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Full fathom five thy father lies;

Of his bones are coral made;

Those are pearls that were his eyes;

Nothing of him that doth fade

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.

SHAKESPEARE’s The Tempest


PROLOGUE

“Ten to four? I didn’t realize the time! Do come in.” That was what she would say, hoping to sound sincere, ready to watch whoever it was carry muddy autumn rain into her house.

A small boy was at her heels, a duster clutched in his fist. He did this whenever she was cleaning: following her, being useful and anxious to please. He was too old for such copycat behaviour: acting like a baby. This morning and this afternoon they were doing windows from the inside, paintwork and the kitchen. Wherever she drifted, and dusted, he did it again: then touched it, smeared it and often ruined the effect. She did not mind and he did not care. He was content, biddable as long as he had her to himself and she listened to him.

What a trap she had made for herself, with all this domestic coviviality. The business of keeping open house was sometimes arduous. She remembered some stupid invitation to tea, saw the face through the window. Tea, for God’s sake; as if she was her mother. Instead of a bored housewife, decades younger. Then she felt an odd squirming in her stomach, panic, because nothing was going well today, nothing had gone well for quite some time. She was suddenly afraid to let anyone in, no matter who they were, and muttered her resentment to the boy. In the same breath she yelled, “HANG ON A MINUTE,” through the door. “Be with you in a SECOND: I can’t find the key.” As if she would ever lose it. She wanted time before she answered her door. Never mind the house, she could do with a lick of paint herself, but politeness and reputation dictated that she open the door. They were never strangers after all: they were always the groups and the invited singles of her wonderful friends; the antidote to a dutiful, frugal husband and a predictable life.

All the same, as soon as she recognized the face through the blur of the glass set eye level in their panelled door, she felt fear. Nonsense, she did not know what fear was and this could not be fear in the primal state: it was merely fear of boredom and embarrassment, surely. She checked her watch. Time for the boy’s dose of rubbishy TV. She was tearing off the last of the rings she wore and placing them into his pyjama pocket. Eight years old and he still loved fiddling with her rings. He should not have been wearing pyjamas at this time of day and she was ashamed of that, too. As much ashamed of dismissing him as she was of his willingness to go. You must not bribe the boy with television, her mother said, but he was already bribed into obedience. He was on his safe and resigned way upstairs, but that was not why, as soon as she opened the door, she knew the same fear. It had nothing to do with him.

Eight. The boy was out of sight, out of mind, and she was smiling. “Sorry about the mess,” she said, whizzing round, plumping up cushions, looking at her own bare arms, red hands, messy hair. She smiled a lot. It was second nature. She knew it enhanced a natural beauty.

“Tea? I’ll make tea. That’s what I was doing.”

But there was no tea and only stale biscuits to eat. It could not have been more obvious that she had forgotten the invitation, and, in the crossness which infected her movements, it was equally apparent that she had, at that moment and the hour to follow, far better, more important things to do. She dropped a cup, wishing she had thrown it, furious with herself for being nice.

“Where are your lovely rings today, sweetheart?”

The playthings of her underdeveloped son. He buried them in sand to tease her; threaded them on wool as if he was a baby. The voice from the kitchen entrance managed to sound both wheedling and masculine. The volume from the radio in the lounge seemed to be louder.

“Rings? Ha, ha! No, they don’t go with housework. I’ve sold them. I’m fed up with possessions. Moving house makes me want to live in a tent, with nothing.”

Where was the damned tea, and how could she make the biscuits appear edible? To hell with it; offer wine instead, make it easier all round.

“Here, open that, could you? Thanks.”

“Where’s your lovely little boy, then?”

“Out.”

And she knew, as soon as she said that, how the fear was entirely real, because there was absolutely no need for such a lie.

“You haven’t given me a hug.” A hand touched her shoulder. She could not help flinching and she turned, her long blond hair flicking a face, and her whole body a gesture of apology. It was too late.

“You hate me, don’t you?” The voice was heavy with resignation.

“What! No, no, of course not, I love you to bits!”

“No, you don’t.”

“Let me get past. Don’t be silly. Please.” She ducked under an outstretched arm.

The first blow to the back of her neck hit the hand she had raised to smooth her hair, stunned her, sending her crashing forward. She scarcely felt the second blow at all. Then she was scratching, clawing, rolling away. She pulled and pushed and moaned and howled and fought; biting, trying to evade, getting weaker, gritting her teeth to stop herself from screaming the boy’s name as the blows broke her fingers. I must not yell his name: he is not here.

She shrieked instead for her mother and for Lizzie and her own husband, in that order, but she did not yell for her son and she did not scream for long. The black plastic bag came down round her throat; good, thick plastic, designed for the thorns of garden rubbish, hiding her face and her neck. And that was the point when she lost the will, as well as the means, to resist. She struggled for breath and could not find it.

