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			1

			After twelve months, the site of the injury still felt strange.

			His skull had been opened, the blood drained, the lacer-ation healed.

			Nevertheless, someone was trapped in there.

			Kill me.

			‘God Almighty,’ Thomas muttered. He was sick of the sound. He got up at first light and went to the window.

			He’d arrived at the cottage in Cornwall ten days ago at midday. It was a couple of hundred years old, built in the lee of the hill and with nothing to show in the garden but a scrap of grass and a stunted tree shaped into an arc by the wind from the sea. 

			Two reasons had made him take a six-month lease. To paint. And to rid himself of memories. He could do the first. The second he wasn’t so sure about. Yesterday, he had put his hand on the wall to steady himself, his head aching. Ghosts: the pruned roses on the outside wall of his own home, the dripping trees of the drive. The same day a stranger had died and he’d been cursed for it. 

			‘Stop,’ he muttered. ‘Stop.’

			Late on the day of his arrival, he’d taken a walk to the village shop, along the lane and up the narrow winding street.

			The woman there had smiled at him. ‘Are you the new gentleman in Sawyers Lane?’ she asked. ‘At the old coastguards’ cottages?’

			‘Yes,’ he’d told her. He didn’t mind her interest, and didn’t see it as intrusion. He hadn’t come here to be isolated, but to shake off the awful memory of home.

			‘You look a bit familiar,’ she’d commented, filling his carrier bag.

			

			‘I used to come here for years with my wife,’ he said.

			‘Not now?’

			‘No, not anymore.’

			She said nothing, just nodded.

			He was glad that he’d made the decision to come back. The idea had come on him suddenly one day as he stared out of his own window to the burned ruins of the studio in the garden. He knew then that he couldn’t stand another day of it. Sometimes he thought that he could still smell the reek of petrol. He’d looked online that same morning and seen that the Cornish cottage was a long-lease rent, and it was empty. It was a kind of sign.

			There was only one thing that bothered him about coming here, and that was his neighbour. 

			There was something wrong with Aiden Ruskin.

			Watching Ruskin now go through the field gate onto the coast path in the first hazy light of day, Thomas opened his window. He could hear the distant booming of high tide. He watched the younger man, hands in pockets and head down, moving quickly down the field towards the ocean. Every morning, exactly at six, Ruskin took a walk. Not a minute later. Not a minute sooner. He’d go along the lane and down into the field that led to the beach.

			Ruskin had kept his door closed and didn’t answer when Thomas knocked to introduce himself. More often than not, his curtains were closed. He lived alone but most days Thomas would hear him talking – a muted, incessant drone. There would be the sound of furniture being moved, dragged. Once or twice, breaking glass. 

			He wondered what possessed Ruskin.

			Perhaps it was a nightmare like his own.

			 

			He had walked along the short lane at his home to tell his neighbour Christine of his Cornwall move.

			‘Oh,’ she had said, and she did a funny little dance, one foot to the other as if she didn’t know whether to hug him or not. She was elderly – hard to tell how old. Maybe seventy-five. Maybe more. They’d known each other a long time, and last year she’d been a godsend to him. She stumbled a little now, and righted herself. ‘I shall miss you.’

			

			‘I’ll be back in late October.’

			‘You will?’ she said. ‘You promise?’

			He had smiled. ‘I promise.’

			‘Oh,’ she repeated, and he’d seen her eyes fill with tears.

			‘Christine…’

			She’d scraped her grey hair back from her face and wiped her face. ‘Don’t mind me,’ she’d said. ‘I’m used to seeing you, that’s all. Doesn’t matter. You should go. You need the break.’

			‘I’m not going forever.’

			‘No.’ She’d turned her back on him and filled the kettle, and made a fuss of taking cups and saucers from the cupboard, wiping the cups with a tea towel absent-mindedly. ‘Will you rent out yours?’ she asked, still with her back to him.

			‘No.’

			‘Oh good,’ she’d whispered. ‘I wouldn’t want to see anyone else there.’

			He thought of her now, going out to feed her chickens at first light, and letting them out from the run. Once or twice that autumn she had forgotten and he’d had to go round and do it for her, and each time she’d come out of the house flustered, apologetic. ‘You’re too good to me, Thomas.’ In a voice that had begun to have a slight tremor to it. He blamed himself and all the pressure he had put her through. On the day he left she hadn’t come out to wave goodbye. He knew she must be in the house – her car was in the drive – but she didn’t answer the door when he knocked.

			As he’d driven out through Dorset and westwards towards Cornwall, he had felt the weight lifting off him. The hill at Honiton, the route through Exeter and the eventual sight of the moors at Bodmin: with every mile he felt a little better. At the top of his own road, he had glanced in the mirror and seen the thatched roof over the low hedges, and he’d wondered if he would ever go back, and immediately felt guilty that he had lied to Christine. All last year clung to that house. All the pain.

			

			He shook his head now. He hadn’t wanted to bring that with him. He’d driven a hundred miles to get away from it. He leaned on the windowsill and gazed out at the fields. Behind him, the clock struck half six. The house felt icy, he thought. He would have to light the fire this morning and get the deep cold of the past winter out of its bones.

			‘These old places,’ the agent had said, smiling with a shrug. ‘Cosy once you get the fires lit, you know? You’ll be all right with that?’

			‘I’ll be all right,’ he’d replied.

			‘You’ve seen one of these, I suppose?’ They had been standing in the kitchen and the man had tapped an ancient Ascot heater over the sink. ‘Hot water.’

			Thirty years ago, there’d been one in the kitchen at the police station. It used to drive them mad, a temperamental thing. He and the agent had exchanged a wry glance. ‘I could always boil a kettle.’

			‘At least there’s electricity.’ The agent pointed at the stove. ‘And an electric shower upstairs. Equally old, I’m afraid. But it works.’ He smiled, handing Thomas the keys. ‘We’ve tried to encourage the owner next door to modernise, but there’s some difficulty or other. Family property.’

			‘Next door?’

			He’d inclined his head towards the identical cottage alongside. ‘Used to belong to his wife’s grandmother.’

			‘I see.’ Thomas had immediately envisaged his neighbour as some very elderly person stuck in their ways, loyal to the memory of someone long dead and now old themselves, resistant to change. ‘I’ll manage.’

			

			At the door, the agent had stopped. ‘If you ever want any other information…’

			‘I’ll call.’

			‘You’re here alone?’ 

			Everyone, it seemed, wanted an answer to that question. 

			He sighed now, straightened his back and pulled on his sweater and jeans quickly. There was a tracery of frost on the inside of the window. He hadn’t seen that since he was a boy in the old council house that his parents used to have. Or the windows in the police house where he’d been stationed as a young recruit. He reached out with his fingertip and watched the ice melt around his touch. He would be sixty soon, another three years. Strange how time rushed by. He could still remember the scratchy couch in Fran’s first flat. It was only yesterday. Still see her expression as she wriggled out of her clothes. Her lovely face and her long dark hair. He could still remember her voice, although she’d been gone over three years, her life drifting away after the last chemo, her sardonic smile when they’d got the first diagnosis. Another life that felt like another century, with the events of last year forming a brutal divider between past and present. 

