      The Car Keys 

Later, Barbara remembered a platitude she had read somewhere: that an orgasm was a kind of death, a little death.

A death-throe.

At the time, lost in her own death-throes – not so little – she failed to comprehend Luke’s strange, exaggerated moaning.  He was outside the high walls of her own pleasure; she half heard him, but thought it – half  thought it – some sort of joke. From the start there had been moments of irreverence, of clowning, in their relationship: an antidote perhaps to the illicit lust, extremely serious, that fuelled it.

His noisy groaning might have been a self-parody at first, a cartoon-come, but the sudden chill in his skin, the cold clammy sweat, shocked her. She was instantly alert, dragged back from a charged erotic world, where pain sometimes meant its opposite, into an actual world where pain meant nothing but pain. 

‘Luke? What’s the matter? Is something the matter?’

She realised – an even sharper instant of terror – that he couldn’t answer. He no longer had the breath to inflate the words; he stared up at her from the floor with mute horror.  He was in agony.

‘Oh, shit!’ she screamed, and lifted herself free of him and ran to the phone. 

She riffled,  fingers trembling, through the teledex for the emergency number, stammered her address into the phone. The operator wanted more information; she was too agitated to answer, straining at the receiver, trying to glimpse her lover lying in the hall, wanting to get back to him.

‘What does it matter how old he is, for Christ’s sake?  Just get here!’

What next? She sat on the floor, cradling his head in her lap, helpless, waiting for the ambulance.  He sucked laboriously at the air, dragging the stuff into his lungs as if it were treacle. His limbs flailed weakly – some kind of semaphore, perhaps, which she couldn’t read. They were both still naked, their clothes scattered over the length of the hall. He had rung earlier from his office, begging to see her, to touch her, unable, he claimed, to wait till Thursday;  she had opened the front door to him a few minutes later, and allowed him, for the first time, into the sanctuary of her own house.  Her husband’s house.  The momentum of his embrace had carried them towards the bedroom, her husband's bedroom;  some last scruple had made her bring him gently to ground on the carpet in the doorway,  his feet in the hall, his head and shoulders in the bedroom. She had permitted him halfway into her life, halfway into her private world, but no further.  Guilt might be inescapable, but there were degrees of guilt: guilts that could be lived with, or tolerated.   

‘Please, Luke,’ she whispered, ‘please don’t die.’

The wailing of the approaching ambulance shocked some sort of sense, or self-awareness, into her brain, She slipped a pillow beneath his head, pulled on her sweater and jeans, then tried, urging him to help, to clothe him.  His movements were ineffectual, even pointless.  She slid his jocks on, despite his dripping, half-tumescent state.  Tears blurred her vision, her movements were panicky and confused.  She pulled his trousers roughly up over his legs;  he seemed to shift his weight to help automatically, a reflex movement.  There was no time for his shirt: the siren was dying in the street outside. She shouted in his ear: ‘I won’t be long, Luke. The ambulance…’

No answer. His eyes had glazed over; it seemed his breathing had almost stopped. She touched his white face;  it felt as cold as stone. An Easter Island face, she had once told him, jokily, tracing with her finger the long nose and narrow crown.  It was closer now to those impassive stone statues than it had ever been.

She rose, jerked open the front door and ran to the gate: ‘Help! Please!’

The ambulance was crawling along the kerb, its driver – a young woman, almost a girl – scanning house numbers. She spotted Barbara waving frantically, and slewed the vehicle into the gutter; an older, uniformed woman jumped from the passenger side and ran towards the house, carrying a large box and canister of oxygen.

‘Where is he?’

‘This way.  Quickly. I think it's a heart attack.’

The woman knelt at Luke’s side, felt briefly for a pulse in his neck, then turned and spoke calmly to her younger colleague, the driver, who was pushing a collapsible stretcher down the hall.

‘It’s an arrest, Emma.’

She rolled Luke flat onto his back, pressed a facemask to his pale, sweaty face, and began squeezing an air-bag, rhythmically. The younger woman, Emma, dropped her stretcher and began pressing the heels of her palms into his chest, up and down, a slightly faster rhythm.