Then the kicking: judging the distance, kick; changing the angle, kick; kick, kick and then stamp: deliberate, ritualistic. A pause for breath; listening to the unusual sound of solid, walking shoes on bone, sinew and flesh, until all twitching, all responses ceased.

It took some time, this relatively quiet death. There was the sound of the radio downstairs, a television upstairs. She always liked to be surrounded by sound, even though television was severely rationed. No boy of mine will be brought up that way.

[image: image]

Even with this, and the images on the screen, zapping each other in cartoon death, he knew something terrible was happening. Why didn’t she call for him? The walls seemed to tremble and close in on him, paralysing him. It was too hot in his room. He squeezed his eyes tight shut, pressed the rings into the palm of his hand and turned his face into the pillow.

Someone came upstairs, opened the door, looked in and closed it again, softly. After that, he could not move at all. It was out of the question. So he held onto the rings, squeezing them so tight it almost hurt, and waited.


Chapter ONE



“… the weather forecast for today is sunny in the southwest. Maybe showers later …”

“Turn that off!” Elisabeth Kennedy shouted.

People die in summer, although this family prefers other seasons. But I am not dead like my sister, merely disabled. If only he had used a knife. Then, Mummy, I could have died and gone to heaven. And you could have had a lovely funeral. Mary would have worn a mournful hat to hide her lack of tears; you would be dressed in deep blue, crying all the time. And afterwards, you would have made of me a plaster saint, painted in beautiful colours, told the world I was the soul of virtue, a child of talent, sweetness and light. Well, I am not. Nor was I stabbed through the heart in a romantic crime of passion. He used caustic fluid, which is what you use for cleaning out ovens. And that says it all.

I can safely say that no-one has ever loved me with quite such intensity.

There is a view of the sea from this window, calm and clear today, the route towards the sea through Mummy’s garden. Mrs. Diana Kennedy is out there, barbering a flowerbed. A gate goes from the other end of the garden onto the cliff path, and from there, I can hear the sound of a child squealing at the water: I hope the little wretch gets wet. There are cut flowers by my bed, heavy, green curtains round the window and a pleasant breeze. Last year, the street on the other side won the prize for the best kept seaside village in the south. They dead-head the roses as soon as one petal turns brown. The place stinks, and the church bell strikes, every hour, on the hour, one, two, three, four … nine.

The door to the bedroom opened a crack, revealing a head before a body and then Matthew, Elisabeth’s nephew, preceded by the cat.

“Get that bloody creature out of here!”

Matt scooped the cat into his arms, dumped it outside and slammed the door without ceremony. Then he thumped down on the end of the bed and looked at her critically. He never could avoid staring; and she was always faintly relieved by his consistent failure to disguise his curiosity.

“Someone phoned for you,” he said. “I told them it was too early for me to go and dig you up out of the garden.”

“Who was it?”

He rolled his eyes. “I dunno. Just someone. What’s the matter? I can’t help it if you look like you’ve been buried.”

“Who was it, Matt?”

“Nobody. I made it up. Gran sent me to play with you, so,” he shrugged his shoulders, “here I am. It’s a beautiful day,” he added, longingly, “in case you noticed.”

“And you want to be out?”

“Yup. But I mustn’t. I have to sit with you.”

“Tell her I’m still asleep. I’ll pretend.”

He leapt to his feet, punched the air, “Yeah!,” and then he had the grace to blush.

“Wait a mo’. Are you going up to see Audrey and Donald later?”

He shuffled. “I might.”

“All right, then.”

I love that child, Elisabeth Kennedy told herself, listening to his heavy steps taking the stairs down, three by three. Love him. Love his precocity, his way with words and his grown-up behaviour, his polite remarks about the weather. He has the manners of a bereaved child who has grown up round adults rather than other children. No other child of ten would remark upon the beauty of the day. He is the energetic dreamer who has filled his own world with imaginary companions. I love him so much, he shouldn’t be in the same room as me; he deserves better. Because I am not loveable and I can quite see why.

She got up, padded clumsily. Unlike the cat, which had used Matt’s exit as an excuse to return, there was no delicate economy of movement in her steps. She wanted to raise her arms above her head and stretch; wanted to reach down her back and scratch where the puckered pink scar itched like crazy, but the simplest pleasures defied her. She looked towards the enticing blue of the sea and heard the chuck, chuck of her mother’s trowel in the flowerbed below, the genteel voice softly scolding, “Oh, really, dear, what has made you flop sideways? I wish you wouldn’t …” Elisabeth’s loathing of the summer sun filled her head with a growl.

