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‘ . . . Soon as she was gone from me

A traveller came by

Silently, invisibly –

O, was no deny.’

William Blake


1

Women had always wanted Zak, there was just something about him, something raw and ripe and a little merciless.

And sometimes he wanted them almost as much as they wanted him.

Saffron had followed him all the way from Glastonbury and finally he let her seduce him, underneath the pier – a strident, laughing girl with jiggling breasts and a gold hoop through her nose. Her name amused him; conjuring images of that pathetic lost band of flower children he had left behind at the festival, one of whom had been his mother.

The girl’s questing footsteps had dogged him wherever he went, following him like a lost stray, an eager puppy, a groupie. Even at sixteen she was well used, worn around the edges, a little chewed. Soft and creamy and stupid.

A warm breeze meandered off the sea as evening became night and Saffron’s soft seeking fingers explored, touched intimately, pouring waves of reluctant pleasure into him. When Zak opened his eyes hers were half-closed in a kind of rapture, glistening and heavy as she exposed him fully and held his erection in her baby-fat fingers like a prize.

Little Saffron had been so ready, so easy to use. She had ridden him with a kind of desperate relentless energy: grinding her meaty hips with incredible strength as she squirmed frantically to work the magic on him. And all the time the sea had coughed and rammed and boomed and heaved within the iron vault of the pier, so that when he spasmed and cried out the sound was swallowed up with her exultant screams.

He didn’t want her near him after it was done, so he made her go and then took a walk across the pebble beach to clean himself. The water was lukewarm and for a long time he sat there and watched the great animal move in and out, creeping further and further up the beach until it began licking the grey stones about his feet, tasting the dust of his Doc Martens. In the moonlight the vast pebble beach seemed alien and remote, like a lunar landscape, but Zak only had to lift his head to see the jolly old sink of a pier clotted with slot machines, cheap souvenirs and yobs sporting shaven heads and cans of lager, and girls – lots of girls, just like Saffron. He stood up and retraced his steps, found a stairwell leading to the promenade and followed the siren sound of the music.

A seawind struck his beautiful face full force, wrenching his hair back from his forehead. Zak lifted his face into it, and turned his gaze back to the town and the people, hundreds of them, surging like cattle in and around the fairground and the rides. He could see them quite clearly, even from the pit-end of the pier – neon lights rippled and winked in garish painted waves straddling the night sky, whoring and hustling the crowd, but it drew Zak all the same and, besides, he had promises to keep. There was something about a large crowd, hundreds of ordinary little people, swarming together. Waiting for the big swat.

Zak saw Saffron waving to him from one of the seats of the ferris wheel; she was there, just as she said she would be: a grinning, irritating girl who had sucked his cock like a vacuum cleaner. She bored him, like most of the women he had known bored him, except for the sex; that was something else – a searing impossible pleasure, a rocket of ecstasy, like a taste of deliverance.

A hot sweet ball of excitement began forming in his belly as he stood there, as the giant ferris wheel, still moving, began to go faster and faster. There was a noise, gathering strength, an ominous haunted-house groaning. People’s heads turned and looked up, caught by the sound as Zak watched the wheel come round again and again, his old-young eyes giving nothing away. Saffron wasn’t grinning any more, in fact her face was very still suddenly and dead white as if she was about to puke.

One of the rinky-dinky seats was slipping out of sync, and its safety bar fell away, clipping the furiously revolving wheel and catapulting the occupant from the security of the fragile swing chair and out into the night sky.

Saffron hit the road, feet first, both legs broke instantaneously with a great wet snap.

She had used him, after all.

Zak blinked with distaste and then moved on, sliding through the gawping, gathering crowd and into the street.

He wanted a good woman, a sweet and anonymous image he had made for himself too long ago to remember: a warm, forgiving, tender lady who would share her flesh only with him.

There was one to be had somewhere, and she was close, he could feel it. He craved his own love story, just as he craved respectability and all the trappings he imagined went with it without really knowing what it was – longed for something he had never had.

Jessica closed her eyes wearily and opened them again to look back at her reflection in the mirror of the bathroom cabinet. She was pale and just above her right eyebrow a spot was trying to form which would disappear once her period had come. Tomorrow. Her little loyal friend never let her down, regular as clockwork. She cupped her breasts which were a little tender, even sore, but full and swollen like a fecund Earth Mother which was funny, really, considering everything.

When she was a student she had been careless, even stupid with regard to contraception and had found herself praying hard several times for the telltale signs that would herald her monthly cycle: the smear of blood, the onset of menstruation which would tell her that her womb, thank God, was empty.

How could she have known, way back then, that it would stay empty, that all those years of taking the pill had been a total waste of time? What a great joke. God had a great sense of humour.

And there was nothing obviously wrong, apparently, nothing to explain why her box did not work, why she was infertile, out of order, a pretty tree that bore no edible fruit – barren. And what an unbeautiful word that was, sour and malign, conjuring visions of a dark past when women were rejected and cast aside as if they were blighted and cursed because they could not produce the desired goods.

She looked at herself full in the eyes and then impatiently shrugged off her thoughts and that sense of hopelessness which went with them; always waiting there just out of sight. What good did it do? All the weeping and wailing in the world wouldn’t alter simple facts. Besides, it was Tom’s birthday and she had no intention of mentioning the damned subject; she would be someone else tonight, someone sexy and desirable and waiting to please because he deserved it and she wanted to show her appreciation.

And Tom had been sleeping badly and the sounds he made in his sleep were not the sounds of a person having happy dreams.

Jessica studied her face for a moment longer then made herself smile right up to her eyes, it wasn’t really so hard. Hadn’t she read somewhere that if you smile often enough, really smile, it triggers off some kind of chemical reaction in the brain which acts like an anti-depressant? Just looking at herself with a silly fixed grin on her face made her want to laugh out loud.

