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PROLOGUE



It was, in its own way, a beautiful day. By which he meant that the light was fine, and the sky provided a background, and if all else failed he could sketch the sky, because it was always there. Light permitting, he could put an angel on clouds if there was nothing else to do, although, perversely, he always preferred to look down rather than up, into and over the ground rather than turning his eyes towards the sky. There was a notice to his left: Do not walk, which had drawn him to the edge and from there to here, via the slippery path he had seen used by the botanists, to be where he sat now on a white clay shelf, twenty feet below the overhang, looking to his left at a bunch of pinks and wishing he was remotely interested in wild flowers. He had been panting running towards the edge, panting before he reached it, but now he could not remember why. The anxiety was gone, the view breathtaking and the loneliness blissful.


There was a strong breeze, typical of the days he had spent up here sitting to the side of the scant supply of scrubby bushes in the hope of other people who might sit long enough to be watched and sketched, only they never sat, they plodded past without pausing or seeing, hell bent on reaching the other end of the trek, too tired to stop. For some it was the beginning, for others the end. The breeze caught his hair, making the still unfamiliar length of it whip across his face. He was short, broad yeoman stock, not easily mistaken for the artist he hoped he was and more easily defined as the amateur and out-of-date birdwatcher he also was. He did not care what he looked like: it was enough that he did not look like a man who ever wore a suit. Two days’ growth of beard itched, pleasantly. The middle of nowhere, he wrote on his pad, ignoring the fact that his ears were suddenly filled with the dull, resonant drone of a hovercraft coming from across the English channel into port. On a rare, still afternoon the sound of it filled the whole horizon, and on a gusty day like this the hummm of it was interrupted, with the effect of a broken signal, always surprising when it resumed.


He was not a brave man, or immune from vertigo. It amazed him to have found this vantage point where he could see how the chalk cliff sprawled outwards and downwards, spilling its guts below in a tumbling process full of interesting forms, until the last of the tilting land reached the angry sea which gnawed and growled. He could discern crevices, and landings with more of those pink flowers. He was wondering if the hovercraft sound was actually musical or irritating, because when it became silent he found himself holding his breath. The cliff path had been almost deserted today: he had definitely not wanted people for sketching or anything else, thought he would look out for the birds. It was the birds that were the second love of his life. He was no longer a boy, but when he had been he had lived near cliffs like these, two hundred miles away, and adored the birds. He had once played with a chough. He was sentimental about birds, revered them for their grace and dignity.


And then the girl appeared, sailing over his head. Not a girl, but the body of a girl so near to death she may already have greeted it, appearing from over the top of his skull without a sound at the moment he expelled his breath as the hovercraft noise came back and he was looking skywards and thinking, I am doing nothing here, except looking for the birds, probably at the wrong time of day; I shall go in a minute. A body with arms out-flung, spreadeagled against the sky, reminding him of a parachutist before the cord was pulled.


She seemed to have been projected from a point above the cliff, hung there, level with his face, for a fraction of a second, and then moved into an awkward, flapping freefall, as if her body could not decide which direction to take, whether to pirouette, somersault, glide, or go back from where she came. Then It (it was already It) bent into a V and fell, quietly and certainly, an item of clothing detaching itself and floating alongside like a ghostly companion. She landed suddenly, before she had even begun, far below, on the penultimate outcrop before the cliff splintered into the rounded rubble which met the churning white of the sea. Lay there, peacefully, so near and yet so far, as if it was exactly as she had intended, turned in her sleep, to avoid the sudden, impertinent shaft of sunshine.


He could see the outline of her, graceful and abandoned, arm outflung, face turned to the view, the breasts and hips which had weighted the fall, one leg bent beneath her, the other straight, the shape of her defined by triangles of black knickers and bra, and the gauzy material of whatever else she had worn drifting down to the water, which captured it, wrestled it and began to bear it away. There was the mass of hair he had noticed as she flew past, paler than the pale, sharp rock which had broken her back. Somewhere near her extended hand there was a flush of pink and green from those same flowers. He sat transfixed by the sight, terrified and enchanted, the sketchbook gripped tightly in one hand, the pen clutched in the other fist, shook his head slowly, then adjusted his hands and began to draw. Live models were hard to find.