She thought of her London home, bare, empty of frills, full of dust and eccentricity. It was big enough to swing that cat by the tail and throw it against the wall, spacious enough to lose the dog which had begun to yap outside, yruff, ruff ruff ruff, trying to make the threatening sound of a Doberman, failing dismally, stupid little dog, a bottlebrush on short, stumpy legs, barking while Mother’s voice warbled with the affection she reserved for plants. “Silly, silly things …” The sea, twinkling, teasing; the sun beckoning, mockingly. With her good hand, the rest of her trembling with rage, Elisabeth picked up a silver-backed hairbrush from the dressing table and tapped, awkwardly but hard, against the window pane, until it smashed.

You cannot love me because I am foul. I may as well make it worse.

Mrs. Diana Kennedy stood back from the scattered glass which had spread across the soil and onto the gravel path. The terrier retreated, his bark turning to a whimpering whine for attention. Diana bent towards it and cuffed it lightly on one rough ear. Ywow, ywow, ywow; a short-lived keening before he gave up the effort and buried his nose to the underside of his back leg. These dogs are amazing, Diana had once said in her penetrating, youthful grandmother voice; nothing distracts them for long. She looked upwards to the silent window. That pathetic shower of glass was not meant to harm. Or not in particular.

She moved out of range, without calling the dog. The trug she had carried was full of glass splinters, so was the gravel in the path. How could Elisabeth fail to know that Matthew went around barefoot? Elisabeth did know, and she did care, and she still smashed things, knowing some other person would tidy it up. She was a thirty-four-year-old child, born to be endured.

March steady. Behave as if nothing has happened; breathe deeply. Collect trug. Collect gloves. Collect dog, move towards kitchen; carry on as normal.

Her white hair was piled on her head. The way it lay, wave upon wave, would have been the envy of a bride. The style had never varied. She had one, unhurried way of walking, one way of dress. Loose, tailored trousers, tapering at the ankle, topped by a neat shirt in summer, or a high neck in winter, with plain-coloured woolen or cotton jackets, as weather demanded. Two combs and a hidden array of pins held up her mane in a controlled sweep back from the forehead, sometimes soft, sometimes severe and always rather ageless. She walked with a swagger: her hips swung as she strolled, limbs still loose from sea bathing almost every day in summer (a vigorous breaststroke, head above water). Her lined face was the colour of walnut.

Really, the child had quite put her off the task of tending to that section of flowerbed. She needed to buy more tree bark to deter the weeds, doubted she could afford that luxury and wished that the wretched dog did not spend quite so much time examining its private parts, as if nothing else mattered and they were something of which he was proud.

Diana moved through the kitchen and into the hall. She stood at the foot of the stairs, listening. The stairs were magnificent with banisters of decorated oak which began in a wide sweep and branched to the left and right, leading to the family quarters on one side, the guest domain on the other. There was no barrier between the one and the other, which she found regrettable sometimes, although the guests who stayed here tended to know their place, and Matthew had learned his. Mrs. Kennedy remembered the early days, when her brochure had stated “Dogs and children welcome,” before two seasons of a particularly beautiful, disruptive and destructive little boy had made her change her mind. Her grandson, Matthew, at his worst was an angel by comparison. He borrowed things, but he did not steal.

From the dining room to the left of the stairs, she could hear a murmur of voices. The last of the breakfast eaters, lingering over coffee, while Mary, cook, cleaner, treasure, chatted to them. No other meals were provided. Guests were urged to leave for the day as soon as possible, although they could make their own tea in the dining room, and sit there for a drink in the latter part of the evening. Sometimes, for form’s sake, Mrs. Kennedy would join them in the comforting knowledge that they found her perfectly charming, while she found them, within varying degrees, either tolerable or detestable. She could not face them in the morning.

But a collision with Mrs. Smythe, coming downstairs as Diana herself preceded regally across the hall to the front door, proved unavoidable, so she forced herself to stop, as if pleasantly surprised, put on her air of distant friendliness and fixed her smile while her heart sank. Dear Mrs. Caroline Smythe had been a regular for a fortnight almost every year since financial necessity had forced Diana to accept her and her kind.

“Caroline, how nice to see you!” Mrs. Kennedy murmured, taking an apparently impulsive step towards her and extending her hand. God forbid that the woman should kiss her. “I saw from the book that you’d arrived yesterday evening, I was out, I’m afraid. How are you? I was just coming to find you.”

This display of pleasure, as befitted a pair of widows of a certain age and long, if intermittent acquaintance, may have been entirely false, but Mrs. Smythe beamed. She was wearing a variation of her usual, jaunty headscarf and her fringe was a different colour. She was dressed in cut-off trousers, socks, hiking shoes and a flannel shirt, as if she was making for the cliff path and all the miles beyond, although she had never been known to walk further than a hundred yards. It was quite a change from the frothy frocks of last year. The woman was a miracle of reinvention, doing well for her age, whatever that was. No-one would ever guess they had been close, once, by mistake. A friendship born of crisis, as inexplicable as it had been temporary.

