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ONE

AGONY IS SOCIALLY UNACCEPTABLE. ONE IS NOT SUPPOSED to weep. Particularly is one not supposed to weep when one is moderately presentable and thirty-two. When one’s wife has been dead six months and everyone else has done grieving.

Ah well, they say: He’ll get over it. There’s always another pretty lady. Time’s a great healer, they say. He’ll marry again one day, they say.

No doubt they’re right.

But oh dear God ... the emptiness in my house. The devastating, weary, ultimate loneliness. The silence where there used to be laughter, the cold hearth that used to leap with fire for my return, the permanent blank in my bed.

Six months into unremitting ache I felt that my own immediate death would be no great disaster. Half of myself had gone; the fulfilled joyful investment of six years’ loving, gone into darkness. What was left simply suffered ... and looked normal.

Habit kept me checking both ways when I crossed the road; and meanwhile I tended my shop and sold my wines, and smiled and smiled and smiled at the customers.




TWO

CUSTOMERS CAME IN ALL POSSIBLE SHAPES. FROM THE schoolchildren who bought potato chips and cola because I was near the bus stop, to the sergeants’ mess of the local barracks: from pensioners saving for apologetic half bottles of gin to the knowledgeably lavish laying down port. Customers came once a year and daily, with ignorance and expertise, for happiness and comfort, in gloom and insobriety. Customers ranged from syrup to bitters, like their drinks.

My foremost customer, one Sunday morning that cold October, was a racehorse trainer splashing unstinted fizz over a hundred or so guests in his more or less annual celebration of the Flat races his stable had won during the passing season. Each autumn as his name came high on the winners’ list he gave thanks by inviting his owners, his jockeys, his ramifications of friends to share his satisfaction for joys past and to look forward and make plans for starting all over again the following spring.

Each September he would telephone in his perpetual state of rush. “Tony? Three weeks on Sunday, right?  Just the usual, in the tent. You’ll do the glasses? And sale or return, of course, right?”

“Right,” I would say, and he’d be gone before I could draw breath. It would be his wife, Flora, who later came to the shop smilingly with details.

Accordingly on that Sunday I drove to his place at ten o’clock and parked as close as I could to the large once-white marquee rising tautly from his back lawn. He came bustling out of his house the moment I stopped, as if he’d been looking out for me, which perhaps he had: Jack Hawthorn, maybe sixty, short, plump and shrewd.

“Tony. Well done.” He patted me lightly on the shoulder, his usual greeting, as he habitually avoided the social custom of shaking hands. Not, as I had originally guessed, because he feared to catch other people’s contagious germs but because, as an avid racing lady had enlightened me, he had “a grip like a defrosting jellyfish” and hated to see people rub their palms on their clothes after touching him.

“A good day for it,” I said.

He glanced briefly at the clear sky. “We need rain. The ground’s like concrete.” Racehorse trainers, like farmers, were never satisfied with the weather. “Did you bring any soft drinks? The Sheik’s coming, with his whole teetotaling entourage. Forgot to tell you.”

I nodded. “Champagne, soft drinks and a box of oddments.”

“Good. Right. I’ll leave you to it. The waitresses will be here at eleven, guests at twelve. And you’ll stay yourself, of course? My guest, naturally. I take it for granted.”

“Your secretary sent me an invitation.”

“Did he? Good heavens. How efficient. Right then. Anything you want, come and find me.”

I nodded and he hurried away, taking his life as usual at a trot. Notwithstanding the secretary, a somewhat languid man with a supercilious nose and an indefatigable capacity for accurate detailed work, Jack never quite caught up with what he wanted to do. Flora, his placid wife, had told me, “It’s Jimmy (the secretary) who enters the horses for the races, Jimmy who sends out the bills, Jimmy who runs all the paperwork single-handed, and Jack never so much as has to pick up a postage stamp. It’s habit, all this rushing. Just habit.” But she’d spoken fondly, as everyone did, more or less, of Jack Hawthorn: and maybe it was actually the staccato energy of the man that communicated to his horses and set them winning.

He always invited me to his celebrations, either formally or not, partly no doubt so that I should be on the spot to solve any booze-flow problems immediately, but also because I had myself been born into a section of the racing world and was still considered part of it, despite my inexplicable defection into retail liquor.

“Not his father’s son,” was how the uncharitable put it. Or more plainly, “Lacks the family guts.”

My father, a soldier, had won both the Distinguished Service Order and the Military Gold Cup, dashing as valiantly into steeplechase fences as he had into enemy territory. His bravery on all battlefields had been awe-inspiring, and he died from a broken neck on Sandown Park racecourse when I was eleven, and watching.

He had been forty-seven at the time and remained, of course, at that age in the racing world’s memory, a tall, straight, laughing, reckless man, untouched, it still seemed to me, by the world’s woes. No matter that he was not an ideal shape for jockeyship, he had resolutely  followed in the wake of his own father, my grandfather, a distant Titan who had finished second one year in the Grand National before covering himself with military glory in World War I. My grandfather’s Victoria Cross lay beside my father’s D.S.O. in the display case I had inherited. It was their dash, their flair, their daredevilment that they had not passed on.

“Are you going to grow up like your father, then?” had been said to me in friendly, expectant fashion countless times through my childhood, and it had only slowly dawned on everyone, as on me, that no, I wasn’t. I learned to ride, but without distinction. I went to Wellington, the school for soldiers’ sons, but not in turn to Sandhurst to put on uniform myself. My mother too often said “Never mind, dear,” suffering many disappointments nobly; and I developed deep powerful feelings of inferiority, which still lingered, defying common sense.