Woman at one with nature/Woman returns to nature. Everything had a title. She was exquisitely beautiful. He was fascinated by the lines of black created by the bra, drew slowly, wished he could sketch with the insouciant speed he imagined of a master, but his own way was always painfully slow and deliberate. As he drew, the light began to change, altering the contours of her body, so that he etched the shadows she made, was tempted to start again. It seemed to take a long time, and after a while, as he grew colder and colder, as he wrestled with the form of her with increasing frustration, he saw that she had company. Black company, curious, lascivious, hungry, winged ghosts, swooping in to land and hover around her. He grabbed his forgotten binoculars, looked closely and blinked back tears. He had so wanted to see these creatures, but not like this. He wanted to love them. They strutted and hopped, flapped, busily, Quork, quork. They moved in.


Oh, you bastards.


His fingers were numb. He watched and watched.


Then one rose, level to his height, glossy and black, with bright red beak and red feet. He held his breath. A chough: oh Lord, how he had longed to see the chough. He had dreamt of seeing the chough; it made him hold his breath again. Quick, quick, before the light went, and before the sounds intervened. It was becoming dark. His hands were paralysed; he pushed his finger and thumb to draw what he had seen. The hovercraft noise came back in a rough symphony with other sounds; a rope skimmed by his face over the cliff, engine noises intervened, and still he could not tear his gaze away to look towards evening clouds, went on staring, down, watching her, imprinting her and the solid ghosts on his memory, watching his pen on the paper, until the shadows were way too long and she was surrounded. Someone appeared beside him. Bigger, stronger, younger.


‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’


He had no response. Tried to stand and found it difficult. Suddenly afraid of scrambling back up that dangerous path, wondering why he had ever come down, what he had been hiding from. The other man, peculiarly dressed, his belt loaded with accoutrements, and big, raw fists, was unaccountably furious.


‘I said what do you think you’re doing, you sick bastard?’


He found himself hauled up by the neck, his sturdy body easily moved, and because his limbs had become numb, he was grateful. At the top of the steep path, near the notice which said Do not walk and nothing else, after a muttered conversation, he was punched in the head, and found he did not mind. He had seen and drawn the beautiful body and watched the chough fly. A man could only be so lucky in a single day. There was a crowd at the roadside where the path started and ended; some of them seemed to be baying for his blood.


Blood. He would close his eyes to whatever else he had seen.


All was as wicked as it was beautiful.


Somebody hit him again. He felt sure he had somehow deserved it, and all he could do was sigh.


In a moment he would have to remember the other man he was, when he did not have a sketchbook in his pocket and visions in his mind.


‘What’s your name?’


He paused. ‘Richard. I think. What have I done?’





CHAPTER ONE



Trespassers will be prosecuted


Lilian Beaumont looked down into the street below, wondered if she would be better off outside than in, saw the rain and decided not. The apartment was huge, with big, slightly dark rooms, panelled doors, moulded ceilings, a kitchen rarely used for cooking, two bathrooms, a porter downstairs with a uniform, and carpet like cushioned velvet. Silence indoors was assured. It was home sweet home, and yet a million miles from home, especially when it came to the silence. She had a childish dislike of silence. It made her want to stamp her feet.


The kitchen, like everything else, was a showpiece. In here her husband, or ‘they’ as legend had it, kept an impressive collection of antique glass, arranged against a mirrored wall and carefully backlit. He loved glass: he had once treasured it. Lilian was standing on an elegant library ladder, reaching for the top shelf, from which she plucked an ancient and fragile decanter of pink crystal and let it fall from between her varnished fingernails to the marbled floor beneath. It imploded, neatly, with a satisfying crunch. Good. The mirrored glass caught her reflection, slender, agile, tense. Still well groomed, even when slightly drunk at home, alone. No leisure track suits and slobbing out for Lilian, although her hair required attention. She had always been like that, even as a little girl, and she was scarcely more than a girl, now. She swept up neatly. There were now several holes in the display.


Then she replaced the library steps (old mahogany, beautifully carved and valuable in their own right) where they belonged as an adornment to the room at the front, where they stood against another shelved wall full of colour-coordinated books, rising to an impossibly high ceiling. The remainder of the walls were furnished with large, decorative paintings of flowers, older than the furniture, a pleasing room, capable of holding fifty for drinks and still leave gaps in between. Definitely the best room in the block, apart from the lighter penthouse, perhaps. The traffic hummed beyond the magnificent curtains. The boiler, hidden somewhere, made soothing, efficient noises to ward off spring. The place was as luxurious as a colossal suite in a luxury liner and made her feel as if she was on a ship going nowhere.


