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  In Paris, in February, the sun was shining. At Le Bourget Airport, it gleamed coldly from an ice blue sky, and this was reflected, with much dazzle, from the runways, still wet after a night’s rain. From inside, the day looked inviting, and they had been tempted out on to the terrace, only to discover that the bright sun held no real warmth and the gay breeze that blew the wind socks out at right angles had an edge to it like a knife. Defeated, they withdrew to the restaurant to wait for Emma’s flight to be called, and sat now, at a small table, drinking black coffee and smoking Christopher’s Gauloises cigarettes.


  Unselfconscious, absorbed in each other, they nevertheless attracted a certain amount of attention. This was inevitable, for they made an arresting pair. Emma was tall and very dark. Her hair, worn back off her forehead and held in place by a tortoiseshell band, fell in a straight black tassel to below her shoulder-blades. Her face was not beautiful – it was too clearly boned and strongly built for beauty, with a straight nose, and a square and determined chin. But these features were redeemed and given much charm by large and unexpectedly grey-blue eyes, and a wide mouth, which, although it was quite capable of drooping disconsolately if she did not get her own way, could grin, from ear to ear, like a boy’s, when she was happy. She was happy now. She wore, on this cold bright day, a bitter green trouser suit and a white polo-necked sweater that made her face look very brown, but her sophisticated appearance was off-set by the mass of luggage with which she was surrounded, and which appeared, to the casual passer-by, to have been salvaged from some disastrous act of God.


  It was, in fact, the accumulation of six years of living abroad, but no one was to know this. Three suitcases, at enormous expense, had already been checked in. But there was still a canvas grip, a Prisunic paper carrier sprouting long French loaves, a basket bulging with books and records, a raincoat, a pair of ski-boots and an enormous straw hat.


  Christopher surveyed it all, speculating, in a detached and unbothered fashion, as to how it was all going to be conveyed into the aeroplane.


  “You could wear the hat and the ski-boots and the raincoat. That would make three less things to carry.”


  “I’ve already got a pair of shoes on, and the hat would blow off. And the raincoat’s disgusting. I look like a displaced person in it. I can’t think why I bothered to bring it at all.”


  “I’ll tell you why. Because it will be raining in London.”


  “It may not be.”


  “It always is.” He lit another Gauloise from the stub of the first. “Another good reason for staying in Paris with me.”


  “We’ve had this out a hundred times. And I’m going back to England.”


  He grinned without rancour. He had been teasing her. When he smiled, his yellow-flecked eyes slanted upwards at the corners, and this, combined with his lanky, idle body, gave him a curiously feline appearance. His clothes were colourful, casual, faintly Bohemian. Narrow cord trousers, battered chukka boots, a blue cotton shirt worn over a yellow sweater, and a suède jacket, very old and shiny about the elbows and the collar. He looked French, but in fact he was as English as Emma and even related to her in a tenuous way, for, years ago, when Emma was six and Christopher ten, her father, Ben Litton, had married Hester Ferris, Christopher’s mother. The arrangement had lasted, with only the smallest degree of success, for eighteen months, before it finally fell apart, and now Emma remembered it as the only time in her life when she had ever known anything vaguely approaching an ordinary family life.


  It was Hester who had insisted on buying the cottage at Porthkerris. Ben had owned a studio there for a number of years, since long before the war, but its conveniences were non-existent, and after one look at the squalor in which she was expected to live Hester went straight out and acquired two fisherman’s cottages, which she proceeded, with taste and charm, to convert. Ben was disinterested in any such activity, so it became very much Hester’s house, and it was she who insisted on a kitchen that would work, and a boiler that would heat water, and a big fireplace blazing with driftwood, a heart to their home, a focal point around which the children could gather.


  Her intentions were splendid, her methods of carrying them out not so successful. She tried to make allowances for Ben. She had married a genius, and she knew his reputation and she was prepared to turn a blind eye to his love affairs, his disreputable companions and his attitude towards money. But in the end, as so often happens in quite ordinary marriages, she was defeated by the small things. By meals, forgotten and uneaten. By trivial bills left unpaid for months. By the fact that Ben preferred to drink in the local pub, rather than in a civilised fashion, at home, with her. She was defeated by his refusal to have a telephone, to own a car; by the stream of apparent derelicts whom he invited to sleep on her sofa; and finally by his total inability to show at any time any sort of affection.


