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PART ONE




Scene one



Picture: The back of a big, empty house at night, seen from the back through mist and fog: a gloomy scene, with a message about how money doesn’t make happiness. Amateur painting, circa 1890. Not really worth keeping except that it gave such a false impression of the inside of the very house that housed it.



‘Come on Thomas, come upstairs and look at the view,’ Di said. ‘Look at the clouds.’

She hugged him closer.

‘I’ll keep you warm,’ she said. ‘Will you come with me? There’s this painting I want you to see. Thomas?’

The warmth of him, the glorious warmth was fading by the minute. She was sitting in his lap with her arms around him, cradling his head with its shock of thick white hair, talking into it, nuzzling it like a cat. She stroked his profile, a beak of a nose, the handsome, furrowed forehead suddenly smoothed and by that token, the very lift of his face, she knew he was dead. She had known the imminence of his death from the moment he came in, gave her the flowers and then sat in the chair and closed his bright blue eyes: she had known it for months of illness, and all the same, when it happened, it was incomprehensible. Because he was still warm, and she was realising, slowly, slowly, that most of the warmth came from her.

She told herself not to be silly. He would wake up in a minute, give her the smile that lit him like a light from within and then he would start to teach, talk in rhymes or sing. Such a voice he had, such a lovely voice with a light rhythm, as if there was a song already in it.

‘It’ll be alright,’ she said to him. ‘Won’t it, love?’

There was no answer. She continued to speak, stroking his hair, still thick, but so much thinner than it had been. She straightened it with her fingers and touched his ears. Cold, but then the lobes of his ears were always cold, even when she breathed close.

‘A word in your shell-like, darling,’ she said, softly. ‘Do you know, you look just like a bird? All beak and chin, that’s you, not an ounce to spare. You’ve been on the wing long enough, you’re just tired, you are. You know what? That’s good. You’ve lost your voice, that’s all. But you can still hear, so you’ll know I’ll never say a bad thing about you, ever, because there’s nothing bad to say, and I don’t tell anyone anything ever. Any secret’s good with me. You know me, I’m good for that. Can’t talk, can’t tell secrets, except about what a good man you are. Mustn’t swear, you said, a waste of words, innit? Ok, Thomas? Shall we go upstairs and look at the view?’

He lay, sprawled and twisted, his arm holding her because she had curled herself into him, and he made no response.

She began to cry, soaking his jumper. Then she got up and bound his knees with a blanket to keep him warm, backed away from him, got a drink and moved, lurching around her own house like a crippled ghost.




Scene Two



I remember, she said to him, shouting downstairs in case he could not hear, it was a filthy night with wind and rain, the night I saw you first.


The steel shutters were ugly, but not foolproof. Ill-fitting, not the best made and thus able to be prised open, from the bottom up. Enough space for a small one to get through.


Crazy Di, aged seventeen, although rumour had her younger, was the size of a shrimp and she could do it alright. She was used to it, and used for it in these parts. Not a virgin in any respect at that time, all skin and bone and pliant as a worm, did anything to please – only they had not reckoned on either her conscience or her eyes, or how she would behave when she was inside. It had to be an empty house. Sometimes she would get jittery and come straight back out; other times, she was obliging, like someone out of Oliver Twist, one of Fagin’s gang, the Judge said, who would steal to order, whisper in the right code and pass through the small stuff, as directed. Just get the phone, like the one in the shop. Look round for jewellery and money if there’s any, take it, but it’s car keys we want. We’re really here for the car, as well as anything else going. Car keys, OK? Just those.


If she did well, (if I did well, the older Di said as she moved round the house) she was cuffed and praised and given stuff. If she got the jitters, she was left by the road. She aimed to please and she stuttered when she spoke. There were gaps in her teeth, and she never minded them laughing at her, those boys and the man who manoeuvred her through the shutters and all the same, for the first time, on that dark night, she knew that it was wrong. She had the morals of a guttersnipe, the eyes of a magpie and intelligence as fierce as fire, only warped for lack of words.


The whole thing was wrong because this time, the house was not empty. It simply looked it from the outside but as soon as she was halfway in, she knew someone was there; she could smell it. She had tried to pull back, but the man in charge urged her on.


I know this house; I’ve been here before. My mother used to clean here. Don’t do it, was what she was trying to say, but the stutter made her incoherent and they stuffed her though the hole anyway and she went in like a rat. They could rely on her for silence and if she screamed inside, let out her weird screech; if she got caught; if she simply failed to come out within ten minutes, they would scarper and Mad Di would never tell. Even if she had the words, it would not have occurred to her.


Car keys, love. Keys for the garage. This old geezer has a vintage.


A what?


Never you mind. Find car keys.