Bastard. Absolute bastard. What about little me? I’m too young to be left alone.


She could have telephoned her sister. Emailed even. Also her brother, her other sister and all those she had left behind when she married him. And been despised for it, even while they approved. She certainly wasn’t going to phone them now and say, how are you all, I’m feeling like shit in W1, not after she had virtually disowned them for something better. Or inform them how the rich, much older man, so upper class, so blessedly respectable, who looked so good and provided a passport to another land, had turned out so badly. There was no way she was going to say anything of the kind. Although they might quite like it if she told them that the man they had liked, despite themselves and because of his relentless consideration of their preferences when it came to the wedding, had just been arrested in some part of the coast nobody acknowledged, probably for pissing downwind, somewhere a hundred miles from here, and that aside, only came home when he needed a wash, the way he did these days. Had enough money to sink this ship and several others, and what did he do?


Went weird. Decided at sixty years of age that what he wanted was the great open spaces, dirt, cold and feathered friends. Had a thing about birds, ha ha, which was not a preoccupation that could be cured by getting a parrot for the kitchen.


Nothing she did could keep him from his hobbies. Or nothing she did could keep him as sweet as he was. And she did not know what to do.


The wide corridor bisecting the apartment was precisely fifty feet long. She should know: she had paced it enough times. It was dark and artfully lit to show more of the decorative paintings, themed with pale green walls. She walked on angrily, trying to make a noise by stamping, but the carpet merely yielded to her feet. She had arranged all this, the pictures, the plants in silver containers, the gleaming candlesticks, the clever lighting effects, the impression of comfort and harmony, and he had been delighted with the result. Then she turned left, where the corridor led to the two commodious bedrooms, both ensuite, and then the third room, which was study, library, the darkest room of all, where she kicked open the door decorated only with the sign Do not disturb in blood-red lettering. She itched to scrub that door.


Here the harmony ended. The sweet proportions of the room were not enough to neutralise the contents, namely, an easel with the latest, virulent daub mounted on it, and a set of once beautiful freestanding bookshelves lugged nearby to be used for paints and palettes, brushes and whatnots, the surface of it scarred and stained beyond recognition. The polished wooden floor, similar, the walls half covered with sketches, roughly pinned, ruining the plaster, and everywhere at eye level abandoned paintings on wood or canvas to augment those stacked messily to the left. The light was an eerie daylight, brighter and less forgiving than any other. On top of the bookshelves was a stuffed bird with bright, glass eyes turned malevolently on her. Richard’s mascot. Defying its gaze, she opened the window a crack wider to get rid of the pervasive smell of turpentine. Stood by it, looking into the dark well of the building with its ugly array of drainpipes.


You pig. What have you done?


What had he done? Plucked her, Lilian, from the back room of the Interior Design Company where she was earmarked for failure to create an apartment reflecting a man of exquisite taste, loved it, loved her, married her. Showed her off to his world and his forgiving children for three glorious years until she was as confident as to the manor born, and then gradually and insidiously created this hell-hole of a room, retreated into it with his new passions and all but locked the door. All that hard work for nothing. Never marry a man on the brink of retirement. They change. Never give a man time to think, more like, in case he discovers what he is. There is no such thing as a free lunch.


Why that cliché should come back to her as she stood on the threshold of his ghastly lair, she could not imagine. Only that when she met him she was running out of options, and thought otherwise. Her mind went back to the phone call earlier in the evening.


‘We have a genullman ‘ere, says his name is Rick Beaumont. And he lives at Cramner Mansions, W1, on this number. I’m Sergeant Rice, by the way. Am I speaking to Mrs B, by any chance?’


‘This is Mrs Beaumont, yes. And it’s Richard . . .’


‘Yeah, right. Just trying to establish ID, that’s all. And what is it your husband does, Mrs Beaumont?’


That had thrown her. What did he do? What had he done? Something in the City.


‘Finance. Formerly. Now retired.’


‘Was you expecting him home this evening, Mrs B?’