  She left him at last, taking Christopher with her, and sued almost immediately for a divorce. Ben was delighted to let her have it. He was delighted, too, to see the back of the small boy. The two of them had never got on. Ben was jealous of his male priority, he liked to be the only man of importance in his household, and Christopher, even at ten years old, was an individual who refused to be ignored. Despite all Hester’s efforts, this antagonism endured. Even the boy’s good looks, which Hester truly believed would charm Ben’s painter’s eye, had the very opposite effect, and when Hester tried to persuade Ben to do a portrait of him, he refused.


  After their departure, life at Porthkerris slid easily back into its old seamy routine. Emma and Ben were cared for by a series of messy females, either models or student painters, who moved into and through and out of Ben Litton’s life with the monotonous regularity of a well-ordered cinema queue. The only thing they had in common was an adulation of Ben, and a lofty disregard for housekeeping. They took as little notice of Emma as possible, but, in fact, she did not miss Hester as much as people thought she would. She had become weary – as Ben was – of being organised, and perpetually buttoned into clean clothes, but Christopher’s going left a great void in her life which refused to be filled. For a little, she had mourned for him, tried to write him letters, but had not dared to ask Ben for his address. Once, in the desperation of loneliness, she ran away to find him. This entailed walking to the station and trying to buy a ticket to London, which seemed as good a place as any to look for him. But she had only one and ninepence in the world, and the stationmaster, who knew her, had taken her into his office which smelt of paraffin lamps and the black railway coal he burnt in his grate, and had given her a cup of tea out of an enamel pot, and walked her home. Ben was working, and had not noticed her absence. She never tried to look for Christopher again.


  When Emma was thirteen, Ben was offered a teaching fellowship at the University of Texas for two years, which, without thought of Emma, he instantly accepted. There was a small hiatus while Emma’s future was discussed. When taxed with the question of his daughter, he announced that he would simply take her to Texas with him, but someone – probably Marcus Bernstein – persuaded Ben that she would be better off away from him, and she was sent to a school in Switzerland. She stayed in Lausanne for three years – never returning to England, and then went to Florence to study Italian and Renaissance Art, for another year. At the end of this time, Ben was in Japan. When she suggested that she should join him, he replied by telegram. ONLY SPARE BED OCCUPIED BY CHARMING GEISHA GIRL WHY DONT YOU TRY LIVING IN PARIS.


  Philosophically, for she was now seventeen and life was no longer surprising, Emma did as he suggested. She found herself a job with a family called Duprés who lived in a tall scholarly house in St Germain. The father was a professor of medicine, and the mother a teacher. Emma cared for their three well-behaved children, taught them English and Italian, and took them, in August, to the modest family villa at La Baule, and all the time waited patiently until Ben should return to live in England. He stayed in Japan for eighteen months, and when he did return it was by way of the United States, where he spent a month in New York. Marcus Bernstein flew out to meet him there, and it was typical that Emma learned the reason for this reunion, not from Ben himself, nor even from Leo, who was her usual source of information, but from a long and fully illustrated article in the French Réalitiés, which dealt with a newly built Museum of Fine Arts in Queenstown, Virginia. This museum was a memorial created by his widow, to a rich Virginian called Kenneth Ryan, and the opening of the Art Section was to be a retrospective exhibition of the paintings of Ben Litton, ranging from his pre-war landscapes, right through to his latest abstractionisms.


  Such an exhibition was an honour and a tribute, but inevitably suggested a painter to be revered, a Grand Old Man of the arts. Emma, studying one of the photographs of Ben, all angles and contrasts, dark-tanned skin and jutting chin and snowy hair, wondered how he felt about such veneration. He had been a rebel all his life against convention, and she could not imagine him tamely submitting to being a Grand Old anything.


  “But what a man!” said Madame Duprés, when Emma showed her the photograph. “He is very attractive.”


  “Yes,” said Emma, and sighed, because that had always been the trouble.


  With Marcus, he returned to London in January, and went straight back to Porthkerris to paint. This was confirmed by a letter from Marcus. The day the letter arrived, Emma went to Madame Duprés and gave in her notice. They tried to coax, cajole, bribe her into changing her mind, but she was adamant. She had scarcely seen her father for six years. It was time they got to know each other again. She was going back to Porthkerris, to live with him.


  In the end, because they had no option, they agreed to letting her go. Her flight was booked, and she started to pack, throwing out some of the accumulated possessions of six years, and cramming the rest into a variety of battered and much-travelled suitcases. But even these were sadly inadequate, and Emma was eventually driven to going out and buying herself a basket, a huge French marketing basket that would accommodate the number of awkwardly-shaped objects that refused to go into anything else.