She turned to the open window and looked out of the back of the house and on to the communal garden; a surprisingly large, almost semi-circular piece of land, the size of a small park. The curve, or arc, of the semi-circle was made up of fine Regency houses and each had its own individual garden or patio which opened directly into the communal garden; so unlike the squares of London or the Regency crescents of Bath where a communal garden was often to the front of the buildings and set apart from the houses by a road or path.

The straight edge of the semi-circle was a high wall spiked with glass in the middle of which a pair of black wrought-iron gates still stood. Once these grand gates had opened to horse-drawn carriages conveying the patrons of Brighton’s invigorating sea air and, no doubt, some of the slavish followers of the extravagant and decadent Prince Regent – the future king, George IV. The gates had led into a magnificent curved driveway, a driveway now faded to dust and grassed over.

By virtue of its design, the Crescent was a world unto itself, a fan-shaped piece of earth almost cut off from the rest of the town.

And Jessica liked that sense of isolation, that feeling of exclusivity.

A movement caught her eye and she saw someone walking through the trees; a man, but young, with long dark hair. He sat down on a bench where two gravel paths formed a dusty salmon-coloured cross and leaned back, lifting his face to the heavy afternoon sunshine.

She had never seen him before and wondered if he were part of the set who had just moved into one of the converted flats further round the Crescent. It was functioning as an office – a party business, apparently, a trendy upmarket service offering pleasure domes for hire. And the boy in the garden looked as if he traded in pleasure, like a toy-boy, a sultry DJ, or one of those wild things who played in a rock band: a night creature. There was arrogance, too, even in the way he moved and he seemed so very, very sure of himself.

He looked up, as if he had sensed her eyes and Jessica felt blood soar into her cheeks as if he had just read her mind. He stood up then and began to walk towards the house.

Startled, she hovered at the window not knowing whether to stay or go, but then he waved taking the decision out of her hands and she waited there, watching him, until he drew close.

He stopped at the entrance to her garden and put a sun-drenched hand on the wooden gate. She looked down at him and could see, despite the distance between them, how beautiful he was. Not good-looking, not very attractive, not handsome – but beautiful; it was the only word that sprang into her mind and the only one that could fit.

‘I’m looking for a ginger tom,’ he lied.

Jessica frowned, puzzled. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘A cat – a big ginger tom. I wondered if you’d seen it?’

‘Oh,’ she said, shook her head. ‘No, I haven’t . . . but I’ll keep my eyes open.’

He looked cursorily about the garden before switching his gaze back to her face and then he smiled.

It was quite something, that smile, and Jessica felt herself blush again, before her own mouth began tilting at the edges and she found herself smiling back.

‘Well,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders, ‘that’s that, I suppose . . . just have to keep looking.’

She nodded uselessly as he moved away, wondered why she should suddenly feel so hot and flustered, so odd and ill at ease. It’s the heat, you fool, she told herself or good old PMT, of course. Nothing more.

‘When?’

‘Not now, Fay.’

‘You promised.’

Had he?

Tom leaned up on his elbows and looked at her, following the line of her naked body until it reached the sweeping upcurve of her firm, round backside. Fay’s skin was much paler than Jessica’s – white as milk.

Outside the sky was a pale eggshell blue and the afternoon sun a large yellow ball low in the sky. Almost directly opposite and across the communal garden he could just see the roofline of his own house, partly obscured by some trees. A lack-lustre wind played with the leaves and branches so that they moved against one another, the patterns changing, forming pictures.

He closed his eyes and flicked them open again to stare at one of Fay’s paintings, a huge canvas as tall and wide as a man: a few twisted pieces of grey metal lay in the foreground, so real that he felt he could reach out and take them into his hands.

In a fog-bound area, at the back and to the right, the paint took on more body and was swirling, thick and succulent. Here stood the figure of a naked elderly man: folds of wrinkled flesh, wasted muscle tissue, flopping shrunken penis – Fay had left nothing out. The man’s mouth was angled slightly, into a small smile, and the smile made Tom feel uncomfortable as if something extremely disagreeable might be about to happen.

‘That painting, the big one . . .’ he frowned, ‘what exactly does it mean?’

‘Don’t change the subject.’

They lay on a four-poster bed enclosed by swathes of white gauze and the air within their little love-nest was still and over-used, filled with the heavy musky scent of her perfume and the raunchy smell of sex. Tom shifted his gaze to her again. Fay was still lying on her stomach, her face turned away from him so that he could not read her expression. Automatically he found himself trailing a finger down her perfect back, still moist with sweat from their love-making.

‘I really do want to know.’

She was planning to work here, turning the drawing-room of the new apartment into a studio. ‘It means whatever you want it to.’

‘That’s a cop-out.’

‘Well, you’d know all about that.’

Tom reddened. ‘I never make promises I can’t keep.’

‘You said you’d think about it.’

‘No . . .’ he sat up, ‘you said that. Not me.’

Her hands balled into fists and she squeezed her eyes tight in frustration.

‘You can’t love her.’

‘I told you in the beginning that I wouldn’t leave her.’

‘Jessica will understand,’ Fay said; ‘she’s always been very good at that.’

‘Don’t talk that way.’

She remained very still until she had gained her self-control, only then did she turn over and look into his face and was glad to see the guilt lying like gloss on his skin. Tom was vulnerable when he was being defensive, like a child, and it soothed her anger a little, shifting the balance so that she became strong again, lustful, teasing.

‘Tom,’ she said gently, then, ‘Tom, Tom, Tom,’ in fond mocking tones, ‘you’re such a bloody hypocrite.’

‘She is your sister, for God’s sake.’

‘But you married her.’

‘What a subtle observation.’

‘You’re not very good at sarcasm, Tom, it doesn’t suit you. Besides, perhaps you’ve forgotten how good I am at really observing things, and particularly people. I enjoy learning what makes them tick.’ With great deliberation she trailed a hand down his body, ran a finger across his penis, cupped and lifted his soft, warm balls; squeezed. ‘That’s how I found out about you.’

He closed his eyes, swallowed. ‘But you wouldn’t be good at marriage, Fay.’

