with me to my place, and in the chilly, dark room we shucked off our clothes and hurried under the covers, creating our own warmth. We made love like desperate, jangled teenagers, clumsily, anxiously. And that way, finally, I found release in Lina, and I began to cry. I couldn't stop. Lina held me, cradled my head on her breasts, and comforted me until there were no more tears.


    In the grey predawn light we went out for a walk. The city was stirring, but not yet awake. We walked through Hyde Park until we came to the Serpentine, and there we sat on a bench by the water's edge. We watched a couple of swans, a flotilla of ducks and the free-lancing gulls. Lina rested her head on my shoulder. We fit together nicely. I thought we might look like a happy couple who had been out all night on the town, dining, seeing a show, then dancing at a disco until dawn. It was almost enough to make me laugh.


    'How much of that nightmare is yours?' I asked.


    'None of it.'


    'But you're a part of it.'


    'I walked into it,' Lina said. 'Like you.'


    'I mean, you're a participant now.'


    'So are you, if you think about it.' I was trying to understand that when Lina continued. 'Listen, Tom, I help Roger and I help those people as much as possible. I can't undo what Roger's done to them, but I help. That's all I do. It's all I can do.'


    It might not be the whole truth, but I could accept it, as far as it went.


    'Didn't you want to get out?'


    'Yes, of course, but I couldn't. Not by myself.'


    I had wanted to come out for the daylight, for the raw fresh air. I had wanted to see the green of the grass and trees. The sky, the animals. I had wanted to hear the sound of cars and early buses. That jet on its flight path to Heathrow. I had wanted to see and feel and hear these things, to know again that, yes, they were all still there. Somehow, it had seemed important, something I had to do. But now that I was out here, I didn't care. I couldn't feel anything for them, one way or another. They meant nothing to me.


    All that did matter was this terrifying miracle of creation huddled lovingly against me. Lina. I wasn't surrendering to her, I was finding myself with her. In her. More than ever, I knew all that had been my past life was dead skin. I'd come out of it, and I could never crawl back into it. Despite all the horror, there was—still—love.


    'Lina.'


    'Mmm?'


    'How long will it take Nordhagen to die?'


    'I don't know,' she said. 'You're the doctor.'
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    'Reverend Scott has introduced a motion,' Nordhagen told his assembly with good cheer, 'accusing me of murder and moral insanity. Is that the gist of it, Rev? Dear, dear, this is serious. But we don't go in for summary justice in our little society, so let's give this matter the consideration it deserves.'


    The little doctor was in his swivel chair, rocking easily back and forth. He sat at the console and spoke into a microphone that carried his words to speakers set in each cabinet. He had a large drink in his hand. The room and the cabinets were brightly lit. The assembly was in session. Attention was mandatory. The tape system played quietly in the background, an instrumental medley of old hits like 'Sentimental Journey' and 'Body and Soul.' It was an ordinary night in the torture garden.


    'Before we talk about murder as a crime,' Nordhagen went on, 'we must remember first of all that it is an experiment of nature. Into the biological order of this planet, nature introduced murder, through us human beings, of all God's creatures. And we in turn have made murder an experiment of society. Oh, yes. So it is an experiment twice over. Well, this raises the unavoidable question: Do we have the right, the jurisdiction, to pass judgment on an experiment in the works? I think not. I think our own maze of rules and regulations is preempted, co-opted by the broader scheme of things -the natural order, which must inevitably command our primary allegiance.'


    Nordhagen paused to catch his breath and take a sip of wine. The tape coincidentally launched into 'Sweet Sue.'


    'So, the first item, murder, is dismissed as falling outside the purview of this assembly,' Nordhagen resumed. 'Now are we all agreed? Good.'


    True, no one argued.


    'Now, moral insanity. Well, my dear Rev, this is your special province, isn't it? A typical thrust, if I may say so without prejudicing the issue before we even consider it. Moral insanity. Very weighty indeed.'


    Now Nordhagen lapsed into silence, giving the matter some thought, preparing his defence. A pout formed on his ruined face, as if he were somehow offended by the subject.


    I had moved the sofa off to the side of the room, away from Nordhagen's immediate view and away from the blind glare of those glass doors. I was wedged into the sofa, with my feet propped up in front of me. I could see what was going on, but I was removed from it as much as possible. Lina was lying next to me. We had drinks too, but alcohol was not enough. I felt like a piece of driftwood that had washed up on the shore of Roger Nordhagen's weird subtopia.


    I had been going along with this for days, no, weeks, now. Time had become a blur, not fast but seamless. Once you enter a dream, a nightmare you can't get out of, throw away your watch and calendar.


    I had work, I had duties. The infernal machinery required care and attention to keep it all running. It was an elaborate life support system. Food to be mixed. Drinks, drugs, medicines to be measured and administered. Entertainment, stimulation to be provided. And the sheer mechanical chores that had to be seen to every day: flushing out pipes and tubes, changing filters and dozens of I Vs.


    I even managed to improve things for the people in certain small ways. I treated sores Nordhagen never got around to, I lubricated the harness and skin at points of contact. One of the many perpetual problems was a war against infection—these people were almost constantly on one antibiotic or another.


    At first I threw myself into the work. By dealing with small, individual problems one at a time, I avoided the larger picture, and I could feel I was doing some good in an otherwise impossible situation. But I soon found it harder and harder to care at all for these people. Their moaning and whimpering, initially piteous and understandable, became an aggravation. I was trying to help them; what more did they want?


    I found myself saying 'Shut up' each time I opened a cabinet door. I started telling them they were as much to blame for being where they were as Nordhagen was. I seemed to have no emotional response to these creatures anymore. I could hardly even think of them as human beings. Whenever I had to face them, part of my brain simply shut down and I went about my duties mechanically. Perhaps it was a way of protecting myself. Around these people you could quickly bleed to death inside. So I just hardened over, a human callus. And in a short time, I stopped helping. I went to them only when I had to, and I limited myself to those tasks that were necessary to maintain the system at its basic level, keeping it from the point of breakdown but doing nothing more. This wasn't my business, I reminded myself again and again. I had drifted, stumbled, walked into it, but it was not mine. However elaborate, however grotesque, Nordhagen's kingdom was nothing more than a way station for me. This train stops in hell en route to some other place. I had a through ticket.


    I had various fantasies of action, and they all involved


    Lina and me: We would go to the police, bring the whole thing to a screeching halt. Excuse us, but there's something you should see in a cellar just off Mount Street, Wl. Yes, well, it was a shock to us. We had no idea, etc. You can imagine how we felt when he first showed it to us. Blimey.


    But then, what would the boxed prisoners say on the day of their liberation? She was in on it from way back. He too, although he was a newcomer. He helped run the show, he gave a hand. He didn't balk, he didn't run for the door. Shut up—that's what he said all the time. He didn't care. He liked it, he did.


    He didn't like it. But neither did he care—that much would be true. What could I do? Going to the police was out of the question. One way or another it would destroy all of us, Lina and myself included. Even if, through some fluke or miracle, we escaped punishment, we would become human oddities, lepers for the rest of our lives, no matter where in the world we might go. My fantasies remained fantasies, with no scenario of enactment.


    For a while I wondered if I really understood Lina's role in all this. She'd told me that all she did was help, but help can be an ambiguous word. I was sure she had never been involved in the meat-grinder aspects of the business, the mutilations and deaths. And more than anything, I wanted to believe that she hadn't actually been the bait for any of Nordhagen's prisoners—picking them up and luring them into the den of Doctor Death. I finally asked her one morning when we were alone in the pharmacy.


    'Did you bring any of them here for Nordhagen?' I tried to make my voice light and casual, but anxiety made it sound strangled. 'Did you find any of them?'


    'What do you think?' she replied sharply.


    'No.'


    ‘But you had to ask.'


    ‘I don't care,' I said helplessly, afraid I was only making it worse. 'But I want to know. We're both just hired help, right?'


    A look of bitterness flashed across her face, but then Lina gave a slight nod before turning and walking out of the room. A little more of the truth, I hoped. We were a part of it, but it remained Nordhagen's kingdom, Nordhagen’s folly, his madness and his personal frenzy. Not mine, not Lina's—and that was all that mattered to


    ‘Nobody can be innocent in this world, Doctor Habbash has noted,' Nordhagen was advising his conclave. 'The very notion of innocence is impossible.'


    He seemed to have moved on from moral insanity, but I wasn't following him closely. This kind of thing went on night after night. The sound system was giving us 'Gentle On My Mind.' I reached into the ice bucket for another bottle of Chablis and refilled my glass. I dipped a finger in the wine, then slipped my hand under Lina's blouse and bra. She gave a small jump at the cold, but smiled as her nipple responded.


    ‘Now I am in a position where nothing can surprise me,' Nordhagen rambled on. ‘I can see the future and recognize it as tragic, but that does not repel me or cast me into despondency. Far from it. I am driven by this tragic vision, seized by it, for this is the point: Those who see the future are destined to bring it about. And so nothing will surprise me. I resolved long ago to accept myself for what I am, an instrument of circumstance.'


    You maybe, but not me, I was thinking. Right now I was a doctor, custodian, caretaker, plumber, and all-round handyman in Nordhagen's kingdom, but I knew what was expected of me. In Roger's mind I was the successor. Lina couldn't keep it going by herself. She would need help. Nordhagen was grooming me to take over, to look after his people once he was gone. I was his apprentice, his crown prince. My love for Lina made it possible. She and I might reign down here for several decades. We had nothing better to do, right?


    'The burden of history is on my shoulders,' the old fool prattled on. 'I do not carry it lightly.'


    Lina, dark angel, mystery embodied, meant more to me than ever. What there was left of life for me lived in her, and sometimes it seemed that she alone kept me alive. By myself, I would not have survived Nordhagen's kingdom.


    'I don't ignore you,' Roger said garrulously. 'I listen, I see to you. Isn't that true? You have a say, your opinions are aired, your thoughts count.'


    He was getting louder. Pretty soon he'd be shouting belligerently into the microphone. Each night followed the same course. It would start off reasonably, if that word applied to anything here, with Nordhagen holding court, hearing complaints, pleas, conducting a mad dialogue with his people. Like a king receiving petitions. This would develop into an open-ended monologue by Nordhagen, a mix of lecture, sermon, argument, and pep talk. Finally, it would deteriorate into arrogance and recrimination. They were ungrateful—the one thing the little doctor found impossible to fathom.


    So far I had avoided learning the intricacies of the console and the master control booth. The array of dials, switches, monitors, touch sensors, and electronic displays had no key or labels, so I didn't know how to use them. I didn't mind. Nordhagen told me, in another fit of boasting, that he could control a number of emotions and feelings in his people through the system, and I believed him. I had seen it. He could make them sleep, wake them, excite them, anger them, cool them off, tickle them, make them cry or laugh. He even seemed to have some way of registering their opinions; maybe one blink wired a yes through the system, two blinks a no. Thus, even here, they had a vote, for what it was worth. Sometimes, when Nordhagen really got into the swing of things, he would lean over the console, his hands moving rapidly, playing the board in a demented parody of Vincent Price at the organ in a B-grade horror movie.


    I never found it difficult to square this Nordhagen with the jolly little boozer from Soho or the wealthy cosmetic surgeon who relaxed at the Feathers. Nothing contradicted. The riddle was solved, the mystery made clear. Nordhagen's secret was a wide and deep roaring river, an underground river that surged through his life. The only surprise was that he had been able to contain it for so long. And it was also clear now why he was drinking himself to death. There was no other easy way out. Like my Catholic patient back in New Haven, Nordhagen was incapable of admitting failure or defeat. He would ease himself out. He would go down, yes, but his kingdom would survive him, an insane vindication of itself and of him. Lina and I would see to that. Like Goering at Nuremberg, Nordhagen was capable of erecting statues of himself for posterity.


    'You can't think of anything worse?' Nordhagen asked them rhetorically. 'Your tiny little minds really can't conceive of worse alternatives?'


    He was in the groove now, and the sound system backed him up with a sprightly version of 'It's Only a Paper Moon.'


    'Would you really rather be a dust-covered Bangladeshi, landless, homeless, without work, subsisting on scraps of garbage on the side of a road? Or a child prostitute in those cages in Bombay? Or perhaps you'd prefer to be bloated with starvation, scouring the southern edge of the expanding Sahara for a few green shoots? You really mean you don't like this in comparison?'


    This was a permanent loop in Nordhagen's brain, and it reminded me of the stereotypical mother telling her kids to eat every damn scrap on the plate because children were going hungry elsewhere. Even I could see the non sequitur in this tendril of logic.


    I got up from the sofa and walked along the back wall until I stood with a clear view of Nordhagen and his assembly. He had come to his crescendo, and it held a kind of macabre fascination for me. He was ranting on hoarsely, working the console. His people twitched and swayed in their harnesses. They gave absurd bursts of laughter, followed at once by deep groans, lunging gasps, and unintelligible stammers. Their eyes rocketed up and down in their sockets, eyelids fluttering like spinning window shades. Tears trickled out of them, sweat slicked their skin, and then great shudders of ecstasy ravaged their diminished bodies as Nordhagen sent charge after charge into the pleasure centres of their brains. Pain and pleasure, pain and pleasure, and every gradation in between. When they screamed, it came as a rough chorus of muffled, attenuated agony. Cries and echoes in the heavenly city beneath the city.