  It was a grey and cold afternoon, two days before she was due to fly home. Madame Duprés was at home, so Emma, explaining her errand, left the children with her, and went out alone. To her surprise, she found that it was raining, lightly, in a chill drizzle. The cobbled pavements of the narrow street shone with wet, and the tall bleached houses stood quiet and closed against the murk, like faces which give nothing away. From the river a tug hooted, and a solitary gull hung, high above, in the mist, screaming dismally. The illusion of Porthkerris was suddenly more real than the reality of Paris. The resolve to return, which had for so long been in the back of her mind, was crystallised now into the impression that she was already there.


  This street would lead – not to the busy Rue St Germain, but out on to the harbour road, and it would be flood tide, the harbour full of grey sea and bobbing boats, and a heavy swell running out beyond the north pier, the Atlantic crested with white horses. And there would be familiar smells – fish from the market, and hot saffron buns from the baker’s; and all the little summer shops would be shuttered and closed for the season. And back at the studio Ben would be working, hands mittened against the cold, the brilliance of his palette a scream of colour against the sweep of grey cloud that was framed by his towering north window.


  She was going home. In two days, she would be there. The rain was wet on her face and all at once she felt that she could not wait, and this sense of happy urgency made her run, and she ran all the way to the little épicerie in the Rue St Germain, where she knew she would be able to buy the basket.


  It was a tiny shop, fragrant with fresh bread and garlic-flavoured sausage meat, with onions strung like white beads from the ceiling, and jars of wine, which the local workmen bought by the litre. The baskets hung at the door, strung together and suspended by a single piece of rope. Emma did not dare untie it and choose herself a basket in case the whole lot fell to the pavement, so she went into the shop to find someone to do it for her. There was only the fat woman with the mole on her face, and she was busy with a customer, so Emma waited. The customer was a young man, fair haired, his raincoat streaked with damp. He was buying a long loaf and a pat of country butter. Emma eyed him and decided that, from the back at least, he looked attractive.


  “Combien?” he said.


  The fat woman did a sum with a stub of pencil. She told him. He felt in his pocket and paid, turned, smiled at Emma and made for the door.


  And there he stopped. With his hand against the edge of the door, he swung slowly around, to take a second look. She saw the amber eyes, the slow, incredulous smile.


  The face was the same, the familiar, boy’s face on the unfamiliar man’s body. With the illusion of Porthkerris so near and so strong, it seemed that he was simply an extension of that illusion, a figment of her own highly-stimulated imagination. This was not him. This could not be . . .


  She heard herself say “Christo,” and it was the most natural thing in the world to call him by the name that only she had ever used. He said, quietly, “I simply don’t believe it,” and then he dropped his parcels and held out his arms and Emma fell into them, pressed close against the shiny, wet front of his raincoat.


  They had two days to spend together. Emma told Madame Duprés, “My brother is in Paris,” and Madame, who was kind-hearted, and had, anyway, resigned herself to being without Emma, set Emma free to spend them with Christopher. They used up these two days in slowly walking the streets of the city; hanging over the bridges to watch the barges slip away below them, bound for the south and the sun; sitting in the thin sunshine and drinking coffee at the small, round iron tables, and when it rained, taking refuge in Notre Dame or the Louvre, perched on the stairs beneath the Winged Victory and always talking. They had so much to ask and so much to tell. She learned that Christopher, after a number of false starts, had decided to become an actor. This was much against his mother’s wishes – after eighteen months of Ben Litton she had had enough of artistic temperaments to last her for the rest of her life – but he had stuck to his guns and even managed to get a scholarship to RADA. He had worked for two years in a repertory theatre in Scotland, had moved, unsuccessfully, to London, done a little television work, and then had been diverted by an invitation from an acquaintance, whose mother owned a house in St Tropez.


  “St Tropez in the winter?” Emma could not help asking.


  “It was then or never. We’d never have been offered it in the summer.”


  “But wasn’t it cold?”


  “Freezing. Never stopping raining. And when the wind blew all the shutters rattled. It was like some ghastly film.”


  In January he had returned to London to see his agent, and had been offered a twelve-month contract with a small repertory company in the south of England. It was not the sort of work he wanted, but it was better than nothing, and he was running out of money, and it was not too far from London. The job, however, did not start until the beginning of March, and so he had returned to France, finished up in Paris, and finally met Emma. Now, it irked him that she was returning so soon to England, and did everything he could to make her change her mind, postpone her flight, stay in Paris with him. But Emma was adamant.


  “You don’t understand. This is something that I have to do.”


  “It’s not even as though the old boy asked you to go. You’re just going to get in his way, and interfere with all his amorous adventures.”


  “I never have before – interfered, I mean.” She laughed at his stubborn expression. “Anyway, there’s no point my staying, if you’re coming back to England next month.”