‘And Jessica is, I suppose.’

‘We’ve been through all this before.’

‘She’s not much good at getting pregnant . . .’

‘Shut up.’

‘Just stating a fact.’

They fell silent. She withdrew her hand.

Tom switched his gaze to the window, not trusting himself to speak, reminded all at once and with a sudden stab of sentiment that Jessica was his wife, his very good wife.

‘Anyway,’ Fay continued quickly, ‘she may be my sister, but frankly, it wouldn’t have made any difference if she’d been my mother.’

He turned and regarded her steadily; waiting, hoping that she would smile or grin, so that he could laugh at her heresy. Instead she brought her hand up to touch his face: caressing his cheek, his jaw, his mouth; the scent of sex on her fingers.

‘After all, can I help the chemistry that’s between us? It’s hardly my fault.’ Her mouth corners turned up a little. ‘I love you, Tom. I need you here, with me. I don’t think you know how much.’

The words sounded unnatural, pinched and tight, like stage dialogue, but Fay’s face was slightly flushed and she ran her tongue along her lips and parted them as if she were suddenly a little breathless.

‘Don’t make me laugh.’

‘No joke, Tom. I mean it.’

For a split second their gazes locked and Tom felt himself weaken as he battled against a desire to look away from her. Did she love him? As long as he wanted her more than she wanted him, as long as he remained her sister’s husband. That was the whole point – the thrill, the excitement, wasn’t it? Part of him believed that Fay was only capable of loving herself.

‘That’s not supposed to be part of “this” – us,’ he said slowly, carefully.

‘Feelings, like relationships, never stand still, they grow or die . . .’

‘How poetic.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘Don’t . . .’ he said tiredly, ‘just leave it.’

Her pale eyes iced up momentarily, then she pushed back the bedclothes with an abrupt sweep of her arm, got up and walked slowly across the room to the window. Even the anger that was boiling up inside did not change the little smile on her lips. Fay knew Tom’s eyes would be following the sway of her naked hips, the way her heavy red hair tumbled down her back. She paused deliberately, leaning against the window-frame, one leg resting on the broad window-seat, and yawned, arching her back and thrusting her breasts outwards.

‘God, you’re so gullible, Tom! You still don’t know when I’m joking and when I’m serious, do you?’

He flushed a livid red.

‘And do you really think that I’d want to make our little arrangement permanent . . . actually be married to you?’ She shook her head and let off a peal of laughter. ‘Why should I? I get what I want and I live exactly as I please, not many people can say that.’ She gave him a smile of thorough sensuality. ‘Besides, I could never be faithful.’

There was a look of unpleasant surprise on his face. ‘But you’re faithful to me, now, aren’t you?’

She shrugged.

‘Fay?’

‘You really want it all, don’t you, Tom? Everything. Sometimes I could almost feel sorry for Jessica.’

‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘Scared of big bad AIDS, are we, Tom – or perhaps a nice little helping of herpes . . .?’

He looked back at her with distaste.

She laughed and clapped her hands. ‘God, imagine if you gave Jessica a dose!’

‘Not funny.’ He glared at her. ‘Well, are you going to tell me, or not?’

‘That’s something for me to know, and you to find out.’ Couldn’t he tell, the idiot, that she was chock-full of the human version of insecticide (not forgetting the highly unbeautiful Dutch cap which was also up there somewhere . . .) in preparation for their little trysts? Or did he think the inordinate amount of fluid emanating from her nether regions was the result of ‘deep valley’ orgasms? Probably. All that revolting gunge which trickled out for ages afterwards that women, as usual, had to endure in order that, hopefully, they – a) wouldn’t get pregnant, and b) wouldn’t catch something disgusting. The last time one of her lovers had deigned to use a condom it had split right down the middle . . . ‘Besides,’ she sneered, ‘it’s taken you long enough to ask. The faithless pleading with the faithless. Rather ironic, don’t you think?’

A sense of weariness overtook him. ‘Why do you have to be such a bitch?’

Her eyes shifted slowly and although she was looking directly at him there was a glazed look on her face, as if she were seeing something else, not Tom at all.

‘It’s just in me, I suppose,’ she said lightly, ‘or, conversely – perhaps there’s a little piece of me missing. You know, Tom, like I’m not really all there, not a complete human being at all.’

His eyebrows came together in a frown. ‘Why do you have to say such weird things – play these infantile games? What’s the point, for God’s sake? It doesn’t impress anyone.’

‘Because I want to. And why not? Besides, being different is one of the reasons why you find me so irresistible.’ She grinned and stretched and, as if to prove the point, began to move her hips slowly, rotating them provocatively before taking up an empty wine bottle and rubbing it between her legs.

He looked fixedly at her, scarcely able not to. He fought an urge to lick his lips, but already his mind was returning to their love-making and Fay’s skill, those profane things she whispered which could still shock, still conjure thoughts of weird dark sex.

‘I couldn’t stand living with the same man . . .’ she closed her eyes tight, feigning pleasure, ‘day after dreary day, having him breathing down my neck, guarding my luscious little fanny,’ she quickened the thrust of her hips, giggled, ‘I’d die of boredom.’

‘Fay.’

She put the bottle down abruptly and turned to look at him.

‘You get things wrong, Tom.’

‘Come here.’ His hands were clammy with sweat.

‘Did I tell you that the people downstairs tried to buy me out?’ she said, ignoring him. ‘The guy – Jonathan, I think his name is – wants the whole house, but I told him that I would never sell; this flat is perfect for my work and these attic rooms will make a fabulous studio. You see, the light’s just right, slants straight from the north . . . clear as crystal.’ She pushed her hair back from her face and looked up at the skylight windows.

No sea-view, that was the only drawback, but in the end she had opted for the pure north light – and Tom – instead, and the investment had proved worthwhile so far. He was convenient, energetic and very willing, if a little dull.

‘Fay.’

She continued to ignore him, the smile on her face wistful, dreamy. ‘Some kind of business, he said – something to do with parties. I love parties.’