    I went back to the sofa and sat down next to Lina, who had not moved. I opened her blouse another button and unhooked her bra.


    'He could hang on,' I said. 'He could live another year or two, maybe even longer.'


    Lina’s body tensed slightly. I had exposed one of her breasts and was stroking it, caressing it, squeezing it, making it a sensual haven for us as Nordhagen rode out his hellish rhapsody at the console. Lina moved to my touch.


    'I'm going to kill him,' I said.


    Lina’s body continued to respond.


    'I'm going to kill the son of a bitch.' I liked the sound of it, and I felt good and hot, horny as hell.


    The stereo was giving us 'On the Sunny Side of the Street.'


    '"With freedom such as gods may give, discover what it means to live,"' Nordhagen shouted manically into the microphone. '"Man excels all the animals, even in his ability to be trained."' And he raved on, laughing, screaming, lost in the depths of his dream.


    I bent over Lina and opened my mouth to take her firm, rising breast. I sucked that glorious nipple.
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    If Nordhagen had any idea of what I was thinking, he showed no sign of it. Day after laborious day, night after insane night, the routine continued. I looked after the people in the cellar. Lina helped, but most of her time was spent on Nordhagen's paperwork, which was apparently voluminous. And the little doctor shuttled back and forth between us, keeping us both busy. My presence made it possible for him to assume the role of lordly overseer. He had more time to scribble and dictate his pseudo-philosophy, to drink and watch movies, and to orchestrate the nightly sessions with his captive audience.


    This would not last long, I resolved. But I had to be careful. Any action I took would have to be thought out and prepared down to the smallest detail. There could not be the slightest possibility of error. The real problem, I believed, would not be Nordhagen but what happened after his death. He was known, a man of position if not actual prominence. His death would have to be done right; it would have to be neat, but not so neat it aroused suspicion.


    The disposition of his estate would be complicated. He had money in Switzerland as well as Britain. He had bolt-hole properties abroad. There would be medical, police, legal, and tax authorities to deal with, and everything would have to be right because the entire burden would fall on Lina's shoulders. I had to stay out of it, as far as possible. Who, after all, would be more suspect than the recently arrived boyfriend of the dead man's personal assistant? Especially since the assistant probably figured in the will—always assuming Nordhagen had drawn up a will.


    Getting some of Nordhagen's money had nothing to do with it. I couldn't care less, and it hardly occurred to me that Lina might come into a share of the estate. All I wanted was for the two of us to be free of Nordhagen. If we could simply have walked away from him, we would have done so. I never asked Lina about this, but I felt sure her loyalty to me was now greater than her loyalty to Nordhagen. We had to escape him, to get back on our own track, but there seemed to be no way out short of his death.


    The cellar was another problem. I tried to think of a way to hide it. I wondered if someone would want to search the property when Nordhagen died. Would the courts or the tax men want to draw up an inventory of everything Nordhagen possessed? I didn't know the procedure. But the cellar had been closed, secret, when Nordhagen bought the place. Perhaps I could do a carpentry job and wall off the door, making it look as if there were no cellar at all. At least I knew there was no record of a cellar on the site. I was no carpenter, but walling up a narrow door was no big task. Yes, it might work.


    I didn't discuss any of this with Lina. Not yet. It seemed enough that I had already said aloud in her presence that I would kill Nordhagen. She never mentioned it to me, which I took to mean she was not going to object. It didn't seem likely she would ignore my words as idle talk, so I concluded that she was letting me work it out in my mind to resist and defend Nordhagen, or if what I planned was what she had wanted all along.


    Considering what I had been through, done, and seen, murder had no mystique for me. This was different from the scene in Lina's attic; it was cold, calculated, and premeditated, but as far as I was concerned it was just one more awkward chore to be taken care of and put behind me.


    The need for action became clear one night when Nordhagen took me along for another of his binges on the town. I thought it would simply be the usual drunken spree, tedious and debilitating, but by now the worst drinking club was far preferable to sitting through another diabolical session in the cellar. And I was glad to help his liver on its one-way course to destruction. But the night was destined to become much more than that. Before it was over, Nordhagen's fertile madness would blossom forth with hideous new designs, extreme fantasies of the ultracruel. From anyone else they might have meant little, but Nordhagen had the means and every intention of making them real. So, as a matter of urgent, inescapable necessity, the working-out of the final solution of the problem of Roger Nordhagen began that night. It would be a long, hellish process, but I didn't know that as we prepared to leave the house. If I had, I might not have been able to go through with it.


    'What about the East End,' I suggested. I was eager for any minor change of scene and I thought Nordhagen must know some interesting places.


    'The East End is a myth nowadays,' he answered. 'There are clubs where low-grade villains socialize, of course, but they aren't much fun—neither the clubs nor the villains. London has changed, I'm afraid.'


    'Oh.' I hadn't noticed that the joints we hit in Soho were such great fun.


    'Half the people in the Soho clubs are villains anyway,' he continued.


    'I'd still like to go somewhere I haven't been.'


    'Fair enough. No problem there.'


    Nordhagen seemed to have a large part of London at his fingertips. We started out in Notting Hill and made our way through Bayswater to Paddington. The places we drank in were in no way dissimilar to the clubs of Soho—marginally less pretentious, perhaps, and with generally smaller crowds, but otherwise out of the same mould. The postal districts were different, but that was about it.


    Nordhagen had insisted that I dress up for the evening, as he did, and later I found out why. When we had gone through a number of places and built up a reasonable alcoholic buzz, we took a taxi to Knightsbridge. He crammed a wad of notes into my pocket and winked merrily.


    'Time to get rid of some money,' he said.


    We went into a gambling club. The place oozed wealth, privacy, and luxury, and it came as a sudden shock after the drinking dens we'd just left. I was seeing yet another side of Nordhagen.


    The casino scene was like something out of a James Bond movie, but dull, as only real life can be. Accurate in every detail, it nonetheless added up to less than the sum of its parts. In spite of the surroundings and all the glamorous people, there was something forced and banal about gambling—at least there, that night. We got drinks, and then I watched Nordhagen lose money. He stuck to roulette and seemed to have no method but whimsy. I didn't do much better, though.


    As if out of the pages of some comic script, two likely looking females materialized at our elbows. I didn't mind. They helped share the load of Nordhagen's company. We drank, gambled, talked about nothing much, and otherwise treated these girls in the manner they seemed to appreciate. Nordhagen was obviously known in this place, and I got the feeling the girls recognized him. After a while it became too tiresome, and I started telling Nordhagen we had to go. He didn't argue.


    'Where now?' one of the girls asked gamely.


    I blinked and said, 'We're going to a strip club in Soho.'


    'Marvellous,' Nordhagen burbled.


    But to the pair of dolly birds this was a stroke of Lèse majesté. Didn't we realize what we were on to? they hinted none too subtly. I guess we didn't. They weren't about to tag along to some sleazy dump and watch fat farts going through dumb routines. I was glad, because I was hoping I'd be able to cut the long night short.


    That didn't exactly work. Nordhagen took the strip-club gambit seriously, and when we were alone in the taxi he could not be dissuaded.


    I wondered why he had waited so long to show me his casino-gambling side, and I wondered too what else might be revealed to me in due course if I served out my full apprenticeship.


    The place he chose was sleazy, and the strippers were mostly fat, all of which seemed apt if unfortunate. We sat at a table near the bar, as far from the stage as possible. No one bothered us; it was a tired, sleepy kind of place.


    'Things will have to change,' Nordhagen muttered obscurely over his drink. 'Change is necessary, however painful.'


    'Like what?'


    This only seemed to heighten Nordhagen's dark turn of mind. His face became gloomier, his finger moved in small, idle gestures. Slowly, he shook his head.


    'I see terrible things ahead,' he continued. 'These are black times. Men are put in impossible positions.'


    And how! I thought. This was going on while a hefty woman pushing thirty lumbered about on the stage in a schoolgirl uniform. I wasn't an expert on the subject, but I would guess these schoolgirl uniforms were an essential component of British sexual fantasy. But Nordhagen's mumbled talk was about to drown out all distractions for me.


    'I see terrible, terrible things ahead,' he said again. 'It's just . . awful. Men made blind, their eyes cut out. Men made mute, their tongues cut out...'


    'Are you talking about your people?' I asked anxiously. I couldn't believe this. I hoped he was doing a general Nostradamus number, and not dreaming up new work for me.


    'It's so terrible,' he went on, 'but they're already so very unhappy. What can I do? They cannot bear this life. They need help to ease the strain. What they see, what they want to say—these things are too much for them.'


    I knew where this was going. Nordhagen could no longer manage the task of surgery himself. I was there now to handle nasty little jobs like this. Nothing fancy. Just remove a few eyes and tongues...


    'Can't they be blindfolded and gagged?' I asked insanely.


    'Oh, dear, no,' Nordhagen replied immediately, with regret. 'That would be worse, far worse. To have the ability but to have it blocked. Just think what that would do to them. No. The last chance must be eliminated. It will sadden them, of course, but they'll get used to it, and then, when they know beyond the tiniest doubt that it is impossible, the desire to see and to speak out will cease within them, and they'll find a new sense of peace. Now they are suffering torture through hope, and that must be ended. They will adjust, and they'll be better for it. But we must be decisive about removing the sources of their discomfort. We must be cruel to be kind.'


    If Nordhagen's mind was a grave, I could see the evil new flowers pushing through the surface. They were shiny, black, lurid elaborations of evil, or terror. Madness, above all, the flowers of madness. Their roots ran deep into the heart of Nordhagen's being.


    'I see what you mean,' I said.


    Only too well. This brief interlude in the course of a drunken evening on the town had sobered me quickly. Events were moving, and I would have to refine my ideas without delay. I couldn't hope Nordhagen would forget about this, lose it in the alcoholic haze. This was his baby, after all, his life's mad obsession. And I couldn't get involved, even if it was just—just!—the snipping of vocal cords and optic nerves. I had to stay out of it, because it wouldn't stop at that.


    'I see terrible things,' Nordhagen went on. 'I try to avoid these things. I try to put them off. But the burden of history is crushing. The course of nature will not be denied. I see forced elective annihilations. New blood, always the demands of new blood. It's irresistible. The population is limited, of necessity, but there is always the force of new blood at the gates. Make way, make way. I see forced elective annihilations and sweet anarchy. I see such terrible things...'


    I was beginning to think I had misread Nordhagen by a wide margin. I thought he had wanted me to help him maintain the status quo, but now it seemed he had more in mind. Much more. He planned further mutilation, death (but only after getting their vote for it) and then -what? New blood. That could mean only another crop of candidates for dismemberment and installation in the chamber of horrors. I had thought the corpses in the crypt were the first run, his trial-and-error casualties, but maybe they were just the previous wave of a regular cycle.


    'You try to hold back the bitterness,' Nordhagen said. 'You try to ignore it or explain it away, but it always comes back, like a night fog at the doors and windows. You think it must be some kind of unreasonable prejudice, some inherited class sense, but you can't avoid it; it won't go away, it's there, it's real, it's true. And so you face it, you accept it for what it is.' Nordhagen's wild eyes locked on mine, and he continued: 'A fact, a simple fact. There are just too many goddamn people.'


    Oh. Okay, say no more. Please say no more, old man. Old spider king of London.


    The end was at hand. It had to be, I couldn't take any more of this. I was the final piece, the element that made Nordhagen's equation work. My presence, my apprenticeship, my ultimate complicity enabled his sociopathic lunacy to achieve the full freedom it sought. Now he could do anything. Whatever residual inhibitions he might still have felt had crumbled and given way. The amiable little doctor was gone forever, and with him any measure of control, competence, and social charm. The monster had taken over, conclusively. I'd already made up my mind I was going to kill Nordhagen, but now for the first time I knew I had to do it immediately. I wanted to reach across the table and strangle him on the spot. He was no longer human, not even marginally so; he was some terrible deviant creation, requiring prompt extermination.


    I had to come up with something fast. The problem was not killing Nordhagen, but how to do it without implicating Lina and myself. We were both caught in the incredible web of this man's bloody existence. He had us trapped there, and the more I thought about it the more I hated him, with a cold, passionless hatred. And I felt again anger at myself—for if Nordhagen was utterly mad, I had been his fool.


    '"Animal life sometimes reaches its entelechy in a stream of intuitions... the presence of other bodies... the ferments of its own blood." Isn't that wonderful? "Ferments of its own blood." What an extraordinary phrase. Do you know Santayana?'


    'No.'


    'You're remarkably unread, dear boy.' He smiled. 'Even for a medical man, and an American one at that.'


    'I guess so.' I didn't care. He could twit me all night and it would still be better than listening to more of his apocalyptic visions.


    'Culture meant something to my generation. We read, we learned, we memorized—that's something that seems to have vanished from the face of the earth. Memorizing. But that's the old way, and one culture becomes the manure for the next.'


    Nordhagen went on quoting and name-dropping, the strippers went on stripping, and at some point a tiny door opened in my brain, a light came on, and I found the way out. It was in my hand all the time. Alcohol. Not only would Nordhagen drink himself to death, but he would do it soon. Any day now. Starting tonight, in fact. It would need a little time to set up, but it couldn't wait. I had to get started tonight, even before I had a chance to consult Lina.