Only with Emma had they retreated to insignificance, but now that she had gone, faint but persistent, they were back. A discarded habit of mind insidiously creeping into unguarded corners. Miserable.

Jimmy, the secretary, never helped. He sauntered out of the house, hands in pockets, and watched as I lugged three galvanized washtubs from the rear of my van.

“What are those for?” he said. He couldn’t help looking down that nose, I supposed, as he topped six feet four. It was just that his tone of voice matched.

“Ice,” I said.

He said, “Oh,” or rather “Ay-oh,” as a diphthong.

I carried the tubs into the tent, which contained a row of trestle tables with tablecloths near one end and clusters of potted chrysanthemums round the bases of the two main supporting poles. The living grass of the lawn  had been covered with serviceable fawn matting, and bunches of red and gold ribbons decorated the streaky grayish canvas walls at regular intervals. In one far corner stood a blower-heater, unlit. The day was marginally not cold enough. The tent was almost festive. Almost. Jack and Flora, and who could blame them, never wasted good cash on unnecessaries.

There was no tremble in the air. No shudder. No premonition at all of the horror soon to happen there. All was quiet and peaceful; expectant certainly, but benign. I remembered it particularly, after.

Jimmy continued to watch while I carted in a case of champagne and unpacked the bottles, standing them upright in one of the tubs on the floor by the tent wall behind the tables. I didn’t actually have to do this part of the job, but for Jack Hawthorn, somehow, it was easy to give service beyond contract.

I was working in shirtsleeves, warmed by a pale blue V-necked sleeveless pullover (typical racing world clothes) with my jacket waiting in the van for the metamorphosis to guest. Jimmy was understatedly resplendent in thin fawn polo-necked sweater under a navy-blue blazer; plain brass buttons, no crests, no pretensions. That was the trouble. If he’d had any pretensions I could perhaps have despised him instead of suspecting it was the other way round.

I fetched a second box of champagne and began unpacking it. Jimmy bent from his great height and picked up one of the bottles, staring at the foil and the label as if he’d never seen such things before.

“What’s this muck‘?” he said. “Never heard of it.”

“It’s the real thing,” I said mildly. “It comes from Epernay.”

“So I see.”

“Flora’s choice,” I said.

He said “Ay-oh” in complete understanding and put the bottle back. I fetched ice cubes in large black plastic bags and poured them over and round the standing bottles.

“Did you bring any scotch?” he asked.

“Front seat of the van.”

He strolled off on the search and came back with an unopened bottle.

“Glass?” he inquired.

For reply I went out to the van and fetched a box containing sixty.

“Help yourself.”

Without comment he opened the box, which I’d set on a table, and removed one of the all-purpose goblets.

“Is this ice drinkable?” he said dubiously.

“Pure tap water.”

He put ice and whisky in the glass and sipped the result.

“Very prickly this morning, aren’t you,” he said.

I glanced at him, surprised. “Sorry.”

“Someone knocked off a whole load of this stuff in Scotland yesterday, did you know?”

“Champagne?”

“No. Scotch.”

I shrugged. “Well ... it happens.”

I fetched a third case and unpacked the bottles. Jimmy watched, clinking his ice.

“How much do you know about whisky, Tony?” he said.

“Well ... some.”

“Would you know one from another?”

“I’m better at wine.” I straightened from filling the second tub. “Why?”

“Would you know for certain,” he said with a bad stab at casualness, “if you asked for a malt and got sold an ordinary standard, like this?” He raised his glass, nodding to it.

“They taste quite different.”

He relaxed slightly, betraying an inner tension I hadn’t until then been aware of. “Could you tell one malt from another?”

I looked at him assessingly. “What’s this all about?”

“Could you?” He was insistent.

“No,” I said. “Not this morning. Not to name them. I’d have to practice. Maybe then. Maybe not.”

“But ... if you learned one particular taste, could you pick it out again from a row of samples? Or say if it wasn’t there?”

“Perhaps,” I said. I looked at him, waiting, but he was taking his own troubled time, consulting some inner opinion. Shrugging, I went to fetch more ice, pouring it into the second tub, and then carried in and ripped open the fourth case of champagne.

“It’s very awkward,” he said suddenly.

“What is?”

“I wish you’d stop fiddling with those bottles and listen to me.”

His voice was a mixture of petulance and anxiety, and I slowly straightened from putting bottles into the third tub and took notice.

“Tell me, then,” I said.

He was older than me by a few years, and our acquaintanceship had mostly been limited to my visits to the Hawthorn house, both as drinks supplier and as occasional guest. His usual manner to me had been fairly civil but without warmth, as no doubt mine to him. He was the third son of the fourth son of a racehorse-owning  earl, which gave him an aristocratic name but no fortune, and his job with Jack Hawthorn resulted directly, it was said, from lack of enough brain to excel in the City. It was a judgment I would have been content to accept were it not for Flora’s admiration of him, but I hadn’t cared enough one way or the other to give it much thought.

“One of Jack’s owners has a restaurant,” he said. “The Silver Moondance, near Reading. Not aimed at top class. Dinner dances. A singer sometimes. Mass market.” His voice was fastidious but without scorn: stating a fact, not an attitude.

I waited noncommittally.

“He invited Jack and Flora and myself to dinner there last week.”

“Decent of him,” I said.