She buried her fingers in her hair, tugging sensuously at the roots, then slowly brought her hands down the sides of her body to the flatness of her belly.

‘I said, come here.’

‘Sometimes I think you don’t know what you want, Tom.’ She began sliding her hands upwards to caress her breasts, fingering the extra nipple which had always repelled but somehow fascinated him far more – a pink fleshy jewel: very pale, very delicate.

‘Come here, damn you.’

She shook her head.

His expression was hard, almost accusing. ‘Stop it.’

She laughed and the sound was low, throaty.

‘I don’t want to stop.’

‘You’re playing games.’

‘I like playing games, you should know that by now.’ She opened her mouth and pushed her tongue out, licking the torpid air slowly, greedily.

‘Not with me.’

‘You most of all.’

‘No.’

Her eyes grew round and innocent.

‘But you misunderstand me.’ She smiled invitingly, one hand cupping a breast, the other slipping downwards to the sensitive core between her legs.

A light sweat had sprung all over his body and in the heavy silence he could hear his own breathing. The sound of some traffic, a lawnmower, was a far-off soporific drone. Another world.

‘Come back to bed.’

She looked at him long, full in the eyes.

‘No,’ she said, ‘you come to me. We can do it here.’ She giggled softly. ‘Wouldn’t you like that?’

He stared at her face, a doll’s face with two dimples placed in soft seductive features. Tom swallowed, caught between excitement and fear: the window overlooked the communal garden. If Jessica, or anyone, looked up he could be seen. He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again.

‘Tom . . .’ she breathed, as if the waiting was an agony.

He swung his legs off the bed, but still he hesitated, sitting motionless and watching her.

‘Look . . .’ she said in a little girl’s voice, ‘the cat scratched me.’

His eyes followed the direction of her hand, saw a faint pink line etched across her thigh.

‘Kiss it for me, Tom,’ she said. ‘Lick the nasty scratch . . . make it better.’

Effortlessly seductive.

And all the time he was looking back at her and she was looking back at him.

‘Please, Tom.’ She lifted the hand away from her body and stretched her arm out in a yearning kind of way.

As he walked towards her there was a gleam in her eyes, close to triumph and, like a reward, she took his hand and placed it over her own, the one which played so expertly between her thighs. At the same time he sought out the nipple he wanted, the special one, making it rise to his lips and roll across his tongue as Fay opened her mouth around an animal-like sound of pure pleasure.

‘Down,’ she said, ‘ . . . here,’ and made him kneel, brought his face, his mouth to the scratch, made him lick and lick his way to the place she wanted. There was something more than gratification in having his head, any man’s head, between her legs, a sort of power which was usually only given to the male of the species as a right. There was nothing so delicious as balancing the scales.

And dear Tom was particularly talented in this field, surprisingly uninhibited as he slurped urgently away.

When she had had enough she made him sit, pushing him into the window-seat with her slim white hands. She sank down and sat on her haunches and stretched her lips wide, so that he could see the slick wetness of her tongue, the back of her throat, before she took him into her mouth.

He groaned as she began to work on him, grasped her head in his hands, moving it to and fro, to and fro until Fay withdrew to look back at him. Her eyes were dancing with glee; this was the best moment, a slow, unhurried moment before she gave them what they wanted. Time and again she brought Tom to the brink, only to draw back.

She paused once more, muttering something inaudible and he thought her voice infinitely soft, like a caress, but then she shot a glance at him up through her eyelashes and began to use her teeth. Behind the little almond-shaped eyes she was laughing.

He shuddered and his eyes leapt at the strange mixture of pain and pleasure, felt the muscles of his abdomen closing in like tightening coils as rapier blades of exquisite pain increased and spiralled upwards and outwards.

Fay wanted to punish him, just a little, just enough to make him squirm. She raked the tender skin once more and he threw his head back whimpering. Cursed her.

When he leaned forward again he saw that Fay’s eyes had narrowed and grown watchful, her mouth was still open and he could see her fine teeth, small and white and sharp. His heart was thudding nastily and for an instant he felt a spasm of intense dislike, and apprehension that was like a sick thought.

‘Bitch.’

Still gazing at him she broke into high breathless laughter then proceeded to lick him lushly, like a cat lapping cream, and the moment was gone.

Zak crouched down against a tree as the moon grew brighter and lit up the night. He waited until a thin sliver of cloud passed across its blank white face and the grounds of the Crescent became very dark again. An owl called from somewhere close and he shifted his position, anxious to move as his eyes roamed over the building he had targeted and the others on either side. Over the last few days he had discovered that there was only one light that really mattered, in the house, at the top, where the red-haired girl lived. And she kept that light on all night, as if she were afraid of the dark.

After the man had gone, she had stood at the window for a long time, her face a small pale orb, like another moon, looking out until, at last, she had disappeared from view and Zak had breathed a sigh of relief because now she would not see him steal across the bleached grass and into the house.

He took a step forward and climbed swiftly over a wall and into the silent garden of the house, which was no longer a garden but a forsaken patch of land gone back to the wild. An ancient birdbath overgrown with ivy and encrusted with lichen rose above the tall grass, stems of bracken and battalions of bindweed; it smelled warm and close and earthy, but spiced with that vague sweet scent of something rotting underfoot, like windfall fruit left to moulder.

A sound broke behind him and he tensed, but it was only the cat; it had followed him. The animal snaked around his legs, thrust its head up under his hand, nudging for a caress. Zak sucked in a breath, annoyed that he had allowed the animal to distract him, then switched his attention to the thing that mattered most and began following the line of the wall until he came to a narrow stairwell leading to the basement; it was crumbling and wet with water seeping from a cracked drainpipe and clotted with dank rich moss the texture of velvet. Treacherous, that moss, like ice; he had slipped and almost fallen the previous night. Now he pressed himself against the wall and slid down into the darkness and with confidence because he knew the way almost by touch.