“Oh, Diana, darling,” Mrs. Smythe murmured. “Lovely to see you, too, but, my dear, I am so sorry to hear your news. The poor girl! And here, of all places! I am so sorry. As if you hadn’t had enough …”

Diana darling detached her hand from the other’s grasp and resisted the temptation to wipe it on her trouser leg. Caroline’s hands were always sticky, as if she had overdone the moisturiser on fat fingers so soft they could no longer absorb it.

“Yes, well,” she said briskly, regretting Mary’s inevitable propensity to share family gossip with regular guests, and also realizing that this encounter could not be curtailed without adding something to the information already received. She lowered her voice to one of intimate confidentiality. “Terrible of course. Bizarre, isn’t it, to have a daughter with a dangerous job in horrid old London—although she’d already given that up, thank heavens—come down here for a break, only to get mugged by a madman in the village. Still, she’s getting better all the time.”

“Did they catch him?”

“Oh yes. A weirdo from down the coast. Confessed. He’d been barred from the pub. Kept on throwing things at customers on the way home. Troubles never come singly, do they?”

She had a dim memory of Mrs. Smythe’s son, sliding down these banisters, screaming colourful abuse. Mrs. Smythe’s boy, who must have been born when Mummy was too old to control him and Daddy was halfway to desertion, the very child who had caused Diana to prohibit children and dogs apart from her own, and for that, she supposed she should feel grateful. She remembered not to ask about the son, just in case she should be told yet again how well he was doing now and what a fine young man he was, all to remind her of a faint feeling of guilt. She could not quite forget the memory of longer conversations with Caroline. Diana should never have confided in Caroline Smythe whatever the occasion: she had known it even at the time and had resisted a repetition, using any subterfuge which came to mind, in the same fortnight, every year.

“I suppose that makes a difference to her recovery?” Caroline said. “One would imagine it would,” she added kindly. “I mean, knowing the danger’s removed, the culprit apprehended.” There was a mere tinge of a London accent in her voice; the use of words of more than one syllable sounded unnatural, as if she employed the longer words to decorate her speech rather than to explain herself. “But she was always a tough little girl and I expect she’s being very brave. Isn’t she?”

“Oh yes,” Diana agreed. “Very brave indeed.”

Diana was not going to tell this smiling face, or any other, that her only surviving daughter was being a selfish swine.

“She has to go to the hospital this afternoon. She hates the hospital,” Diana added, searching for something innocuous to say which might also sound confidential.

“Oh dear. More treatment?”

She wanted the gory details.

“No. A checkup. And a demonstration.”

Caroline Smythe looked uncomprehendingly sympathetic. She clasped her hands in front of her waist and leant forward.

“Would it help if I were to chat … you know, keep her company?”

“No! No, it wouldn’t. How very kind of you, but it wouldn’t.” This time, the recoil was obvious, albeit quickly disguised. There was subdued laughter from the dining room and the sound of clattering plates.

Perhaps it would be better if they had children, and dogs, Diana thought, excusing herself. She could hide in the crossfire: she might be able to pretend that she was not a woman pursued by a series of tragedies, or deny that she and Caroline Smythe were sisters under the skin of motherhood, as if that gave them anything at all in common.

Caroline Smythe stood in the hall, torn between the desire to waylay another guest in the interests of conversation and the need to go and change her clothes. It was ever thus. She would come on holiday to relax, to be alone, but faced with a day’s solitude, she found it excruciating.

A small boy cannoned into the hall, skidded on the parquet, righted himself and made for the stairs. A lovely lad, manic as hers had been.

“Hallo,” Caroline called after him, longingly, but he shied away, refusing any contact with her eyes, and pretended not to hear. No children, no dogs. All this family had ever done for her was offer hospitality, food and a pretence of friendship, laced with insults and rejection. She clenched her fists and, like Diana Kennedy, fixed her smile.

How do you make people love you?

Turning out of the front door, aware that the final, muttered, must dash excuse me, had lacked her usual refinement, vowing to make up for it later, Diana hesitated. Instead of walking towards the village shops, she turned right, and strolled towards the sea.

The village of Budley spread landward from a neat cleft between the cliffs which guarded the shoreline. The main street was an easy walk; the houses flanking it, viewed from the shore, were set in a series of ever-rising terraces, smaller houses on the seafront itself, the more substantial further uphill. Standing on the promenade, a raised walkway with steps down to the beach, continuing at either end into pathways up the cliffs, Diana could turn slowly and see first the town, then the sea, then the cliffs bordering the bay. On a morning like this, the colours would blind her: cliffs topped with brilliant green, their raw sides russet red, the shingle of the beach a muted gold, the sea reflecting the blue of the vast and harmless sky. Then she would look at the town, the houses bedecked with flowers.