“Yes.” Jimmy looked at me down the nose. “Quite.” He paused slightly. “The food was all right, but the drinks ... Look, Tony, Larry Trent is one of Jack’s good owners. He has five horses here. Pays his bills on the nail. I don’t want to upset him, but what it says on the label of at least one of the bottles in his restaurant is not what they pour out of it.”

He spoke with pained disgust, at which I almost smiled.

“That’s not actually unusual,” I said.

“But it’s illegal.” He was indignant.

“Sure it’s illegal. Are you certain?”

“Yes. Well yes, I think so. But I wondered if perhaps, before I said anything to Larry Trent, you could taste their stuff? I mean, suppose his staff are ripping him off? I mean, er ... he could be prosecuted, couldn’t he?”

I said, “Why didn’t you mention it to him that evening, while you were there?”

Jimmy looked startled. “But we were his guests! It would have been terribly bad form. Surely you can see that.”

“Hm,” I said dryly. “Then why don’t you just tell him now, and privately, what you thought about his drinks? He might be grateful. He would certainly be warned. Anyway, I can’t see him whisking his five horses away in a huff.”

Jimmy made a pained noise and drank some scotch. “I mentioned this to Jack. He said I must be mistaken. But I’m not, you know. I’m pretty sure I’m not.”

I considered him.

“Why does it bother you so much?” I asked.

“What?” He was surprised. “Well, I say, a fraud’s a fraud, isn’t it? It annoys one.”

“Yes.” I sighed. “What were these drinks supposed to be?”

“I thought the wine wasn’t much, considering its label, but you know how it is, you don’t suspect anything ... but there was the Laphroaig.”

I frowned. “The malt from Islay?”

“That’s right,” Jimmy said. “Heavy malt whisky. My grandfather liked it. He used to give me sips when I was small, much to my mother’s fury. Funny how you never forget tastes you learn as a child ... and of course I’ve had it since ... so there it was, on the trolley of drinks they rolled round with the coffee, and I thought I would have some. Nostalgia, and all that.”

“And it wasn’t Laphroaig?”

“Nor.”

“What was it?”

He looked uncertain. “I thought that you, actually,  might know. If you drank some, I mean.”

I shook my head. “You’d need a proper expert.”

He looked unhappy. “I thought myself, you see, that it was just an ordinary blend, just ordinary, not even pure malt. ”

“You’d better tell Mr. Trent,” I said. “Let him deal with it himself.”

He said doubtfully, “He’ll be here this morning.”

“Easy,” I said.

“I don’t suppose ... er ... that you yourself ... er ... could have a word with him?”

“No, I certainly couldn’t,” I said positively. “From you it could be a friendly warning, from me it would be a deadly insult. Sorry, Jimmy, but honestly, no.”

With resignation he said, “I thought you wouldn’t. But worth a try.” He poured himself more scotch and again put ice into it, and I thought in passing that true whisky aficionados thought ice an abomination, and wondered about the trustworthiness of his perception of Laphroaig.

Flora, rotund and happy in cherry-red wool, came into the tent, looking around and nodding in satisfaction.

“Looks quite bright, doesn’t it, Tony dear?”

“Splendid,” I said.

“When it’s filled with guests ...”

“Yes,” I agreed.

She was conventional, well-intentioned and cozy, mother of three children (not Jack’s) who telephoned her regularly. She liked to talk about them on her occasional visits to my shop and tended to place larger orders when the news of them was good. Jack was her second husband, mellowing still under her wing but reportedly jealous of her offspring. Amazing the things people told  their wine merchants. I knew a great deal about a lot of people’s lives.

Flora peered into the tubs. “Four cases on ice?”

I nodded. “More in the van, if you need it.”

“Let’s hope not.” She smiled sweetly. “But my dear, I wouldn’t bet on it. Jimmy love, you don’t need to drink whisky. Open some champagne. I’d like a quick glass before everyone swamps us.”

Jimmy obliged with languid grace, easing out the cork without explosion, containing the force in his hand. Flora smilingly watched the plume of released gas float from the bottle and tilted a glass forward to catch the first bubbles. At her insistence both Jimmy and I drank also, but from Jimmy’s expression it didn’t go well with his scotch.

“Lovely!” Flora said appreciatively, sipping; and I thought the wine as usual a bit too thin and fizzy, but sensible enough for those quantities. I sold a great deal of it for weddings.

Flora took her glass and wandered down the marquee to the entrance through which the guests would come, the entrance that faced away from the house, toward the field where the cars would be parked. Jack Hawthorn’s house and stableyard were built in a hollow high on the eastern end of the Berkshire Downs, in a place surrounded by hills, invisible until one was close. Most people would arrive by the main road over the hill that faced the rear of the house, parking in the field, and continuing the downward journey on foot through a gate in the low-growing rose hedge, and onto the lawn. After several such parties, Flora had brought crowd control to a fine art: and besides, this way, no one upset the horses.

Flora suddenly exclaimed loudly and came hurrying back.

“It’s really too bad of him. The Sheik is here already. His car’s coming over the hill. Jimmy, run and meet him. Jack’s still changing. Take the Sheik round the yard. Anything. Really, it’s too bad. Tell Jack he’s here.”

Jimmy nodded, put down his glass without haste and ambled off to intercept the oil-rich prince and his retinue. Flora hovered indecisively, not following, talking crossly with maximum indiscretion.