A heavy wooden door, once painted brown, now chipped and peeling from years of neglect stood between Zak and the rooms within. He put his shoulder against it as he had done the night before and the night before that, smiled as it gave way and then became very still, listening to the silence now as a sweltering wave of stale air wafted into his face; it reeked of age and disintegration, as if no window or door had been opened in years.

Zak’s broad, fine forehead creased into puzzled lines as he waited on the threshold, but then he shrugged, letting his eyes grow used to the blackness before stepping inside. He felt for his lighter and fished it out of a top pocket, flicking the wheel until a fragile flame filled the room with yellow light. A wide deep fireplace still clogged with ashes, stood in front of him on which he had left a candle in a bottle waiting to be lit. This done, he surveyed the empty room again, taking renewed pleasure in its size, the thick solid walls, the very fact that it was old and unloved. He walked across the patched linoleum floor into the smaller inner room which had once been a kitchen and where, a few days ago, he had begun to store his few belongings. Some pipes sloped raggedly up a flaking wall and in a corner stood a massive square sink with a single tap of brass coated green with verdigris and bandaged in rags.

He stood the candle on the sink in the shallow depression where soap had once sat and stared at the room for a long time before placing his fingertips up against one wall. He began edging his way around the perimeter of the room and every now and then he would pause, closing his eyes, as if he were listening to something distant and faraway.

Finally he picked up the candle again and moved to the window, running his hand along the deep stone sill and disturbing a large fly which buzzed irritably as it sought refuge from the light of the candle.

Zak looked through one of the broken slats nailed across the stained glass and stared up to where the overhanging branches of a tree laced the sky with shadows; moonlight poured through the gap to bathe his flawless face in rays of blue and amber.

Outside in the overgrown garden there was a brief flap of wings, followed by the squeal of some small animal and its death-cry made him twitch.

He could be happy here; it was almost the perfect squat.

Jonathan slammed the door of his car and stood still for several moments looking up at the house. It was almost everything he had been searching for. Of course, it would have been even better if he could have roped in the rooms above the office, ‘lived above the shop’ as the saying went, but maybe that would have been stretching things a bit, particularly as the basement was ‘in need of some modernisation’ as the estate agent had so sweetly put it, and that was an understatement in any language.

In his mind’s eye he saw the two rooms again – riven with cracks and damp and ancient filth – and he shuddered a little. There was a bad-meat smell down there which seemed to defy logic (a dead rat in a wall cavity?). He pressed the thought down, revolted. A pit would describe the basement more accurately, a shit-hole with original nineteenth-century features (including the kitchen sink), but at least it had enabled him to knock down the price some more.

Despite everything it was a beautiful building, part of a Regency crescent which swung round in a huge arc embracing a very substantial communal garden, something Jonathan considered to be a big plus since, from the rear at least, it gave the happy illusion of living in the country. The front façade, facing the street, had been newly painted white, the railings and door black, the brass fixtures treated so that they gleamed white-gold in the burning sunshine.

He began crossing the narrow road, then stepped back in disgust to avoid putting his foot in a pile of fresh dog turds still steaming and crawling with flies. The warmth of the day seemed to cook the stench and it rose into the air like a tremulous heat haze. Jonathan closed his eyes for an instant and swallowed hard before making a comically large stride over it, cursing all dog-owners in the process.

He had never felt at ease with our four-legged friends, or anything, for that matter, possessing more than two legs, which covered pretty much everything non-human, but particularly creepy-crawly things, like spiders, flies and bugs in general; he found them extraordinarily distasteful, but it was something he preferred the rest of the world not to know. Deep down he felt his phobia (for he supposed that was what it must be) was unmanly – a weakness, and something someone like cool-hand Keith would no doubt find extremely funny.

He took another deep breath to regain his composure and made himself pause before the wide heavy door which, he realised all at once, was impressive by itself; perhaps he would have a brass plaque fixed beside it with ‘Party Classics’ inscribed and his name underneath. But he would need the permission of the girl upstairs, the red-head who had practically told him to piss off when he explained that he would be interested if she ever thought of selling-up. A hard cow, a real testicle-shriveller despite the face and the nubile body.

He loosened his collar and shrugged, dismissing her from his mind. Instead, he made a conscious effort to focus his thoughts on Emma, his girlfriend, before pushing open the door. She was leaning over her desk, her face hidden by a curtain of hair.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said.

Emma looked up at him, felt the resentment she had been hoarding fade instantly despite the little resolution she had made to herself; Jonathan always had that effect, always won without even trying. Even now there was that eagerness inside, boiling-up, just at the sight of him.

‘I was worried.’

‘No need.’

‘I thought you’d call.’

‘There wasn’t time.’ He straightened the blotter on his desk unnecessarily.

‘It went well, then?’

‘Everything went like clockwork, not a hitch – the food, the fire-eater whom we will definitely use again, the music . . .’ Jonathan sat down. ‘But it was so damn hot in that marquee, dancing crazy, everyone was sweating like pigs. And Keith was great – almost outdid himself.’

‘Perhaps you should give him a rise.’ He was short of cash, had actually told her as much. He had also hinted very strongly that maybe Jonathan didn’t appreciate him enough.

‘Oh, no,’ Jonathan shook his head adamantly. ‘That would only give him big ideas. Besides, he’s hardly Radio One material,’ he snorted with laughter, ‘aping all that American speak . . . all that “hey man” crap. DJs like him are two a penny.’

‘That’s not fair, you know that. He’s better than average, Jonathan, much better. Everyone loves him.’ Keith had a way of making you laugh, even at yourself, and he could dance like no one she had ever seen, transforming that short, stocky body into something magically fluid, almost beautiful. But his mouth let him down because he could be crude and mocking and too smart; Jonathan hated that.

‘Okay, okay,’ Jonathan held up his hands in mock defence, ‘point taken.’ He grinned, flashing perfect white teeth.

‘We don’t want to lose him.’

‘We won’t lose him.’ He sat down heavily. ‘Besides, you’ve got a soft spot for our little Keithy, haven’t you?’