And her own house, of course. The most unusual, the biggest on this level and the only one with such a large, walled garden. Other houses, built further up the cliff path, had gardens too, but none so mature. And none with a door set into the wall, leading directly onto the lower reaches of the cliff path and the sea, so that it seemed even the sea was hers. When Diana walked back, she looked at her house covertly. Brilliant white walls, green shutters, grey, pantiled roof, flower boxes at every window and a peachy rose around the fine front door. Yes, it was enviable, solid, beautiful. She could only comfort herself with such thoughts; did so on a regular basis. Anyone seeing her stand in rapt, if secretive, contemplation of her own freehold, would imagine that she was looking at it in order to find flaws, such a perfectionist she was, but Diana was simply admiring what she had with fierce pride, imagining all she could improve if she had money, worrying about tiles and rot and still fortifying her private attitude that anyone who did not want to live, not only in her village, but more particularly in her house, must be stark, staring mad. She was quite sure she did not think this was simply because the polite and fulsome remarks of her discreet paying guests over the years had gone to her head: it was simply a fact.

She strolled uphill. A narrow stream flowed down on the right, with miniature bridges crossing to the front gates of the houses, the sound of the water a bubbling accompaniment to the civilized bustle of newly opened shops. It might have been the presence of this quaint addition which had made the village, high street and all, defy the presence, and accoutrements of the conventional summer tourist. There was no loud music here, no amusement arcade; no sellers of buckets, spades and windshields for the beach; no souvenirs or seaside rock. One shop selling ice cream and Devon fudge, three cafes and a fish and chip shop catered for all of that, disdainfully offering the visitors more than they deserved, while the rest remained essentially a place for the graceful enjoyment of those who lived in it, in a style befitting a population with an average age in excess of Diana’s own fifty-seven years.

Costa Geriatrica, Elisabeth had jeered. Everyone here wanders round on sticks, discussing the state of their gardens and their health: no wonder it’s so lovely. The only thing likely to cause a riot here would be a hosepipe ban. Well, perhaps by now Elisabeth had discovered there were some advantages to a place which made allowances for the less than fully mobile, despite the hills.

“Good morning, Mrs. Kennedy … Lovely day.”

“Oh, yes, gorgeous. Aren’t we lucky?”

“The lamb’s good today. Saved you some. Delivery about lunchtime?”

One did not carry one’s own heavy shopping in this town. One might carry back in triumph the dress you had bought from Molly’s if you were thus inclined (Diana was not; too vulgar), but that was all. Transaction complete (on the account, please), she strolled through more of the same. Fruit, asparagus, furniture polish, paper goods, environmentally friendly cleaners, polite greetings given and reciprocated with a regularity and consistency which Diana regarded as quintessentially English and infinitely reassuring. Then on her way home, she was jarred by a sudden memory of Elisabeth lying in bed, reclining in state, announcing her own, alien opinions. “My God, Mumsy wumsy, if that man in the butcher’s smiles any wider, he’ll disappear up his own arse.”

“You’d rather live in your crazy bell tower than here?”

“You bet. Soon as I can.”

“What’s wrong with people being pleasant?”

“Nothing, Mumsy. If only it weren’t so fucking relentless.”

Diana detoured home, excusing her self-imposed delay on the basis that young Matthew was keeping Elisabeth company, and thus making the mood of the patient sweeter. She herself felt suddenly helpless, furious that fate was undermining her yet again. Angry, that with all her hard won dignity, she still carried that contagion of pity which made people so sweetly careful of her, as if she were afflicted with some antisocial disease. Lately it had been less infectious because she was so obviously strong, but then the same unkind fate which ruled her life sent home to roost the daughter who was scarcely mentioned in the shops, because she had brought the trouble with her. No, not brought it, reinvented it. Disinterred it, unable to let it rest. With one daughter already in the graveyard, Diana Kennedy felt that these were challenges that she simply did not deserve. Only an iron will could resist them.

Steven Davey, son-in-law to Diana, watched her from the top window of the foremost house on the hill, owner lately deceased. A glimpse of her white hair lifted his spirits, assured him of the continuity of his life.

“The view’s marvellous from here,” the American said. “What’s it like in winter, though?”

“What? The view?”