It was dark in here. There was a single light in the vast cellar on the other side of the shutters, a distinctive smell of paraffin, some old heaters to one side and an untidy bunch of kindling wood on the floor. She sidestepped the pile and went on up the stairs, into the house, found herself in a labyrinth facing one corridor that branched into two sets of stairs and felt her way. The old guy will have gone to London, goes there often. She was remembering her route with knowledge they did not know she had. They really had no idea what this house was like: she did. It waved and branched and did strange things, it was nothing from the front, because it was the wrong way round with a yard at the back, and if you went up the stairs, you came into a wonderful room facing the sea. The shutters were shut on that room; that was why they thought it was empty; the old wooden shutters were as foolproof as the newer steel shutters to the cellar downstairs were not, so that you could never see a chink between them.


She remembered it well, Di did. She remembered this room. She had adored this room, with the pictures on the walls and the fire: she had sat here listening to the sea. Her fingers fumbled for the light switch in the wall, still in the same place. The same, big old phone on the desk.


The pictures in the room were lit, rather than the room itself. The paintings on the wall were cunningly illuminated, creating individual pools of light and colour. It was all too warm to be empty. She moved over towards the fireplace, not noticing the glow of the hearth, and looked to find the favourite painting. She shivered and squatted down abruptly on the old carpet that she also remembered; all that softness, all those colours. The painting of Madame de Belleroche, if you please, showed the lady lounging in a chair and showing off a hat, a haunting and commanding figure presenting a crooked finger, saying, come here girl, tell me all. It was a loose oil sketch of a beautiful, languid woman who knew how to talk to a child.


Hello, Di said, clearly, gazing at it. How nice to see you. She sank further back on to her haunches and stared in admiration. She could have stayed here for ever, looking.


Then a voice came from behind her, drifting from the far end of the room. The voice came from where the man sat in an entirely different pool of light, granted reluctantly from a lamp with a green shade. He had a broad forehead sprouting a mass of thick grey hair, could have been one of those pictures himself because he was worth a portrait with his handsome, symmetrical face, sitting very still behind the desk.


‘It would be better if you went,’ he said, softly and urgently. ‘Please go, as fast as you can. You’ve got a minute or two, if you’re quick. Get out while you can.’


The meaning was clear, even if the fine voice was cracked, she could hear how mellow and urgent the voice was. That voice. The light caught tears on his bruised face and the sheen of a scarf tied tightly around his neck. In the distance, from inside the house, she heard footsteps retreating down the other set of stairs.


(I heard. Not she heard. That was me. I couldn’t move.)


She could not go, could not move; sat where she was, staring at the painting for precious seconds, then at him, until she felt the air move behind her. She glanced back and forth between the painting and him, seeing the stillness of his hands gripping the arms of the chair, the scarf round his neck. A door slammed, far away downstairs. She felt the rising tide of fury, recognising a trap and wanting to kill someone for making such fools of both of them. The wind battered against the windows.


‘Go,’ he urged her. ‘Please go. Run. Get away. Run.’


She couldn’t do it. She glanced back at Madame de Belleroche and her kind, haughty face, and realised her own failure. She had not collected any car keys, and she knew, at the first sound of alarm, that the others had gone. She knew a lot of things at that moment and still she could not move. She turned towards him and stared. His fingers were drumming on the arms of his chair. There was something wrong with his immovable hands; he could scarcely whisper through the scarf too tight at his throat. They were coming for him, as well as her. The fingers beat a tattoo.


‘Run,’ he said. ‘Run. Don’t be killed, run. Please, run. Now. You’ve got the wrong night for staying alive.’


She felt for the knife on her belt and sprang towards him. Di was always handy with a knife. She did not hear the sirens because of the storm.


Later: someone made notes on what happened after that.


Despite immaculate legal representation for Ms D Quigly, aka Mad Di, daughter of absentee father and deceased mother, her sentence was severe. She was no longer a juvenile and according to fact, she had been willing to terrorise an old man out of his car keys. She admitted no remorse and apart from pleading guilty to this and other offences, was uncooperative to the point of being obstructive. The girl was a seasoned thief; she had clearly been prepared to strike and she was dangerous. During the course of her lucky incarceration in the safest place she had ever been, she perfected her considerable reading skills with books she was sent and was a model prisoner emerging a great deal more articulate than when she went in. The sentence would have been even more severe if she had actually inflicted injury, or if her father had ever come forward to acknowledge her existence. No other culprits were ever identified.


Raymond Forrest, lawyer.


No word, or the fact, of the knife, was ever mentioned, nor of the gloves on the desk or the footsteps inside the house, or the slamming door. Or the other person running away, or the freakish foul weather that blew up such a storm that night that most of the houses on the front were flooded while the angry sea almost submerged the pier. Nor how, after Di was arrested, everyone rushed away towards the emergency, leaving Thomas alone.