    Sometimes I wonder if Nordhagen wasn't secretly pushing me in that direction. Perhaps he wanted me to put him out of it. For all his dire forecasts of things to come, he seemed weary, lacking in enthusiasm. Maybe he had gone so far that the lunacy was finally running out of steam. I could hope that, but I no longer felt I could run the risk of waiting to see.


    I had caught my second or third wind, and I felt fairly clearheaded. I upped the pace of our drinking. Usually I slowed Nordhagen down, but now I urged him on. By five in the morning he was jolly again, and pretty far gone. I helped him into his house and stretched him out on the couch in the library. I stood over him for a while, until he was breathing loudly but regularly, and I was sure he was lost in drunken sleep. Then I went to the telephone on the desk at the back of the room and called Lina.


    'Does he have any appointments in the next few days?'


    'No, nothing important,' she said, quickly alert.


    'Anything at all?'


    'Not that I know of—why?'


    'He won't be able to keep them anyway.'


    'What's wrong?'


    'Nothing. Things are happening, that's all.'


    'I'll be there in a few minutes,' Lina said. 'As soon as I can get dressed and get a cab.'


    'It's all right; don't hurry.'


    'I'm on my way.'


    Nordhagen would sleep for hours, I knew. I needed to think. I had to have the plan worked out when Lina arrived. I was tired from the long night and the drinks, but I knew that if I didn't go ahead with this now I might never be able to do so. Then Lina and I would be stuck with Nordhagen until he finally got around to dying on his own, and that was out of the question.


    'What is it?' Lina asked before she had the door closed behind her.


    'Nordhagen's asleep on the couch in the library. He's drunk and he should be out for a few hours.'


    'So?'


    'I want you to watch him, and when he shows signs of waking up, I want you to get him to swallow two of these.'


    I handed Lina a bottle of capsules I'd taken from the pharmacy in the cellar.


    'Sedatives,' she said, recognizing them.


    'Yes.'


    'Why?'


    'Because I have to go downstairs and think. There's a lot of work to be done. It's going to take a few days, at least, and I want Nordhagen out of the way. I want him helpless, unconscious, for as long as it takes. He is unavailable, from now on. He sees no one, he talks to no one. We'll keep him heavily sedated. We'll give him vitamins and food supplements, and maybe a bit of soup if necessary. Whatever it takes, I want him kept immobile.'


    'Why?'


    'It's all over, Lina,' I said. 'It's all going down the tubes. Whether we like it or not, it's happening, and the only question is whether we control the process or it controls us. I've made my choice. Nordhagen is on the way out; we're only helping him down the last few steps. The mad king has gone to sleep, and he's not going to wake up again. Ever.'


    Lina said nothing.


    'Can you handle it all on your side?' I asked. 'The papers, the authorities? Will you be able to deal with all that?'


    'Yes.' She nodded.


    'Will there be any problems?'


    'I don't think so. It's complicated and clever, but it's all very tidy. They'll want to see everything—' she gave me a sharp look as she said this—'and they'll go over it all with a fine-tooth comb. They'll take their shares, but, no, I don't think there will be a problem. Not for us.'


    'Good. Call me if he gives you any trouble?'


    I went down into the cellar and walked around, as if taking it all in for the first time. We couldn't take a chance on people wanting to inspect the place, and now the idea of walling up the cellar door seemed foolish. There wasn't time, I doubted I could do a satisfactory job, and it would only postpone the ultimate problem anyway. My new plan was to convert the cellar into an innocent-looking storage area and recreation room.


    The movie screen and projector could stay. So could the bar and the chairs. The drugs and medicines would be moved: the legitimate ones would go upstairs to Nordhagen's offices; the ones we wanted would go to Lina's house; the rest would be flushed down the drain in the operating theatre. The medical equipment would also go up to the offices, and what was too big or unwieldy would be left here in storage. The point was to make the place look unused, or at least unfinished.


    I busied myself working in the pharmacy, buying time. I had to think it all out. There were hundreds of bottles to sort through, but it was an easy task, requiring little attention. When I got them all into three distinct groups, I went upstairs to find some bags or boxes.


    Lina and Nordhagen were not in the library. I felt a stab of panic. I ran through the rest of the ground floor, and found Lina upstairs, at the door of Nordhagen's bedroom.


    'He got up, went to the toilet, and then came straight up here to bed,' she explained with a nervous smile. 'I don't think he even woke up; his body just moved on its own. He never saw me.'


    'Good old alcohol,' I said with relief. 'Is there any way into the offices from here?'


    'Yes, in the little hallway behind the library there's a connecting door. The key's on a nail there.'


    'Good.'


    The less activity out in the lane, the better. Lina told me where to find a supply of shopping bags, and I moved all the legitimate drugs from the pharmacy up to Nordhagen's offices. Then all the easy gear from the operating room. I washed some unneeded and risky compounds down the drain and bagged all the drugs I wanted and took them upstairs.


    By then I was exhausted. I'd been going for more than twenty-four hours, many of them spent boozing. I helped Lina get a dose of sedative into Nordhagen and went to my place and fell asleep on the bed without bothering to take off my clothes.


    It was dark outside when I awoke. I was sweaty, groggy, and there was a pain in my stomach that was not due to hunger alone. I grabbed an apple, which didn't help, and went back to Nordhagen's house. The situation was unchanged. Lina sat, going through a stack of papers while Nordhagen snored roughly. I went downstairs. I found a litre of fruit juice in the refrigerator and dissolved some vitamins, minerals, and raw protein in it. I took the mixture up to Lina.


    'Get some of this into him with the next dose of sedative,' I told her. 'You can powder the sedative -break the capsules and put them in the juice. That should make it easier for you. He swallows liquids by reflex.'


    It wasn't great for the old man's system, but it should be enough to keep him going as he slept. The worst thing that could happen would be for Nordhagen to jump the gun and die before we were ready.


    Back in the cellar, I had to take time to feed the captive population. They had been neglected for a full day, and were probably in a state of great anxiety as well as physical discomfort. I put on a movie for them -I'm All Right, Jack, with Peter Sellers. They wouldn't complain.


    I found a couple of push brooms, one in better condition than the other. I took them both, along with some surgical gloves and masks, and I went down into the crypt. This was a crucial test. This room had to be empty. I turned the lights on. The sight of all those mummified bodies and limbs seemed even worse than I remembered. I put on a mask and a pair of gloves, and, without hesitating, I dragged the nearest body and shoved it into the quicklime. I used a broom to push it down under the thick grey-white sludge. Then I waited. Five minutes. Nothing happened. He didn't pop back up and smile at me.


    The rest followed. It was slow, nauseating work, but my mind blanked out and I went about the job mechanically. Even so, it was devastating. In medical school and in the hospital I'd seen plenty of dead bodies. I'd taken part in dissections and autopsies. But this was different, so different. They didn't look like human beings anymore, but rather like some kind of imperfect leather manikins. And yet, at the same time, their features were so terribly human still. Their hair was dull, but had colour. Their eyes were shrunk and hardened in their sockets, but they still looked like human eyes. Their skin was puckered and pliable in places. Even their pubic hair stayed curly long into death.


    By the time I shoved the twenty-seventh and last body into the quicklime, I was in a bad state. The only way to finish the job was in a spasm, a frenzy, and so I drove myself. I grabbed up arms and legs like logs, and I flung them towards the pit. Then I swept them in with the clean broom. They piled up like a knot of grotesque pretzels. I kept shoving, poking, pushing, terrified that they wouldn't all fit. But the last yellowed leg finally went under, and the surface of the lime remained unbroken.


    That's an end to your hideous morgue, Nordhagen, I thought bitterly. The crypt floor was littered with dust and human debris, bits of desiccated flesh that had fallen off with the passage of time. I swept the room clean, then went upstairs. My mind was full of nothing but hatred for Nordhagen.


    Lina was asleep in a chair, and Nordhagen was tossing fitfully. This shook me. I hadn't considered what a long day and night it had been for Lina. What if I had stayed in the cellar another hour or two, and the old man had regained consciousness?


    It would be so much easier to inject sedatives, but I didn't want anyone to wonder about recent needle marks on Nordhagen's body. I didn't know when Lina had last given him a dose, and I didn't want to wake her. I broke two more capsules in his mouth and poured water after the powder. He gagged and dribbled some of it away, but most of it went down. The hell with it; I was doing him a favour keeping him asleep. The way I felt, if he woke up I'd punch his face in.


    I carried Lina downstairs, put her on the sofa, and covered her with a blanket I'd taken from Nordhagen's bed. Then I poured myself a large strong drink of malt Scotch on ice with a splash of water and went back up to Nordhagen's bedroom to do my stint of baby-sitting. The old man's breathing continued noisy, but his pulse was all right.


    I was calmer now, but still upset over what I thought had been a close call. The plan required constant care and scrutiny. I wasn't worried about Nordhagen going to the police if he happened to wake up and get away from us; that was no danger. But I didn't want a whole new problem. I didn't want to have to worry about Nordhagen's vengeance. No question, he had the money and the resources to find us and take care of us.


    Even as I was thinking this, I realized that I was no longer engaged in the relatively simple business of murder. We were in a life-or-death struggle with Nordhagen, and if we didn't win, we'd die at his hands—or, worse, we'd end up in his cabinets in the cellar. That's what it came down to, Lina and me against Nordhagen.


    It gave me a better understanding of where I was and what I had to do. There could be no more slips, not even a near miss. Nordhagen was a far greater threat than the police.


    Part of my original plan had been to move into a hotel or a convenience flat. I would make myself scarce and avoid attention when Nordhagen died. But now I thought that would be a mistake. People had seen me around the place, coming and going. It would be more suspicious to up and disappear at the crucial moment.


    It would be better to stay where I was. If the police had any questions for me, I would just have to answer them. No, I didn't work here in Britain. I'm an American. I was renting this place from him. Met him in a bar, met his assistant. Moved into this spare flat he had. Sure she's my girl friend; you're damn right I love her. That's the way, I thought. Stay as close to the truth as possible, and then hang tough. Oh, yeah, the old boy sure did drink. He could really put the sauce away. All over London there were bartenders and club proprietors who could testify to that. I'd be glad to draw up a list—I had an instant army of witnesses. I had to smile. It was all taking shape, and even Nordhagen was being a help.


    I walked across the room and looked at him. He was such a pathetic figure, a short, slight man with a beach ball of a liver bulging under his shirt and a network of busted capillaries providing the only colour on his pasty wreck of a face. And yet he was intelligent, a fine mind and an accomplished surgeon, extremely well read, cultured, and generous. It was hard to reconcile this man with the one who had brought death to dozens of people and mutilated many more, the man who slowly and with painstaking care had put together his very own kingdom, or concentration camp, in the elegant heart of London. I thought about Nordhagen, working by day to make pretty debutantes even prettier, adding the finishing touches God had forgotten; and then by night methodically going about his other business, his other surgery, in the cellar.


    Lina was right: the word lunacy explained nothing. The more I thought about Nordhagen, the more I thought that word was irrelevant. I had come to the centre of the mystery and found—nothing. Maybe it had been wrong to think there was an answer. Maybe Nordhagen was just another blind fact, a small part of the force of nature at work in the world. It didn't really matter now. Another, greater, force had taken Nordhagen's destiny in hand. Lina and I were that force.


    I sat up into the next day. We'd passed the twenty-four-hour mark. Lina came downstairs and we talked. I had the worrying feeling that we were still too disorganized. I sent her back to her house to get clothes and whatever else we would need for the duration. She took the bag of drugs with her and returned two hours later. She made me something to eat, and then I went next door to my place. I showered, slept, woke up late in the afternoon, feeling much better.


    Lina was sitting in the same chair in the bedroom, but Nordhagen was gone. I stood in the doorway, staring at the empty bed. Lina pointed to the bathroom. Nordhagen was in the tub, naked and snoring.


    'He soiled his clothes,' Lina said. 'I got him out of them and washed him, but I couldn't get him out of the tub.'


    'Well, it's convenient, I guess. And neat. He didn't wake through all of that?'


    'Not really. He muttered a bit, but nothing intelligible. He just needed wrestling.'


    'It's a good sedative.'


    'Oh, about that,' Lina said. 'I think I gave him three last time. I had a job getting him to take them, and I think I counted wrong in the fuss.'


    'It won't kill him. I hope.'


    Lina went downstairs and made sandwiches for us.


    'Do you need a rest?' I asked while we ate.


    'I'm all right.'


    'Why don't you take a nap for a couple of hours. Then you can sit again while I do some more work in the cellar. It may turn out to be a long night.'


    She nodded. I hadn't .told her what I was doing down there, and she hadn't asked.


    When Lina woke later, refreshed, we forced more of the enriched fruit juice down Nordhagen's throat, along with more sedative.


    As I went down to the cellar, I was thinking about Nordhagen's people. They were undoubtedly hungry again, and in acute terror. What, they must be wondering, was going on? A routine is a routine, even in hell, and theirs had been disrupted. They hadn't seen Nordhagen in two days. They'd seen me go into the crypt once and come back later. I wanted to put them at ease. I let them see me walking casually about. I turned on the music. It was all business as usual, more or less. I could tell by the way they watched me that they were all thinking the same thing: Where is Nordhagen? Spot of bother, folks, he's got himself in a spot of bother. How I would have liked to tell them that the little doctor had been rendered every bit as immobile as they were; he was anatomically intact, true, but there still seemed a certain justice to his present condition.