			It was all gone, that was what he had to get his head around. Fran, the job, his peace of mind replaced with the voice he heard at night and the knot deep inside. He rested his head on the window.

			‘Get better,’ he whispered.

			 

			It was eleven o’clock that same morning when he thought he would walk up through the fields to the main road a mile away. When he came out of the house, he knocked again on his neighbour’s door. There was no answer.

			

			A man coming along the lane and walking a terrier smiled at him. ‘You’ll get no answer from there,’ he said.

			‘I saw him this morning.’

			The man drew level with him and looked him up and down. Thomas guessed his age as around sixty. He gave off an air that Thomas recognised: a straight-backed stalwart loneliness. It showed in his face, and Thomas immediately wondered if it showed in his own. A slight drawing-down of the mouth, a sort of disappointment. A defensiveness in the eyes. It had once been his job to notice such things. Not that he would ever tell anyone that he felt cast adrift. He guessed that this man wouldn’t either. 

			‘You’re the one that’s taken the lease?’ the man asked.

			Thomas shook his proffered hand. ‘Yes. Thomas Maitland.’

			‘Bill Pascoe.’

			They both glanced back at the cottages. ‘Do you know the owner?’ Thomas asked.

			‘Not really.’

			‘I see.’

			‘Strange sort,’ Pascoe responded brusquely. Ex-Army, Thomas suddenly thought. Career soldier. He reached down and petted the man’s dog. It looked up at him with the kind of shrewd expression that he knew – none of the willingness to please of some breeds. Just that flat self-assured look of an animal who has better things to do than let himself be stroked. Sure enough, it moved away from him just as Fish used to do. He smiled. ‘I used to have a terrier,’ he said.

			‘This one here’s a Patterdale. Name of Pat. Not very imaginative.’

			Thomas smiled. ‘I don’t know what breed mine was. Bit of a mixture.’

			‘Not got him now?’

			‘We had a road accident, he and I,’ Thomas said. ‘Last year.’

			There was a silence. ‘You going along the coast path?’

			

			‘I was going to The Sailmaker’s, if it’s still open.’

			‘Not a bad plan. Want company?’

			Within the hour they were settled in the pub bar, each with a pint in front of him. Pascoe had kept a good pace, faster than Thomas was used to. He was out of condition and knew it, the scar on the back of his head starting to make itself felt the more he walked. Pascoe took him along a path he didn’t know, up away to the east of the village through a steep and battered scrubland. As they got higher, the wide arc of the bay grew clearer. You could see the lifeboat station, a square white building with a woodland and a few houses in front of it. Beyond that neighbouring headland, the coast lost all its little bays and became wide open to the ocean.

			‘How long have you lived here?’ Thomas asked.

			‘Fifteen years. Retired here. Used to be in Sussex.’

			‘A nice coast that way. You didn’t want to stay?’

			‘A change.’ Pascoe eyed him over the rim of his pint. ‘Six months is a long lease. I’m surprised he gave it you. Could have made more out of holiday trade.’

			‘There was some discussion, apparently.’

			‘It’s been unoccupied a while. The owner’s Aiden Ruskin. The man who doesn’t answer the door. Maybe he wanted the money from a lease now. You’re the first.’

			‘Wife?’ The estate agent had said so.

			‘Partner. Gone a few months now. Both cottages belonged to her grandmother. Ruskin moved into the grandmother’s.’ He gave a shrug, as if to say who knows.

			‘And the grandmother?’

			Pascoe sat back. He pursed his lips, and picked up a pub menu from the next table. ‘Getting something to eat?’ he said. ‘I could use a pie and chips myself.’

			Nothing was said when the food arrived. Each man attacked their meal with grateful concentration. Thomas hadn’t realised how hungry he was. The dog fixed Thomas with such an accusatory look that once he was finished, Thomas threw him a piece of crust.

			

			‘Don’t do that,’ Pascoe said. ‘He’s a greedy little bugger. Don’t appease him.’

			Thomas laughed. ‘You were telling me about the grandmother.’

			‘I was not,’ Pascoe retorted.

			‘Is it a secret?’

			‘Not especially. Just sad.’

			‘Why?’

			Pascoe considered him for a while. ‘You’re police, I should think. Am I right?’

			‘Not for a long time. I took early retirement.’

			‘You never lose the knack, though. Much like myself. Stationed in Germany for my last lot.’

			‘Army?’

			‘Of a type.’ Pascoe pulled on his coat. ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘I’ve something to show you.’

			They didn’t go back the same way, but along the road, turning down again into the village and towards the sea after half a mile.

			As they walked, Pascoe asked him about his career. ‘Inspector’s a good grade,’ he commented. ‘Rose through the ranks?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Like myself.’

			They smiled at each other, both having combatted the fast streamers, the university graduates who knew it all, or the favoured offspring of wealthy and well-connected families.

			‘Worst case that you remember?’ Pascoe asked.

			Thomas paused.

			‘You don’t want to say.’

			‘Not really.’

			‘Understood.’ They were almost at the sea now, at the last bend in the road. The sun had gone in and the sky was swept with racing clouds. It was getting cold. Pascoe paused outside the church: an unassuming building set far back as if it were hiding underneath the hill. The graveyard was surrounded by a slate wall and the church itself was slate and stone.

			

			‘You a churchgoer?’ Pascoe asked.

			‘Not at all.’

			‘Neither am I,’ Pascoe told him. ‘No faith now.’ He looked at the ground a moment, then laid his hand on the wrought-iron gate. ‘She’s here.’

			‘I’m sorry… who?’

			‘The grandmother.’ He had cocked his head back towards the cottages. ‘Or grandmother-in-law, I should say.’

			They walked along the path between the graves, and just before the church door Pascoe turned left. There was a low hedge at the back where the stones were much smaller, memorials to those parishioners who had been cremated. Pascoe stopped in front of one. A few narcissi were laid in a little posy. Greta Brodie 1935–2023.

			Thomas was surprised. ‘Someone remembers her,’ he said, nodding towards the flowers. ‘My neighbour?’

			Pascoe shook his head. ‘Not him. She had friends in the village.’

			‘You knew her?’

			‘I did. She’d been a horticulturist. She had a garden at Chelsea when she was young. She was still designing gardens for others. She did mine fifteen years ago. Did both gardens at the cottages.’ He smiled. ‘She swam in the sea, even the year she died. There’s a seawater pool along from you, over the last field. D’you know it?’

			Thomas tried to cast his mind back. 