A dark and stormy night: the worst in a decade, and nearly ten years ago.


Diana Quigly, now twenty-seven years old, with a dead husband sitting downstairs, suddenly remembered him and worried about him getting cold. She also remembered there was something she wanted to tell him.


‘You know what, love, you really mustn’t get cold. I’ll warm you.’


She stayed in his arms for another hour. He was as thin as a rail, but his hair was so soft and he smelled so sweet, salty and clean.


Finally, she picked up the phone.




Scene Three



Picture: an empty, yet comforting stretch of green, foam-flecked English sea, with half of the canvas composed of a blue sky and gathering clouds. A small boat proceeds with steady obstinacy towards the harbour it is going to reach. Rock pools in the foreground. Adrian Daintrey 1938



When the ambulance arrived, following remarkably coherent instructions, she opened the door to them. She seemed perfectly calm, greeting the policeman, who had arrived at the same time, by name. The girl they saw was dishevelled with bad blonde hair and a body as brittle as ice. The initial impression she gave was not good. Too tiny; too fierce, too nonchalant and way too tough for eating.

‘He’s here,’ she said, unnecessarily. The room was small and ignoring the old man in the armchair by a still-live, though waning fire was like failing to see the elephant. There was a side table by the chair, with a half-drunk drink and a cigar smouldering in a saucer next to it. The girl had brandy on her breath.

‘Is he your dad?’

The first ambulance man went about his business. The room smelled benignly, of booze and cigar, like an old-fashioned pub before the smoking ban. It was otherwise clean, comfortable, ordered and contained sundry medical equipment. A kitchen led off: it was impossible from here to imagine the dimensions of the house. The room off the street was the size of a maids’ parlour, a place where the cook would sit off duty in a period drama, ignoring the grandeur upstairs and the front entrance somewhere else. It appeared as if the Master of the house had died ignominiously in the Servants Quarters. The old man sat in his leather armchair, his hands on the worn arms and his head turned into the leather, as if burying his face in it. He had thick, white hair; his thin legs were crossed and his upper body relaxed.

‘What happened?’

‘He died, what do you think?’

She was diffident, speaking off stage to someone whose question it was. Jones, the interloper, was there, standing next to a man in the police uniform he had once worn himself.

‘Went for his walk, came back, sat in the chair. Stopped breathing,’ she said, almost carelessly. ‘He’s been very ill. I thought he was coming round. Is he really dead?’

They had been shuffling round, testing, moving quietly. An oxygen mask administered to the twisted head, and attempts made to make it breathe.

‘Yes. He’s dead.’

‘Oh, thank God,’ she said. ‘Thank God.’

There was a moment of shocked silence.

‘That his daughter, or what?’ someone whispered.

‘No, his wife.’

‘But he must be … ’

The gurney arrived. The girl turned her back and finished her brandy. The fire in the hearth turned grey and the room turned cold.

There were two of them left when the body had gone. Ex-Sergeant Jones and Mad Di.

‘That went well, didn’t it?’ he said angrily. ‘You don’t say thank bloody God. And what the hell took you so long? Don’t you know how it looks? The fire’s gone out, you smoked two cigars, you waited two hours before you dialled 999. What kept you? Listen, love, I saw him on the pier and I watched him go. I was there, later, fishing, I thought he was alright.’

She turned a haughty profile.

‘I was talking to him,’ she said. She smiled a brittle and glassy smile that did not enhance her. He thought she was a woman who would only be beautiful when she was older. At the moment, she looked ugly.

‘There’ll be a post mortem, Di.’

‘Whatever,’ she said. ‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Yes.’

She nodded, moved towards the kitchen and came back with a bottle of champagne. Not right.

‘A beer’d do nicely,’ he said.

‘Of course. What are you doing here, anyway?’

‘I followed the ambulance. I was watching, Monica was too. I met Thomas earlier. I saw him go home.’

She swayed back towards the kitchen and he saw the belt, with the pocketknife in a leather sheath, worn at the back, like a hunter.

‘Still got the knife, Di? The one your dad taught you to use?’

‘What knife?’

He drank and paused and shook his head and looked around a small room that he knew led on to many larger ones, the huge cellar he remembered from his own schooldays, beneath.

‘What you gonna do with all this, Di?’

‘All what?’

‘Christ, Di, you never did help yourself much, did you? Or maybe,’ he added, because he was angry, ‘maybe you did.’

He was looking at the big nude, noticing it for the first time and thinking that was perhaps the last thing handsome old Thomas saw before dying in his seventieth year. There were hundred of pictures on the walls in every room of this house. A little smudge of a painting above the nude was hanging crooked on a nail nearly out of sight and he could not understand why it was there.

Di stared at the dead fire and lit another cigar. ‘Thank bloody God he’s out of it. Do you believe in heaven, Uncle Jones?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Only in hell.’