“I don’t like that particular Sheik. I can’t help it. He’s fat and horrible and he behaves as if he owns the place, which he doesn’t. And I don’t like the way he looks at me with those half-shut eyes, as if I were of no account ... and Tony, dear, I haven’t said any of those things, you understand ? I don’t like the way Arabs treat women.”

“And his horses win races,” I said.

“Yes,” Flora sighed. “It’s not all sweetness and light being a trainer’s wife. Some of the owners make me sick.” She gave me a brief half-smile and went away to the house, and I finished the unloading with things like orange juice and cola.

Up on the hill the uniformed chauffeur parked the elongated black-windowed Mercedes, which was so identifiably the Sheik’s, with its nose pointing to the marquee, and gradually more cars arrived to swell the row there, bringing waitresses and other helpers, and finally, in a steady stream, the hundred-and-something guests.

They came by Rolls, by Range Rover, by Mini and by Ford. One couple arrived in a horse trailer, another by motorcycle. Some brought children, some brought dogs, most of which were left with the cars. In cashmere and cords, in checked shirts and tweeds, in elegance and  pearls they walked chatteringly down the grassy slope, through the gate in the rose hedge, across a few steps of lawn, into the beckoning tent. A promising Sunday morning jollification ahead, most troubles left behind.

As always with racing-world parties, everyone there knew somebody else. The decibel count rose rapidly to ear-aching levels and only round the very walls could one talk without shouting. The Sheik, dressed in full Arab robes and flanked by his wary-eyed entourage, was one, I noticed, who stood resolutely with his back to the canvas, holding his orange juice before him and surveying the crush with his half-shut eyes. Jimmy was doing his noble best to amuse, rewarded by unsmiling nods, and gradually and separately other guests stopped to talk to the solid figure in the banded white headgear, but none of them with complete naturalness, and none of them women.

Jimmy after a while detached himself and I found him at my elbow.

“Sticky going, the Sheik?” I said.

“He’s not such a bad fellow,” Jimmy said loyally. “No social graces in Western gatherings and absolutely paranoid about being assassinated. Never even sits in the dentist’s chair, I’m told, without all those bodyguards being right there in the surgery, but he does know about horses. Loves them. You should have seen him just now, going round the yard, those bored eyes came right to life.” He looked round the gathering and suddenly exclaimed, “See that man talking to Flora? That’s Larry Trent.”

“Of the absent Laphroaig?”

Jimmy nodded, wrinkled his brow in indecision and moved off in another direction altogether, and I for a few moments watched the man with Flora, a middle-aged,  dark-haired man with a moustache, one of the few people wearing a suit, in his case a navy pinstripe with the coat buttoned, a line of silk handkerchief showing in the top pocket. The crowd shifted and I lost sight of him, and I talked, as one does, to a succession of familiar half-known people, seen once a year or less, with whom one took on as one had left off, as if time hadn’t existed in between. It was one of those, with best intentions, who said inevitably, “And how’s Emma? How’s your pretty wife?”

I thought I would never get used to it, that jab like a spike thrust into a jumpy nerve, that positively physical pain. Emma ... dear God.

“She’s dead,” I said, shaking my head slightly, breaking it to him gently, absolving him from embarrassment. I’d had to say it like that often: far too often. I knew how to do it now without causing discomfort. Bitter, extraordinary skill of the widowed, taking the distress away from others, hiding one’s own.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, meaning it intensely for the moment, as they do. “I’d no idea. None at all. Er ... when?”

“Six months ago,” I said.

“Oh.” He adjusted his sympathy level suitably. “I’m really very sorry.”

I nodded. He sighed. The world went on. Transaction over, until next time. Always a next time. And at least he hadn’t asked “How?” and I hadn’t had to tell him, hadn’t had to think of the pain and the coma and the child who had died with her, unborn.

A fair few of Jack’s guests were also my customers, so that even in that racing gathering I found myself talking as much about wine as horses, and it was while an earnest elderly lady was soliciting my views on Cotes  du Rhone versus Cote de Nuits that I saw Jimmy finally talking to Larry Trent. He spotted me too and waved for me to come over, but the earnest lady would buy the better wine by the caseful if convinced, and I telegraphed “later” gestures to Jimmy, to which he flipped a forgiving hand.

Waitresses wove through the throng carrying dishes of canapes and sausages on sticks, and I reckoned that many more than a hundred throats had turned up and that at the present rate of enthusiasm the forty-eight original bottles would be emptied at any minute. I had already begun to make my way to the tent’s service entrance near the house when Jack himself pounced at me, clutching my sleeve.

“We’ll need more champagne and the waitresses say your van is locked.” His voice was hurried. “The party’s going well, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yes, very.”

“Great. Good. I’ll leave it to you, then.” He turned away, patting shoulders in greeting, enjoying his role as host.

I checked the tubs, now empty but for two standing bottles in a sea of melting ice, and went onward out to the van, fishing in my pocket for the keys. For a moment I glanced up the hill to where all the cars waited, to the Range Rover, the horse trailer, the Sheik’s Mercedes. No gaps in the line: no one had yet gone home. There was a child up there, playing with a dog.

I unlocked the rear door of my van and leaned in to pull forward the three spare cases that were roughly cooling under more black bags of ice. I threw one of the bags out onto the grass, and I picked up one of the cases.

Movement on the edge of my vision made me turn  my head, and in a flash of a second that ordinary day became a nightmare.

The horse trailer was rolling forward down the hill.

Pointing straight at the marquee, gathering speed.

It was already only feet from the rose hedge. It smashed its way through the fragile plants, flattening the last pink flowers of autumn. It advanced inexorably onto the grass.