What did he mean? The view would be the same in winter; same sky, same stretch of sea, same outlook on the garden at the back, same view of the railings at the front. What did he think? Same view, different colours, less inviting in mid-December than July, obviously; did he want a guarantee of the weather? It was difficult to remain affable in the company of someone who was wasting his time, but the only way out of a downward route into ill manners was to act as if the man was the best friend he had ever had. He must resist the impulse to throttle him, pretend he was interesting and his questions intelligent, while acting at the same time as if he did not despise him for the simple crime of having limitless money. The village was rich, but this man, immeasurably richer. Rich and loud, the perfect North American cliché.

“Oh, of course, I see what you mean. The ambience in winter? Rather nice, actually. Usually mild, quite a lot going on, very friendly community coming into its own, if you get my drift. People remember that they know one another, need one another. Is there anything you’d like to see again?”

There was always this conflict: sell the house and gain the commission as well as the kudos and sense of achievement, or sabotage the whole issue, because he could not bear to have this idiot as a near neighbour. If in doubt, remain as charming as your mother-in-law throughout because you never knew if the customer might have nicer acquaintances he would recommend.

“You sure this is the finest house in town?”

Steven drew a deep breath. “Well I’ve lived here most of my life, so I’m bound to say that this is the finest village on the coast, aren’t I? And I’m bound to say, that local opinion has this as the finest house. Because it has such a commanding position …”

“And because it’s so expensive.”

“Yes. And because it doesn’t change hands very often.”

“Pardon me?”

Steven did not hate Americans. He simply found them exasperating and uncomfortable because they did not speak his language any better than he could follow their laconic code. And they seemed to have the strange tradition that when they were buying a superfluous house with their ridiculous supplies of cash, it was the man who chose it, and houses chosen by men were always wrong for their women. Perhaps this creature who resembled a frog with the watchful eyes of a lizard would go home and insert a brick from the place down his wife’s suspender, by way of a gift. Then they would visit once or twice over three years and sell it again because it was too far from an airport and she had not wanted it. He brightened at the prospect.

“This ain’t the finest house,” the American said. “Maybe the prettiest, but not the finest.” He was standing by the window, jabbing his finger, pointing at the hill, to where the green shutters of Diana’s house were distinctly visible in the sun. “Now that one there, that’s the finest. By my standards, anyways.”

“That one?” Steven asked, pretending not to understand. “Oh yes. Not for sale.”

“Why, if the price is right …”

“Because it’s spoken for. Anyway,” he added, “it’s got a curse on it. Now, are we finished here?”

Ever fastidious, he brushed the dust from the sleeve of his jacket, and fingered the knot of his tie. Such a smart young man, the American remarked to himself, disliking the vision of a well-dressed realtor so clean he almost shone with it. As if a suit, however casually cut, made any difference. Certainly not in this heat.

“That house got ghosts?” he asked.

“Some.”

The American sighed and sat down heavily in the chair by the window, the only furniture in the room. “I just love ghosts,” he said. “My wife, she always did love a house with ghosts. Tell me about that house.”

It was less of an invitation than a command. Steven the servant shrugged. Why not? He could act as if there were a dozen calls on his time, but there were not, and he had given up pretending even to himself that the American was going to buy anything more than a portable antique in this town. Maybe a silver pepper pot from the messy antique and bric-a-brac shop opposite his office. There was also something about the man’s superiority which he wanted to shock. Chicago would always condescend to naive little England, where everyone was nice and no-one died, as if they were all in a film.

“You’re right. It is the finest house, even if it isn’t the most beautiful. It’s been in the same family for generations, passed down from father to son. The man who would be the current owner died after a sailing accident, oh, about thirteen years ago, leaving the present occupant, his widow, and two daughters, one she brought to the marriage, and he adopted, and then the one they produced. I married the youngest when we were both scarcely out of our teens.”

The American chuckled. “Well, I never. You didn’t let a good one get away. Do you inherit?”

“Someone seems to suffer untimely death in every generation of that family,” Steven continued, as if talking to the wall. He was feeling bored and angry. “First her father, then my wife. We were living in London. She was murdered. In our house, culprit and motive unknown. He put a black bin liner over her head and kicked her to death. I brought her back here to be buried. We shouldn’t have left. The finest house will belong to our son, when he’s older, of course. So don’t even think of it.” He smiled, to forestall any suggestion of offence.

“Jesus.”

There was nothing else to say. They creaked downstairs in silence, Steven closing the front door behind them, before they turned into the sunlight, blinded by it. Halfway down the hill, the American forgot to be tongue-tied. What did it matter if he offended this smart young widower? He was never going to see him again. Nor buy a house in a village which was clearly not as idyllic as it seemed, what with the weirdo summer visitors he’d heard about, throwing acid, for God’s sake—who needed guns?—and now, this. He grabbed Steven’s sleeve.

“That’s some family history you have there. What about the other daughter? Can’t you marry her and square it all up?” His laughter was artificial, embarrassed and loud, echoing into the walls. He was remembering the woman with the piled, white hair he had seen from the window.