If only she would cry. He looked at her, half pitying, half disgusted. No one would ever call Di a Lady.

If only she would cry. No one would pity her otherwise.

No one would pity her at all.

She had dug deep for her pot of gold.



CHAPTER ONE



Picture: Simply the sea on a calm summer day, regarded from above, as if from a window. There is a pathway by the shore with a single mongrel dog trotting along and a sense of someone outside the frame, watching it.

Tiny, but atmospheric. Circa 1950.



The Beginning. This was how Thomas remembered it. The last decade of his life had begun with the night of the storm when he had encountered Di Quigly, the thief. The happiest phase of his seventy years was the last seven, after she came back.

If she comes back after her release, Thomas, you must on no account let her in, Raymond Forrest the lawyer said to his client on the phone. You are highly vulnerable, and yes, I have monitored her progress and investigated her past, but I don’t know what she is like.

Diana Quigly did come back to the house she had attempted to burgle two and a half years before. Inside prison, after two spells on suicide watch, she had stopped beating her head against doors, stabilised and counted not only the hours, but also the days. She did not go to the hostel towards which she was directed: lied that her uncle was expecting her and the lie was accepted. She was assessed as a wild animal tamed, personality disorders undiagnosed, no longer dangerous, perhaps savage when cornered, but safe to bet that her morbid, claustrophobic fear of incarceration would surely keep her on the right side of the law. She was highly literate for a thief as well as numerate and she had domestic skills that should qualify her for some sort of basic employment, such as stacking shelves.

Going back to the house of Thomas Porteous was as great a risk as getting in there in the first place and she was going to do it anyway. Di Quigly had nothing left but instinct and instinct drew her there. This town was her home; the beach was her domain.

To have called on Thomas Porteous after dark would have been rude and entirely against her strange code of manners, but as it was, it was a bright summer’s day, the sea as smooth as ruffled velvet and the pier baked in heat. She had once been brown as a nut and now she was as pale as snow and when the sun touched her arms, it burned. She wanted the sea, but whatever else she wanted she did not know. Instinct ruled, and all the same, she felt as awkward as a snail crawling out from under a rock even as she swung her arms, twisted and turned, jumped and ran, making herself breathless with space.

She was twenty years old, small, strong and virtually starving. She ate next to nothing, could vomit at the sight of a biscuit or a burger, the staples of prison diet. Everything was behind the eyes: she relied on memories of places she loved. She had no parameters, no code by which to live, only pictures in her mind and the vision of a house full of paintings.

Di knocked on the back door, accessed by wooden steps over the same steel shutters into the garage and cellar that no longer incorporated a garage. It was an unpropitious entrance for a house which had such a fine, rarely used entrance on the sea side. Thomas answered the summons with alacrity, then stood there, holding the door, not certain, blinking in the sun that hit the back of the house in the afternoon. His eyes cleared and he stood up straight, recognising her, and then his blue eyes twinkled in genuine if suspicious pleasure, turning to real, unfeigned, incautious pleasure. She noticed how straight-backed he was, standing with his hands on his hips, examining her while at the same time his white hair was standing on end and he was acting older than he was, pretending a sort of dishevelment. Looking as if he did not know the time of year it was, let alone the day; looking as if he didn’t expect her, while all the time, he had been waiting to see if she would come. It was as if they were both children and she had called round and asked him out to play, rather than he, the householder, greeting the thief who had tried to burgle him over two years before.

‘Is it today?’ he said. ‘What time do you call this? I was wondering if it really was today.’

She looked at her watch, the only thing of her personal possessions she had managed to preserve.

‘I think it’s today,’ she said, pretending to consider it. ‘It might not be, though. It might be tomorrow. It could be the middle of next week.’

He laughed.

‘This is Alice in Wonderland, where Alice meets the Mad Hatter, and he says, come in. So come in, please.’

‘Alice wasn’t so clever about time, either,’ she said.

His eyes twinkled, the joy of a teacher seeing an old pupil he had liked.

Come in, come in. I’ll make tea.

They were in the gallery room before she had time to think, as if he had been prepared for her and the kettle already boiled. There was a tray of china cups, a tarnished silver pot, sugar in a delicate bowl.

‘I expect you’ve come to see Madame de Belleroche. Have you come to see Madame de Belleroche? She’s been waiting for you, since ever she decided she belongs to you. It was you who saved her after all.’

He was gabbling a little, suspicion returning, the warning of his lawyer echoing in his ears. If she comes back, don’t let her in. She’s not a child.

But I am, Thomas had said.

She noticed the hesitation.

‘I haven’t come to take anything away,’ Di said, handling the cup with care. It felt so different to a plastic beaker. ‘I came to say I’m sorry I did it, and I came to say, thank you.’