I leaped to the doorway of the tent screaming a warning, which nobody heard above the din, and which was anyway far too late.

For a frozen infinitesimal moment I saw the party still intact, a packed throng of people smiling, drinking, living and unaware.

Then the horse trailer ploughed into the canvas, and changed many things forever.




THREE

TOTAL COMMUNAL DISBELIEF LASTED THROUGH ABOUT five seconds of silence, then someone screamed and went on screaming, a high commentary of hysteria on so much horror.

The horse trailer had steamrollered on over the canvas side-wall, burying people beneath; and it had plunged forward into one of the main supporting poles, which snapped under the weight. The whole of the end of the tent nearest me had collapsed inward so that I stood on the edge of it with the ruin at my feet.

Where I had seen the guests, I now in absolute shock saw expanses of heavy gray canvas with countless bulges heaving desperately beneath.

The horse trailer itself stood there obscenely in the middle, huge, dark green, unharmed, impersonal and frightful. There seemed to be no one behind the driving wheel; and to reach the cab one would have had to walk over the shrouded lumps of the living and the dead.

Beyond the horse trailer, at the far end of the tent, in the still erect section, people were fighting their way out through the remains of the entrance and rips in the walls,  emerging one by one, staggering and falling like figures in a frieze.

I noticed vaguely that I was still holding the case of champagne. I put it down where I stood, and turned and ran urgently to the telephone in the house.

So quiet in there. So utterly normal. My hands were shaking as I held the receiver.

Police and ambulances to Jack Hawthorn’s stables. A doctor. And lifting gear. Coming, they said. All coming. At once.

I went back outside, meeting others with stretched eyes intent on the same errand.

“They’re coming,” I said. “Coming.”

Everyone was trembling, not just myself.

The screaming had stopped, but many were shouting, husbands trying to find their wives, wives their husbands, a mother her son. All the faces were white, all the mouths open, all breaths coming in gasps. People had begun making slits in the canvas with penknives to free those trapped underneath. A woman with small scissors was methodically cutting the lacings of a section of side-wall, tears streaming down her face. The efforts all looked puny, the task immense.

Flora and Jack and Jimmy, I knew, had all been in the part of the tent that had collapsed.

A horse was whinnying nearby and kicking wood, and it was with fresh shock that I realized that the noise was coming from the horse trailer itself. There was a horse in there. Inside.

With stiff legs I went along to the standing section of tent, going in through a gap where other people had come out. The second pole still stood upright, the potted chrysanthemums bright round its foot. There were many scattered and broken glasses, and a few people trying to  lift up the folds of the heavily fallen roof, to let the trapped crawl from under.

“We might make a tunnel,” I said to one man, and he nodded in understanding, and by lifting one section only, but together, and advancing, he and I and several others made a wide head-high passage forward into the collapsed half, through which about thirty struggling people, dazedly getting to their feet, made their way out upright. Many of their faces and hands were bleeding from glass cuts. Few of them knew what had happened. Two of them were children.

One of the farthest figures we reached that way was Flora. I saw the red wool of her dress on the ground under a flap of canvas and bent down to help her: she was half unconscious with her face to the matting, suffocating.

I pulled her out and carried her down to the free end, and from there gave her to someone outside, and went back. The tunnel idea gradually extended until there was a ring of humans instead of tent poles holding up a fair section of roof, one or two helpers exploring continuously into the edges until as far as we could tell all the people not near the horse trailer itself were outside, walking and alive.

The horse trailer ...

Into that area no one wanted to go, but my original tunneler and I looked at each other for a long moment and told everyone to leave if they wanted to. Some did, but three or four of us made a new, shorter and lower tunnel, working toward the side of the horse trailer facing the standing section of the tent, lifting tautly stretched canvas to free people still pinned underneath.

Almost the first person we came to was one of the Arabs, who was fiercely vigorous and at any other time  would have seemed comic, because as soon as he was released and mobile he began shouting unintelligibly, producing a repeating rifle from his robes and waving it menacingly about.

All we wanted, I thought: a spray of terrified bullets.

The Sheik, I thought ... Standing against the side-wall, so that his back should be safe.

We found two more people alive on that side, both women, both beyond speech, both white-faced, in torn clothes, bleeding from glass cuts, one with a broken arm. We passed them back into comfort, and went on.

Crawling forward I came then to a pair of feet, toes upward, then to trouser legs, unmoving. Through the canvas-filtered daylight they were easily recognizable; pinstripe cloth, navy blue.

I lifted more space over him until I could see along to the buttoned jacket and the silk handkerchief and a hand flung sideways holding a glass in fragments. And beyond, where a weight pressed down where his neck should have been, there was a line of crimson pulp.

I let the canvas fall back, feeling sick.

“No good,” I said to the man behind me. “I think his head’s under the front wheel. He’s dead.”

He gave me a look as shattered as my own, and we moved slowly sideways toward the horse trailer’s rear, making our tunnel with difficulty on hands and knees.

Above us, inside the trailer, the horse kicked frantically and squealed, restless, excited and alarmed no doubt by the smell; horses were always upset by blood. I could see no prospect all the same of anyone lowering the ramps to let him out.

We found another Arab, alive, flat on his back, an arm bleeding, praying to Allah. We pulled him out and afterward found his rifle lying blackly where he’d been.

“They’re mad,” said my companion.

“It didn’t save their master,” I said.