    I didn't bother with the food. Instead, I gave them all a monumental serving of gin and tonic, laced with something colourless, odourless, tasteless, and conclusive. While I was going about this I was perfectly calm, but then, when I sat down on the stool in the control booth to wait, I looked at my hands—and they were shaking. Badly.


    The irony did not escape me. To save these people from Nordhagen I had to kill them. It was the only way, I kept telling myself. But my mind, perversely, conjured up images of Cambodia, and I couldn't help wondering if I was some new Pol Pot, come with a solution far more disastrous than the original problem. But if it had to be, let it be. If these people had been given a vote on it, would they really choose to hang on, literally, to be muted and blinded and continually tortured until the same end came to pass, as it inevitably would with Nordhagen's wonderful 'forced elective annihilations'? And I remembered something else Nordhagen had told me: Sometimes it's necessary to be cruel to be kind. These deaths could not be avoided, but I, at least, was making them painless. I was sending these people on their way with a colossal gin-and-tonic!


    I sat in the control booth, in the soft green-and-orange glow of the electronic displays, and stared at my trembling hands until the last vital signs disappeared from the monitors. Then I put on a fresh mask, a new pair of surgical gloves, and went to work.


    I took them, one by one, out of their harnesses, out of the cabinets, and down into the crypt. There, at the lip of the pit, I vented their torsos to keep them from puffing up like balloons on their own gases. I pushed them into the quicklime. The pit took all of them, and I thought of it now as some infinitely elastic bubble of death growing beneath the skin of London. When I was done, I sat for a minute. My body ached, and I toyed with the idle notion of jumping into the pit after all those bodies, swimming into their number. But whatever it was that I craved, it wasn't painful death.


    I had intended to carry on with the job of dismantling the cabinets and the rest of Nordhagen's infernal machinery, but this act of miniature genocide had done me in for the night. I dragged my body upstairs, found Lina, and collapsed in her arms. I could hear Nordhagen breathing stertorously in the bathroom.


    'It's done,' I said weakly. 'It's done with.'


    Lina brushed my hair from my forehead, and she caressed my face. She helped me into a spare bedroom and took off my clothes. She pulled the covers back and put me on the sheet, face down. She left the room, came back a minute later, and I heard her shoes hit the floor. She sat on my butt and rubbed me with alcohol, cool and soothing. She exorcized the demons massed in my neck, throughout my back, arms, and shoulders. And at some point, while she worked my body expertly, I floated off into a deep and dreamless sleep.


    The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was the ugly naked body of Roger Nordhagen. He was standing, tottering, in the doorway, a look of total bewilderment on his face. I jumped out of bed in terror and panic but he was going nowhere. He swayed sickly, his eyes fluttering up, and he slumped to the floor. Cursing under my breath, I dragged him back into the bathroom, slid him into the tub, and forced more sedatives down his throat. I didn't care if it killed him; I just didn't want to see the bastard on his feet again.


    Lina was asleep in the chair. She had set an alarm clock on the table next to her, and I saw that it would have gone off in another fifteen minutes. I was furious, sick with fear. I wanted to slam the clock against the wall and scream at Lina. But then I saw that it was very bright outside. The clock showed three-fifteen, and that meant I had been out for nearly twelve hours. No wonder she hadn't been able to make it. She should have awakened me, but at least she had set the alarm. My anger was gone now, but there was still a lot of fear in me. This second close call had been closer yet. I didn't want to warn Lina and risk upsetting her, but our schedules would need more careful structuring.


    Then the telephone rang shrilly, and I shouted incoherently in surprise. A few seconds later the doorbell bonged in a dreadful imitation of Big Ben.


    'I'll take care of the door,' Lina said, instantly awake. 'Leave the phone.' She hurried from the room.


    I couldn't stand the sound of the telephone, so I got out of the bedroom fast, shutting the door to muffle the ringing. I went into the bathroom and stood over the tub. Wake up, I was thinking, come on, wake up right now. My fists were clenched rock-hard, and it was a good thing Nordhagen was drugged into the twilight zone, because I might well have pounded his brains out on the bathtub faucet if he had so much as opened an eyelid.


    'It was only the postman,' Lina said with a sleepy smile when she returned. 'A couple of parcels. Medical samples. Roger gets them all the time.'


    'Do you think we should have answered the phone?'


    'No, that's all right. But if it rings again I'll take it. They know me, they don't know you.'


    'They who?'


    'Probably no one important,' Lina said. 'Social acquaintances. Roger knows a lot of people through his practice, and they're always trying to get him to go out to dinner, or to some function or other. I can handle it; don't worry.'


    'I thought he didn't socialize.'


    'He didn't; not much at least. Once in a blue moon. That way he managed to maintain his network of contacts while cultivating his image of an elusive, mysterious person.'


    'Clever man,' I said.


    'He was very clever. It was accepted that he appeared only rarely. It fed the image, and so it was good for business. Some people came to him not just because he was good, but because he had that mysterious quality.'


    'And it helps us.'


    Just then the alarm clock went off with a clatter. Lina silenced it before I could destroy the damn thing. We looked at each other, smiled, and began to laugh like two children who had got away with something. Lina came to me and we hugged. I knew we hadn't got away with anything, but we still had the game in control.


    'Are you sure there's no one else who might be calling him up on the phone? He has no close friend?'


    'No, not as long as I've known him,' Lina said.


    'How long is that?'


    'Long enough to know if there were someone.'


    'Okay. I gave him more sedative a few minutes ago. He won't move for some time now.'


    We went into the spare bedroom. I was still undressed. Lina took off her clothes, and we huddled under the covers. We kissed and held each other. No sex—there was no need for it just now—only the giving and taking of comfort in each other's arms. We didn't sleep, but we held ourselves in a dreamy, restful state for an hour or so.


    The worst was over, I kept telling myself. Nothing the future held could ever compare with what I had already gone through in disposing of the people and corpses in the cellar. When it came time to take care of Nordhagen, it would be as easy as clapping a mosquito.


    'Keep an eye on him,' I told Lina when I started downstairs later. 'Not just to see that he stays put. The thing that worries me, giving him all these pills, is that he might vomit and suffocate himself without waking. Make sure he's breathing.'


    This idea bothered me so much that when I reached the cellar I cut a piece of plastic tubing and brought it back up to Lina. I told her how to use it if there was an emergency. I didn't want her to have to waste time running for me.


    The next stage of the plan involved sheer physical labour, and little else. I had to dismantle Nordhagen's elaborate construction: the table, the cabinets, the console, and the entire support system. I began by hammering the cabinets apart. It was slow, tiring work, and I was not in the best of shape after months of drinking and late nights. I had to stop frequently and catch my breath. I was soon drenched with sweat.


    There was a ventilation shaft that went from the cellar up through the roof of the building, and I gave a lot of thought to the idea of torching the whole wooden structure. It would burn, and since the cellar was all stone, the fire would be safely contained. I finally decided against it, though. Day or night, there were too many people on the streets of Mayfair, and someone would surely notice smoke in smokeless central London.


    So I hammered, sawed, and hammered some more. It was tricky with those joints that had been put together with screws, but fortunately there weren't too many of them. I tried unscrewing them, but my hand soon lost its grip in cramps, and I had to saw around them. It made for some odd cuts, but I could only hope no one would bother examining the woodpile carefully.


    The wood did pile up. For a long time it seemed I was making no headway, but then it reached a point of critical mass, where I could believe I really would finish it, and I found it easier from that point on. The circular saw that had helped Nordhagen put together this monstrosity now helped me take it apart. It's not as bad as tearing down one of the pyramids of Egypt stone by stone, I told myself, although it seemed much the same kind of job. If anyone did ask about the huge load of lumber stacked up in the cellar, Lina could say she knew nothing about it. Perhaps Roger intended to build something, or perhaps it was left over from when he had converted the mews. Who cares? It was losing its sinister character and going back to being plain wood.


    The electronics and plumbing were another matter. Every piece of metal that fit went into the quicklime, disappearing nicely. This included some expensive medical equipment, monitors and the like, which had no reasonable excuse for being in the consulting rooms of a cosmetic surgeon. The rest—pipes, tubes, pumps, IVs -1 disconnected, cleaned, and stored in the now empty pharmacy. The last items were the glass doors from the cabinets. I thought of leaving them by the lumber, but they would look kind of peculiar, a dozen of them begging to be explained. I ended up smashing them to bits with a hammer in the crypt and sweeping the shards into the all-accommodating hole. The last of the glass stayed stubbornly on the surface of the lime, and it took some doing to tamp it all under.


    I swept the cellar a couple of times. I stacked and restacked the lumber, trying to make it look less conspicuous—but there was a hell of a lot of it, and finally I had to leave it. Now the horror chamber looked as innocent as it ever would. A movie screen, a bar, an impressive stereo sound system, the wood, the tools, miscellaneous medical gear in storage—yes, it all added up to nothing special. An unfinished recreation room? Yes, that was a reasonable possibility, one might conclude.


    I sat for a full hour or more, and I told myself it looked fine. But I knew the room so well, and its horrible past was so fresh and vivid in my mind, that it seemed to cry out its abominable story. I had to bring Lina down, see her smile, and hear her say, 'I don't believe you,' before I could believe it really was all right. She hugged me, and I felt a strange sense of pride. I felt somehow cleaner, as if in dismantling Nordhagen's nightmare I had also atoned for myself.


    'What about the quicklime pit?' Lina asked.


    'I'm not sure what to do.'


    It was the only problem left in the cellar. I could use some of the plywood to make a rough cap that would wedge into the opening, and I could pour cement over that level with the floor. But new cement would stand out brightly in the middle of all that ancient stone, no matter how I might try to disguise it with dust and dirt. Which would look more intriguing to a potential snoop, a new cement cap or an open lime pit? New cement, we decided—that always makes a person think of buried bodies. We put a couple of two-by-fours across the pit and laid a sheet of plywood on top of them. That made the opening 'safe' without appearing to hide anything.


    Before covering the pit, I used the brooms to probe as far as possible in all directions. I felt no contact and pushed the brooms in too. By now I had developed a fondness for this pocket of the past. Without it, Lina and I would have had far less room in which to manoeuvre.


    All of this work took five long sessions, with time in between for eating and sleeping. I had lost all track of day and night. I was working my way through some dark tunnel, hoping it would come out somewhere. Nordhagen drifted on his way in an artificial coma, and he caused no further trouble. But I knew we were running out of time. The old man was alive but deteriorating. His skin had taken on an awful pallor, his breathing became slowly weaker, and it was obvious that the way we fed and drugged him did no good to an already ravaged system.


    When I finished with the cellar, a new uncertainty took hold of me, one I hadn't expected. I had thought it would be easy to kill Nordhagen, but now I wondered about it. Was it really so necessary? Couldn't we revive him and explain the new situation in such a way that he would come to accept it? It would all depend on Lina. I was the new boy, and a traitor to boot. But Nordhagen felt so strongly about Lina—could she persuade him? Or would he go berserk, regarding her betrayal as far worse than mine?


    I didn't like to think of Nordhagen as a living, active enemy. With his kingdom gone, he would have only the two of us, and he would focus what was left of his impossible mind on us all the more intensely. There was no sensible way to prolong this man. He had to go. It was time for him to return his ticket.


    We held on an extra day and a half to get to Friday. Then, through the morning, we let Nordhagen revive to the point of semiconsciousness. He was groggy and pliable, and the pain showing on his face was undoubtedly due to a blockbuster headache. At noon we put on surgical gloves and began to feed him whisky. High-quality malt. It must have been pretty rough on his stomach, and he constantly gagged and retched, but we kept on pouring the stuff into him. He whined through his teeth between swallows. When he tried to keep his mouth shut, I went and found a funnel in the kitchen. I got it between his teeth by smacking the side of his head a couple of times. Then I filled the funnel with whisky and held his nose. Some oozed out of his lips, but most of it went down. It was a very effective method. When the alcohol took hold of him, he stopped resisting. I took the funnel away, and he drank peaceably. All we had to do was refill the glass and make sure he didn't waste time. We had to get a lot of it in him in a short period of time.


    One bottle should have been sufficient, but I was in a hurry and I opened a second. Nordhagen had momentary flashes of lucidity. His face formed a silly smile that stayed to the end. He looked at Lina and me with something like affection as he drank, as if we were doing him a favour. But then, maybe we were. I couldn't say if I was doing something I had decided myself to do, or if Lina had secretly engineered this, or even if it was what Nordhagen had intended me to do all along. It came down to the same thing in the end.


    'Go smiling... the sweet, sweet darkness,' Nordhagen mumbled.


    Yes, he was conscious enough to know what was going on now, and he was smiling about it. Good, I thought, and pushed the glass to his lips again. His eyelids grew heavy, and his eyes were unseeing. As I watched him slipping, the thought came to me that we wouldn't be able to use the Feathers any more. Too bad.


    While I kept getting the Scotch into him, Lina pressed his hand around the two bottles several times. Later I did the same thing with the glass.


    He lasted longer than I had expected, which seemed only to confirm my fears about his ability to live a few more years. I was glad we were doing this; it seemed more and more correct with each passing minute. Nordhagen sensed he was going under, and he struggled to raise himself slightly.