He was prowling round the room with a teacup in his hand, stopped in surprise.

‘Now that really is rich,’ he said, ‘You thanking me. You shame me.’

‘I meant thank you for the books you sent me,’ she said, quietly.

‘I’m so pleased they arrived,’ he said, formally, before beginning to prowl again.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t keep them,’ she said. ‘No one keeps anything in prison. But I did read them. And I cut things out and put them on the wall.’

‘So at least you got to look at pictures.’

He looked at her closely, searching for signs of self-pity and resentment, finding none. She was too busy looking round, smiling at Madame de Belleroche, looking, looking, looking, with wide-eyed, hungry wonder.

‘Got a question for you,’ Thomas said, suddenly. ‘There’s this new painting my friend Saul found for me,’ he began, stopping short of it. ‘Well, old but new to me, and I’ve been longing to know your opinion. I’m not entirely sure what’s wrong.’

It was an oil painting in thick paint, showing a small child with tiny fists, sitting in an old, wooden highchair and banging the tray. The face was as angry as the fists and it was a powerful image from a distance, drawing her towards it with a shared joy in the wilfulness of the subject and the noise it made. Di put down the cup and moved towards it, noticing with something like disappointment that the closer she grew, the more lifeless it became. She touched the surface, puzzled by her own reaction, because against all expectation of this hectic, flushed, bumpy-looking baby face, the surface was smooth. She touched it again.

‘It’s flat,’ she said. ‘It shouldn’t be flat, should it? He used so much paint. I should be able to feel it. Touch it.’

He nodded agreement, suppressing his own excitement.

‘Yes, you should. And why do you say “he” for the artist? Why does it have to be a He?’

‘Because it usually was,’ she said, thinking aloud as she spoke. ‘When this was painted. Look at the chair. Look at the baby’s clothes. It’s a hundred years old, or thereabouts. Those days, lady artists didn’t paint babies in chairs, they were too busy feeding them.’

She stared, closely, almost myopically, touching the surface with the tips of her fingers. He looked down on the back of her head, noticing her thin hair, and then he grinned. My word, she’d got it, she’d got it in one. That painting was over-restored, relined, flattening the paint to bland smoothness. He half knew it and she had seen what was wrong. He stepped back, close enough to tap her shoulder, keeping his distance, terribly shy and enormously pleased.

‘It’s still good, though,’ she said. ‘Still looks like an angry baby does. But it isn’t quite what he wanted to do, was it? He wanted the paint to stand up and cheer, not lie down and die. It’s sort of lost its own shadows.’

Thomas wanted to shout ‘hurrah!’ He noticed that her shoulders beneath the cotton coat were thin and sharp.

‘Enough,’ he said. ‘How thoughtless I am. What can I get you, Ms Quigly? The sun, the moon and the stars? The touch of the sea, salt on that pale skin of yours? A good meal? What do you want to do first? Go for a swim?’

She had paused then, confused and dumbfounded with choices. The thought of being in that vast, salt water beyond the window made her faint with longing, and yet she did not want to move, yet.

‘Can we look at some more paintings?’ she asked.

‘Let’s go out first,’ he said. ‘And look from the outside in. It’s a perfect day for a swim.’

Moving downstairs, Di noticed how he never closed the doors, how most of them would not shut properly anyway; how nothing had a lock except the door from the snug room to the cellar. She hated closed doors: she believed that if she was ever placed under lock and key again, she would die. She could not believe this was happening, and yet she knew it was, as natural as it was bizarre. But then, she had no idea of what normal was, nor did he. He led the way, whistling happily.

Outside the house, their footsteps seemed to take the same direction without any discussion as they moved along past the last of the big houses and away from the pier towards the quieter stretch of an already quiet beach where the shingle sloped out of sight of the path and the sea stood proud. Below the slope, the shore flattened out and at low tide, like now, sand peeked through an overcoat of shingle, shells and bleached relics of the sea. Wading into the water was automatic, as if they were pre-programmed to do just that, just now, both drawn to it, inexorably, obeying the call and the dictates of the day. There were few enough days as still and warm as this when the clarion call of the sea was irresistible to those who heard it.

She stripped off her jeans and ran in, the sound of the splash loud in her ears, the sensation one of burning cold, then fresh heat and freedom to scream. Thomas passed her at a fast crawl; she trod water and watched. He was a fine swimmer, as sleek and ageless in the water as a seal and she wanted to say: don’t go far, come back.

That was what he reminded her of; a seal in water, and a nimble, long-legged bird on land.

He threw a towel round her shoulders when they sat on the bank, he being careful to keep a distance from her and her shivering until the heat of the sun began to penetrate. Then she shrugged off the towel, wanting the sun on her skin, and he handed it back.