On our knees we both looked in silence at what we could see of the Sheik, which was his head, still in its white headdress with its gold cords. A fold of reddened canvas lay over the rest of him, and my companion, gripping my wrist, said, “Leave it. Don’t look. What’s the point?”

I thought fleetingly of the policemen and the ambulancemen who would soon be forced to look, but I did as he asked. We made our way silently back to the standing section and began a new tunnel round to the other side of the horse trailer.

It was there that we came to Jack and also Jimmy, both with pulses, though both were unconscious and pinned to the ground by the thick main tent pole, which lay across Jack’s legs and Jimmy’s chest. We scarcely touched the pole ourselves, but the tremor of our movements brought Jack up to semiconsciousness and to groaning pain.

My companion said “Hell” through his teeth, and I said, “I’ll stay here if you go and get something to keep the canvas off them,” and he nodded and disappeared, the heavy material falling behind, closing me in.

Jimmy looked dreadful; eyes shut above the long nose, a thread of blood trickling from his mouth.

Jack went on groaning. I held up a bit of tent on my shoulders like Atlas, and presently my fellow tunneler returned, bringing two further helpers and a trestle table for a makeshift roof.

“What do we do?” the first tunneler said, irresolutely.

“Lift the pole,” I said. “It may hurt Jack ... but it may be killing Jimmy.”

Everyone agreed. We slowly, carefully, took the  weight off the two injured men and laid the pole on the ground. Jack lapsed into silence. Jimmy lay still like a log. But they were both shallowly breathing: I felt their wrists again, one after the other, with relief.

We stood the trestle table over them and gingerly crawled on, and came to a girl lying on her back with one arm up over her face. Her skirt had been ripped away, and the flesh on the outer side of her left thigh had been torn open and was sagging away from the bone from hip to knee. I lifted the canvas away from her face and saw that she was to some extent conscious.

“Hello,” I said inadequately.

She looked at me vaguely. “What’s happening?” she said.

“There was an accident.”

“Oh?” She seemed sleepy, but when I touched her cheek it was icy.

“We’ll get another table,” the first tunneler said.

“And a rug, if you can,” I said. “She’s far too cold.”

He nodded and said “Shock,” and they all went away, as it needed the three of them to drag the tables through.

I looked at the girl’s leg. She was fairly plump, and inside the long widely gaping wound one could easily identify the cream-colored bubbly fat tissue and the dense red muscle, open like a jagged book to inspection. I’d never seen anything like it: and extraordinarily she wasn’t bleeding a great deal, certainly not as much as one would have expected.

The body shutting down, I thought. The effects of trauma, as deadly as injury itself.

There was little I could do for her, but I did have a penknife in my pocket incorporating a tiny pair of scissors. With a sigh I pulled up my jersey and cut and tore  one side from my shirt, stopping a few inches below the collar and cutting across so that from in front it looked as if I had a whole shirt under my sweater; and I thought that my doing that was ridiculous, but all the same I did it.

Torn into two wide strips the shirt front made reasonable bandages. I slid both pieces under her leg and pulled the flesh back into position, tying her leg together round the bone like trussing a joint of meat. I looked anxiously several times at the girl’s face, but if she felt what I was doing it must have been remotely. She lay with her eyes open, her elbow bent over her head, and all she said at one point was “Where is this?” and later, “I don’t understand.”

“It’s all right,” I said.

“Oh. Is it? Good.”

The tunnelers returned with a table and a traveling rug and also a towel.

“I thought we might wrap that wound together, with this,” said the first tunneler, “but I see you’ve done it.”

We put the towel round her leg anyway for extra protection, and then wrapped her in the rug and left her with the table holding up the roof and crawled apprehensively on; but we found no one else we could help. We found one of the waitresses, dead, lying over a tray of canapes, her smooth young face frosty white, and we found the protruding legs of another Arab; and somewhere underneath the horse trailer there were dreadful red shapes we couldn’t reach even if we’d wanted to.

In accord the four of us retreated, hearing as we emerged into the blessed fresh air the bells and sirens of the official rescuers as they poured over the hill.

I walked along to where Flora was sitting on a kitchen chair that someone had brought out for her: there were  women beside her offering comfort, but her eyes were dark and staring into far spaces, and she was shivering.

“Jack’s all right,” I said. “The pole knocked him out. One leg is maybe broken, but he’s all right.”

She looked at me blindly. I took my jacket off and wrapped it round her. “Flora, Jack’s alive.”

“All those people ... all our guests ...” Her voice was faint. “Are you sure about Jack?”

There was no real consolation. I said yes and hugged her, rocking her in my arms like a baby, and she put her head silently on my shoulder, still too stunned for tears.

Things ran after that into a blur, time passing at an enormous rate but not seeming to.

The police had brought a good deal of equipment and after a while had cut away the marquee from an area round the horse trailer, and had set up a head-high ring of screens to hide the shambles there.

Jack, fully conscious, lay on a stretcher with painkiller taking the worst off, protesting weakly that he couldn’t go to hospital, he couldn’t leave his guests, he couldn’t leave his horses, he couldn’t leave his wife to cope with everything on her own. Still objecting, he was lifted into an ambulance and, beside a still unconscious Jimmy, slowly driven away.

The guests drifted into the house or sat in their cars and wanted to go home: but there was an enormous fuss going on somewhere over telephone wires because of the death of the Sheik, and the uniformed police had been instructed not to let anyone leave until other investigators had arrived.