‘I never know what to expect,’ she said, sharply.


‘Oh, it’s like that, is it? Just wondered if you knew what he was doing today.’


‘Depending on where he was,’ she said, controlling the bitterness of her voice, ‘he was probably watching birds. All varieties.’


The chuckle was insulting.


‘That figures, Mrs B. Shall we let him drive home, or do you want us to keep him? Wasn’t sure if he was quite well, at first, but he’s had a long chat with Dr Armstrong and he seems fine, now.’


‘What’s he done?’


The friendly voice hardened. ‘Fiddled while Rome burned, Mrs B. That’s all.’


Yes, he would come home. Unrepentant, probably whistling as he went into his awful back room to turn his sketches into frightful, garish paint. Smiling his sweet and vacant smile, telling her, unfailingly, how lovely she looked, asking what she had done, and then scarcely pausing to hear her speak. That was Richard. Lilian closed the door on the room full of daylight and went towards bed, hoping she would be soundly asleep before he arrived home.


The bed was sumptuous; it always did something for her spirit. Only, when she woke three hours later to hear the door to their room click open and then click shut as someone tiptoed away, only the bleary eye of valium-induced slumber made her fail to notice that it was not Richard Beaumont, but somebody else. Sleep saved her the trouble of screaming.


‘Sarah . . . shhhhh. Don’t scream, please, dear, don’t . . .’


‘Hmmmm . . . mmmm, geroff. Get your hand away from my mouth . . . Oh for Christ’s sake . . . what the hell do you think you’re doing?’


‘Sarah, darling, wake up properly and come and have a drink. I’ve just made the most terrible mistake.’


‘What time is it?’


‘Early, by any civilised standards. Why does it matter what time it is?’


‘Because I was asleep. Why can’t you ring the doorbell like anyone else?’


She was pulling the duvet over her head and the sound of her voice was mumbled beneath it. A thatch of dark auburn hair protruded onto a white pillow and the sight of it enchanted him. He pulled at it and sat back on the edge of the bed, listening to her grumble, watched her finally unearth herself and sit up in her broiderie anglaise nightie which made her look quite angelic. Such a sweet little girl she must have been, snub nose and everything. She was supposed to have had a talent for turning cartwheels. She looked cross, ran a hand through her hair which obeyed the gesture and stood on end in a halo round her face. The other hand fumbled on her bedside table for her spectacles and stuck them, lopsidedly, on her nose. Apart from the treacherous hair, she could have been his primary-school teacher, Miss Prymm, who also wore clothes buttoned up to the neck, even in sleep. In fine cotton, too, and always white. Conspicuously clean. Hers had been the first house he had ever burgled.


‘What mistake?’ she said.


‘I went to the wrong flat.’


She groaned, flopped back against the pillows, the hair still in a rage but the half-glasses over which she peered still in place.


‘You look like a virgin madonna, by Titian. But it’s hardly cool, is it, Sarah, to keep your specs on a piece of string?’


‘Oh, shuttup. It’s a silver string. And this was an early night. Did you lose your key?’


‘You know I lost it last week. I just needed the practice and—’


‘Don’t even tell me. I don’t want to know. Go away. Far away.’


‘And I’ve just seen the head of a Sleeping Beauty.’


Sarah gave up. The time of day was never relevant anyway, not in this room which looked into the well of the building and was dusky dark twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, winter and summer, ideal for sleep. The view from it was only that of white brick, thick black drainpipes, metallic service impedimenta and other windows looking on to the four-sided centre leading down to a solitary basement quadrangle out of sight from the second floor. At a set time of day, the Romany wife of the Indian, lighter-skinned porter harangued him so loudly that echoes sounded and birds flew from distant chimneys. Then doors were slammed and they went inside. The quarrels might have been the result of living in a dark basement so near the rubbish room, from which Fritz, the porter, emerged sleek and helpful each morning in a clean pressed uniform. He had a vested interest in remaining deaf.