    'Death is... funny...'


    I wanted to push him down and shut him up, but I couldn't.


    'Like trying to... midwife a void... The way is... take a deep breath and... make it your last...'.


    He tried—I'll give him that—he tried. His chest swelled and his face flickered from grey to blotchy red to blotchy purple, then to ash-white. But he exhaled in frustration.


    'Damn,' he griped.


    I'd had enough. I pushed him, and he seemed to cave in on the bed. His eyes closed. A tiny ghost of a whistle came from his mouth. He didn't seem to be breathing, but I knew he was. He still had a very faint pulse.


    'It'll be a while yet,' I told Lina. 'His autonomous functions are forgetting to do what they do. It'll be a while yet, but he's as good as gone.'


    I got up and walked around the room, always keeping an eye on Lina. I had hardly looked at her during the whole procedure, but now I wanted to see how she reacted to his death. She sat there for a while, gazing at Nordhagen. Her face seemed to be without expression. When she was ready, she rose and turned away from the bed, her hand touching his lightly as she left.


    We had things to do. Lina went out through the offices and walked to Mount Street to find a taxi. She was going to Queens Wood. The day before, she had taken a shopping bag containing a few items of my clothing to her house. We had tidied up Nordhagen's place, and I spent the next hour going over it all again, erasing our fingerprints everywhere except in the library, where they would not seem inappropriate. Twice I returned to the cellar and looked around. Even then I wouldn't have been completely surprised to find an army of corpses, it was so hard to believe the nightmare was really over.


    I sat by a window and watched the lane for a while. Both sides were, for the most part, just the backs of buildings, but there were a couple of other converted mews houses like Nordhagen's. We counted on those people being out during the day. Anyhow, they presumably paid little attention to our comings and goings. It seemed a reasonable risk. If someone did place Lina or me here close to the determined time of Nordhagen's death—well, we had it worked out as best we could. Sure, he had been drinking. More and more, lately. He seemed all right, buzzed but not blitzed. And then we had to go...


    I checked him every ten minutes until I was sure he was dead. Then I checked him again every five minutes for half an hour. I had to be sure nothing but divine intervention would bring him back. Finally I had no doubt that the life was well and truly gone from him. Everything was in place. I deliberately left from his house, not the offices. The front door locked automatically behind me.


    I had a jacket on, no hat, no overcoat. I carried nothing. I strolled to Green Park and took the tube one stop to Victoria. I had timed it well. Lina was waiting near the platform. She had two small suitcases, one for each of us. Our train pulled out of the station ten minutes later.


    We had reserved a room for two in my name at Wheeler's Hotel on the sea front in Brighton. We went out once or twice, but spent most of the weekend in our room. It was a very mellow, relaxed time. We looked out the window at the sea front. We held each other. We slept.

  


  
    


    


    

Part Three: Culte De Moi


    Everything is a dangerous drug except reality, which is unendurable. Happiness is in the imagination.—Cyril Connolly, The Unquiet Grave
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    Everything went to Lina. Everything, that is, except a solid gold card engraved with the words Thanks, which was sent to that oilman in Oklahoma. The only surprise was that Nordhagen hadn't been able to come up with one other thing to do with some of his money. Lina got it all, or most of it. The tax people took a good bite of what was in the four UK bank accounts and safe-deposit boxes, but there was still plenty left over, along with the property in Millington Lane. Lina knew that a lot more money waited for her overseas.


    The will, which neither of us had ever been sure actually existed, made things simple. It took time, of course, and Lina had to deal at length with solicitors, accountants, bankers, and a variety of other interested parties. We lost time together. For a while we saw each other only at night and on weekends. It even began to annoy me, as if we were still in Nordhagen's grip. His wealth felt like an invisible net that had fallen on us, and I wasn't always sure we would be able to find our way out from under it.


    But there were no problems arising from Nordhagen's death. Lina 'found' him Monday afternoon. ('Since he closed the practice, I've only been working part-time, helping him with his papers.') Alcohol was the obvious cause, and it was noted that Nordhagen's liver was heavily scarred and in an advanced state of fibrosis. No problems, no questions. Lina had him cremated, and there was a memorial service, which I didn't attend.


    I was just the friendly neighbour-tenant. There was nothing on paper between Nordhagen and me, so my rent had to be formalized. No trouble with this, since the solicitors understood that Lina would be getting the property, and she was agreeable. We made an arrangement for me to pay the estate in the interim. But Nordhagen continued to pay it, actually, because my secret wages continued to arrive in my bank account each month—a nice touch, and one I appreciated.


    I was sure the police would come round once they learned that Lina was the sole heiress and that she had a boyfriend living on the property. But they never came to see me, and if they spoke with Lina, she never mentioned it. There really was nothing suspicious about Nordhagen's boozy death, you see.


    I continued to live in the flat in Mayfair. Moving out to Queens Wood didn't seem like a good idea, for a number of reasons—not least of which being that Lina was hardly ever home. There was a better chance of seeing her at Millington Lane, a few minutes snatched here and there during the day. And she often stayed with me at night. The plain, cold room didn't inhibit us at all. In fact, some of our wildest, best moments were spent there—which seemed to be yet another confirmation that what was strong between us was strong in and of itself, and depended in no way on anything outside of us.


    I made a couple of telephone calls to my parents, which served to mollify them for the lack of letters. One or the other of them wrote to me regularly, a growing pile of letters read once and mostly forgotten on the floor under my bed. It was not uncomfortable, hearing them, talking with them, but there was something strange about it. They were still the same people, solid, utterly familiar, the people I had grown up with and whom I'd left back in America last October. But I was different, far different, and I felt distant. I was in some new orbit, in relation not only to them, but also to their world.


    'What are you going to do with this place?' I asked Lina one evening. We were sitting in Nordhagen's library, reducing the stock of liquor in leisurely fashion.


    'Why? Do you want to live here?'


    'No. Not particularly.'


    The place had too many ghosts for me, and the aura of recent terror. Real or imaginary, who needed it?


    'Amen. So sell.'


    'I think I will.'


    'And the pit?'


    'Let the buyer beware he doesn't fall in it. As far as I'm concerned, it was always there. Roger never used the room, to my knowledge. The pit is ancient history, nothing to do with any of us. The buyer would probably choose to cap it with cement, or maybe I can get the solicitors to suggest that. Either way, they'd be unlikely to go poking around in it.'


    'Still, if some historian or archaeologist got wind of it...'


    'No.' Lina shook her head. 'It doesn't make any sense. People didn't hide treasure in quicklime. Nothing of any value or interest would be in it. A lime pit is just a nuisance, that's all. Why, if we tried, I bet we couldn't even persuade anyone to bother probing it.'


    'Maybe.'


    'And suppose they did haul out a corpse,' she went on. 'That would be the worst thing, right? But what would it have to do with us? They couldn't tie us in to it.'


    'They could date the bodies,' I pointed out. 'Roughly, but they could tell the person died and was put there during Nordhagen's ownership.'


    'Nordhagen. Exactly. Not us.'


    'Well... I guess so.' I began to think she was right.


    What evidence was there to link us with any of those deaths? None. Was there? 'It's your decision,' I told her.


    'I think I will sell it. And the house in Queens Wood.'


    'What?' I jumped a little at that, causing Lina to smile. 'I thought you said you'd never leave that place?'


    'Let's take a walk. I want to show you something.'


    We went through Hyde Park in the last of the evening light. It was very pleasant, and I had come to like the gentler London spring, the way it eased into summer. By contrast, the change of seasons back in New Haven seemed sharp and violent, forcing you into sudden adjustments. We came out on Bayswater Road and walked in a leisurely fashion towards Notting Hill.


    'What do you think?'


    Lina had stopped me in front of a large, square brick building. Three floors. Completely detached, with walls separating it from the commercial properties on either side. There were curtains in the windows, but the lawn needed mowing and the place looked as if it were not in use.


    'Where's the For Sale sign?'


    'It's not on the market yet, not officially. But I heard about it, and I like it. There's a private-entrance garage in the rear, a fine deep cellar, and no neighbours at night.'


    'Sounds good,' I said evenly.


    'It's Georgian.'


    She added that as an afterthought, but it meant nothing to me. I was still pondering the private-entrance garage, the fine deep cellar, and the lack of neighbours at night.


    Time began to swing more in our favour as Lina cleared up the business of Nordhagen's estate. We had more hours of the day together, and I became involved in speeding the process of disencumbrance.


    We sold Nordhagen's possessions in assorted lots—the books, the medical equipment, the furniture. We packed his clothes in bags and delivered them to a charity for homeless indigents. It was pleasing to think that vagrants, who were some of Nordhagen's victims and potential targets^ might end up wearing_his clothes. Nordhagen had little else of value—some unremarkable art and a few modest antiques. We sold them too. And we threw out several trash bags full of his papers—rambling, obscure stuff that didn't seem worth deciphering.


    The solicitors needed little prompting. Yes, they thought the pit should be covered. They saw to it for Lina. They hired builders, who did, I hear, a first-class job. There was a bonus in this, because the builders were also glad to do a woman a favour and take that lumber. What did she want with a bunch of old wood anyway? So they paid a small sum, no doubt a bargain price, and hauled it all away.


    We kept a few things: the liquor, the stereo system, the screen, projector, and film library (not that I ever wanted to see Expresso Bongo again). The rest of Nordhagen's miscellaneous possessions, those that were saleable but not worth the bother, went to Oxfam.


    Lina went ahead with her pre-emptive bid for the house on Bayswater Road. She got the place. While that was in the works, she put the Millington Lane property on the market, and it was gobbled up quickly by a left-wing trade union 'as an investment.' This amused Lina greatly.


    The first time I saw the inside of the house on Bays-water Road, I was taken aback by its size. The look of it from the street was deceptive. What were we going to do with all that space?


    Lina had ideas. Plenty of them. The sale of Nordhagen's property paid for Bayswater Road, and the sale of the Queens Wood house paid for the extensive renovations. She never had to touch the main inheritance.


    She and I lived in one room and the kitchen while an architect and a team of builders went to work.


    One large room was given over to the aquarium, which was enlarged, and the stellar planetarium. Another room was transformed into a more elaborate version of the sunken pit in Queens Wood. This took up some of the cellar, but, as Lina had said, it was spacious and deep. I wasn't unhappy when the cellar was made into a gymnasium, with adjoining steam bath, showers, and hot tub. A smaller room required little to turn it into a screening room. At my suggestion, another corner of the house was redone as a bar. The roof over what would become our bedroom was opened and skylights were installed. Lina had plans for a kind of patio-garden on the roof.


    It was pretty late in the day when I realized that the house in Bayswater Road was becoming a variation of the Feathers. Not quite as elaborate or rich, but the same basic idea. The only thing missing was the service staff. When I mentioned this to Lina, she laughed. -


    'No,' she said. 'You're confusing the framework with the fantasy. Actually, I was thinking that this would make a fine commune for prostitutes. You could have any number of self-employed girls free-lancing here, making use of the facilities. Run it as a nonprofit enterprise; keep the money moving around in circles. But the laws are too tricky, so it'll just have to be our fun house.'


    'That's okay with me.'


    Days, weeks, months—there were times when I thought all the busy-ness would never end. But there finally came an afternoon when the last of the carpenters packed up and left, and I realized they wouldn't be coming back. I shut the front door and went to find Lina. We went into the bar and had a drink.


    'You don't have to see anyone,' I said.


    'No.'


    'Not tomorrow, not the next day or the day after that. You don't have to see anyone.'


    'No.' She laughed.


    'And there are no more workmen coming here.'


    'Not unless something breaks down.'


    'Yeah, but otherwise...'


    'Otherwise, no one.'


    'Cheers.'


    'Cheers.'


    We sat for a long time, smiling, drinking, looking at each other. It was nice. Home at last, I was thinking. We're home at last.


    It was very quiet.
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    I thought it was unnecessary business, but it was business all the same that set us off on our grand tour. It seemed that the only way to exorcize Nordhagen completely would be to settle once and for all the matter of his overseas property. Until we did, it would hang over us like some cloud of uncertainty.


    Boredom may have had a small part in it too. Although we never discussed it in so many words, Lina and I both needed a break; we needed to get away from London for a while. And so, not long after the house on Bayswater Road was refurbished and we were settled in, Lina and I packed and left the country.


    We spent a week in Geneva. The lake was probably beautiful at some other time of the year, and I soon tired of walking around what struck me as a rather dull Protestant city. I could get no feel for the place, but admittedly I didn't make much effort.


    Lina saw to her business. She went armed with only a single scrap of paper, on which were typed the names of three banks and three long account numbers. Even with the sanctity of the Swiss banking system, Nordhagen felt compelled to spread his money around. Lina consolidated the accounts into one, and at the same time learned that she was richer than she had thought.


    'Where did he get so much?' I asked. 'I don't care how good his practice was, that can't all have come from cosmetic surgery.'


    'No, I don't think it did,' Lina admitted. 'But some of the people who ended up in the cellar—before they were permanently imprisoned, I think Nordhagen let them "buy" their freedom.'


    'They had money? I thought most of them were street people.'


    'Most, but not all. Some had money.'


    And there had been more than the twelve in the cabinets, I reminded myself. There were the others, in the crypt.


    'And then he didn't go through with his part of the deal.'