‘Not really.’

‘Oh, come on.’

‘Not in the way you mean.’ How could she? Jonathan was the sun who loomed in her limited heaven, her very own Mr Universe. There was no comparison.

‘Just a joke,’ he laughed, ‘besides, he’s plug-ugly. That mouth of his should have an entry in the Guinness Book of Records. I can’t understand what girls see in him.’ He shook his head recalling the little clique that had hung round Keith all the evening with their tongues hanging out. ‘I really can’t.’

The smile she returned was a pallid thing and touched by shame as her thoughts somersaulted back to Keith’s birthday; when his greedy wine-stained lips had found her neck and for an instant pleasure had come in a heated rush and she had wanted more. But that had been Jonathan’s fault; late again, making her lonely and needful.

‘You look tired,’ she said. ‘Can I get you something? A coffee?’

‘Lovely. Thanks.’

Emma pushed her chair back and stood up. He watched her walk into the kitchenette, thought how pretty she was in a fresh, unspoilt sort of way. He was very lucky. He was a lucky man.

‘Any calls?’

‘I’ve listed them,’ Emma popped her head around the door, ‘and you’ll be pleased to know that we’ve confirmation of that big Rottingdean party, the tennis club and the twenty-first in Sussex Square.’

His face lit up.

At that moment she was close to being happy because he was so obviously pleased, and that meant he would be in a good mood tonight when she had him all to herself. Inevitably Emma found her thoughts turning towards the future and the Harrods catalogue lying in a drawer of her desk, and if the corners were a bit dog-eared it was because she had gone over and over the choices, carefully circling all the gifts in red: sets of bed-linen, glassware, china, French casserole dishes. The list was endless, but wedding lists usually were. And Jonathan would mean it this time, no more waiting and wondering; he had promised as much after the abortion.

Emma stared unseeing into the mug of black coffee. It had all seemed so terrible then, but he had persuaded her that it was not the right time, that she should be sensible and do as he asked, and so she had. It was as simple as that. He had been very understanding about it all in a strong, silent sort of way, but there was that image tucked away in her mind of him sitting quietly beside her, squeezing her fingers so tightly that the bones had ached. Willing her to go through with it.

And sometimes when she went to bed she would lie in the dark room puzzled, anxious, hands on her belly, scrutinising one thing after another. Nearly eleven weeks. She had even had a scan, seen the tiny funny body moving, fledgling arms and legs stirring, fragile heart pump-pumping. Not much more than a blob, not even a sustainable blob. But hers. Grief would hit her like a padded fist and she would cry silently so that no one would know, and especially not Jonathan. He couldn’t bear to see her cry; it was as if he couldn’t cope, didn’t know quite what to do, and his face would close against her and she hated that. Losing him when she needed him most.

Jonathan was drumming his fingertips on the desk as she emerged from the kitchen.

‘Three quotes, three acceptances,’ he shook his head almost in disbelief. ‘You know, it really is beginning to take off . . .’

Emma paused in mid-stride, coffee in hand.

‘You didn’t have any doubts, did you?’

‘I always have doubts.’

She frowned, not understanding.

‘Why didn’t you say something?’

‘I worry enough for both of us.’

‘But that’s not right,’ she put the coffee down, ‘I mean, we’re a partnership, aren’t we? After all, when we get married we’ll share everything, even doubts and worries; that’s what it’s all about.’

A fly settled on the sleeve of his jacket, crawled to his wrist and immediately it was flicked away with a violent sweep of his arm.

‘Bloody flies, they’re all over the damn place.’

‘It’s the heat I suppose,’ Emma said vaguely, then darted a careful glance at him. ‘By the way, the estate agent telephoned, there’s a balcony flat coming up for sale in number seven.’

‘That’s the other end of the Crescent,’ his voice had sharpened, ‘right at the beginning.’

‘It’s probably as near as we’re likely to get to the office, and it sounds wonderful.’

‘I’m not sure we can afford it.’

‘If the girl upstairs had been willing to sell, you would have found the money from somewhere.’

He tensed at the edge to her voice, but made no answer.

‘I think we could rent . . . I’m sure that’s an option,’ she pressed, willing him to agree, ‘and we have to find somewhere soon. I hate living apart like this – staying with my parents. It’s not much fun.’ Emma glanced down at her hands, ‘I hardly see you.’

‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll think about it.’ Jonathan lifted his gaze and surveyed her, surprised and a little disturbed by her persistence, ‘And that’s a promise.’ Below the round adoring eyes and white silky neck Emma looked surprisingly bosomy and it made him feel uncomfortable.

‘I’m wearing one of those “wonder-bras”,’ she laughed, but it was a small laugh, nervous and unsure.

His eyebrows drew together in a frown.

‘Why?’

‘I thought . . .’ A hot flush crept up from her neck.

‘I like you the way you are.’

There was a moment’s strange little silence.

‘Shall I take it off?’ she asked quietly and with odd formality.

‘For God’s sake,’ he said with exasperation, wishing he had never spoken, never noticed. He looked at the telephone, willing it to ring and save him.

‘I did it for you.’

‘There’s no need to do things like that for me.’ It took an effort not to let the irritation show.

‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

‘Emma . . .’ He stood up and moved around his desk, put his hands on her shoulders, ‘I told you, I like you the way you are. My little girl.’

She found herself pressing gratefully against him, burying her face in his shoulder, but feeling the offending bra graze his shirt and she wondered how, so often, she managed to misread him.

Jonathan looked at her partly bowed head, kissed it lightly then stiffened and shot a glance at the doorway because someone was standing there and watching them.

Zak grinned and held up a tin can dangling from a handle, like a miniature bucket.

‘Could I scrounge some water?’

‘Who the hell are you?’ Jonathan moved Emma to one side, ‘and how did you get in here?’

‘I came in the back door. It was open.’

‘Have you ever heard of knocking?’

‘I did, but no one seemed to hear.’

Instantly Jonathan was playing back the last few minutes in his mind, felt his face redden.