“How very neat,” Steven said with his widest, official smile. “My son would approve, but I doubt if she would. We both loved my wife. Goodbye, Mr. … what was your name? I do hope we shan’t meet again.”

Matt was on the beach. Twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven stones he had thrown into the sea. His aim was to chuck one whole hundred; but the ambition had outweighed the interest. His skin was copper coloured with a clear demarcation zone where his shorts ended, his trainers began and the sleeves of his polo shirt flapped against his thin upper arms. The sheen on his uncovered flesh bore scant resemblance to the lily limbs which had begun to spread themselves on towels and chairs. A group of young women and men, day trippers from somewhere else, laid out in rows to catch the rays, their English faces already pink. They had nothing else in common, except for a slight, as yet faintly expressed, irritation with the boy throwing stones. As if one of the pebbles he skimmed on the flat water between the sluggish waves could rebound and hit some exposed flank of flesh.

He could hear his name being called from the door to Gran’s garden—think of the pride of walking past them all, into his own door. Or maybe that was all in his mind, his name being called, like a constant echo, making him wander round with his fingers in his ears. Matthew! Come and help me. Or was it, Matthew, help? He sat heavily, listened, decided that twenty-eight stones were quite enough. He would try, once more, to make one of them bounce not twice but three times, in a minute. His feet scrunched slowly as he rose and walked down the line of swimsuit-clad bodies, stopping to stare. How strange it was that whether they knew one another or not, they arranged themselves with such symmetry, as if they were cars parked by an attendant in a car park.

He was looking for his mother. Long, slim, fair, beautiful, with a voice like music. She was not like Aunty Elisabeth; she was not like anyone, although Elisabeth came closest before she got so crumpled, and there was always the hope she could be here, even though he knew she would never be here, not a chance. Not a chance after what he struggled to forget.

He found himself examining a bare bosom. Two nipples; interesting. Someone told him to piss off. Stop staring, little boy, haven’t you got a home?

“I’m looking for jewels,” he told them under his breath. “There’s treasure on this beach, did you know?”

He turned on his heel and faced Gran’s house. Given the chance, they would send him away. Everyone was sent away, in time. Sent away or lost. He dreaded his turn for either eventuality and only knew he wanted to postpone it. He turned again, picked up a stone at random, watched for a space of seconds, and skimmed it across the shallows. Once, twice, thrice, it bounced. Someone who had watched him with sympathy rather than irritation, clapped.

It was indeed a place of enchantment.


Chapter TWO



Yugh!

The familiar smell of the hospital corridor made Elisabeth sick. With the taste of bile in her mouth, all she could remember was the food and that miserable card, sent round with supper, asking what she would want the evening after, which, when it arrived, was always the wrong choice, a bland pulp, neither hot nor cold, never delicious. The irony of it: to be hungry, with nothing good to eat; at leisure for once to enjoy, while everything tasted of paper and all the time she was outmanouevred by pain, pain, relentless, irritating pain. They were all in it together, a team of torturers, led by a surgeon with a smile as sharp as his scalpel and a bedside manner as plastic as his art. A teeny-weeny man, a skin-deep bastard. (You are doing so well, Elisabeth: we’re all amazed: you must let us show you off … a demonstration … let the others know how it’s done …) And she, recalcitrant, but vulnerable enough to succumb to flattery, had agreed.

You should never agree to anything, skinny Lizzie. Never.

A porter was wheeling her into a lecture hall. Bright lights, a theatre full of people. She was one of the surgeon’s triumphs.

Dream on, Liz. Waft your perfume, insist on a cigarette in a long, ivory holder: you’ve been selected for stardom, a celebrity at last. In a moment they would applaud, recognize the fact that she had come by this debilitating status and ugly hospital gown as a result of something brave. Not an injury from a boiling pan she had failed to notice, but a proper, full-frontal, national newspaper headline injury on a day when she was the only good news. Read all about it … BLONDE HEROINE RESCUES BOY FROM FIRE ON BURNING BOAT … amazing courage … BLONDE HEROINE HOISTS GRANNY TO SAFETY ACROSS RAVINE … SAS VENTURE LED BY … near tragedy averted by stunning show of skill. Miss Kennedy clambers down the edge of a vat of hot oil to rescue a colleague stuck on ledge, overcome with the fumes. Hurray! She succeeds and bears her scars nobly. “It was in a good cause,” she said, falteringly, from her bed of pain. “Of course I would do it again.” The shy, brave darling, wincing slightly at the intensity of the camera flash, cornflower-blue eyes as bashful as a princess. We love you, Elisabeth.