    'You can't deal with the devil,' Lina said. 'But if you're up against it, you'll try anything—even signing away whatever you have.'


    'I don't know how he got away with it for so long.'


    'He was very clever, and in his own way cautious. Someone went missing, and then their money disappeared into Switzerland. If you were a friend or a relative or a business associate of that person, what would you think?'


    'That they'd run away to start a new life under a new identity.'


    'Exactly,' Lina said.


    'He was an extraordinary little monster.'


    'I think some of it is old money,' Lina went on. 'I don't know much about his past, but I got the impression he came from a wealthy family. He had no living relatives, so it's reasonable to assume that whatever there was in the family made its way to him as they died off over the years.'


    'The last of the line,' I said. That was a comforting thought. 'You handled his paperwork...'


    'The smallest part of it. The British part. He depended on me, but he kept a lot from me. Most of what I know was put together from odd remarks and hints dropped over a period of time.'


    'Tell me,' I said, 'how you and Nordhagen came together in the first place.'


    'I answered an ad,' she replied with a smile. 'And of course I got the job. It was that simple.'


    'What happened to your predecessor?' I wondered if she had ended up in the crypt.


    'Oh, Roger went through receptionists at a regular clip. Either they didn't take to him or he didn't feel comfortable with them.'


    'But he did with you.'


    'Yes.'


    'And was that horror show already in the cellar when you came on the scene?'


    'Yes.'


    'How long did it take him to show you?'


    Lina shrugged. 'A while. He was much more terrified of me than he was of you.'


    'Because you were there to act as a buffer.' Lina nodded, and I went on. 'Why didn't you turn him in then, when you had the chance?'


    'I used to wonder about that all the time,' she said, swirling the ice cubes in her drink. 'I could give you a lot of reasons. Fear, to start with. I was afraid he'd add me to his collection if I didn't convince him he could trust me-. And then, I didn't want to cast myself in the role of the good girl who did the right thing. Good citizen Ravachol. My namesake would spin in his grave.


    'But I think the real reason, if there is one, was that I realized at the same time, subconsciously, that my life could go one of two ways from that point. I chose the way that was right for me. You see, Tom, I went through pretty much the same thing you did. You've just followed my trail. And maybe the reason behind the reason, why I chose this way instead of the other, is that I'm greedy, selfish, hungry, ambitious. But I don't regard those as vices. I'm not a hypocrite. They're just part of the basic will to live. The world doesn't care, Tom; the world just goes on. That's all. That's everything. And I've chosen to go with it, to be out in front rather than ground down slowly over the course of an ordinary life.'


    Lina looked as if she were about to continue, but she stopped herself with a laugh—at herself, it seemed—and then looked away. I wanted her to keep talking because her words were hypnotic, and because I knew she was telling me about myself. But already she was drifting out of this rare mood.


    'What did you feel, watching him die?'


    Was this a cruel question? I had been waiting for the right time to put it to her. She was looking out the window at Lake Geneva, and she didn't move for a long moment. Then she turned and met my stare.


    'Very little,' she said. 'Relief, for myself, for us. And maybe even for him. But otherwise, nothing.'


    I'm not sure I fully believed her, although her face was a picture of cool certainty. Was it really possible that she could mean so much to him and not feel anything in the hours that led to his extinction? But then, she had assisted ably at the time. I finished my drink in silence.


    From Geneva we flew to Rome and changed planes. Later that night we had a two-hour stopover at Bahrain. The following morning we landed in the deadening heat and humidity of Bangkok. We had intended to stay a few days, but the atmosphere was so oppressive we left after only twenty-four hours. We took a domestic Thai flight to Phuket Island, in the Andaman Sea, far to the southwest of Bangkok. There we located a Thai businessman with an unpronounceable name, who studied Lina's documentation with great care before smiling and producing a set of keys. He gave directions to our driver. Years ago, it seemed, Nordhagen had chanced on Phuket. He liked what he saw, bought a piece of land for a pittance, and had a simple bungalow built on the site.


    'He came here every year for two or three weeks alone,' Lina said as we bounced over the rough road. 'He called it his bolt hole, and he sometimes talked of retiring here.'


    I laughed and shook my head. Phuket might be a wonderful place, but Nordhagen was a man with a cellarful of bodies, some of them still living, so it must have been weirdly comic to hear him talk of serene retirement.


    Nordhagen's bungalow was monastic in its simplicity, spartan in its furnishings, and it overlooked a pristine beach that showed no signs of ever being used.


    'I don't want to stay here,' Lina said abruptly. We were literally in the doorway, and the driver stood behind me with one of our suitcases. 'I don't want to stay here even one night.'


    I didn't care that much one way or the other. I saw traces of mildew. It would probably take a day of work and errands to make the place fit for living, so I was happy enough to turn around and head for a hotel. The driver was glad too; we were making his day. He helped us get a decent hotel room. I hit the bed and fell directly into air-conditioned sleep, while Lina went back to see the local agent.


    'He's going to sell it for me,' she said later that evening. 'I just want to get rid of it.'


    'Think you'll ever see the money?'


    'Oh, yes,' Lina smiled. 'He'll make a killing on it. And good for him. That property is going to be valuable. I'll have to take whatever he says I'm getting, but some money will get back to me, and I don't really care how much or little it is. I just want to get rid of the place.'


    'I thought it was gorgeous. What bothered you?'


    'I don't know,' Lina said. 'Roger's presence, maybe. It seemed more vivid there than in his London house. Something got to me the minute I opened the door. The bungalow is so small and bare, there's hardly anything to it... but an echo of Roger.'


    'I'm sure it's for the best,' I told her. 'Closing out another part of the Nordhagen story.'


    'Mmm.'


    The next day we caught a flight to Pattaya, a resort less than ninety miles south of Bangkok. This, I thought when I saw the place, could be the future of Phuket. Beautiful beaches with luxury hotels, a long list of recreational activities from golf to parasailing, nightclubs, bars, discos, and an invasion force of oversexed Germans, Scandinavians, and Japanese. But Lina and I found it easy enough to rest and relax in Pattaya, and that was what we needed.


    Lina was a shocker on the beach. She looked beautiful and sexy, but it was more than that—it was her skin. Almost everyone in Pattaya was burned or brown, deeply tanned or Asian-hued. I was pink flesh, rapidly turning red. Lina stepped out, not just white, but shocking, brilliant alabaster. She was the most striking, exotic sight in this exotic place.


    Those were incredibly happy days for the two of us. Lina was ravishing, and it seemed that we had found the furthest extension yet of our freedom. The past, which might be summed up in the word Nordhagen, was a diminishing speck on the horizon. We had come thousands of miles physically, light-years in other ways. That was the best part of Pattaya, I thought, the feeling that you were as far away from the rest of the world as you would ever get.


    We would lie on the beach by day, letting the surf wash up around us, playing games with each other, or just dozing. Always in touch. At night we ate, drank, and danced in one place after another. We were alone and soaring together. We thought we would stay a few days, a week at most, but three weeks passed dreamily in Pattaya before we finally departed.


    We made brief stops in Hong Kong, Tokyo, Honolulu, and Los Angeles en route to Panama City, where Nordhagen owned an apartment. It was sublet year-round, the net income remitted quarterly to Switzerland. I spent the entire time in Panama City in our hotel room, while Lina saw the local agent and arranged to have the apartment sold. It was, as far as we knew, the last of the Nordhagen encumbrances.


    I considered visiting my parents in Ohio, a quick stopover to let them see me and meet Lina, but I finally decided against it. I had no good reason; I just shied away from it at the last moment. I couldn't bring myself to go through with the necessary charade. Instead, we stayed in Miami one night before flying back to London.


    It was a cold, grey, wet morning when we arrived at our house on Bayswater Road. Lina turned on the heat. I brewed a pot of tea. The house was chilly, and so were the sheets. But we took off our clothes, crawled under the covers, sipped the hot beverage, and rubbed our bodies together. For three days and nights, we hardly left the bedroom. We were lazy and relaxed, letting the jet lag ease out of us. The skylight over our massive bed was terrific. We spent hours staring at the sky.


    The good wave we rode flattened out slowly in the succeeding weeks. For a while Lina and I went out almost every night. We ate our way through the best restaurants in London, devoured new films and live music like popcorn, and danced and drank in the trendiest, most glittering clubs in the city. Whatever gets one through the night. And as the nights rolled by we found ourselves watching other people with greater attention: how they moved, how they acted, how they talked and made plays for one another. It became as richly mysterious and engrossing to us as the culture of a newly discovered Stone Age tribe would be to anthropologists. Lina and I were anthropologists of the night. The city and its people became our primary source of entertainment and study. It was as if two night dwellers were trying to learn something about themselves by observing others who prowled the same darkness.


    Beneath all this nocturnal activity, some kind of hunger or restlessness worked away at us. Lina and I didn't have to talk about it—our relationship carried a substantial unspoken freight—but we knew it was happening. I had no idea whether it would build and lead to something, or whether it would simply carry us along on an underlying stream of boredom. I had no idea at all.


    For a while, we amused ourselves with a couple we met at a discotheque. Tony and Sally were quite attractive, but in the third year of an apparently troubled marriage. He was in advertising, and she was exploring what it was to be a woman. Her brand of feminism struck me as shallow, little more than good old male-blessed permissiveness, but maybe that was what the exploration was meant to reveal. Like many who reach some form of impasse, they sought escape in spurious freedom, as if by proving they were attractive to others they would rediscover what was attractive in themselves. We went out with Tony and Sally four or five times. Clearly they were building up to some soap-opera entanglement that had an air of suburban inevitability about it.

  


  
    'Ménage a quatre?' Lina asked me.


    'Do you think it'll wreck them?'


    'We can but try.'


    'I don't know. It doesn't seem worth the bother. All those horrid little scenes. The two of them chasing us like idiotic puppies.'


    But we encouraged it, and Tony and Sally, thinking they actually controlled events, responded energetically. Each time we danced was a new adventure. Sally clutched my hand, pressed it, moulded it to her admittedly worthwhile breasts. Her thigh worked between mine. Her hand slid cautiously south of the small of my back. While we danced in this way, she would whisper a line of comprehensive endearments to me: 'I love everything American... You really know how to enjoy life... I could do this all night, every night... Mmm, it scares me how much you turn me on...' This last was a favourite, and it was usually accompanied by the enforced tightening of my grip on her right tit, along with the insertion of her tongue in my ear.


    Tony was different. Tony was cool. Tony was a man of the world, a rising ad exec in the big city of London. Tony mined a vein of flimsy charm for all it was worth. Lina handled him effortlessly.


    'I just have to look at him right in the eyes,' she told me, laughing, 'and he's halfway to coming in his pants.'


    I believed it. Lina could have that effect, and although Tony was no groper on the dance floor, he obviously yearned for Lina. Maybe he thought he had married slightly below himself. Lina fostered the illusion of availability while holding him off. Thus, Tony was kept in a state of lathered but unrewarded anticipation. He made me think of a Yorkshire terrier trying to mount an Irish wolfhound. Try as he might, he would never reach the glorious heights.


    Lina and I began to lose interest, and I genuinely thought I would hasten the end when, on the dance floor one night, I told Sally, 'You've got a great pair of jugs, honey, and I bet you give good head too.' I thought she would be turned off by such blunt crudeness, that it would offend her basic English sensibility. But no, alas. She grooved on dirty talk, and now that I'd given her a sample, she wasn't shy about asking for more.


    This led to a bizarre finale. Sally rang one afternoon, and I answered the phone. She wanted to talk to me, she said. She was alone and she was thinking about what I had said. Did I really think she had a good body? She wasn't too big, too horsy? Sometimes she hated her breasts and thought she was top-heavy. She was insecure, she told me; she needed to hear a man say she had a great body and was very attractive. Then she started telling me what she was wearing, which wasn't much but was lacy and magazine-sexy. She wished I could see it, but since I couldn't, she would describe it to me. In great detail. Then she wanted me to tell her what I honestly thought—my most secret male thoughts about her. I made it up, intensifying it steadily as I knew she wanted.


    'She's getting off,' I told Lina, my hand clamped over the mouthpiece. 'Right now. It's a phone job.'


    Lina stifled her laughter and made a variety of gestures to fuel my inventiveness. And so it was that Sally and I consummated our nonaffair by way of the London telephone exchange. The next day, Lina and I requested a new, unlisted number. We avoided the club where we'd met and gone dancing with Tony and Sally, and we never saw them again.


    When I thought about them, I was reminded of something Lina or Nordhagen had told me: Without pain there is no life. It seemed to me that even as they pursued what they regarded as vital new pleasures, Tony and Sally were actually engaged in the self-infliction of necessary pain; if they could hurt themselves they would demonstrate that something worthwhile still lived within them. At the end of the script, they would be back together, characters enhanced, wiser and more appreciative of what they had in each other. Or, alternatively, modernly, the pain would lead to a final break and the start of their new, separate lives. Whichever, pain was the essential. Pain was the gateway.


    Another summer was on us. Wimbledon was in full swing, and the city was full of visitors. We still went out most nights, but we were less compulsive about it by now. Many evenings we never bothered to leave our roof garden. Would sit and drink, watching the darkness accumulate over London. We would talk, or not, as it suited us. It was on such a night, with the sky unusually clear and the stars brighter than the city glow, that Lina began speaking about boredom.