‘Why do you need our water? Don’t you have a supply of your own?’

His eyes flicked over the boy: probably early twenties, average height, average build, except that there was nothing average about him.

‘There’s something wrong with the plumbing,’ Zak continued. In his mind’s eye a picture took shape of the basement and the lone brass tap sticking out of the flaking wall. ‘I only need enough for some coffee.’ He put his head on one side and held up the can again, disarming them both with a smile that was somehow innocent and inviting at the same time.

Jonathan regarded him suspiciously, but was caught by the angelic smile and the face that looked back. Zak’s taut muscular frame was clearly outlined beneath a black tee-shirt and tight denim jeans, so tight his thighs strained at the material, crotch bulging. He felt himself flush again.

They stared at each other until Jonathan’s eyes slid away.

‘All right, go ahead,’ he offered grudgingly, ‘but don’t go mad – there is a hose-pipe ban, you know.’

Zak gave a mocking bow which made Emma giggle.

‘By way of thanks, perhaps I could make you both a coffee?’

‘I already have one.’

Zak’s gaze fastened on the solitary mug. ‘Must be cold by now.’

‘Thanks, but no thanks – that goes for my girlfriend too.’

Emma tensed in silent protest, but Zak ignored the rebuke. Sometimes he thought he had spent his whole life learning how to handle jerks like this one. A worm of sexual malice moved in him and he almost wanted to laugh because this guy, this jerk, didn’t even know what he was.

‘I’m Zak, by the way.’

Jonathan sniffed in contempt and instantly Emma was turning to look at him in surprise.

‘Hi,’ she said quickly to make amends, ‘I’m Emma – and this is Jonathan. The kitchen’s to your left.’

Zak nodded and smiled, then moved out of view and into the tiny room, immediately dismissing them from his mind. His eyes began roaming over the white, white walls – shining stainless steel sink (pink rubber gloves dropped casually over gleaming tap), pink plastic dispenser containing matching sponge and cloth, the coffee percolator sitting on a surface of pristine Formica, a strip light blazing overhead. A ‘No Smoking’ sign. Very new, very hygienic; he doubted if anyone had so much as farted in here.

But it was almost sheer pleasure to turn a tap, watch the water pour in a torrent over and through his fingers, the silver drops plip-plopping from the tips of his chipped and blackened nails. He began washing his hands very carefully. There was a small brush, pink of course, used for scouring pans and he brought it to his nails, picking out the grime with meticulous care.

It made him think of his mother – no running water for her, no pretty prissy kitchen, no apron or waste-disposal unit. She couldn’t stand ‘all that materialistic crap’. He saw her in his mind, and the other travellers, and their shabby convoy of trucks, coaches and caravans weaving their way from the delirium of Glastonbury to Wales and an old safe spot, but far away from the sea which he loved. He had left them with mingled feelings of relief and regret, mostly relief, but they hadn’t understood him; they never had, not even his mother – Astra (not her real name, naturally), child of the universe and everyone’s Earth Mother, everyone’s lay.

Way, way back Zak had been born by the sea, near a flat silent landscape of Norfolk coastline: scattered copses of gnarled, wind-broken trees and strange little ribbons of water carrying twigs, seeds, fragments of dead life and forgotten things down to the sea. That sound and that smell of the sea had stayed with him – always there, for ever and ever.

Zak switched off the water, wiped his hands on his jeans. But it was good here, not the same, yet it would do for a while. The Crescent swung off a main road which ran directly to the sea front and sometimes in the early morning there was a mist, like a bloom on the grass, which would get heavier as the year wore on and the days grew colder: thick grey mists ghosting up and rolling in from the sea.

Thick grey mists ghosting up and rolling in from the sea.

Zak stiffened as a memory churned up and stared unseeing at the white kitchen wall. His mother had cornered him at the leaving and thrust her face into his, pulling her handsome features taut so that her face seemed stretched as if the skin might break. She had said something obscure, something vaguely threatening, and for an instant his arms had goosefleshed, and sometimes his mind would stubbornly return to that no matter how hard he tried to avoid it. He began washing his hands again, very rapidly, over and over.

‘Hi!’

Zak started.

‘Keith’s the name.’

Zak shook the outstretched hand, a big hand despite the squat stocky frame, and smiled back at the little man whose over-large mouth was widening into an enormous grin. Very red the lips, thick and fleshy like pieces of rubber. He wore a shell-suit the colour of blood with a silver flash down one side, his hair was tied back in a ponytail over which, like antennae, sat the earphones of a Sony walkman waiting to blast his eardrums with sound. One of his feet moved constantly as he spoke, tapping by itself, as if music were playing in his toes.

‘Zak.’

‘Cool,’ Keith said with approval. ‘You’re new here?’

‘Just scrounging some water.’

Keith snapped his fingers. ‘A DJ – right?’

‘Not me.’

‘A friend of Jonathan’s?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘For your information, Keith . . .’ Jonathan was suddenly hovering at his shoulder, ‘we’ve only just met.’

‘What are you so uptight about?’

‘I’m not uptight.’

Zak met his eyes, saw the lie.

‘It’s about time I left.’

‘Hey, man,’ Keith said, ‘not on my account.’

‘Like I said, I only came for some water.’ Zak slid the water-can beneath the spout in the sink and tried to turn the tap again, except that it would not move.

‘It was okay just now . . .’ He closed his fist around the gleaming chrome head and used more strength.

‘Let me have a go,’ Keith offered.

‘It’s all right, it’s beginning to shift.’

Slowly, reluctantly the tap began to turn and water trickled, then spluttered forth, brown with rust and thick with sediment.

Grains of mud, sludge and dead insects poured into the shining stainless steel sink, a corrupted sick stench of rotting things rose up and into the air like a noxious gas.

‘Jeeesus Christ . . .’ Keith swore again. ‘Shit – that is dis-gus-ting, that is other-world, man.’ He put a hand over his nose. ‘Like something died in the goddamn pipes . . .’