‘Keep it on, I would,’ he said, gently. ‘Keep wrapped up for now, or you’ll burn.’

The sea, and that single act of solicitude, made her want to weep, and she gripped the towel closer. He had skin like lovely old leather and even then, she wanted to touch it to see if it was real. She looked down at her own legs and began to struggle back into her jeans.

‘Milk bottle white, you are,’ he said. ‘Never seen such white pins. Perfect for an artist’s model. Luminous white.’

She expelled the air from her lungs in a big balloon of breath in a moment of happiness so unfamiliar it made her giddy. There were so many variations of white.

‘Could I be alabaster white? Chromium white? Titanium white? Or maybe something more like the colour of sand?’

‘So many kinds of white,’ he said. ‘Most of them toxic. Such a struggle to find a non-poisonous white. What was it like In There?’

‘Grey,’ she said. ‘Grey and beige. But I dreamt in colour. I dreamt of paintings and paint.’

‘I do that all the time,’ Thomas said. ‘I need the sea to distract me from it. Give me balance, perspective. Thank God for Nature.’

Di knew no God, but she was briefly in heaven.

‘Were you born here?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Me too.’

He already knew she was. Both of them born within the sound of the sea, albeit decades apart, but with the same response.

‘And your children?’

‘My daughters? No, they were born in London. Never took to the sea, even in a painting.’

‘Poor them,’ she said.

That subject closed itself. They drifted back along the beach, retreating higher as the tide came in, both of them with their eyes to the ground, picking things up as they went along, the way he did, most days. Feathers and shells, shells and feathers, nursed in the towel as the sun sank lower and the breeze and the shadow took away the danger from the sun. He noticed how carefully she selected: she was starving hungry but she still had time to choose. Only the best shape, the cleanest white, the least damaged razor shell, the perfect conch, the stone with the hole all the way through, as though she was arranging them into something in her mind: as if they already had another purpose other than to be where they were. The rejects were gently replaced on the ground, waiting for another day. Watching her concentration, he thought she had the instincts of a true Collector, a connoisseur with an innate respect for the perfect as well as that which was less. She found a piece of flint shaped like a bird. No man-made sculpture could rival such a thing. There was a waft of barbecue smoke from a long way away. Her stomach made an ominous growling sound, audible over all the rest, and she clutched her abdomen in apology.

‘Food,’ he said. ‘Food. I have food at home. I can grill some fish and bake some potatoes. Tomatoes.’

Her stomach went into spasm at the very thought of real food, but all the same, they forgot it and talked about paintings. Paintings on the walls, painting behind corners, paintings on the computer screen. Pictures which made her clap her hands. Photographs of children: she wanted to know about his children. Time passed. When they finally ate, she consumed it like a starving waif, and then she was violently sick.

*

Raymond Forrest phoned the next day.

‘So, did she arrive?’

‘Yes, and she’s still here. Asleep at the top of the house.’

‘Get her out of there. You old fool, Thomas.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘She can’t stay with you.’

‘Yes, I know.’

But the weather changed. Rain in torrents, thudding against windows for two days: the sort of rain that defied movement out of doors and made it easy to stay in. It was August, but all the same Thomas lit a fire in the gallery room. She kept protesting that she should go, but it was weak protest, from a weak body, and she would fall asleep at the drop of a hat.

He worked at the computer in the gallery room. It was still a source of amazement to him, that he could view and buy paintings from all over the world. She hovered, sometimes, watching. Do you write something every day? she asked.

Every day, sometimes all day. It’s a good thing to do. Here, try it.

She could use the keyboard, clumsily, then easily. Hers was such an open mind, there was nothing she could not learn. And when he was not looking, she talked to the paintings. My, but you’re a fine one, she said to the Portrait of a Boy on the Stairs. Don’t you love your own hair? He could tell that her hands itched to rearrange what she saw, make space for more; and he wished she would.

He was glad she had been so ill so soon and he thanked heaven for the rain. It gave him time to observe her and to acknowledge that she had not come back to blackmail him, although she still could. They never talked about the night of the storm; they talked about the house.

He found her in the big room, early on the morning of the fourth day, talking to Madame de Belleroche. Look, now, she said to the grand, kind lady in the hat whom she had just dusted with tender loving care. Do you think, Di said to her, that he lets me stay just to see if I’m going to pinch anything? I hope not, but even so, I’d better go before I do. And what about his children? Why don’t his children want to come and see you, even if they don’t want to come and see him? Why don’t they? Or is it just me who’s the freak? Yes, I am a freak – bet you were, too, looking like that.

He loved the fact that she talked to the paintings, as if she knew, as he did, that they were alive. Thomas had so quickly grown accustomed to her presence in the house, moving about like quicksilver: it unnerved him how right it felt. As long as it rained, and as long as she was weak, she would stay, but he did not want her to stay for that reason. He wanted the child who talked to paintings, and he wanted her strong.