			‘Fills every high tide,’ Pascoe prompted.

			‘Yes, I think so. I’ve never swum there, though.’

			‘It was her favourite place.’

			Thomas glanced back towards the headland and the cottages. ‘But her garden – the one I’m renting. It has nothing in it. Nor does the one next door.’

			

			‘Not now.’

			‘Did her granddaughter change it?’

			‘He changed it. Your neighbour, last year.’

			‘Not while she was alive, surely?’

			‘After the funeral. After the woman left him and he came down here to live.’ Pascoe turned away from the stone, and Thomas joined him as they made their way back to the gate. ‘He calls her his wife, but she wasn’t his wife. Greta’s daughter never married him. They were together, but no marriage.’

			Thomas stopped and laid a hand on Pascoe’s arm. ‘He took out the gardens?’

			‘Dug up every plant. Took out everything but that stunted hawthorn. She had a path, she had vegetable terraces, flower borders. Took it all out and laid the grass in yours and tarmac in what had been hers. Bloody tragic, it was. Would have broken her heart.’

			Thomas considered. He’d seen what grief could do. 

			‘Sadness and shock do strange things to people,’ he murmured.

			Pascoe snorted. ‘Sadness?’ he said sharply. ‘They hated each other. She told me so.’

			Thomas shook his head. It was more than he wanted to hear. He didn’t want to engage in Pascoe’s evident anger or his neighbour’s revenge – if that was indeed what it was. He wanted peace.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

			Pascoe looked at him keenly, and sighed. ‘Not your business, I know.’

			‘It’s not that.’

			Pascoe tapped his walking cane on the ground for a moment, then looked up. ‘You know the funny thing about him?’ he said. ‘He smiles.’

			‘Smiles?’ Thomas repeated. ‘Is that bad?’

			‘Doesn’t sound bad, does it?’

			‘But it is?’

			

			‘Tell me what you think once you’ve met him.’ Pascoe sighed. ‘I liked her, you see? Rare old bird. Determined, friendly. Nice person. Didn’t deserve what she got.’

			Thomas couldn’t help it. He should have walked away then. 

			He should have said nothing else. 

			He should never have asked the question.

			‘What she got? How do you mean?’

			‘She drowned. Early one morning. And Aiden Ruskin found her.’ 

			The next morning the metallic closing of next door’s gate made him sit up in bed. He could hear rain pattering against the window and, faintly, the sound of the footsteps.

			This time, he went to the uncurtained landing window at the top of the stairs. He saw Aiden Ruskin pause at the same field gate and look back at the house. He knew then that Ruskin wasn’t looking for him. He was looking back to see something else, or someone else. 
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			Driving through the narrow lanes inland, he almost missed the turning for the house. There was a piece of granite with the name – Chalfont Edge – etched into it, but half-buried in undergrowth. The drive turned to the left between a line of trees, climbing all the while, and it was so long before he saw the house that Thomas thought he must have still missed the way.

			It was far back from the coast on the hillside. It must have once been lovely, but it wasn’t lovely now. As he drew into the turning circle, with a mass of overgrown rhododendrons and hydrangea in its centre, he noticed a car off to one side of the Jacobean frontage. It was an old Volvo, a faded and rusted blue. Looking up at the house, Thomas figured it must be twenty years since the windows had been cleaned. Although, to be fair, it would be one hell of a job. He counted. Four floors, thirty-six windows. He shook his head, went to the door, and knocked.

			Isabelle Crosby. He’d got the letter a week after his visit to the pub with Pascoe. I’d be grateful if you’d come and see me, it said. I’m rather a fan of yours. Are you free for lunch on the 26th? He’d turned it over several times in his hands. Nice thick paper. Fountain-pen handwriting. Postmark Truro. The address in the top right-hand corner of the page. An embossed stamp on the envelope – one that he couldn’t make out. 

			He’d thought it was a company logo until he googled the name.

			Lady Isabelle Crosby. Wikipedia had quite the life story. Widow of Sir Alexander Crosby, crossbench MP, latterly Lord Crosby of Chalfont, industrialist. Lady Crosby a supporter of various charities. UNICEF. The National Theatre. RSPCA. RNLI. There was a photo of her that surprised him. He would have expected some well-coiffed woman in an expensive suit and hat. She was of that age, apparently. Born in Liverpool in 1943. A twinset and pearls, perhaps. A Hermès headscarf, Queen-like, holding an opera programme.

			

			But the blurred image was nothing like that. It had been taken years before and showed Isabelle Crosby in a crowd on the steps outside the House of Commons. Fund Women’s Refuges said the banner she was holding.

			He had put down his coffee and stared out of the window. 

			A fan of yours.

			It was too interesting to pass up. 

			It took her a very long time to come to the door.

			A dog got there before her. The old golden retriever came barrelling out from the side of the house, barking. Thomas smiled at the mock ferocity. Retrievers were the pushovers of the dog world. True to form, it licked the hand held out to it in a show of friendship. He ruffled its coat.

			‘Who are you, then?’ he asked.

			It took Isabelle Crosby a long time to open the door. It was heavy, probably the same age as the house, shaped in a Gothic arch to match the doorway. The tall and thin woman who shook his hand with a fierce grip was instantly recognisable despite her being probably forty years older than the Wikipedia photo-graph.

			‘Lady Crosby,’ he said.

			‘Isabelle,’ she responded, and took a step back. ‘Come in, come in.’

			

			Both he and the dog walked through, the dog rushing past them both.

			‘I see you’ve met Max,’ Isabelle said. Once inside, she smiled at him. ‘Do you know how many times I answer that door?’ she asked. ‘Never. People who know me come in the back. Please do that from now on.’

			He followed her across a huge hallway, silently noting the ‘from now on’.

			‘Max?’ he asked. ‘Good name.’

			‘After Ernst, the surrealist.’ She was walking briskly forward, waving her hand to one side. ‘Medieval hall,’ she said. ‘Library.’ And to the right: ‘Drawing room, study. Never use them. Too bloody cold.’

			The Liverpudlian accent was loud and clear. Good that it had never got filtered down in London. He presumed they’d been in London when her husband was in the Commons and Lords. The temptation to drop the Liverpudlian twang must have been strong. Perhaps she’d been proud of it. He used to have a colleague who had come from Merseyside and once he’d started being teased about it, had made it even stronger. Proud to be from the city. Plodding on behind Isabelle Crosby’s fast pace, Thomas tried to remember the man’s name. Red-haired lad, always claiming he was Viking stock. Ethan? When he was only thirty, he’d been run down by a shitty little bastard, barely fifteen, in a hit and run that had left his lifeless body crumpled in the street. Thomas recalled the funeral on a sunny day in a quiet Somerset town, and the two little daughters holding their mother’s hands.

			They were coming to the back of the house. He had to duck to get through this door. It opened onto what must have once been a busy kitchen, a huge Victorian affair still with its cooking range, a cast-iron monument, in the chimney space.