Barbara watched: helpless, distraught. 

‘We’ve got a pulse,’ the older woman announced, and turned to Barbara. ‘Here, squeeze the bag.’

‘Me? But I can’t.  I don’t know how…’ 

‘Like this.’ The voice was firm, calm, controlled. The air-bag was pushed into Barbara’s right hand, her left was clamped over the face-mask and chin. She held tightly with one hand, squeezed with the other. 

‘A little slower. Perfect. Listen – is your husband on any medication?’ 

‘Uh – no. I don’t think so.’ 

The younger woman glanced at her sharply: ‘You don’t think so?’ 

‘He’s not my husband.’ 

This did not seem adequate; she hurried on: ‘Luke is…a close friend of my husband.’

Was there anything more stupid she could have said? Luke had never met her husband. The phrase seemed to leap from her mouth with its eyes closed, compounding the guilt. 

The younger woman watched her for a moment – stared at her, openly, curiously – then turned back to her work, pressing Luke’s chest. The older, unperturbed, was pushing a needle into the crook of his elbow. Her manner was been-there-done-that, unshockable. 

‘You want to ride in the ambulance?’  

Barbara hesitated. Their professional calm was infectious, she suddenly seemed able to think more clearly. 

‘I’ll follow in the car. I need to make some phone calls first.’ 
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Who to call? First instincts said Gerry, her husband, to prepare the ground, fit together the ribs of a plausible story. She rebuked herself: Luke’s kin had the prior claim, surely. But where were they? Who were they?  She realised how little she knew of him. They had met only a few weeks before: swapping Royal Family sarcasms across a magazine rack in a newsagent, followed by a cappuccino in a café next door, the jokey laughter suddenly more nervous, at least on her side. She was aware that merely by accepting his invitation to coffee she had crossed a new boundary.

This much he had told her: he was a solicitor, but business was slow, he was under-employed.  Often unemployed.  His self-deprecating manner, however well-practised, charmed her. She visited his apartment a few days later – heart pounding – unable to refuse his phone demands any longer.

He had seldom spoken of his ex-wife, although occasionally boasted of his small son. Framed portraits of a single smiling infant abounded in an otherwise minimally decorated apartment.  

He had silenced her when she had attempted to speak of her own children.

‘I don’t even want to know their names. That’s your other life. Different compartment. It has nothing to do with this.’

Even as they stripped at that first assignation he had been quick to establish these ground rules. Too quick, she had thought afterwards. Too…cold blooded.

‘We won’t do this again,’ she had assured him, pulling on her clothes, overcome with regret, wanting only to be home and safe as quickly as possible. ‘Not ever. It’s not right.’

He had been sitting naked in bed, propped on pillows, watching her dress: that impassive Easter Island head.

‘It might not be right, but it can be made civilised.’

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘There are ways of doing things, Barbara.’ 

‘Not for me. Never again.’ 

Her resolve had lasted a week, although she had been drawn back to him as much by confusion as desire:  by a need to settle her disturbed state of mind, one way or another.  Also by the need to talk about it – there was no one else she could talk with.  She had still felt uneasy, afterwards – but had felt also, absurdly, that it would be, well, rude  to rush off again so quickly. 

‘There are rules for war,’ he had murmured into her ear as they lay together. ‘A Geneva convention.  War is wrong – but it happens. It will always happen. It's in our nature. We can only attempt to limit the damage.’ 

For the first time she had felt comfortable enough to tease him: ‘You sound like a lawyer.’ 

‘Perhaps there should be rules for adultery,’ he had suggested. ‘Laws of adultery.’ 

Her pulse flared at the sound of the word. Adultery. A small thrill of torment had passed through her each time she had heard it. Or even, in the coming days, read it:  suddenly there seemed to be any number of adultery stories in the newspapers;  the word kept finding her eye, jumping off the pages as if set in bold type, or embossed upong the flat page. 

She had announced her own laws the following week. One: she loved her husband.  Two: she would never leave him.  Three: he must never, ever know. 

Her conviction on this point had seemed, oddly, to reassure her lover:  a safety net had been stretched beneath their difficult trapeze act, protecting him, perhaps, as much as her. 