On this morning it was bright again and the outdoors beckoned. She was wearing the cotton coat she had carried with her when she first arrived and her little bag was by the door. His heart slowed to a standstill. Di sensed his presence, spoke over her shoulder.

‘My mother told me about the parties there used to be in this house. Parties for children, when it was a school, and then after that. Your father had parties for children. They were magic, she said.’

‘My father was a headmaster who believed in magic,’ Thomas said. ‘And that was a long time ago.’

‘You could do it again.’

The wonderful, glorious possibility of that, of filling this house with children, entered his mind for a minute, took hold and then began to fade.

‘No, I don’t think so.’

She shook her head. ‘Pity, Mr Porteous, Thomas. Perhaps it’s just me, but if I was magicked by this house and all the paintings in it, so would other kids, other people be. There’s nothing different about me. If I could have kept on coming to a place like this more often than the few times I did, I’d have known there was another world outside my bastard own. So, I just thought if more people could see all this, love all this, for free, there might be a few less thieves. Kids need magic. People need paintings, don’t they? Even if they don’t know they do, they do.’

He sat down, impossibly excited this time. How did she know what he had always wanted? She was frowning, looking like a monkey, frustrated by her own lack of coherence.

‘It’s time I went, Thomas. Thank you for bringing me back to life. But I’d better go. It’s not fair on you. You can’t be seen to be harbouring jailbait like me. But, yeah, thanks.’

He made up his mind. Bugger Raymond, bugger anyone else. He’d rather be an old fool than take the risk of ignoring his instinct. There was guilt in the equation, too. She had already honoured his secrets. She seemed to have forgotten what else she had seen on the night of the storm, forgotten the cellar through which she came, and she seemed to want nothing but to exist and learn.

‘You can stay as long as you like.’

She shook her head. ‘You’d be branded a nutcase, Thomas. They’d reckon you’d gone mad.’

‘I’m branded already,’ Thomas said. ‘I’m the freak, not you.’

‘That makes two of us, then,’ she said.

‘We’ll make it a job,’ he said. ‘You can be housekeeper. You can be my eyes. And if you’re the housekeeper, maybe we can have the party. And if you’re here, maybe my daughters will bring the children … and, who knows?’

She was laughing at his excitement, feeling the infection of it, knowing it was hopeless. He stopped, breathless, smiling the smile that made him look like a boy. The man had such a capacity for joy, it was infectious, made everything possible.

‘You’re a Collector,’ he said. ‘That’s what you are. A natural born collector. Look, stay for a few weeks. See how it goes.’

She paused, trembling. He waited, holding his breath. Then she spun round.

‘Will you teach me, Thomas? Please, teach me.’ She banged her fist on his desk, making a startling sound. ‘I want to learn. I know what I love, but I don’t know WHY. I’ve gotta learn. But shit, if I could help make your children come back, that’d be something, wouldn’t it? Oh yeah. But I’ve gotta work, and you’ve gotta tell me stuff, ’cos I know nothing. And you know nothing about me.’

‘Yes, I do,’ he said. ‘You have eyes, you have a conscience, and you’re a Collector. You talk to paintings, as collectors do. I need help, and quite apart from anything else, I like you very much. That’s all I need to know.’

She turned on her heel and addressed the painting at the far end of the room, pointing at it. It was another loose sketch of a courtly man in evening dress, raising a glass towards Madame de Belleroche.

‘Did you hear that?’ she demanded of him. ‘Like me? Do you know what, no one’s ever said that to me before. You know this man here? He really is a freak.’

‘Recognise you, then,’ he said. ‘Like a true colour. A lake colour, made of dye, lets the other colours shine through.’

She stopped short. She wanted to cry, but Madame de Belleroche would not have approved of that.

‘Let’s go out,’ he said, understanding it. ‘Look at it from the outside in, again. Shall we go up to the bay?’

Di looked at him with shining eyes.

‘The sanctuary? Oh, yes, yes, yes. I know the names of the birds, I do. I like the sticky little waders with the flat feet. Only you mustn’t scare them, you gotta be quiet. It’s their place, no one’s but theirs, you gotta have respect.’

‘I never did know their names,’ Thomas said.

‘Well, I do. I’ll tell you. Hey? Something you don’t know? Works two ways this teaching business, I can tell you.’ She was grabbing her coat, and then she remembered and her face fell.

‘Someone’ll see us, Thomas. Someone will see.’

‘Does that matter?’

‘It should, it should to you. I’m the slag and the thief, and my mum’s dead and my Dad’s bad and I’m not what you call popular in this town.’

‘And I’m the old freak,’ he said. ‘I’m the Pervert. The child abuser.’

She laughed out loud.