			In one corner was a more up-to-date kettle and mugs. Isabelle Crosby was busying herself. Max kept by Thomas’s side, looking up at him.

			

			‘Coffee? Instant, I’m afraid.’

			‘Yes. Thank you. And thank you again for the invitation.’

			She delivered the cup to the table, and settled herself opposite him. ‘Sit, sit. You too, Max.’

			They both did as they were told.

			‘Since there’s no signal here for modern technology, and I don’t own a mobile phone anyway, I’m reduced to writing letters.’

			‘It’s an event to get one.’

			He noticed the arthritis in her hands, and she caught his glance.

			‘Bloody dreadful, aren’t they?’ she remarked, spreading her fingers and looking at them. ‘I used to have such nice shapely fingers. Rotten luck.’

			‘I’ve a touch of it myself.’

			She leaned forward and inspected his hands. ‘Hardly. Affect your painting?’

			‘On cold mornings.’

			‘It doesn’t show in your work,’ she said.

			Ah, so that was it. When he had got the letter yesterday, he’d wondered if she’d heard of the coroner’s court case and been one of those people who thought they were entitled to hear the inside story of last year. Looking at her now though, he thought it unlikely. ‘I’m surprised that you know me,’ he said. ‘The paintings.’ He paused. ‘But I’m even more surprised that you knew I was living in Trewarith.’

			She smiled. ‘I have my sources.’

			‘Well… I’m flattered.’

			She waved her hand as if shooing away a fly. ‘I’m not flattering you,’ she said. ‘That would suggest that you don’t deserve my interest. But you do.’ She picked up a magazine next to her on the table. ‘You were in here.’

			He looked at the article. It had been written two or three years ago. He’d sold a canvas to a London client, a man whose friend – Tam Jefferies – turned out to own a gallery. Tam had given him his own exhibition and pulled every string to get it noticed. He got everything that Thomas had done so far and put a high price on each. Thomas had received the news of the exhibition’s success in a dreamlike state, however. Fran had died a few months before. 

			

			‘I went to see the paintings,’ Isabelle said.

			‘You did? In London?’

			Isabelle Crosby gave him a quizzical frown. ‘I do get out, you know,’ she said. ‘I’m not stuck here for the duration.’ She took a sip of her coffee. ‘I like to keep up,’ she murmured. ‘I might live in the back of beyond but when Alexander bought this house I told him, “If you think it’ll stop me gadding about you’ve another thing coming”.’

			Thomas laughed. ‘And did you? Gad about?’

			‘Of course. I always liked a holiday on my own. Not lying in the sun. But archaeology. It was one of my father’s preoccupations. I suppose I inherited it. I have some nice pieces in the house. I’ll show you sometime.’

			‘You mean archaeological pieces?’

			‘Yes.’ She pulled a slight face. ‘I wouldn’t do it now. You don’t know exactly where they’ve come from.’

			‘An illegal trade, you mean?’

			‘In my father’s time I suspect it was waved through. Not now.’

			‘And art?’

			‘Oh yes, always art. Ancient civilisations, that sort of thing.’

			‘Your husband too?’

			‘No. Too much the pragmatist. He liked boating, fussing about on water. Thankfully, I get terribly seasick.’ She leaned towards him conspiratorially. ‘And boating people. Can’t stick ’em. Yacht clubs. Worst places on earth.’

			He grinned. He was getting to like Isabelle Crosby.

			Abruptly, she stood up. ‘I’d like you to see something,’ she said.

			They went out of the cavernous kitchen and into a flagstone-floored back corridor that smelt of damp. ‘Rising groundwater,’ Isabelle said. ‘You wouldn’t think it, would you? Not out here. They say there’s a well under the floor here, but even a builder couldn’t find it. I’m thinking of getting one of those – what d’you call it…’

			

			‘Diviners?’

			‘Yes.’

			She opened a door onto another corridor. This was the back of the house proper and opened into a sitting room with a glorious view of the country behind the coast. Thomas commented on it.

			‘The owners before us were a mining family,’ she said. ‘Tin, you know? They would have once looked out onto the miserable evidence of their mines, two hundred years ago.’ She stopped walking, and turned to him. ‘There’s a small minority of humanity that is quite evil. No doubt you’ve seen evidence of it. The article says you were a police officer.’

			‘I was.’

			‘Retired early.’

			‘Yes.’

			She looked as if she was thinking of saying something else. Instead, she looked around the room. He suspected at that moment that she didn’t need to cross-examine him about last year. She was as sharp as a tack, and probably knew it all already. ‘Fine ceiling,’ she was saying. ‘Plasterwork. I don’t much like it myself. Cherubs. As for those portraits, well! All the Georgians were chinless wonders. They came with the house, and I can’t bear their supercilious glances. They all tried to look like the King, you see? Fashion. Idiotic.’

			‘You don’t like the house.’

			She shrugged. ‘Alex loved it. It’s all right if I could afford it. But the heating bills, the roof. Not to mention the bloody garden, always growing. I used to have a friend who came and worked at it and she hated me letting it run riot. I tend to live in the kitchen, you see? I like to spend money on things that I love. I have my special place, here.’

			

			And she opened another door – Max dutifully padding behind them – to show him a kind of studio. It seemed to have been built onto the side of the Jacobean wing, and had a row of skylights that cast a beautiful oblique light on the room. Thomas wondered at once if she had ever applied for, let alone got, planning permission for it. He doubted it. It looked to be an extension thrown up in breeze block. But what was inside the room was what mattered.

			It was full of modern art: sculpture, canvasses, and dominating the space was an installation that he had last seen in Tate Modern. He could hardly believe his eyes. He’d gone to that same exhibition and wandered around it and marvelled at its ingenuity. In the centre was an old estate car, an Austin Countryman, completely dismantled, the doors forming an elongated set of wings and the inside of the car distributed on wires – motoring manuals and maps and driving gloves and a disintegrating picnic hamper and a 1950s record player all describing an explosive arc.

			‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ she said.

			He walked up to it. He liked it, the humour of it.

			He’d always wondered who bought these works. These strange expeditions into unreality. Or reality. He looked back at her. ‘It must have—’

			‘Cost a fortune, when I have a roof to mend and a boiler that died eighteen months ago?’ She began laughing.

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Don’t be.’ She patted him on the shoulder. ‘If I mend the roof it’ll cost fifty thousand, plus whatever horrors they discover underneath it. No doubt the timbers are rotted too. And who’ll get the benefit of it? Not me. I shan’t be around long enough.’

			‘I thought museums bought this kind of thing. Or collectors.’

			‘Or the collectors who live in museums. I come and look at it every day,’ she said quietly. ‘Some people pray in church. I pray in here.’

			

			He looked at her, raising an eyebrow. ‘What do you pray for?’