‘He won’t want  to know,’ he had reassured her. 

She had not been convinced:  ‘I read somewhere that they always know. Within a few hours.  They read the signals.’ 

‘Wives know,’ he had told her. ‘Men aren’t so…sensitive.’ 

Relieved, she had found this easy to accept.  ‘Gerry doesn’t notice small things. He’s so bound up in his work. He…’ 

Her lover had pressed his fingertips against her lips: ‘I don’t even want to hear his name.’

‘You’re right. It’s not fair. To him.’ 

She had sensed that Luke had been here before, more times than once, that he was allowing her to discover these excuses, these rationalisations: the rules and procedures, if such were possible, of adultery.  The etiquette of adultery.  At times his answers to her worries would come too easily, too glibly: a frictionless gear change.  But she was grateful even for this.  At other times, more subtly, he would deflect her questions back at her, allowing her to uncover answers that he only hinted at. 

He had pursued her relentlessly from their first meeting; but slowly,  after talking it through – gnawing together at the same bone, obsessively – it had come to seem an equal responsibility. 

‘What if I talk in my sleep?’ she had asked him once. 

‘Do you talk in your sleep?’ 

‘It might burst out of me. I’ve never lied to him.’ 

He had seemed more pensive than usual, his answer taking time to emerge:  ‘The worst thing you can do is make a confession.’ 

‘You sound as if you’re talking from experience.’ 

He had averted his face.  It was the nearest he had come to autobiography, to providing clues to the fate of his own marriage. 

As the ambulance siren faded into the general noise horizon of morning traffic, Barbara realised that she had never once heard his ex-wife’s name. 
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She tugged the Yellow Pages  from a shelf and searched under ‘Solicitors’ for his work number. She had rung him several times at his office – a small suburban shop front – but had not yet committed the digits to memory.  To memorise such details would have been to grant the affair a permanency that she resisted.

‘Is that Luke Pascoe’s office?’

A butter-voiced secretary assured her that Mr Pascoe was ‘out with a client’.

Barbara interposed, bluntly,  ‘He's in hospital with a suspected heart attack.’

The voice at the far end of the line was suddenly higher-pitched and panicky:  ‘But he can’t be! He was here – just an hour ago.’

‘I’m sorry. I wondered – it looks serious. I wondered - if you could contact his family…He’s been taken to the Queen Adelaide.’

Barbara was given no opportunity to lie as the voice raced on terrified, tearful:  ‘Give him my love. Please. Tell him Sandra sends her love. I’ll be right there.’

As she hung up Barbara realised, stunned, that she had opened at least one bulkhead, inadvertently – a hatch that led into another of Luke’s compartments: a dark crawl space she had no desire to enter.

She gathered her purse and car keys, stepped out of the house, locked the front door. Preoccupied, she had climbed into her car, started the engine and begun reversing before turning to check the drive.

Luke’s car – a red sports coupé, a car that suddenly looked more like a cliché than a car – was parked behind hers, blocking the exit.

She braked inches from the front fender, climbed out and peered through the driver's window.  The doors were locked, the ignition empty. With a sinking feeling she re-entered the house, and spent some minutes searching the hall and bedroom carpet on hands and knees. The search was futile as she had dreaded:  Luke's keys were surely in his trouser pocket, speeding towards hospital.

She rang a taxi with trembling fingers, then waited, fidgeting, restless, outside in the street.  Luke’s car glinted in the sun, incandescent red,  drawing the entire world’s attention to itself: Exhibit A.  Her predicament overwhelmed her; the desire she had felt for him, the frightened thrill of those secret visits,  was suddenly beyond her comprehension. What had  she been doing?  That immovable object, parked in her drive, filled her thoughts to the exclusion of all else – even her worry over whether Luke was still alive.

She had two hours, perhaps three, before Gerry arrived home from work. A taxi turned the corner. She stepped down into the road and waved both her arms above her head, desperately. 
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‘Are you his wife?’

‘No, just a friend. How is he?’

The nursing sister – a young, thin man, his hair gripped tightly in a ponytail – watched from behind a desk.