‘Bollocks,’ she said. ‘Is that what people say? Oh screw it, then. We can go skinny dipping off the pier. And go bollock naked up the High Street. Go into Monica’s and get our hair done in the nude.’

‘A day of frivolity, then,’ he said. ‘And tomorrow, we learn.’

It was on the tip of his tongue then, to tell her. To go back over the night of the storm and whatever else had happened in his house that night, but that would be later. Instead they spied upon the birds in the bay, and made pies in the sky, she said.

From the pier, Jones watched them go.

They played like the children they were.

And then, they worked.



CHAPTER TWO



Picture: A shop window with condensation on the inside of the glass, light streaming out into a narrow street. Busy figures half visible inside. A barbershop sign. After Edward Hopper, Artist unknown. Part of a series of shops and streets painted in the 1930s.



It was months before anyone other than Jones noticed that Di Quigly was back, although it would be fair to say that few of them had noticed she was gone. The Quiglys had always been on the edge and well nigh invisible: scarcely anyone knew them. It was only the shopkeepers who remembered Di and her nifty fingers, and even they were slow to make the connection, even Monica.

On a grey October morning, Monica’s unisex hairstylist opened early.

Delia was the oldest client at ninety-five, and spoke in a grumbling monotone. She still walked a dog, and it was she who had seen Di and Thomas Porteous coming out of the big house that she remembered as a school. Someone else had seen them at the station, getting on a train.

‘Well, well, well. Thomas Porteous,’ Delia said. ‘Well, it wasn’t a pretty story, but there aren’t many of those. It’s a story with holes in it, like a string bag, and where do you get a string bag, these days?’

Monica was putting rollers in Delia’s hair. Tuesday was discount for the over sixties, including Delia, who thought she should get it for free.

Monica discarded a yellow roller too old for further use and picked another.

‘That house,’ continued Delia. ‘It was a dame school, see? Primary school for the parish, started by some rich do-gooder. Got closed in the sixties. Old William Porteous and his missus ran it and lived over the shop if you see what I mean, and he was mad about education, education, education. After it shut, he got to own it, no one knows why. Maybe they gave it to him rather than knock it down, and people don’t like that. Why should he get a free house? Anyway, he kept opening it up for kids. Had those marvellous parties, until they got stopped.’

Monica slowed down with the curlers.

‘So? Why? What’s wrong with having parties for kids?’

‘No licence, or some such. Might have been funny things going on, see what I mean?’ She tapped her nose. ‘Someone said so, reckon old William Porteous loved them kids a bit too much and not in the right way. Anyway, Young Thomas was a war baby, toddled off to London as soon as he could, like anyone with half a brain did. Came back to visit with that bitch of a wife and kids after he got married and then later, when he wasn’t. Settled here after his mum and dad died and left it to him, which was quite a surprise ’cos no one knew they actually owned it. And Thomas got rich, what with all his inventions. Not just a teacher by then. She must have been sick as a parrot, that wife, Christina, that was her. You don’t leave the man before he gets real money. That’s stupid. Should’ve waited.’

Sorting out fact from fiction was always a problem. Monica was fifty to Delia’s nigh-on endless age and Monica had a vested interest in local knowledge, tending to believe in the senior memories. She tightened the last roller over the last strand of hair hard enough to make Delia screech and then loosened her grip, because Delia was a highly satisfactory customer, always ready to fill in historical gaps – whether the information was accurate or not hardly mattered. The hairdryer came down. Delia pushed it up and continued talking. It was a week since anyone listened and she was going to go on as long as she could.

‘They reckon he was a bit dodgy, old William Porteous. Parties for children at his age, I ask you. As for young Thomas, well maybe he was, too.’

‘It was only his wife said so,’ Monica mumured.

‘That Christina? Thomas’s ex? Came in here, didn’t she? Snooty cow. Well, she would have known, wouldn’t she? Two daughters, she would have known. Come to think of it, she was the one who spread the rumours about old William too. Maybe she was wrong about that, but she must have been right about Thomas liking his daughters too much. I mean, look at it. He seems to like that Di Quigly and she’s no more than a kid. At his age … ’

‘She’s only the home help, Delia,’ Monica said.

‘My arse,’ Delia said.

Monica smiled her sweetest smile and closed the lid on her, thanking the fates that Delia was halfway blind and would never notice when Jones came in. She would find something for Jones to mend in her house, Delia would, and he was too kind to refuse. He was due any minute for the monthly trim of his hair and he always came in when business was slack. Monica and he were old friends, with old histories. Delia dozed and Jones shuffled in, still shabbily manly after all these years, but never the same without his uniform. Monica smoothed her hair and checked in the mirror. All that stared back was a middle-aged face and a salon in desperate need of a makeover. It was all so tired but never mind because Jones had news, and news was gold.
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