			‘Oh, to not lose sight of what matters. To keep curious.’ She dropped her eyes from his. ‘And people. I pray for some people.’

			To keep curious. He’d tried to cure himself of curiosity in the last ten years. It had got him into trouble dozens of times, taken him to things that he didn’t want to see. That no one would want to see. Deaths, crimes. Listened to a thousand stories in an effort to get to the truth. Heard confessions and lies, the second far outweighing the first. Learned to distinguish. And always that slow, patient waiting, the digging down until you found the answer. It wasn’t usually dramatic. Or even what you might have been expecting. Often at the end of a crime was an exhausted perpetrator, a shadow of what they’d intended to be. Or else just an empty approximation of a human being, the small proportion of evil that Isabelle Crosby had referred to.

			‘You’ve missed the best thing,’ she told him.

			He looked back at her, and it was then that he saw his own painting, Riverside, on the opposite wall.

			‘You bought it,’ he whispered.

			‘I surely did,’ she said. She was standing with her arms crossed, assessing his reaction.

			‘Well, thank you.’

			She smiled. ‘You can thank me in another way,’ she said. ‘Would you come here and give an exhibition? For charity?’  

			Driving back through the winding lanes on the way home, Thomas had shaken his head. He didn’t really want to do an exhibition – he hadn’t enough materials and large canvasses with him, it would mean going home for a start – but the words for charity had meant it was impossible to refuse.

			As he had been leaving, as they shook hands again, a thought had occurred to him.
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			He heard the roar of helicopter blades before he saw them.

			Halfway down the village street it passed overhead, going towards the sandy beach that was just over the headland from his cottage. There was a car park just there, and he went into it knowing that it gave a full view of the sands.

			There were several cars parked despite the winter day. He got out and joined the group of people staring out at the helicopter as it landed, the downdraft spraying sand in all directions. Even the spectators in the car park shielded their eyes for a moment.

			‘What’s happened?’ he asked the nearest man.

			‘Swimmer had a heart attack apparently.’

			‘Swimming, in this weather? I’m not surprised.’

			‘It takes all sorts.’

			He agreed. Whoever had gone in the sea had more guts than him, although he seriously doubted their sanity. He liked a swim himself, but only in summer and autumn. The sea could still hold a fair temperature until late October, if you could withstand the gasp when you first got in. But in April? Not bloody likely.

			He turned back to the car, and that was when he saw Aiden Ruskin standing at the far side, looking down at the beach. He walked quickly over to him. 

			Curiosity killed the cat. He just couldn’t leave it alone.

			‘Mr Ruskin?’

			

			There was no reply. Ruskin looked as if he was about to run. He was shorter than Thomas, with pale blond hair. Thomas held out his hand. ‘Thomas Maitland,’ he said. ‘Your next-door neighbour.’

			Ruskin hesitated, then returned the gesture. Unlike Isabelle Crosby’s iron grip, Ruskin’s hand was warm and unusually soft.

			‘I’ve been trying to say hello,’ Thomas persevered. ‘Knocked once or twice.’

			‘I don’t always hear.’

			‘I just wanted to say that I appreciate you letting the cottage to me.’

			Ruskin shrugged.

			God, this was hard work.

			‘I understand that it used to belong to your wife’s grandmother.’

			It had just been something to make conversation. To his surprise, Ruskin’s face broke into a smile, and Thomas could see at once what Bill Pascoe had meant. There was something wrong in that expression. You wouldn’t think that a smile could unnerve you, but there it was. 

			‘Welcome to… whatever this is.’ Ruskin waved his hand at the beach and the village and the church. He began to walk away. 

			Thomas noticed a slight hitch to his walk, a limp. He made off after him, snatching at a topic to prolong the conversation. ‘Would you consider letting the cottage for a longer period?’ he asked. ‘Or selling it?’

			Ruskin stopped dead. ‘Selling it?’

			‘To me.’

			‘What for?’

			Thomas spread his hands. ‘Well, to live in.’

			Ruskin looked at him closely. ‘Live?’ he repeated, as if this were an astonishing suggestion. ‘Look, you’d better come in.’ 

			The estate agent had been right about Ruskin’s cottage being the same as his own. Nothing much seemed to have been done to it, aside from a coat of whitewash. He did have central heating though – Thomas glimpsed the Calor gas cylinder behind the shed as they went in, and the temperature was twenty degrees warmer than his own place. No Ascot heater over the sink either.

			

			Ruskin seemed to pick up on his brief glance around.

			‘I know it’s a bit rough and ready next door,’ he said. ‘Not my fault.’

			‘I don’t mind it. My own house is old.’ He took the chair that Ruskin pulled out for him. Ruskin himself didn’t sit, however. He leaned against the sink, crossing his arms, looking at Thomas as if he were an interesting specimen. Thomas noticed the Rolex on his wrist before it was hidden.

			‘If you’ve got your own house, why are you here?’ Ruskin asked.

			Nothing if not direct.

			‘My wife and I used to come here all the time.’

			‘Didn’t your wife want to be here with you?’

			‘She died a while ago,’ Thomas told him. ‘I came here to paint.’

			Ruskin didn’t offer the normal condolences. Instead, he was looking over Thomas as if assessing him. Taking the measure of him. ‘You’re an artist?’

			‘Getting there.’

			‘An amateur, then?’

			‘Yes.’

			Ruskin smiled again. ‘Ah now,’ he murmured. ‘That’s not quite right, is it?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘You’ve sold paintings. You’ve got a name.’

			Thomas didn’t reply. He was interested to see where Ruskin was going. And surprised that he’d asked the question if he already knew the answer. ‘My wife Keira owns a London gallery,’ Ruskin said. ‘Did you know that?’

			‘No, I didn’t.’ It was a genuine surprise. A surprise too to hear him calling Greta’s granddaughter his ‘wife’.

			

			‘It’s not large. Actually, we both used to own it. Then Keira bought me out. I bought this cottage from her – a sort of swap, really – and we co-own yours.’ He gave a little self-deprecating shrug, a kind of helpless gesture. ‘I thought if I kept the cottage, she might come back. We’re not actually divorced yet. I wanted to still have something she loved, in a place she loved. But I seem to be seriously deluded about that.’

			There was an awkward silence. You’re deluded about a couple of things there, Thomas thought. Not least that you were married. According to Pascoe. And he wondered why Ruskin wanted to tell him so much. 

			‘Did you live in London?’ Thomas asked.

			‘Yes. I worked for a dealer. My father, actually. An art dealer. But Keira wanted a gallery.’

			‘You left your job with your father to run the gallery?’

			‘Yes. Happy to.’ He spread his hands as if to show what a sacrifice he’d made, and immediately Thomas knew that he was very far from happy, a martyr to the cause. No, it was more than unhappiness. He was resentful, thwarted. And there was something too in his expression when he mentioned his father. Something worse, akin to disgust.