    'Do you think we have it too easy because we have too much?' she asked.


    'No. Why?'


    'Sometimes I feel I'm going stale,' she said. 'It was a constant challenge, a constant terror, to hold Roger and his little world together. But now I feel I'm not being tested.'


    'How do you want to be tested?'


    'I don't know yet. Perhaps if we got rid of all the money. Then we could start making it all back again. There are so many different and daring ways.'


    'Sure. We probably could,' I allowed. 'Pete Townshend once said the thought of losing all his money didn't scare him because he knew he could pick up his guitar and earn it all over again. So what's the point?'


    'Maybe not money, then. Maybe something to do with other people...'


    'You mean, a-humping we will go, with Tony and Sally in Surbiton? What's the point of that? It's a drag playing out the whole deck when you already know every card in it. I can wash my own ears. Besides, the only test there is whether or not it's possible to keep a straight face.'


    'No, not that. You're right, of course.'


    'What, then?'


    'I don't know, Tom.' It was a rare moment of true uncertainty in Lina, and I didn't know how to handle it. I waited until she spoke again. 'I just keep thinking, we have it in our hands but we haven't figured out how to close our grasp around it. We haven't really learned how to pick it up and use it. Instead, we're letting it melt and trickle away through our fingers.'


    I didn't have to ask what she meant. Lina was talking about power once again. Our elusive old friend.


    'What do you want to do with it?'


    'I don't know. Something.'


    'Why?'


    'Because it can't just sit still. It wants to move. It wants to do.'


    I had never heard Lina so circuitous about anything. It could mean only that she wanted me to start suggesting things. I decided to cut right through all the underbrush.


    'We could kill people,' I said. 'But it's been done.'


    Lina smiled. 'Killing is not an end in itself.'


    This was neither yes nor no. 'What's your fantasy?' I asked. The reliable fallback.


    Lina gazed into the distance. From our vantage, the lights of London glittered away to the south and east of Hyde Park.


    'Sometimes,' Lina said, 'I think I'd like to see it all fall down. The city deranged.'


    'I've become rather fond of London,' I said lightly. 'It would be a shame to mess it up too much.'


    'Not the physical city, not all the beautiful buildings. But the psychological city. The order.'


    'You mean all that IRA-style bullshit?' I laughed. 'The


    British love nothing more than to toughen up in the face of the latest outrage. Making the British feel good about themselves is the role of the Irish, isn't it?'


    'Oh, I wasn't thinking of making people feel good about themselves,' Lina said. She had a distant smile on her face. 'I wasn't thinking about making them feel good at all.'


    For a long time we said nothing. The night around us seemed to be a palpable presence. I wouldn't have been surprised to extend an arm and find I could touch it -amorphous, tactile night. Eventually, I started talking.


    'I'm still here,' I said. 'A lot of things are coming into my head. I'm incapable of looking back now. You made it impossible for me to do so, and I'm glad of that. Nordhagen did the same thing for me, but in a different way. No going back. I'm not that person anymore. Love is a word we haven't used much at all with each other. Maybe because it seems small and inadequate, or maybe because we've never needed a vocabulary of even one word. But right now it keeps coming into my head, and I want to say it: I love you, Lina, I love you. The first weekend I spent with you I had the feeling I had come to the end of my life. I didn't understand it right away. It took time, but I figured it out, and then it was simple. Living with you is everything to me. More, it's more than I had ever hoped or expected in my life. And I don't want it to end. I don't want to lose you. If I did, I'd step off the roof or beat my brains out against a prison wall. I'd have no choice. I'd self-destruct. I don't feel bored. I think that's something people talk themselves into for reasons that don't bear up under closer examination. I guess what I'm trying to tell you, is that I'm with you all the way, whatever happens, whichever way our love grows. But I don't want us to take a wrong turn and lose our way. We might never get out again, and that would be the worst thing that could happen to us. It'd be the end of us, and no other fantasy, not even power, is worth that. The real test, the real challenge, is not to throw away what we have between us, what we are. But to keep it, and fly it to the maximum. That's all I want.'


    I should have felt good, getting all this out, but as soon as I stopped talking, a clamorous apprehension seized me. It was like a premonition or a vision, in which my mind showed me Lina saying: Yes, I'm your fantasy, but the point you're missing, Tom, is that I am also my own ultimate fantasy, I am power, and so power is also your ultimate fantasy, and the reason you cannot resist me is because I am the irresistible force of nature, and our love will fly to the maximum because there is no wrong way, there is no other way at all. We are the only way.


    This vision or flash of insight disturbed me profoundly, and the aftershock continued in spite of the fact that Lina actually said nothing. She was looking out into the night, holding my hand like a life line. Then she turned to me, and I saw that her eyes were full of tears.
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    Think of it as a hobby. A man needs a hobby. Tonight my pleasure is to watch. I am in a closet that has been turned into a small theatre. It's cramped and stuffy, but the play tonight is real life. Drama, comedy, and tragedy all rolled into one—you can't beat that. The window is made of one-way glass; on the other side, in the guest playroom, it looks like a mirror. London is my peepshow... and tonight I'm going to watch a man try to fuck a chicken.


    I don't know where she picks them up, but it doesn't matter. It isn't difficult, either. The city is full of people out on the streets looking for something. Do they know what? Will they recognize it when they get it? Will it be as good as they had hoped? But wait. The lights come up to a soft glow and the stage is lit. The door opens. Enter dramatis personae, a man and a woman. The play begins.


    He likes the room. He's knocked out by it, and says so. They throw their coats aside. She goes to a liquor cabinet to get some drinks. He is still checking the place out. Nice decor, he says. Kinky, but he likes it. His eyes widen as he notices the implements on the wall—the whip, the handcuffs, the ropes and chains, the hoods and assorted masks. His eyebrows dance when he comes to the standing rack and the leather horse. There's an old school desk too. It's a romance.


    He asks her if she collects antiques. No, she says, she uses these things. Just for fun and games, you understand. He does, of course. He hasn't encountered this scene before, but he likes it. He's game.


    She's worth it, isn't she? What a looker, what a face, what a body. Some dress too—all those diagonal slits crisscrossing her thighs and cleavage, a web of them in black. Every way she turns and moves exposes a new fantasy of glimpsed flesh. He is so busy watching her he has trouble getting his glass to his lips without bumping his chin. He's not much good at small talk, either, but we can excuse that. This is an action play.


    Who is our hero? Late thirties, early forties maybe. First signs of grey in his hair. A businessman, at a guess. Probably not a very energetic or successful one, or maybe it's just a dull business. Any ambition left in that face is strictly residual. His life may change, though. He still can't believe his luck.


    She gets up to put on some music. He tags along and takes advantage of the oppportunity to come up close behind her and peer over her shoulder like they do in the movies. He kisses her ear (another ear washer!). She smiles back at him, leans against him for a brief moment, then glides away. The music comes on, and now he joins her on the couch. Enough of watching her; let's get down to it. But he is smooth. He won't rush it like some callow youth. Her smile is encouraging. He strokes her hair, fingers it gently, and he tells her sweet things. There seems to be something continental about this manner, and it occurs to me that he might be a Eurobusinessman.


    She wants to change into something else. And she tells him to get out of those clothes. Mmm, kiss, kiss. She goes behind an Oriental screen, and he crosses the room to strip by the bed. There is more and less of him with his clothes off: more flesh, running to slack and flab, less presence. He keeps his underpants on, and now he looks like a protodumpling.


    She comes out from behind the screen and—hey, what is this? Wow! That's what it is. She's all done up in silver suede: high boots, tight microshorts, and, above, only a ribbon around her throat. Her long dark hair tumbles down to her waist. His Europoise is slipping badly. This is the call of the wild, and he is ready to answer it.


    She gets the whip and shows it to him. Smooth animal skin. Doesn't it feel... good? So thick at one end, so... delicate at the other. What's the matter, any problem? You can't win the prize, she tells him, if you don't play the game. He reaches for a peekaboo nipple, but she moves away. Oh, yes, he'll play, for man excels all the animals even in his ability to be trained.


    Down, get down. He does. No, not just on your knees. All the way down. Crawl to me, she says, and he crawls. He reaches her boot. Kiss it. Good. Now crawl up this leg. That's it. Now around behind. Very good. He's trying so hard to please I hope he doesn't falter. What a wonderful thing is man! Now kiss the back of the thigh. Now up. It's tight, but, come on, get your tongue in there all the way. Yes, there.


    Now she turns around, puts her boot on his chest, and pushes him over on his back. She stands over him and dangles the whip in his face. Lick the end of it. Suck it in. You can do that, can't you? Sure he can. She's taunting him, but he loves it. This is new to him, this is fun.


    Now she tells him to get up and sit at the school desk. It isn't easy, but he fits. He's wedged into it. She holds his hair to keep his head still. Isn't it a fine breast? Yes, he agrees. No, it's more than that; it's the most perfect breast you've ever seen, she tells him. Yes, he says hungrily, it sure is. Now she tells him to put his tongue out as far as he can without touching the nipple. Very good. Now hold it there as long as you can. He tries hard, but finally he gives up and lunges for it, ignoring the pain in his scalp. She lets him have a taste, but then she pushes his head away and steps back from him.


    He extricates himself from the school desk. Can we go to bed now? his face asks silently. Please, teacher. The game was just fine, I liked it, it worked. I'm ready, oh, so ready. Can we go to bed now? Please, teacher, let me fuck you blind.


    Stop, she commands. Hold your hand out, palm down. That's right. One more trick. He's a naughty boy, isn't he? Admit it. A little piggy with naughty thoughts in his piggy head. Tell the truth. Yes, yes, he confesses. He has dirty thoughts about her. She should rap his knuckles. Make your piggy noises. Oink oink, he says shamefully. Oink oink oink oink oink.


    The whip flies out to him before he realizes it has happened. He feels a warm, pleasant sensation in the soft fleshy area between his thumb and forefinger. Yes, it's turning a dull red. He is shocked, but thrilled. She'd laid the whip end on him like a hot kiss. It didn't even hurt. He didn't know the whip could feel so—good. He has been chastised. The teacher smiles. He will be rewarded. Oink oink. She unbuttons her shorts and slides them down her legs.


    But the truth is, the game is already out of hand. The next time the whip comes, it rips a fingernail away. Before he can react to this, the whip cracks again, taking out an eye. He crashes to his knees, hands covering his bloodied face. He is wailing, paralysed in unthinking agony. Only she can deliver him from this, and she comes to him at once. She grabs his hair and yanks his head back from his hands. She has a shiny smile of a knife in her other hand, and with a swift stroke she draws the blade deeply through his throat.


    The rest of him is science, but I can't think about that now. It's time for me to intervene. London is my peep-show and I am in it. Only I can deliver her from this. She is on her knees in his hot spill of blood, and she is crying for me.


    'Tom!' she screams. 'Tom! Where are you?'


    I'm with her in an instant. I have her in my arms; I'm kissing her, hugging her, comforting her, but it's as if she doesn't know it yet.


    'Tom! Where are you? Tom!'


    She is crying in terror, like a child lost in the dark, a creature in unfocused pain. My body takes charge of hers. We lock and roll on the floor. I am taking her, working her, fucking her clear.


    'Tom, get in me, get in me, fillmefillmefillme, oh, please get in me, get inside me!’


    The way home.


    He drove an Escort. So do we. There must be a million of them on the road. Ours changes colour regularly. I've got good at it. Call it a hobby. A man needs a hobby. We put him in the trunk of his car, next to the spare tyre. I drive until I find a good parking space. It's a big city, and there are plenty of places to park, in spite of what people say. Then I walk along and get into the Escort Lina is driving. Someone may have seen me? But that wasn't my hair colour, my beard or my moustache. I have a much thinner build too. The key is, get them in and out fast, before they're reported missing. They're found soon enough.


    These things do happen. We give it a good run, but we don't push any pattern too far too long. We're not in a game with the police. Headlines might help foster the desired state of public mind, but they can become a net negative. We take care.


    For instance:


    Lina and I are in Hyde Park. It's a beautiful day, hot and sunny. There aren't many such days in London's short summer, and you have to take advantage of them.


    People are sprawled everywhere, sunning themselves. Lina and I are like any other loving couple out to enjoy the day. We find a good spot and stretch out on the grass. We say things to each other and maybe smooch a little. We are far enough away from anyone else to have a bit of privacy.


    After a while, we notice someone. A man alone in a deck chair. He is about eighty yards away. He already has a tan and is burnishing it now. He has a floppy white sun hat pulled down over his eyes. A newspaper under his seat.


    We're on the high ground and we have our own newspaper. It's folded like a small tent, sheltering the gun. Lina has a clear view and can pick her spot through the telescopic sight. The gun resembles a .45 automatic and fits neatly in her purse. But it's something else. It's powered by a battery in the grip. It is smokeless and virtually silent. It makes less noise than snapping your fingers. Click.


    The man gives a small start. Does he have time to think he's been stung by a bee? His hand moves instinctively towards the pinprick in his side but never reaches it. The flechette carries saxitoxin, which I've learned to extract from shellfish. Call it a hobby. Once in the bloodstream, saxitoxin is instantly fatal. The man never gets to say ouch, and he will stay in the deck chair until someone gets around to wondering about him.