The fuss was nonsense, really, I thought. No one could possibly have told where the Sheik would stand in that tent. No one could possibly have aimed the horse trailer deliberately. The brakes had given way and it had  rolled down the hill as selective in its victims as an earthquake.

The distraught young couple who had come in it and parked it were both in tears, and I heard the man saying helplessly, “But I left it in gear, with the brakes on ... I know I did ... I’m always careful ... How could it have happened, how could it?” A uniformed policeman was questioning them, his manner less than sympathetic.

I wandered back to my van, to where I’d dumped the case of champagne. It had gone. So had the sixth and seventh cases from inside. So had the back-up gin and whisky from the front seat.

Disgusting, I thought; and shrugged. After carnage, thieves. Human grade-ten sour age-old behavior. It didn’t seem to matter, except that I would rather have given it away than that.

Flora was indoors, lying down. Someone brought my coat back. It had blood on the sleeves, I noticed. Blood on my shirt cuffs, blood on my pale blue sweater. Blood, dry, on my hands.

A large crane on caterpillar tracks came grinding slowly over the hill and was maneuvered into position near the horse trailer; and in time, with chains, the heavy green vehicle was lifted a few inches into the air, and, after a pause, lifted higher and swung away onto a stretch of cleared grass.

The horse, still intermittently kicking, was finally released down a ramp and led away by one of Jack’s lads, and, closing the trailer again, two policemen took up stances to deter the inquisitive.

There was a small dreadful group of people waiting, unmoving, staring silently at the merciful screens. They knew, they had to know, that those they sought were dead, yet they stood with dry eyes, their faces haggard  with persisting hope. Five tons of metal had smashed into a close-packed crowd, yet they hoped.

One of them turned his head and saw me, and walked unsteadily toward me as if his feet were obeying different orders from his legs. He was dressed in jeans and a dirty T-shirt, and he neither looked nor sounded like one of the guests. More like one of Jack’s lads on his Sunday off.

“You went in there, didn’t you?” he said. “You’re the guy who brings the drinks, aren’t you? Someone said you went in ...” He gestured vaguely toward the remains of the tent. “Did you see my wife? Was she in there? Is she?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head.

“She was carrying things round. Drinks and such. She likes doing that ... Seeing people.”

One of the waitresses. He saw the movement in my face, and interpreted it unerringly.

“She’s there, isn’t she?” I didn’t answer for a moment, and he said with pride and despair inextricably mixed, “She’s pretty, you know. So pretty.”

I nodded and swallowed. “She’s pretty.”

“Oh, no ...” He let the grief out in a tearing wail. “Oh, no...”

I said helplessly, “My own wife died ... not long ago. I do know ... I’m so ... so appallingly sorry.”

He looked at me blankly and went back to the others to stare at the screens, and I felt useless and inadequate and swamped with pity.

The horse trailer had hit at shortly before one-thirty: it was after five before the new investigators would let anyone leave. Messages were eventually passed round that all could go, but that each car would have to stop at the gate for the passengers to give their names.

Tired, hungry, disheveled, many with bandaged cuts, the guests who had trooped so expectantly down the hill climbed slowly, silently up. Like refugees, I thought. An exodus. One could hear the engines starting in a chorus, and see the first movement of wheels.

A man touched my arm: the fellow tunneler. A tall man, going gray, with intelligent eyes.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Tony Beach.”

“Mine’s McGregor. Gerard McGregor.” He pronounced the G of Gerard soft, like a J, in a voice that was remotely but detectably Scots. “Glad to know you,” he said. He held out his hand, which I shook.

We smiled slightly at each other, acknowledging our shared experience; then he turned away and put his arm round the shoulders of a good-looking woman at his side, and I watched them thread their way across to the gate through the roses. Pleasant man, I thought; and that was all.

I went into the house to see if there was anything I could do for Flora before I left, and found a shambles of a different sort. Every downstairs room, now empty, looked as if a full-scale army had camped there, which in a way it had. Every cup and saucer in the place must have been pressed into service, and every glass. The bottles on the drinks tray were all empty, open-necked. Ashtrays overflowed. Crumbs of food lay on plates. Cushions were squashed flat.

In the kitchen, locustlike, the lunchless guests had eaten everything to hand. Empty soup tins littered the worktops, eggshells lay in the sink, a chicken carcass, picked clean, jostled gutted packets of biscuits and crackers.

Everything edible had gone from the refrigerator and saucepans lay dirty on the stove.

There was a faint exclamation from the doorway, and I turned to see Flora there, her face heavy and gray above the creased red dress. I made a frustrated gesture at the mess, but she looked at it all without emotion.

“They had to eat,” she said. “It’s all right.”

“I’ll straighten it.”

“No. Leave it. Tomorrow will do.” She came into the room and sat wearily on one of the wooden chairs. “It simply doesn’t matter. I told them to help themselves.”

“They might have cleaned up afterward,” I said. “You should know the racing world better.”

“Is there anything I can do, then?”

“No, nothing.” She sighed deeply. “Do you know how many of them are dead?” Her voice itself was lifeless, drained by too much horror.

I shook my head. “The Sheik and one of his men. Larry Trent. And one of the waitresses, married, I think, to one of your lads. Some others. I don’t know who.”

“Not Janey,” Flora said, distressed.

“I don’t know.”

“Young and pretty. Married Tom Wickens in the summer. Not her.”

“I think so.”

“Oh, dear.” Flora grew if anything paler. “I don’t care about the Sheik. It’s a wicked thing to say, and we’ll lose those horses, but I’ve known about him for hours and I simply don’t care. But Janey ...