He half rose and gestured to a chair: ‘Perhaps you’d better sit down.’  

Barbara remained standing in the door of the office, knowing immediately that his words were a formula, an explanation in themselves; they had nothing to do with the act of sitting.

He shrugged, and sat again himself: ‘He died a few minutes ago. I’m very sorry.’

She blinked, and swallowed.  ‘Could I see him?’

He glanced down, pretending to scan some notes on his desk: ‘We need to contact his family first. Next-of-kin. Perhaps you can help us?’

‘No. I’m sorry…But his secretary will be here soon. Sandra somebody. I’m sure she can help.’

Her legs felt weak. She finally sat on the offered chair;  hating herself for what she had to do, for the selfish premeditation of it: a further betrayal.  And yet it seemed a lesser betrayal:  Luke was beyoind help; her first loyalty now was to the living.  Among whom she included herself.

‘Look, um, Sister. I have a small problem. I think my car keys are in his pocket.’

‘I can look,’ he offered, and rose, and slipped past her through the door. The office was glass partitioned, she watched him disappear behind the curtain of a nearby cubicle, allowing her no glimpse of whatever that curtain concealed. He re-emerged almost immediately, carrying a small cardboard box, a shoebox labelled: PASCOE, LUCAS. 

‘His personal effects.’ 

He eased free the thick rubber band which bound the box and lifted the lid. It contained a watch, a black leather wallet, a miscellany of coins – and the missing keys, a key-ring attached to a plastic chequered flag, poignantly jaunty. 

Barbara reached across the desk, but the nurse slid the box out of reach. His tone was apologetic but firm: ‘I’m sorry, I should have explained. Personal effects are the property of the coroner’s office. We can’t release them. Not yet.’ 

Her hand remained frozen above the desk, as stiff as the arm of a gramophone: ‘But I have to move the car.’ 

He watched her intently:  he seemed to be examining her.  She realised, suddenly, that he had been in this position before. 

‘Okay,’  she confessed. ‘It’s his car. But it’s blocking my drive.’ 

‘I’m very sorry,’ he said. ‘Really. If it were up to me…’ He shrugged. ‘But there are procedures we must follow – by law. Until the coroner determines the cause of death and releases the body.’ 

She could feel the panic growing in her: ‘When will that be?’ 

‘After the autopsy. In fact, you might be able to help, Ms…?’ 

‘Mrs Browning.’ 

‘Mrs Browning. I gather you were present when he first became ill.’ 

She sat, saying nothing, admitting nothing. 

‘Perhaps if you could describe the symptoms?’ 

A crazy thought crossed her mind: to strike some sort of deal. A swap. 

‘I just want to move a car,’ she said. 

‘Mrs Browning – please. I can’t help. But if you were a witness I think the doctor would like a word with you.’ 

‘I wasn’t there. I don’t know anything. Please give me the keys. 

‘Perhaps you could call a locksmith.’ 

‘That might take hours! I need to shift it now.’ 

Tears welled in Barbara’s eyes, but they were not tears of grief – whatever grief she felt had been deferred, under pressure of greater, more immediate emotions. What was she to do? What were the rules, the procedures? What subsection of Luke’s absurd Geneva Convention dealt with this? She felt an overpowering, irrational urge to enter the curtained cubicle and angrily demand answers from the dead body, the dead lawyer who was filed there, discreetly out of sight. What now? What do I do now? Tell me the precedents. 
On the other side of the desk the nurse fitted the cardboard lid carefully over the shoebox of personal effects, stretched the thick rubber band about both, and released it with a soft snap. 

Rage overwhelmed Barbara: rage at this man who had died in her house, on her carpet, who had thoughtlessly, carelessly, left his ridiculous sportscar blocking her drive. She reached across the desk and grabbed the shoebox from the nurse’s hands with such force that he could only watch, stunned. She jerked off the lid, and extracted the keys. 

‘I’ll return these later,’ she said. 

And she rose and walked rapidly from the cubicle and down the corridor, those stolen keys grasped tightly in her hand, the nursing sister still sitting behind his desk, watching her leave, paralysed by surprise. 