Behind him Jonathan clutched his stomach and retched.

Jessica was sitting on the patio waiting for Tom, wearing the slinky black number Tom liked and feeling slightly ridiculous. But the night was a dream, a silky seductive summer night full of languid promise except for the heat, the almost unbearable heat. And, incredibly, this was the end of September. Crazy.

There had been no rain in weeks and the distance from the patio to the wall which separated the house from the communal garden did nothing, even in the fading light, to soften the harsh edges of the drought. In some places the unremitting sun had stripped the skin from the land so that there was no grass, nothing, only brown scabrous patches of scorched earth.

Even with the assistance of daily washing-up water her own pear tree still thirsted, still looked skeletal – a temple of wiry stalks and branches covered with a fine film of dust.

Native trees and shrubs had withered. In the communal garden itself it seemed the time of the more exotic breeds planted by generations of hopeful gardeners, now gloating and flourishing unnaturally in the abnormal climate along with the insects which were literally having a field day. Not like England at all. But tonight the air was heavy, almost humid, and Jessica hoped thunder might be brewing somewhere just out of sight, and the rain would come, days of it perhaps, righting everything.

And she would conceive.

A wry smile tipped the edges of her mouth. Anything could seem possible if she had much more of the rich yellow wine, when that old friendly floating feeling would come, like a comforter: a heady, happy hoper.

She pushed the thought carefully away and focused her mind deliberately on her husband. Tom was late, but Tom was often late these days; perhaps he was working too hard. And this was his birthday after all, or had he forgotten? That would be like him, not wanting to be reminded that he was a year older – a year off forty – and it made her laugh, his vanity, that serious, nit-picking side he had which was both endearing and idiotic at the same time. She shifted her position in the hard metal seat, aware that her bottom was beginning to feel vaguely sore because she wore no panties beneath the little black dress. Suddenly she wondered if he might think it obvious and crude and was tempted to run upstairs like a schoolgirl and cover herself.

‘Pull yourself together, Jess,’ she said softly to the night air, ‘this is your husband, for God’s sake . . .’

She poured some more wine into the waiting glass and thought of the boy who had come by earlier in the day: a beautifully made boy, skin the colour of honey, thick black amazingly long hair, and the shadow of a beard on his jaw. A nineties’ Jesus. A vision of his face formed in her mind and her fingers itched for charcoal so that she could sketch the perfect features and set them down on paper. It had been a long time since she had really wanted to do a portrait – years – and she didn’t even know his name.

A door slammed and she jerked her head towards the door, heard the heavy familiar footsteps of her husband as he moved through the house.

‘I’m out here . . .’

‘I wondered where you were.’ Tom was standing in the doorway.

‘I was wondering the same thing about you.’

He swept an impatient hand through his hair. Tom had very straight hair the colour of toffee, which constantly fell across his face.

‘Sorry . . .’ he said, ‘did I snap?’

‘Almost.’

‘Bad day.’

‘Oh?’

‘Can’t we go inside? It’s so bloody hot out here.’

Jessica glanced at the garden for a long moment, then stood up.

‘Is that what made you late?’

‘What?’

‘The bad day.’ He looked confused and boyish and Jessica found herself wanting to smile.

‘Partly,’ he said, ‘I had a call for a valuation in Kemp Town.’ He turned away, back into the house.

‘Anything interesting?’ She followed him, glass in hand, into their drawing-room.

‘A chair,’ he had the lie prepared, ‘quite grotesque, actually. I was told on the telephone that it was Jacobean, but it turned out to be Victorian which was a bit of a let-down.’

‘Why was it grotesque?’

The guilt came creeping, rising.

‘Because it was covered in carved animal heads, mostly monkeys, grinning. To be frank – it was just plain ugly.’

‘Poor you . . .’

‘Quite.’ And there was such a chair, except that he had seen it the week before in a sale-room.

‘I thought,’ she grinned, ‘as it’s your birthday –’

Tom groaned.

‘– we might make an evening of it,’ she said, ‘I’ve cooked something a little more exotic than usual, a Thai dish – even chilled a couple of bottles of wine.’

Tom focused on her glass and smiled with an effort. ‘So I see.’ He loosened his tie.

‘Try and sound a little enthusiastic.’

‘Oh, take no notice – you know how I feel about birthdays.’ He rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand. ‘I’m tired, that’s all. Any calls?’

Jessica picked up a piece of paper from her desk. ‘Dennis Santana.’

‘Who?’

‘Dennis San-ta-na.’ she mouthed comically.

‘Oh, God, yes . . .’ Tom drew a sharp breath, ‘I almost forgot. He wants a chat about some restoration work before he buggers off to the States.’ Fay would ruin him if she didn’t kill him with exhaustion first.

‘And Fay.’

‘Fay?’ His heart began to thud.

‘She said you promised to pop over – something to do with the windows.’

‘Oh, that,’ he sighed inwardly with relief, but anger bubbled at Fay’s recklessness; it was probably her idea of a joke. ‘Yes, I remember now, she called me at the office about it.’

‘I hope to God she doesn’t think that we’ll be at her beck and call now that she happens to live right on our doorstep.’

Not we, Jessica – me.

Tom loosened his tie some more and undid his top shirt button. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes for a moment as he recalled their love-making and how Fay had switched effortlessly from beguiling vulnerability to chilling viciousness, but even as the thought took shape he was aware of a kind of sick excitement building up.

‘She always said that she wanted a place with a view of the sea.’ Jessica continued, ‘something we definitely don’t have here.’

‘Obviously she changed her mind.’

‘I wish she’d find a man – I mean someone permanent.’

‘Perhaps she’s too tied up in her work,’ he offered, wishing his wife would drop the subject.

‘Not Fay,’ Jessica said with dry humour. ‘She needs men, or rather their adoration, like most people need air to breathe.’ Oh, her work was important to her, she had never doubted that. It was even becoming well known in the right art circles: strange surrealistic landscapes which prompted shock and unease.
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