			‘And you lived there?’ Thomas asked. ‘In the gallery?’

			He shrugged. ‘I’m an exile now.’

			‘From London?’

			Ruskin thought for a second or two. ‘From the life I used to live,’ he said eventually. ‘My father died a little while before Greta so there’s no one at all for me back there.’

			‘Would I know the gallery?’

			Ruskin named it. He didn’t. 

			‘It’s not well known,’ Ruskin acknowledged. ‘So you see, to answer your original question, I wouldn’t object to selling your cottage. I could do with the money. I haven’t a penny. But Keira’s a different story. I don’t know where she is. I suggested letting it through her solicitor – it’s not a great idea to keep a house unoccupied for a long time, is it? – and she eventually replied to instruct an estate agent. Communication is tortuous.’

			

			‘You don’t know where she is?’ Thomas repeated.

			‘No. She used to consult for the V&A when I met her. Not now though. I checked.’ Now there was more than a touch of anger, Thomas noticed. Ruskin nodded several times, his mouth set, while Thomas sat considering a wife who ran away and covered her tracks completely. 

			‘Okay,’ Thomas replied eventually. ‘I’ll consider it, certainly.’

			‘To be here permanently?’

			‘I don’t know.’ 

			‘A bolthole then, in summer?’

			‘I really don’t know. It’s an option.’ Thomas was finding it difficult to concentrate on Ruskin’s questions. He was wondering why the man didn’t have a penny if his father had owned a house in London, and had died last year. Perhaps it was stuck in probate for some reason.

			‘Listen,’ Ruskin said, ‘I’m sorry I didn’t come out to welcome you. I should have done.’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’

			‘It would to some,’ he replied.

			‘We all have our moments.’

			Ruskin considered him for some time. ‘You’re lost, are you?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Between worlds. I know that feeling.’ He paused. ‘Have you had lunch?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘Want a sandwich?’

			‘Only if you’re making one for yourself.’

			‘I am.’

			But Ruskin still didn’t move. He dropped his eyes from Thomas and looked at the floor. ‘I’ve never known a place that likes to gossip as much as they do here.’

			

			‘I suppose all small towns are the same.’

			‘Tough,’ he murmured, almost under his breath. ‘Stubborn.’ He shuffled his feet. ‘You didn’t cross Greta. She was cold.’

			Thomas was wanting to know where the garden had gone, the one around his cottage that Greta had seemingly loved. And he wanted to know the significance, if any, of the six o’clock walk every morning. He wanted to know that quite badly.

			‘She was both mother and grandmother to my wife,’ Ruskin was saying. ‘She brought Keira up. Father died, mother went off to Canada. Biological sciences professor. I think she’s involved in a land reclamation project out there. Or water. Or waste.’ He laughed a little, and shrugged. ‘I never did understand it.’

			There it was again. ‘My wife’.

			Aiden turned aside, and opened the fridge. ‘Ham? Cheese?’

			‘Cheese is fine, thank you.’

			Thomas sat considering the description he’d given of Keira’s grandmother. Cold. It didn’t tally with Bill Pascoe. 

			He sat watching Ruskin cut the bread and cheese, and thought, you checked with the V&A, did you?

			‘So Keira hasn’t visited at all since you sold your part in the gallery?’ he asked. He wanted to see that fleeting expression again. The kind of momentary resentful pout that his own mother would have called whining. There was some sort of strange plasticity about Aiden Ruskin, changing expressions, none of which looked genuine. He’d seen that before. Lies always looked the same.

			Ruskin put the plate of sandwiches in front of him. He had a slow and deliberate way about him. Not relaxed, but contained. 

			He sat down and looked at Thomas with a sudden kindly expression. ‘Careless couple of buggers, aren’t we?’ he murmured. ‘We both seem to be missing a wife.’ 

			

			It was only much later, when Thomas gave up on some preparatory drawings and sat looking out at the fields, that it happened.

			Perhaps it was the early dark.

			He got up quickly and went out into the kitchen. He didn’t like the prickling feeling on his scalp and God knew he hated the nightmares, but this wasn’t the same. He felt short of breath. He looked around himself, trying to motivate himself to think of what to cook. Fran had hated cooking. Oh, she used to do a few favourite things. Curries, stews. She did baked potatoes a lot, and salads, joking that it didn’t take a genius to chop up lettuce or sling a potato into a dish and put it in the microwave. She’d asked when they first met if he minded, and he’d told her that he liked his food, and God bless the woman she’d tried to make pies and pastry and cake, all of them a disaster. It had become a standing joke. ‘I’m hardly a proper wife, am I?’ she’d said, laughing over some ruin or other that was supposed to be lunch. He’d hugged her. ‘You’re all the wife I’ll ever need,’ he’d told her.

			Jesus, memories. They were a bastard.

			Cancer too.

			A heartless, remorseless bastard.

			He held onto the sink, wheezing, trying to slow his breaths down, expand his lungs. He’d put the light on in a minute. The trouble with old houses. Old windows that excluded light. The same at home. Home. Smoke and fire. The thick clay-bound ground. Ground fog rolling off the fields, the sluggish stream at the bottom of the garden.

			It came roaring out of nowhere, a kind of soundless roar in his head.

			Kill me.

			Why don’t you kill me?

			‘Oh,’ he muttered, winded as if someone had run into him. As if some enormous object had come rolling into the room he was standing in and taken all the oxygen away. He headed for the door and flung it open and stared out at the empty garden, and after a while the breath came back into his body. He clung onto the door frame. It had felt as if the ground was giving way underneath him.

			

			A doctor at the hospital had warned that he might feel depressed after he got home – surgery and a long stay could feel like a safe institution, he’d explained – and then when you got home the true impact of the events could rush in on you. Thomas took another deep breath and willed his heart to slow down.

			Apparently there was no time limit on a possible reaction. Like grief, it had its own agenda.

			All he could think of – ridiculous that a stray thought should come into the gasping space – was Ruskin saying to him ah, that’s not quite right – and what else? – you’re lost, are you?

			Thomas realised in that peculiar, anxiety-ridden moment, that Ruskin had not been searching in the dark with his questions or simply making conversation.

			He knew the answers already.
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			Aiden Ruskin had met Keira quite by chance, in Paris, five years ago. 

			It had been a rainy Saturday morning at Clignancourt.

			He had gone to collect another piece for his father. 

			Not a large piece at all, but it had a buyer, the sort of item you might just put in your pocket, a little bronze of the Capitoline wolf. It was Roman, something that had been tarted up in the Renaissance, adding Romulus and Remus; but they made quite an income from that sort of thing. And that morning in Paris, once the original mission was accomplished, he had also been offered, and bought, a tiny chimera: the body of a lion, a snake for a tail. You could hold it in the palm of your hand. So clean, straight from the tomb. 