  He made a face. “Wish I wasn’t. That lousy little theatre at Brookford. I shall get lost in the jungle of fortnightly rep. Besides, I’m not due there for two weeks. Now if you would only stay in Paris . . .”


  “No, Christo.”


  “We could rent a tiny attic. Think of all the fun we could have. Bread and cheese every night for supper and lots of rough red wine.”


  “No, Christo.”


  “Paris in the Spring . . . blue skies and blossom and all that rot?”


  “It isn’t spring yet. It’s still winter.”


  “Were you always so unco-operative?”


  But still she would not agree to staying, and in the end he admitted defeat. “Very well, if I can’t persuade you to keep me company, I shall simply behave in a very well-bred and British way, and come and see you on to your plane.”


  “That would be perfect.”


  “It’s very self-sacrificing of me. I hate saying goodbyes.”


  Emma agreed with this. Sometimes, it felt as if she had been saying goodbye to people all her life, and the sound of a train moving out of a station, gathering speed, was enough to reduce her to tears. “But this goodbye is different.”


  “How is it different?” he wanted to know.


  “It isn’t really goodbye. It’s au revoir. A stepping stone between two hellos.”


  “My mother and your father are not going to approve.”


  “It doesn’t matter if they approve or not,” said Emma. “We’ve found each other again. For the moment, that’s all that matters.”


  Above them, the loudspeakers gave a click, began to speak with a feminine voice.


  “Ladies and gentlemen. Air France announce the departure of their flight Number 402 for London . . .”


  “That’s me,” said Emma.


  They stubbed out their cigarettes, stood up, began to gather in the baggage. Christopher took the canvas grip and the Prisunic paper carrier, and the great bulging basket. Emma slung the raincoat over her shoulder, carried her handbag, the ski-boots and the hat.


  Christopher said, “I wish you’d wear the hat. It really would complete your ensemble.”


  “It would blow off. Not to say look funny.”


  They went downstairs, crossed the expanse of shining floor towards the barrier where a small queue of passengers was already forming.


  “Emma, are you going down to Porthkerris today?”


  “Yes, I’ll get the first train I can.”


  “Have you got any money? Pounds, shillings and pence, I mean?”


  She had not thought of this. “No. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll cash a cheque somewhere.”


  They joined the queue behind a British businessman who carried only his passport and a slim brief-case. Christopher leaned forward.


  “Oh, sir, I wonder if you could help.”


  The man swung round, and found to his surprise Christopher’s face only inches from his own. Christopher was wearing his sincere expression. “I am sorry, but we’re in rather a predicament. My sister’s returning to London, she’s not been home for six years, and she has such a lot of hand luggage, and she’s only just recovered from a serious operation . . .”


  Emma remembered Ben saying that Christopher never told a small lie if he could get away with a bigger one. Looking at him as he came out with this outrageous fabrication, she decided that he had chosen his career wisely. He was a wonderful actor.


  The businessman, thus approached, could make no excuse.


  “Well, yes, I suppose . . .”


  “It’s more than kind of you . . .” The canvas grip and the carrier with the bread went under one arm, the basket in the other along with the slim brief-case. Emma felt sorry for him.


  “It’s just till we get on to the plane . . . it is so kind of you, and you see my brother isn’t coming with me . . .”


  The queue moved forward, they had reached the barrier.


  “Goodbye, darling Emma,” said Christopher.


  “Goodbye, Christo.” They kissed. A brown hand whipped away her passport, riffled the pages, stamped it.


  “Goodbye.”


  They were divided by the barrier, by the formalities of the French government, by other travellers, surging forward.


  “Goodbye.”


  She would have liked him to wait and see her safely on to the plane, but even as she waved, flapping the sun hat, he had turned, and was walking away from her, the light shining on his hair, and his hands buried deep in the pockets of his leather coat.
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  In London, in February, it was raining. It had started to rain at seven o’clock in the morning, and it had rained without ceasing ever since. By half past eleven only a handful of people had visited the exhibition, and those enthusiasts, one suspected, had simply come in order to get out of the rain. They shed wet raincoats and dripping umbrellas, and stood around, bemoaning the weather before they had even bought themselves a catalogue.


  At eleven-thirty, the man came in to buy a picture. He was an American, staying at the Hilton, and he asked to see Mr Bernstein. Peggy, the receptionist, took the card which he proffered, asked him politely if he would mind waiting for a moment, and then came through to the office to speak to Robert.


  “Mr Morrow, there’s an American outside by the name of . . .” she glanced at the card. “Lowell Cheeke. He was here a week ago, and Mr Bernstein showed him the Ben Litton of the deer, and thought he was going to buy it, but he went off without making up his mind. Said he wanted to mull it over.”