Without a hint, Steven left the room, out of respect for Sarah’s modesty and out of respect for her house, and shed his bodysuit and belt inside the bathroom before she noticed how filthy he was, as if she hadn’t noticed already. Black Lycra, like cyclists wore. Pliable, slipper-like shoes, a size too small, for grip. He removed the tape and washed the chalk from his hands, created a tidy, movable pile of his belongings. Day was night and night was day: there was a uniform for each. Back in her living room, swathed in towels, he sat down in an armchair and stroked the arm, disliking the embossed texture and wishing his domestic habits were better. It was irksome to find himself stroking things and noticing the quality of the fabric. People did not like it.


Sarah was in the silk dressing gown he had bought her last birthday, a scarlet clash with her auburn hair if it had not been interlined with soft black on the inverted collar; quite a find, that. She carried a tarnished silver tray with two glasses and a bottle of red wine, settled herself into the sofa opposite, waited for him to pour, curling her feet beneath her, spectacles still on nose. The dressing gown was more claret than sheer red. He decided she was right, and that wearing black and white really did suit her best, provided it was enlivened with a dash of the right kind of red.


Day was night and night was day.


‘So,’ she said, peering at him over the half glasses held on the silver chain, giving her the look of a judge, ‘you came in by the alternative route to give yourself practice and got into the wrong flat. Tell me it isn’t true. Tell me I’m dreaming.’


He poured the wine, handed hers over, took his own and put it back, willing his hand not to shake, because it did, slightly. He always felt slightly nauseous after a climb.


‘You didn’t answer the door so I went round the back. Need practice, as I said, but got so enthused I was up a floor further before I knew. These drainpipes are a cinch. Any old drunk could do it, what with all the other stuff and the windowsills. And then, led by an open window, I was in a room, full of painting clutter, wondered where I was, knew I was in the wrong place, so I thought I’d have a quick look round before I left. Until I looked in this room next door and saw this woman asleep, well, I only saw the back of her head, really, so I thought I’d better go out the way I came in. Same drainpipe. It’s good of you to sleep at the back with the window open. I didn’t wake her, promise.’


‘You absolute sod,’ she said, in a voice of icy calm which went with her luminous eyes, lamplights from the depths of her chair. ‘You complete bastard.’


He hung his head, and looked at his feet. He had long, prehensile toes, which he wriggled, restoring circulation to his cramped feet.


‘Explain to me,’ she said, ‘why you abuse the woman who knows you best? Why you torment me, envy me, disturb me, ruin my sleep and make my life unbearable? What have I ever done to you to deserve this? For the first time in my life I’m feeling safe, and then you come along and wreck it. You come and go as you want, whenever you’re sick of your own miserable places, though you won’t make the effort to find anything better. All talk, you. You litter the place with your stuff and let me wash it. I don’t mind that. But this is my home. I live here and what do you do? You crawl up the sodding drainpipe and burgle my sodding neighbours’ flat, and then mine. Are we expecting the police to share this wine? Did anyone see? I wouldn’t mind so much if there was any need.’


‘I said, I needed the practice.’


‘You were late and drunk. You still are. You could have fallen.’


‘I don’t fall,’ he said with dignity.


‘You will. Then you’ll be a corpse or a casualty, and although I might be mightily relieved, how would I explain it? I’m quite sure there’s something forbidding that in the lease. You wouldn’t shit on your own doorstep, but you’ve done it on mine, you selfish swine. I live here.’


‘Well, so do I sometimes. When I’m allowed to share your precious luck. And you always leave windows open.’


‘Oh, come on, Steven. Am I hearing that hint of self-pity again? You haven’t done so badly for luck. You turn your back on it. You spit on it.’


‘I haven’t been given a flat, free gratis and for nothing.’


Definitely a jibe. She sighed in exasperation.


‘It wasn’t for nothing. It was a gesture of affection, thoroughly reciprocated over several years.’


‘A very big thank you, from a man you slept with. He dies and leaves it to you. You’re a tart, Sarah.’


She swiped the hair upwards from her face again, took off the glasses. He was sure she could turn that into a devastating gesture.


‘Yes, surely, my dear, I’m practically an old lady and I’ve slept with a lot of men – what’s wrong with that? Although it’s a bit dramatic to give my particular form of therapy such a common and over-romantic description. Nothing wrong with it anyway. Don’t be so pompous. I’m ten years older than you. Too old for criticism and too shocked to be angry. I want a peaceful life.’


‘And still quite lovely in your dotage.’


‘It’s in the eye of the beholder, dear. And you, on the other hand, are a thief. I don’t approve of that either.’