    The flechettes are even easier to use at night. Whether in crowded streets, like Piccadilly or Charing Cross Road, or in darker places. Lina and I may be walking arm in arm, or one of us may be out alone. People are always falling down dead in this city. More than ever, lately.


    I have come to understand and accept that I am no less a sociopath than Lina is—if that is the right word for us. But then, I think all people are sociopathic, or most of them, if only by omission and indifference. And what has happened to me—it's as if there were another part of me that had been waiting all those years for this. Call it conspiracy, serial murder, revolutionary justice, madness, ego anarchy. We're secret anarchists. Call it history. It is all of these and more. And less: because the point is not to take it too seriously. It just happens, like the rain.


    Lina and I have taken in one of the world's homeless children. She is thirteen, slim, barely five feet tall. She comes from Chiangmai, or somewhere in that northern Thailand territory. It cost all of £100 to rescue her from hunger, whoredom, heroin, and early death. And it wasn't hard to get her into this country. Money is the great enabler.


    She had another name, but we call her Asia. She doesn't speak a word of English, which is fine. She has long black hair, a face that is pretty in the best, truest sense of the word, and bud breasts that are just beginning to round her.


    Our house is a palace to her, and she hardly ever wants to go out. Asia is with us all the time. She doesn't like clothes, and we don't make her wear them. She moves through the house like a cat. She takes possession of a chair, rather than just sitting on it. She uses her whole body in everything she does. Asia's language is physical contact, and she rubs against us, sits on our laps and at our feet. Sometimes she even purrs and lick-kisses us. Asia is endlessly affectionate. Lina and I have only to glance at her to raise a sweet, girlish smile. We're definitely better for having taken this child into our lives. Asia sleeps with us, light and playful as a kitten, a silky miracle of warmth and life.


    We found Asia, and she found us, at the right time. Summer had passed, and autumn, two seasons of blood ritual. The manipulation of a city and its people. We pushed our inventiveness, and we took death as far as we could. We hung up some numbers, we had an effect. But in the end, it was only an effect. Even terror turns to numbness after a certain point.


    We needed a rest. We had atomized ourselves, and we needed time to fall back together. Then we went and bought Asia, as if we knew she was looking for us, and we brought her back to London. It took only a few days, but Asia proved to be a new dimension in our lives. She enhanced us in ways we might not fully have understood but which we definitely felt. It isn't humanly possible to sustain love at a constant fever pitch. Sometimes, not often, Lina or I would drift off into our own moods and thoughts and could not snap out of them. Then, responding intuitively, Asia would bridge us back to each other.


    Asia stepped into our house, our life, and she became a part of it at once. She fitted in as if she had always belonged. I liked to think of her as the materialization of the love between Lina and me. Our child? Yes, perhaps, but something more than that. We shared the same bed as equals. Lina and I were two people, two bodies, but one life, one love. With Asia we were now three, but still one. Not a triangle, but a trinity.


    I wonder whether it would have worked as well as it did if Asia spoke English. Would language, as it so often does, create strains and tensions? Maybe, but it didn't happen, even though Asia inevitably picked up some English words from us. She used them only occasionally, and at a practical level. Otherwise, she avoided speech, as if she understood that we communicated best in a more natural way—with smiles, frowns, laughter, gestures, and touch.


    We stayed in through most of the winter and spring. The three of us hibernating together, pleasing one another sleepily. Rest and recreation, in roughly equal measures. It was a kind of recovery too, for during those months we were also building up our strength for whatever lay ahead.


    My father suffered a stroke that winter. With typical parental consideration, they didn't tell me until he was back home. They didn't want me to disrupt my work and fly home unnecessarily—there was no immediate threat to his life, although you never can tell in matters of the heart. It was a disabling stroke, however, and it ended any chance that they might travel to London to visit me. In a series of telephone calls, I told them, almost as often as I told myself, that I would soon get home to see them.


    But at the same time, I wondered if I would ever see Ohio again. It was so far away, the land of the past. Sometimes it seemed like an alternative universe, beyond reach altogether. I didn't really want to go back to it, but I did think of it now and then, as a mental puzzle to be toyed with idly. The past. When you are twenty, what do you remember of being ten? How little I now recalled of being twenty, which was recent, part of my adult life—and yet light-years away. The past is impossible. Personally, I think psychiatry is overrated. It's all about the past. It's a form of intellectual magic, and, like all magic, it works only if you're willing to accept what you think you see.


    Take Nordhagen and his chamber of horrors, for instance. That was even more recent, a black hole that had sucked me in—but already it was receding into history, sealed off in the past. The episode was becoming no more than a strange curiosity, a miniature seen through a telescope backwards. I did all that? How strange!


    And what of last year? The summer and autumn of London terror. All those dead. It wasn't a mistake. I don't even think it was a wrong turn. It was just something we had to go through. A Nordhagenesque Moebius strip, maybe. We were right to escape it when we did, just as we were about to find Asia.


    We'd been hoping to create, then build on, some kind of momentum, and that was our false goal. Now, as England warmed into a new summer, I could see that trying to orchestrate death and terror was beside the point. They are part of the force of nature, which will flow and flow ever on. Instead of trying to steer it ourselves, we would have to learn to let it go its own way. Death and terror will follow, like leaves falling out of trees. We had been trying to gild the lily.


    'You've got to think of people as raw materials,' Lina tells me. She says: 'They are the ore of life, but all ends are irrelevant, so what you make of them doesn't count as much as the process itself. Only the process matters, since it is the course of nature, and we can help it only in small ways. We are the cutting edge, that's all. But it's enough. It's everything. We are the bacteria on the floor of the boundless jungle.'


    I agree. The possibilities are infinite. The way ahead is the only way. We're young, we're ready. The winter was good, but now we're downright itchy. It's stepping out time.


    See you there.

  


  
    Zombies

  


  
    

  


  
    I have this fantasy. I'm sitting here with a gun in my hand. It's a beauty, but I'm not sure why we have it, because we don't use guns. Not since the days of the flechettes, and even then, nothing like this. Guns are messy. Anyway, this one is a 180 laser submachine gun and it weighs only ten pounds. It fires .22-calibre bullets at the astonishing rate of thirty per second from a drum magazine. The barrel is only nine inches long, and the whole thing fits easily in a small briefcase. It comes equipped with a helium-neon gas laser, which emits a pencil-thin beam of scarlet light that appears as a red circle on the target, a three-inch dot at two hundred yards. If it hits the eye, it is blinding but harmless. The range is one mile, or, with a silencer, four hundred yards. On automatic it can chop down telephone poles, rip through sheets of steel or cinder-block walls, and perforate a Rolls-Royce. A gun that will give you your money's worth. And I'm sitting here, admiring this thing.


    The door opens.


    Lina and Asia come into the room.


    They look at me and I look at them.


    'Ready,' Lina says.

  


  
    Brrrp-brrpbrrp, two seconds, three at most.


    Then what do I do? Turn the gun around and look down the barrel into its good, good darkness? Hello, friend I have been waiting for.


    Such a gun. Lina picked up a Middle Easterner one day, and he had this thing in his briefcase. We sent him back out into the world a somewhat different zombie from the one he'd been, but a zombie still. We kept the gun as a souvenir. In a crowd, pivoting smoothly, he could have taken out two hundred people, no sweat. Never mind a mile, imagine what it would be like at ten feet. I hate to think of such a gun in London.


    London is still our home, and our number one garden; there's always someone to meet here. But we also explore other fields now. All of Europe is just across the Channel. So many cities. So many people. The only countries we exclude are those in the eastern bloc, where our work would be spiritually redundant, and Luxembourg, which was good to me at a time when I needed help and which I still think of as a possible future home, should we ever need to leave London.


    We take Asia with us, of course. She has made our life hers. The trinity is indissoluble. What can hurt us? How can we be stopped? Hubris? You hope!


    Lina gets by just being the woman she is, with her looks. She plays along with the men, and that's how they end up playing along with her. Even Asia got somebody once. She went out for a walk one afternoon. Lina kept her in sight to make sure nothing went wrong. It took less than an hour, and some guy followed her home. All the way. Asia hadn't said a word; she didn't even have to nod her head. She just smiled, and he followed, and she smiled some more. Hello, friend. You don't have to find us; we'll find you.


    We let them go. We don't keep them. Unlike Nordhagen, we're not into collecting. If we have a collection, it's out there on the streets. You can get too wrapped up in possessions, and then you lose sight of the larger picture. We are not in a process of accumulation, but, rather, one of constant reduction and refinement. If you look carefully, you'll see my people out there. They are my special projects. My works of art.


    What we are doing came about in this way. One evening the three of us were watching an old film from Nordhagen's library. It was White Zombie, a fine old horror story, with Bela Lugosi lurking about in his jungle stronghold. It was fun, and we all loved it, although Asia found it so scary she kept burrowing closer to Lina and me.


    That got me to thinking about zombies, and I haven't been able to stop since. It comes down to this: they're all over the place. Zombies to God, zombies to the void. Zombies on the right and zombies on the left. And the great army of zombies in the middle. Once you begin to see things this way it's impossible to see them any other way. This was not a revelation, still less an explanation of things to me. But I did take it as a clue, a sign along the way.


    Death is the final thrill. The last, best confection. The only question about it is whether to savour its rich mystery in delicious, protracted anticipation, or grab the sweet and eat it in a rush.


    Now the door opens.


    Lina and Asia come into the room. They're smiling.


    'He's ready,' Lina says.


    I smile. Every time I look at them they seem more beautiful, these two women who are my life and love. I put the gun away.


    Someone is waiting downstairs in the guest playroom. Ah, business. Always someone new to meet and help along the way. Nice, I think as soon as I see him. His eyes are wide open, glassy, and well lubricated. Sorry I can't do anything about the redness, friend. You'll just have to go easy on the juice.


    'When Asia came in, you should have seen the look on his face,' Lina tells me. 'He was sure he was going to have the two of us.'


    I laughed at this. 'I don't know of any religion in which the mere mortal gets to fuck the goddesses. But I guess you have to have hope to have faith.'


    I check his pulse, and it's fine. He has been given the usual mix: some Special to occupy his mind and make him feel good, and a muscle relaxant so he won't do any moving around.


    Now I take my whisk out of the sterile wrapper. That's what I call it, a whisk, but it's actually pure platinum wire forming a small loop at the end. Platinum is expensive, but it's the best thing for the job. It's very fine, hair-thin, but as tough as you'd expect platinum to be. It took me a while to work out the optimum design, and then a lot of practice to perfect the operation.


    'Okay,' I tell Lina and Asia.


    They each take hold of an arm, to make sure our friend doesn't move reflexively. It's a delicate business. His eyes are open, and now I raise one eyelid a little farther. I ease the loop up and in, oh, so slowly and carefully. The one tricky bit is making sure the loop curls back to the front as it clears the ridge of the skull socket. Then you're up in the forehead, home free. The rest is a gentle twirling motion. That's why I call it a whisk. You have to do a lot of stirring to make a good pudding. Leave no lumps. It's better to be thorough, and not to rush it. When done, extricate carefully, so as not to swing the loop and damage the optic nerve. Then, the same procedure through the other eye. Voila! Another zombie. Outpatient brain surgery. Trepanation without trepidation.


    I've done this so many times now I can get right outside myself and watch it all happen. Just like a movie.


    Later, we take him back outside and ease his passage into the flow of humanity. Crowded places are best. They just fade into the throng.


    When we come home, we need to get the tension out. We need rest. We may eat, or drink, or take some THC. Or we may not do anything but lie in bed and float on the dream for hours and hours. We're all that gets us through the night. I sometimes think we're all that keeps us alive. But that's love, isn't it?


    I try not to think of numbers. There are only so many days and nights in a year. Only so many people. We're just working on the fringe, but numbers don't matter. The thing is not to become obsessive about it. I try to do what I do well, and the rest takes care of itself.


    Call it—whatever you want to call it. Whatever gets you through the night is fine. I don't call it anything.


    We all have fantasies. Even now, as I lie in bed with one arm around Lina and the other holding Asia—and we float on the dream, the sweet dream that we are -even now I can see so many things. I think we must have the future in us all the time. It's only a matter of getting it out, drawing it out the right way. And you can do that, as long as there's love.


    The door opens.


    Lina and Asia come into the room.


    'Ready,' Lina says.


    Our eyes meet. Such love! I can see it now. I keep thinking that death is too much of a good thing.


    On the other hand, you never can tell. Next time may be different. Or the time after that.

  


  I don't want to go down the the basement


  When I met Dr Roger Nordhagen in a West End bar, he seemed an intriguing enough old guy. I was a footloose young American doctor and he was the most famous cosmetic surgeon in the world.



  Nordhagen didn't think he was God—just the one who performed the finishing touches. If he wanted to show me the sights, that was fine by me—especially when one of them turned out to be his assistant Lina Ravinal.



  Lina took me to places I didn't even know existed. She introduced me to murder for sexual kicks—and to Nordhagen's basement, where the benign doctor was putting the finishing touches to some little creations of his own ...



  
    'One of the most terrifying novels I have ever read, a book I wouldn't have dared to write myself. It has to be one of the key horror novels of the eighties'—Ramsey Campbell, author of The Nameless, Incarnate and Dark Companions

  


  
    'Thomas Tessier is one of those writers who can find the unexpected poetry and subtlety in horror'—Peter Straub
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