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A Death Explained

 

 

 

 

First was the fall, then came the death, and the death erased all memory of the fall, which was in any case handled in a very British way. The story of how David Eyam was cast from the highest circles of government was no more than a footnote at the inquest, which followed hearings into a teenage road fatality and the electrocution of a tractor driver whose grab snagged overhead power lines.

Yet if there had been a programme that March morning for High Castle’s newly refurbished coroner’s court, David Eyam’s name would have been at the top, as much due to his former positions as acting head of the Joint Intelligence Committee and a succession of unspecified roles in the prime minister’s inner circle, as to the tourist’s film from Cartagena in Colombia, which contained the record of his very last moments on earth.

The recording was played on three television screens and the sounds of the Colombian evening filled the provincial calm of the court with the heat and exuberance and doom of Central America. The camera jerked from a bell tower, around which white doves circled, to a line of balconies bedecked with flowers, typical of Cartagena’s colonial district, then to a street vendor carrying baskets of fruit from a yoke that seemed to be made from part of a bicycle frame. It moved with such speed that the people sitting nearest the screens recoiled as though this would steady the shot for them. Kate Lockhart, seated in the second row, remained still, her eyes watching the clock on the top right-hand corner of the screen - the last minutes and seconds of her friend’s life being counted off.

The camera came to rest briefly on the name ‘Bolivar Crêperie’, written across the length of a red awning under which there was some kind of juice bar with perspex cylinders of fruit and a cashier’s desk. Then it swerved to two women and a man - all in shorts - sitting at one of several tables in front of the restaurant. Here, after a wobble, it settled. The party of three produced long-suffering smiles; sunglasses were raised and tall glasses of beer hoisted to the lens. The image froze and the coroner leaned forward and nodded to the clerk.

‘This is the important part,’ said the coroner’s clerk, pointing at the screen in the centre of the court with a remote control. ‘Pay attention to the top left-hand corner, where you will see the deceased in a navy-blue shirt and cream jacket, and then to what happens in the background on the far side of the street - over here.’ He tapped the screen with the remote.

But Kate could see David Eyam nowhere. She searched the screen frantically again. The pale jacket at the top - no, that wasn’t Eyam. Not that jacket, not that lank hair, not that beard, not that emaciated angularity. The man was far too thin. Christ! They’d made a mistake. The fools had got the wrong man. Eyam must be alive. Ever since she’d received the email from the firm of lawyers handling his estate a couple of weeks back, she had felt a kind of incredulity at the idea of Eyam’s death. The extinction of one of the foremost intellects of his generation by a blast in some seedy quarter of a tropical port, without the world knowing for an entire month, as if Eyam was some useless hippy or boat bum, was unfeasible . . . unsustainable . . . incredible.

The film was started again: the new shot was in a wider frame. The camera had evidently been placed on a tripod because a second man appeared in front of the lens and adjusted something, during which process his face loomed in grotesque close-up, then sat down with the other three and swivelled his cap so the peak was at the front. Kate’s eyes darted to the top of the screen. The man in the pale jacket had not moved. No, that wasn’t Eyam: far too untidy. But then he turned to talk to a dark, thickset indvidual with wraparound shades and a black polo shirt on his right, and his face became animated. At a pinch it could be him. The parting was the same, although the hair was a lot longer than she had ever seen it, and the cast of his eyes, his brow and the shape of the nose all did a fair impression of Eyam. Then he handed a book to his neighbour with the sunglasses and he seemed to start talking about it: the court could hear nothing of what was said. The mannerisms of her friend in full flow were unmistakable. He sat back in the chair, caught hold of his right elbow and seemed to draw down the points he was making by opening and bunching his pianist’s fingers. When the other man, who was now examining the back cover of the book with his sunglasses propped on his forehead, replied she saw his head go back with his mouth slightly open in anticipation. Even at that distance she could see the eagerness and fun in his expression. This was David Eyam. It couldn’t be anyone else.

The cameraman had now taken the role of reporter and, using a small microphone held under his chin, addressed the lens - in what the clerk explained was Swedish. But the noise of the street drowned what he was saying and once or twice he looked round with dismay as a motorbike or truck passed.

The clerk cleared his throat and pointed to Eyam. ‘The deceased is talking to a Detective Luis Bautista,’ he said glancing at a pad. ‘He is an officer with the Cartagena Police. He was meeting his girlfriend at the cafe and was off duty at the time.’

‘We shall be hearing from him later,’ said the coroner, looking round the courtroom over his glasses with his eyebrows rising and falling independently of any expression. ‘Detective Bautista is with the local anti-terrorist force and is coincidentally a specialist in the sort of attack we are about to witness.’ His eyes went to the clerk. ‘Mr Swift, you may proceed.’

Kate’s mind protested. No, she would not sit calmly like the others, now peering at the film with an indecent anticipation, to watch Eyam being atomised. She drew the small shoulder bag towards her and looked for the easiest way out of the crowded courtroom, but then found herself drawn to the sight of her friend helplessly sitting there and she remembered the first time she had set eyes on him in a student common room in Oxford twenty years before: the dark, oblique presence, the swarming intelligence in his eyes, his habit of moving a hand through his hair when asked a question and then leaning forward with his fingers momentarily pressed to his mouth and blocking the inquiry with some diversionary enthusiasm that was so interesting you overlooked the failure to disclose. Two decades ago, Eyam was simply luminous - the smile of reason almost never left his face. She saw him now through the eyes of the people in court: a tourist, good-looking in a dishevelled way, yes, but also a man who seemed washed up and might easily be suffering from some form of mid-life crisis, or addiction.
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