‘Now who’s being pompous? What moral high ground do you live on? Don’t you dare criticise me.’


She shoved the glasses back. She should have been a teacher with that low, smooth, persuasive voice.


‘I’ve been gainfully and respectably employed for most of my life, Steven, and I’ve always given value, given something, in whatever I have done, while all you do is take. I don’t go where I’m not wanted. I specialise in improving lives, in my own particular way, while you wreck them. There’s that malice in you I don’t understand.’


He moved to sit on the floor, with his skinny spine resting against her legs. She put down her wine and began to knead the back of his powerful shoulders. It was strange how, even in the midst of a quarrel, they were content to touch one another, and how even with the undertones of envy and occasional dislike the protective affection endured. In appearance he was a most insignificant-looking man, small, pale and sandy-haired, looking as if he never saw daylight, which was more or less true. Nobody ever remembered Steven, except to recall a harmless and reliable face, and perhaps his handshake, from which they recoiled. Sarah had often wondered if his insignificance was cultivated in response to the handshake, or purely a natural result of his overall appearance and the sort of muddy colouring which melded with brick walls.


‘I’m sorry you think of it like that. What if I told you I thought that my kind of occasional, discriminating thieving is an honourable profession, or at least no more dishonourable than working for a bank, where we play around with people’s money and take more than our fair share.’


‘Bollocks.’


‘What if I were to say that thieves like myself have the greatest respect for property? Far greater respect than those who own it. I liberate beautiful paintings from owners who have no idea of their value or importance, and then I pass them on, in due course, to a truly appreciative owner at a bargain price. For small, humbler items, the owner might be myself. Haven’t got the right home for anything else. And I don’t believe I have wrecked a single life for longer than five minutes. That’s the advantage in stealing from the vulgarly rich, because they don’t know what they’ve got and it’s all eminently replaceable. I just want stuff to be appreciated.’


‘Rubbish. You don’t know how your victims feel, any more than you know where what you sell on finally goes, unless you keep it. The rich have feelings as well as needs. They aren’t any different and the world needs them. Would you steal from a rich philanthropist who was nurturing his possessions to give to charity? Of course you would. Perhaps I now count as rich, therefore a non-person in your eyes. Existing to be stolen from. Knocked down to size.’


‘No,’ he said, ‘absolutely not. I love you, even when you criticise and trivialise my passions and talents, even when you share some of them. At least it’s work. I’m not taking the easy way out. No simple, clean-hands, risk-free computer crime. I have to plan and scheme and climb and keep fit, accept challenges, and take risks, quite apart from mastering new technology. It’s tough, and it’s highly discriminating.’


‘There’s nothing new about being a cat burglar. It’s ridiculously old fashioned.’


‘My point exactly. Old-fashioned, sweated labour.’


‘To add to a perfectly respectable salary.’


‘Well, so was yours.’


‘I suppose so.’


He looked at the large oil painting on her wall, fondly.


‘You’ve got a good eye, Sarah. I love that painting. It still gives me zing. I love it. You react to paintings like I do.’


‘Yes, but I don’t steal them. You live by zing. You’ve never fallen in love. You get zing from paintings alone, you sad man. I get it from people.’


They sat, companionably. Night was day and day night in this household. The fury had died, but she felt heavy-hearted. There was a chronic difference between them which she could not cure, namely his loneliness, and her lack of it: his shunning of friends, her welcoming of them; her knowledge of loving and being loved, his denial that anyone ever did, would or could. He demanded a degree of total acceptance, even when he put himself beyond it, and he always had something to blame. If only he could secure the love of a good woman, it might mitigate the cancer within him, although the love of a bad woman might be better. If only he didn’t put them on a pedestal and carry a torch for some hopeless, glamorous image, like a Gloria Swanson or a Marilyn Monroe, like the posters he once had on his walls. He shuffled up to sit beside her and put his hand on her knee.


‘That colour does suit you.’ He thumped his hand up and down, unromantically. ‘Do you think I still blame this?’


It was a pale hand that reminded her of the colour of white fish, disfigured by scars.


‘I know you do,’ she said sadly. ‘You have to have something to blame, give you reasons, excuses. You’ve got into the habit of it. Which flat was it exactly that you got into?’