			He was walking back through the enormous flea market, a newspaper held over his head, when he saw her standing next to one of the stalls. He recognised her from the last auction at Toynton & Mark. He had asked someone then – a dealer, a fat middle-aged man – who she was. 

			‘Keira Brodie. Freelance,’ had been the answer. ‘Sharp eye, apparently. Paintings, ceramics.’ 

			‘Doesn’t work for anyone?’ 

			‘Victoria and Albert, I think,’ the dealer said. ‘And the Tate.’ 

			‘Know anything else about her?’ 

			The man had smiled at him, picking his teeth with a cocktail stick as he leafed through the catalogue and the distant voice of the auctioneer boomed through the lots. ‘I’ve tried, mate,’ he said. ‘You won’t get anywhere there. Art historian. First from Oxford. She’ll make a fortune for herself, I reckon. Advising yon bloody gentry.’

			

			They looked at her across the room. 

			Aiden had been struck by her soft, rounded prettiness; she was like one of the paintings on Archie’s wall. Old-fashioned looking. He liked that. And he had also been struck at their physical similarity, he and her: both short, both blond, both with an almost childlike look about them. An innocent look that came in useful. It was like seeing another version of himself. Except that his resting expression was a smile. And hers, apparently, a frown. 

			For his own amusement about a fortnight later he had gone to the Victoria and Albert and up to the top floor, working his way down to see if he could find her. He had been there only a quarter of an hour when she had come walking past. 

			‘Hello,’ he had said. ‘Is it Keira Brodie?’ 

			It was very sweet the way she coloured up. How many women did that anymore? Mostly they would look at him scathingly, despite what he thought of as his handsome charm. But she was appealing in an almost childlike way: her body was rounded, not thin. Only a little shorter than him, with wide-set grey eyes, blond hair curling around her face. And a full mouth. Like a cherubim. 

			‘Oh, hello.’ 

			‘You don’t remember me.’ He held out his hand. ‘From Toynton’s the other day.’ She put her head on one side. He used to have a dog that did that. ‘Well, why should you?’ he said, smiling. ‘I asked you about the Villanovan pottery.’ 

			He hadn’t, but she was too polite to say so. Much later, she would smile, shaking her head reprovingly, and tell him, ‘You never spoke to me at Toynton’s at all.’ But not now.  

			

			He had shrugged towards the immense museum shelves behind their glass protection. ‘Fascinating.’ 

			‘You’ve got an interest in this era?’ 

			He’d gazed at the display thinking, what the hell is it? ‘I’m a total novice,’ he admitted. ‘I’m trying to learn.’ 

			‘Are you?’ For the first time, she expressed doubt. He saw it settle in her expression. 

			‘No, really,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a card here somewhere.’ And he had fished it out. Archie Ruskin. He gave it to her. She looked at first one side and then the other. ‘My father. And my boss. You don’t know him?’ he asked. 

			‘No. Should I?’ 

			‘He’s got a place off Brompton Road,’ he said. 

			‘And you specialise in ceramics?’ 

			‘Paintings.’ 

			She frowned a little. He could see that she was thinking of something much more interesting than him, that he had distracted her, and he was standing in her way. She’ll make a fortune for herself, he thought. She didn’t need him. 

			He looked to his side at the display. ‘That’s nice.’ 

			‘It’s glass, not ceramic,’ she pointed out. ‘First century BC, Italian.’ 

			He had started laughing. ‘I’m not doing very well, am I?’ he said. ‘The truth is, I came here to find you.’ 

			‘Why?’ 

			She was such hard work. You would think that no one had asked her out before. Or shown any interest in her at all. ‘Do you have any time for a coffee?’ he said. 

			She gave him back the card. Perhaps someone had warned her about dealers, perhaps even about him and Archie. In that one soft gesture, Aiden had understood so much about her. She had intuition, and she had determination. And she was chronically shy. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m quite busy today.’ 

			

			They had parted, and he had watched her going down the broad and beautifully patterned stairway flanked with its stone columns, and he had thought that if he were ever to know her, he had to disarm that intuition and persuade her that she was mistaken. It came to him in a flash, just like that. That it might be possible to have power over her. And that she might open doors. Wealthy, wealthy doors. 

			And now he saw her in Paris. 

			‘Bloody weather, isn’t it?’ 

			She glanced up. She had been in the process of talking to the stallholder, and was holding a small framed picture in her hands. For a second, she looked confused, and then recognition dawned. ‘Archie Ruskin,’ she said. 

			He dodged under the canopy and shook the rain from the newspaper. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But I never told you my name. Aiden Ruskin.’ 

			She shook his hand. 

			‘What have you got there?’ he asked. 

			‘Something I like.’ 

			It was a grubby little image in an overworked frame that was coming to pieces. ‘You should always buy what you like,’ he told her. ‘Regardless of value.’ 

			‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘Thank you.’ He noticed just two faint spots of colour on either cheek. She kept her gaze downcast. 

			‘Shall I buy it for you?’ 

			She stared suddenly at him. ‘Why would you do that?’ 

			‘As a present.’ 

			‘No, no,’ she murmured, looking away. She stepped back from him. She had a conversation in French with the owner of the picture; there was a lot of shrugging, and finally a handshake. He admired her for knowing the language. He had never learned it himself. All the while, the pouring rain dripped down the canopy in front of him. He watched as the painting was wrapped up. She put it in her bag. It was only about eight inches by ten, even with the frame. 

			

			When she turned round again, he was standing in her way. ‘May I buy you the coffee that you refused me in London?’ he asked.  

			They walked for a while, and found that they had gone the wrong way: they were at the Cimetière de Saint-Ouen, next to the railway line. 

			Because he’d been leading, ushering her across roads in his best gallant fashion, he had to stand there like an idiot and apologise. 

			‘I don’t know how I did this,’ he said. ‘You’re a distraction.’ 

			They retraced their steps. All the while she kept her head down, only glancing up at him occasionally. He had a perception that she had known that they were going the wrong way, but had been waiting to see what a fool he could make of himself. To cover his irritation, he talked himself hoarse. About London, auctions, galleries. About himself. The clients he knew. Every amusing incident that he could think of. Sometimes she showed a flicker of interest. But mostly she seemed as if she had got caught by her own politeness and was trying to think of a way to escape him. 

			At last they found their way to the Boulevard Montmartre. They went inside a café and sat by the window, and she put her bag on the floor and her umbrella next to her. The rain had held off while they had walked. 

			‘Do you often come to Paris?’ he asked. 

			‘From time to time,’ she told him. She reached down and checked the parcel in the bag. ‘Do you?’ 

			‘About eight or nine times a year.’ 

			The coffee was delivered. They looked out at the traffic. ‘I don’t much like cities usually,’ she said. ‘Paris is different.’ 

			

			‘But you work in London.’ 