  “Have you told him Mr Bernstein’s in Edinburgh?”


  “Yes, but he can’t wait. He’s going back to the States the day after tomorrow.”


  “I’d better see him,” said Robert.


  He stood up, and while Peggy went to open the door and invite the American in, did a swift spring-clean of his desk, squaring some letters, emptying the ash-tray into the wastepaper basket and shoving the basket under the desk with the toe of his shoe.


  “Mr Cheeke,” said Peggy, announcing the visitor like a well-trained parlourmaid.


  Robert came around the desk to shake hands.


  “How do you do, Mr Cheeke? I’m Robert Morrow, Mr Bernstein’s partner. I am sorry, I’m afraid he’s in Edinburgh today, but perhaps I could help you . . . ?”


  Lowell Cheeke was a short, powerful-looking individual in a dacron raincoat and a narrow-brimmed hat. Both of these were very wet, indicating that Mr Cheeke had not arrived in a taxi. He began divesting himself, with Robert’s help, from these sodden garments, and revealed an uncrushable navy blue terylene suit and a pin-striped nylon shirt. He wore rimless spectacles and behind them his eyes were cool and grey, and it was impossible to assess any sort of potential either financial or artistic.


  “Thank you very much . . .” said Mr Cheeke. “What a terrible morning . . .”


  “It doesn’t look as though it’s going to let up either . . . A cigarette, Mr Cheeke?”


  “No, thank you, I no longer smoke.” He coughed self-consciously. “My wife made me give it up.”


  They grinned at this female idiosyncrasy. The grin did not reach Mr Cheeke’s eyes. He reached for a chair and settled himself into it, hitching a polished black shoe across his knee. He already looked very much at home.


  “I was in here a week ago, Mr Morrow, and Mr Bernstein showed me a painting by Ben Litton – your receptionist probably told you.”


  “Yes, she did, the deer painting.”


  “I’d like to see it again if I may. I’m returning to the States the day after tomorrow, and I have to make up my mind.”


  “But of course . . .!”


  The picture waited for Mr Cheeke’s decision, resting, where Marcus had left it, against the wall of the office. Robert drew the padded easel into the centre of the room, turned it towards the light, and gently lifted the Ben Litton into position. It was a large picture, an oil of three deer in a forest. Light filtered through the barely-suggested branches, and the artist had used a quantity of white which gave the work an ethereal quality. But its most interesting feature was the fact that it had been painted, not on stretched canvas, but on jute, and the coarser weave of this textile had blurred the artist’s brush, like the outlines of an action photograph taken at high speed.


  The American swung his chair into position, and turned the cold beam of his spectacles on to the painting. Discreetly, Robert removed himself to the back of the room so as not to obtrude in any way upon Mr Cheeke’s own assessment, and his own view of the painting was obscured by the round crew-cut head of his potential customer. Personally, he liked the picture. He was not a fan of Ben Litton’s. He thought his work affected and not always easy to understand – a reflection, perhaps, of the artist’s own personality – but this swift sylvan impression was a thing to be looked at and lived with and never tired of.


  Mr Cheeke got out of his chair, moved up to the painting, examined it minutely, backed away once more, and finished up leaning against the edge of Robert’s desk.


  “Why do you suppose, Mr Morrow,” he said, without turning round, “that Litton was inspired to paint it on burlap?”


  The word burlap made Robert want to laugh. He longed to say irreverently, Probably had an old sack lying around but Mr Cheeke did not look as though he would appreciate irreverence. Mr Cheeke was here to spend money – always a serious business. Robert decided then that he was buying the Litton as an investment, and he hoped it would pay him off.


  He said, “I’m afraid I have no idea, Mr Cheeke, but it does give a most unusual quality to the work.”


  Mr Cheeke turned his head to send Robert a cold smile over his shoulder.


  “You are not as well informed on such aspects as Mr Bernstein.”


  “No,” said Robert. “I’m afraid I’m not.”


  Mr Cheeke relapsed once more into contemplation. The silence settled and lasted. Robert’s own concentration had begun to wander. Small sounds intruded. The ticking of his own wrist-watch. A murmur of voices from the other side of the door. The thunderous rumble, like distant surf, that was Piccadilly traffic.


  The American sighed gustily. He began to feel in his pockets, one by one, searching for something. A handkerchief, perhaps. Some change for his taxi ride back to the Hilton. His attention had strayed. Robert had not convinced him that the Litton was worth buying. He was going to make some excuse and go away.


  But Mr Cheeke was simply searching for his pen. When he turned round, Robert saw that he already held his cheque book in the other hand.
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