He yawned. ‘The one above this dark den of yours. Almost at the top. I just got carried away. I think that would make it number fourteen.’


Oh no. She counted on her fingers. There were two flats of different sizes on each floor, she was 12, so that sounded about right. She remembered the rain which had lulled her into that distant sleep, thought of the polished brick in the central well of the building, shuddered and then remembered that if it still rained as hard as it had there would be no trace of his progress, no footprints on walls. If it hadn’t been raining, he might not have done it. Not enough of a challenge, but also a disguise: rain masked sound, delayed curiosity, washed away traces, but what a half-drunk idiot. The mere sound of breathing would become an echo in that well. Sarah tried to harden her heart because he was such a fool, but it was always the destructive, lonely fools who attracted her most.


‘Get much business these days, do you?’ he asked.


‘Just a few regulars. I get referrals from a massage therapist, and old friends. The more liberated and nicer of my men might refer me to the next. There’s a civilised network. Enough. Don’t ruin my luck. If you should think of going back up there another night to burgle the Beaumonts – nice people by the way, I know them both – I shall phone the police, deny knowledge of you, and then, should you ever get bail, kill you, slowly. First by poison, then by neglect, and in your long sojourn in prison, never once bring you a food parcel. Nor will you ever darken my door again. Do you hear?’


‘She has curtains of silk damask, the woman in that flat,’ he murmured. ‘She probably has everything. Some paintings in a room . . . And did I tell you I’ve seen the most wonderful drawing I’ve ever seen in my life? Seen it three times now, same zing. Oh, sis, I forgot . . . what happened about Minty? The girl upstairs with the Chinese?’


‘You don’t care,’ she said.


And then he was asleep.


Sarah put a cushion behind his head and walked down her long corridor for a blanket. Her brother could sleep on a board. She tucked the blanket round him and put the alarm clock next to his ear, considered the romanticised photographs of their parents on their wedding day that stood on a side table and wondered if a woman were ever more vulnerable to a man than to the one who was her baby brother. Or whether it was something in their genes that made them both essentially antisocial and ever so slightly corrupted by anyone else’s standards of behaviour. She could spell violence, had suffered it and could never inflict it. He was different: there were no limits to what he might do.


She was anarchic, maybe, antisocial but sociable, and although she understood malice she had none of it in her. She had a definite if highly adaptable code of conduct and a fluid sense of moral values, while Steven had none, and no redeeming loyalties. There was always the horrible feeling with Steven that he was capable of the extreme, the knife in the back, the long, slow torture, pleasure in pain, laughter at suffering, potential perversions at odds with the rest. And to cap it all he was a naive romantic, terrified of women and hopelessly obsessed with art, which he used as a replacement for sex. She could not cure him.


It was 3 a.m. She made a decision and left him a note. ‘Steven, you must leave. Find the home you talk about, leave the spare clothes, but don’t come back for a month. I’ve told you I just don’t want involvement in other people’s pain, not even yours.’


At 8 a.m. Richard Beaumont let himself into No. 14, put his luggage into the room marked Do not disturb, showered and shaved and got into bed beside his wife. He held her face between his hands, told her he had missed her and slowly, luxuriously, made love to her, and she to him. Then held her, as she held him, rolling softly together in the sumptuous bed, talking of nothing. She dared not and neither did he; this was enough, this was heaven. And then he ruined it later, after mid-morning coffee so good it stunned his palette, and he remembered. Left her in the kitchen and went to the daylight room and shut the door.


And she thought, Is that it? Was that really me who was loved like that? Or is it what he thought I needed, a good screw after three days’ absence and then I won’t ask? Am I that easy? Does he think I need nothing else? What am I good at? What am I good for?


Then she remembered the click of the bedroom door at around 2.25 in the morning. Ah, that explained it. She had not been his priority at all. He had come in, gone straight to his lair and remained there until he imagined she might be receptive. She was only another thoroughbred cow, mollified by an activity associated with breeding. The ghastly painting came first. And he had not noticed the holes in the antique glass display, any more than he had really noticed her.


He painted; she wept.


The body had been with her, but she was not sure about the mind.





CHAPTER TWO



Keep pets under control at all times


Dr John Armstrong had found the reference that morning in his library at home by delving into the section that dealt with birds. He rarely looked at it now.