			‘Not always. Only three days a week.’ 

			‘What do you do the rest of the time?’ 

			‘I see customers. Research for them.’ 

			‘Provenance.’ 

			‘That kind of thing. I do some work for others.’ And she named two private galleries, places of holy intimacy guarded by locks. You had to be a card-carrying oligarch to get into them. He felt like saying, you must be shit hot at what you do. But instead he murmured, ‘Interesting.’ 

			‘Yes, it is.’ She stirred her coffee. 

			‘If you don’t like cities, where do you come from, originally?’ 

			There was at last a spark of real pleasure in her face. ‘Cornwall.’ 

			‘Ah, surfer girl? I know Cornwall.’ He didn’t. But he knew one or two people who had places there. And he’d been with Archie to St Ives. 

			She leaned forward, elbows on table. ‘Do you know Trewarith?’ 

			‘Trewarith…’ He pretended to think.

			‘A little bay. Two bays next to each other, actually. One rock and one sand. I was brought up there.’ 

			They talked about their childhoods. They discovered that they were both only children. 

			‘How old were you when you went to boarding school?’ she asked. 

			‘Five.’ It didn’t matter that it was a lie. 

			She gasped, and shook her head. ‘To be sent away so young. How horrible.’ 

			When they walked back out, the sky was clearing. ‘Where are you staying?’ he asked. 

			‘I’m not,’ she told him. ‘I’m getting the Eurostar back tonight.’ She looked embarrassed, as if she didn’t know how to say goodbye. ‘You’re here a day or two?’ 

			

			‘Yes, just a small place. Not very alluring. The curtain rail fell off the wall this morning and hit me on the head.’ He showed her the small cut on his hairline, caused by him falling over drunk the night before and catching himself on the side of the sink. 

			‘Oh dear,’ she said. 

			‘I’m a clumsy oaf,’ he told her, laughing. 

			‘You could sue them for ruining your looks,’ she said. 

			And by God, she blushed. She blushed a colour that he had never seen before on an adult, a kind of livid wash that spread up from her neck like lightning. She must have felt it; she put a hand to her face. 

			Aren’t you sweet, he thought. What was she, late twenties? Younger? 

			But she was really just like a little girl. 

			‘We could play truant all afternoon,’ he suggested. ‘The Louvre. Have you been in it?’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course you have,’ he said. ‘You’re probably their adviser for something rare and strange for all I know.’ 

			‘Not yet,’ she replied, and laughed as she took his arm.  

			They never got to the Louvre. Instead, they stopped at the Musée Grévin, the waxwork museum. They had looked up at the flamboyant sign over the tiny entrance: Cabinet Fantastique Palais des Mirages. 

			Of all the things. 

			Apparence trompeuse. 

			And suddenly the rain came pouring down in a torrent. She let out a small exclamation, and held her bag close to her chest. 

			‘Are you a mirage?’ he asked her when they were inside. 

			She bit her lip. 

			‘What does it mean, the sign? Apparence trompeuse?’ he asked. 

			

			‘You should learn French if you’re here so often.’ 

			He looked at her in the subdued light, and in the multiplying reflections around her, and he looked at himself alongside her, and he thought that they made an attractive couple. They matched. It reminded him of the clockwork dolls that you saw on some timepieces. The ones that came out when the hour or half-hour was struck. They looked well fed and clothed, what people might say were a decent couple. He saw that they had a deceiving air of ordinariness, and until that very second he had had no idea how fortunate that could be. To be ordinary, so that someone might look over you and misjudge you. All his adult life he had tried to outdo others. Now he saw in a flash how that might be achieved in a way that he had never contemplated. 

			To be just a little invisible and unthreatening. To be quiet, as she was, standing back with that small shy smile on her face, and all that cleverness hidden away. He saw that she had a beautiful gaze when she raised her eyes from the ground. Clear hazel-green eyes with flecks of blue. Unusual. 

			‘Misleading reflections,’ she said. ‘That’s what apparence trompeuse means.’ 

			‘Is it? Fancy that!’ He snorted in delight. 

			‘Have I said something funny?’ 

			‘No, no,’ he murmured. He pointed at the mirrors. ‘But look at that.’ 

			‘Look at what, exactly?’ 

			‘Your eyes are like the sea,’ he said. ‘I bet they’re the same lovely colour as the sea in Trewarith. They’re the colour of the eyes of Renoir women and girls. That same blue.’ 

			He really meant it. 

			And it surprised him that he did.  

			The afternoon drew in quickly. The lights of the restaurants shone on the rainy pavements. ‘I’m going to buy you dinner before you get the train,’ he told her. 

			

			They sat in a tourist restaurant in Montmartre and drank a lot of wine. 

			‘You’ll sleep all the way home,’ he said. ‘They’ll have to wake you in London.’ 

			‘I’ll fall off in a heap and disgrace myself. I don’t drink really.’ 

			He poured more. ‘Don’t you go out in London, with your girlfriends?’ 

			‘Yes. But not much.’ 

			‘Why?’ 

			She shrugged. ‘I’m probably a bit anti-social.’ 

			After they had finished eating, he reached out to stroke her hand across the table. ‘Tell me your secret,’ he said. 

			‘I don’t understand.’ 

			‘The secret,’ he repeated. ‘What’s the painting?’ He nodded towards the bag at her feet that she had guarded all day. ‘What is it? Is it valuable?’ 

			She jumped a little, as if guilty. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

			‘Ah, you’re lying,’ he told her reprovingly. ‘Can I see it?’ 

			She didn’t move. 

			He considered her. ‘You know that dealer is a con artist?’ 

			‘Who, Christophe? Why do you say that?’ 

			‘Ah, “Christophe” is it?’ he teased. ‘He’s a cheat. He gets worthless sketches and so on, dabs a bit more paint on them, and sticks an old label on the back—’ 

			‘There’s no label on this one.’ 

			‘I heard that he recruits an artist in Provence to paint something in the style of… whatever. Then he takes it out back to the farmyard and sprays it with mud. Then he bakes it in a kiln and puts a tint over the whole canvas—’ 

			‘There’s no mud and there’s no label.’ 

			‘Then it’s so routinely bad that he hasn’t bothered. You’ve got to be careful, Keira. This business is full of jackals.’ 

			

			‘You think so? I don’t know any.’ 

			‘Oh, come on. That’s naïve.’ 

			She pursed her lips, still looking at him and running a finger round the rim of her wine glass. Then she gave him a slow, tipsy smile. ‘We’ll see.’ 



OEBPS/image/9781835010334.jpg
EM
SEOTT

THE MAN

o d‘:“
> _—

A THOMAS MAITEAND CRIME NOVEL





OEBPS/image/Image16671.png





OEBPS/image/The_Man_Next_Door_title_page.png
EM SCOTT

THE MAN
NEXT

DOOR