“I think you would help Tom Wickens,” I said.

She stared at me for a moment, then rose to her feet and walked out into the garden, and through the window I saw her go over to the man in the T-shirt and put her  arms round him. He turned and hugged her desperately in return, and I wondered fleetingly which of them felt the most released. I chucked all the worst of the litter into the dustbin, but left the rest of it, as she’d said. Then I went out to the van to go home, and found a very young constable by my side as I opened the door. “Excuse me, sir,” he said, holding pen and notebook ready.

“Yes?”

“Name, sir?”

I gave it, and my address, which he wrote down.

“Where were you in the marquee, sir, when the incident occurred?”

The incident, ye gods.

“I wasn’t in the marquee,” I said. “I was here by the van.”

“Oh!” His eyes widened slightly. “Then would you wait here, sir?” He hurried away and returned presently with a man out of uniform who walked slowly, with hunched shoulders.

“Mr.... er ... Beach?” the newcomer said. A shortish man, not young. No aggression.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“You were outside, here, is that right, when this happened?”

“Yes.”

“And did you ... by any chance ... see the horse trailer on its way down the hill?” He had a quiet voice and pronounced every syllable carefully, as if talking to a lip-reader.

I nodded again. He said “Ah,” with deep satisfaction, as if that were the answer he had long been seeking, and he smiled on me with favor and suggested we go into  the house (where it would be warmer), accompanied by the constable, to take notes.

Among the litter in the drawing room we sat while I answered his questions.

His name was Wilson, he said. He was disappointed that I hadn’t seen the horse trailer start down the hill, and he was disappointed that I hadn’t seen anyone in or near it before it rolled.

“I’ll tell you one thing for certain, though,” I said. “It was not parked in any prearranged place. I watched quite a few of the cars arrive. I could see them coming over the hill, the horse trailer among them. They parked in a row just as they arrived, in the same order.” I paused, then sald, “The Sheik came to the stables a good hour before the other guests, which is why his Mercedes is first in the row. When he arrived he went to look round the yard, to see his horses. Then when several other guests came, he joined them in the marquee. No one maneuvered him into any particular place. I was in there when he came. He was walking with Jack Hawthorn and Jimmy—Jack’s secretary. It was just chance he stood where he did. And he didn’t of course stand totally still all the time. He must have moved several yards during the hour he was there.”

I stopped. There was a small silence.

“Did you get all that, constable?” Wilson asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“According to your van, you are a wine merchant, Mr. Beach? And you supplied the drinks for the party?”

“Yes,” I agreed.

“And you are observant.” His voice was dry, on the edge of dubious.

“Well ...”

“Could you describe the position of any other of the guests so accurately, Mr. Beach?”

“Yes, some. But one tends to notice a Sheik. And I do notice where people are when I’m anywhere on business. The hosts, and so on, in case they want me.”

He watched my face without comment, and presently asked, “What did the Sheik drink?”

“Orange juice with ice and mineral water.”

“And his followers?”

“One had fizzy lemonade, the other two, Coca-Cola.”

“Did you get that, constable?”

“Yes, sir.”

Wilson stared for a while at his toecaps, then took a deep breath as if reaching a decision.

“If I described some clothes to you, Mr. Beach,” he said, “could you tell me who was wearing them?”

“Uh, if I knew them.”

“Navy pinstripe suit ...”

I listened to the familiar description. “A man called Larry Trent,” I said. “One of Jack Hawthorn’s owners. He has ... had ... a restaurant; the Silver Moondance, near Reading.”

“Got that, constable?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And also, Mr. Beach, a blue tweed skirt and jacket with a light blue woolen shirt, pearls round the neck, and pearl earrings?”

I concentrated, trying to remember, and he said, “Greenish slightly hairy trousers, olive-colored sweater over a mustard shirt. Brown tie with mustard stripes.”

“Oh...”

“You know him?”

“Both of them. Colonel and Mrs. Fulham. I was talking to them. I sell them wine.”

“Sold, Mr. Beach,” Wilson said regretfully. “That’s all, then. I’m afraid all the others have been identified, poor people.”

I swallowed. “How many?”

“Altogether? Eight dead, I’m afraid. It could have been worse. Much worse.” He rose to his feet and perfunctorily shook my hand. “There may be political repercussions. I can’t tell whether you may be needed for more answers. I will put in my report. Good day, Mr. Beach.”

He went out in his slow hunched way, followed by the constable, and I walked after them into the garden.

It was growing dark, with lights coming on in places.

The square of screens had been taken down, and two ambulances were preparing to back through the gap the horse trailer had made in the hedge. A row of seven totally covered stretchers lay blackly on the horribly bloodstained matting, with the eighth set apart. In that, I suppose, lay the Sheik, as two living Arabs stood there, one at the head, one at the foot, still tenaciously guarding their prince.

In the dusk the small haggard group of people, all hope gone now, watched silently, with Flora among them, as ambulancemen lifted the seven quiet burdens one by one to bear them away; and I went slowly to my van and sat in it until they had done. Until only the Sheik remained, aloof in death as in life, awaiting a nobler hearse.

I switched on lights and engine and followed the two ambulances over the hill, and in depression drove down to the valley, to my house.

Dark house. Empty house.

I let myself in and went upstairs to change my clothes,  but when I reached the bedroom I just went and lay on the bed without switching on the lamps; and from exhaustion, from shock, from pity, from loneliness and from grief ... I wept.
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