The bird is about the weight of the jack-daw, but of a taller and longer shape. The bill is long, curved, sharp at the tip and of a bright red; the iris is composed of two circles, the outer red, the inner light blue; the eyelids are red, the plumage is altogether of a purplish violet black; legs brilliant red like the bill; claws large, hooked and red. It builds on high cliffs . . . in a wild state, it feeds chiefly on insects and berries. It is easily tamed, becomes extremely docile, and is very fond of being caressed by those to whom it shows attachment, but its shrill notes and mischievous qualities render it sometimes a troublesome inmate.








A two-century-old description of a bird, known as the chough, now almost extinct. There were other descriptions. Acrobatic and overfriendly. Soothsayer. Omen of Hope. He thought of all of these descriptions now. The wind blew and the sun shone. Good April weather, suitable for stilted conversation on the cliffs.


‘Nobody knows who she is.’


‘I think you mean “was”.’


‘“Was” then. But we still have a body, which is.’


He shivered.


‘Getting cold, are you?’


‘Not yet. You?’


‘Never feel it, myself.’


Or much else, John thought, pulling the hood of his jacket closer round his ears, watching out of the corner of his eye the way his companion managed to keep alight the thin cigarette that looked damp against his stained fingers. It smouldered constantly, even in drizzle. The morning was bright with spring in evidence, but still that breeze, worrying away at his neck and making him regret the scarf he had left behind. Edwin, the expert, always wore a cotton scarf, winter or summer, which he used for innumerable other tasks than insulation; a multi-purpose item. Edwin could walk through a gale naked apart from the scarf, and always seemed to appear out of the blue, or the grey, to reimmerse himself within the landscape and take on its colours. He had good-quality, expensive outdoor clothes, however unwashed they were, which was surprising in a man with no visible means of support other than the dole he collected every fortnight. He did occasional odd jobs on the edge of town, fixing roof tiles and painting garden gates, always out of doors, to augment that income. Otherwise he was a moving fixture on the cliffs. A loner who watched out for the birds and shunned the people. He had always seemed ageless to John, although he was only a few years younger. They could have been children together, although on different sides of the tracks. His had been the luckier life.


‘Nothing on her, I daresay,’ Edwin volunteered.


‘You saw. A stitch or two. Nothing to identify her, nothing at all.’ He could not say why this bleak fact made him so sad, but it did. It afflicted him.


‘Not one of the botanists, then.’


‘C’mon, Edwin, you’d have told us first. You’re everywhere on these cliffs. And they say not, and there’s none of them missing. They’ve finished work now, and gone. I showed them the photo to remind them to be careful, and in case they might know her, although only a mother might recognise her from that. She was a bit of a mess. Head fell apart when they lifted her. It’s the impersonality of her that’s so haunting. I hate that. She’s no one. What about her mother or her sister? Not to know . . . It’s so rare to have no trace. No jewellery, no handbag, no shoes.’


The idea was choking him. Edwin was unmoved. Nothing moved Edwin but birds.


‘And the fall killed her instantly?’


‘It would, wouldn’t it?’


‘And no one else saw?’


‘Unless you did.’


Edwin shook his head in that infinitesimal gesture which typified the economy he imposed on his movements as long as he was resting, sprawled on the chalk without ever moving or changing his position, his body supported easily on one elbow, while John sat, crossing and recrossing his ankles, hugging his knees, shifting his weight every minute to avoid the cold of the ground. It marked the difference between the visitor to the cliffs and the virtual inhabitant. John knew that Edwin lived in a tiny bedsit above a shop in the centre of town, but the cliffs were his real home. Old rumour had it that Edwin had escaped to the cliffs as soon as he could walk, with good reason.


‘Nope. I can’t be everywhere. I was in Cable Bay, and a couple of the botanists saw me. Came over yonder after the others arrived. Lent a hand. You’d already got your bloke by then and there was quite a crowd. Don’t ask me did she fall or was she pushed, I don’t know any more than you do. Looks like someone stripped her first.’


‘Took away her personality first. That’s what bothers me. Someone trying to make her untraceable, forgettable. That’s what so cruel. It’s robbery of more than a life. I think she was thrown, Edwin. On account of what that bloke said. He said she seemed to have been projected out, “hovered”, he said. She was only a little lightweight.’
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