There was a man with a camera on the lecture room stage. She blinked at him, unable to detect personality; a photographer, she guessed, hidden by the glare, hired to record what the surgeon was about to describe. His purpose did not include communicating with the patient. She could not see his features, felt rather than saw a smile as he darted forward, knelt as if abject, raised his thumb, like that, and retreated into the shadows until summoned again. A tall man, with a pony-tail.

Celebrity. Heroine. Fool. You add insult to your own injury, letting yourself in for this, ticking the box, giving permission to be arranged so carefully on a trolley, paraded like a corpse at a state funeral. She was bidden to lie as still as if the couch was really a coffin. Reclining at the moment, with her back to the audience, spine exposed. Dream on, for a minute. Please, give me another minute.

… Miss Kennedy, resourceful ex-police officer, is currently indisposed after her outrageously courageous pursuit of an armed robber, who had terrorized the neighbourhood … She floored him after a desperate pursuit, alone, unaided, unarmed, despite his knife … then she dived into ice … Our heroine on the mend … We are proud of her.

Elisabeth interrupted her own daydream. Her mother would have liked this version, too.

The surgeon coughed, clearing his throat. “As to the cause of these injuries, ladies and gents, well, a sad tale. Elisabeth here was coming out of a pub, at the end of a birthday celebration. She took a short cut on her way home. Possibly not paying a great deal of attention, eh Elisabeth?” He patted her rump. “She tripped and fell. Unfortunately, there was at large at the time a madman who had taken to attacking young people of the district with various kinds of acidic fluids. In this case, caustic, which he either threw at or over Miss Kennedy. Her injuries are the more severe because she had fallen, because she was unconscious and therefore lay in this liquid for some time …”

Don’t say it, she pleaded silently. Don’t say, she was drunk. As a skunk. Going home alone after an argument in a pub, tripping over … going to sleep in acid, because she was stupid drunk. Unable to remember much after. Failure.

“She lay on her right arm and hip. Her chin also had contact with the caustic, but thankfully, movement of the head has minimized injuries here, while the elbow was burnt to the bone, with considerable inroads made into the flesh to the rear of the hip. Well, we couldn’t mend that with skin grafts alone, could we now? So what we’re talking about here is rebuilding that muscle with muscle of a similar type.”

With loving care, he traced the long, puckered scar which led from the left of her mid-spine, into the left buttock.

“So we took it from here … and here. The skin to cover it came from the inner thighs … Here, and here.”

She was sitting now, as guided, legs wide apart on the edge of the trolley, the gown bunched modestly, revealing no more than two expanses of purpled flesh. Healing: almost healed, but still as sore as if she had been dragged over gravel, and despite the modesty of the gown, the pose was faintly indecent. Then, again as instructed, she lay back, holding the right arm, temporarily freed from the sling and the bandage, across her chest, keeping her eyes to the ceiling, refusing to look at her own, reconstituted flesh. To think she had ever worried about her weight.

“The damage to the ribcage and the neck have been slow to heal and resistant, up until now, to any kind of graft. The skin of the inside upper arm can be ideal for the neck, and at last, we seem to have succeeded.” He stood behind her, holding her head in both hands, turning her profile to the audience. The photographer took another picture, like a man fascinated by patchwork.

“There are always problems with mending the jaw and the neck, because it must remain mobile in order for the patient to eat, to communicate. The patient is always anxious to communicate, isn’t she, Elisabeth?” He laughed. “Of course one wants a patient to eat and smile, but in this case, one didn’t wish to encourage laughter, ha, ha.”

Bastard.

One would have prefered it if the patient had at least wanted to smile. Rather than the screaming, the swearing, the corrosive, articulate anger, the tuneless singing and latterly, the constant flow of hot, furious tears. And the language, good God, her language. No fishwife was ever so fluent. The whole range of emotional responses was hers, excluding gratitude.

The photographer came back, slipped away again. Elisabeth adjusted herself to lie, fairly comfortably now, on her left side, with her head propped up in her left hand. In this pose, she surveyed the audience as the doctor continued, on and on and on in a fluent delivery which seemed to her a remarkably self-satisfied postscript to her humilation. Then she noticed it, a fresh, pink rose, placed close to her hand, so sweet smelling it made her want to cry. And then, laugh.

Staring out into the darkness, Elisabeth lowered one eyelid in a lascivious wink. She had tried the gesture in front of a mirror, making Matt giggle, aware of how absurd it looked from a face which seemed as if someone had taken a bite out of the neck, mended it with play-dough and put it back crooked. The faces out in the black sea of the audience were doubtless perfect, but invisible, barred from her scrutiny. There was the sound of a high giggle, quickly suppressed. Mr. Ryman, a surgeon with a future and a paper to prepare, stood at the end of her couch; talking, gesturing, explaining a point, little glasses trembling on the end of his nose. With the clawed fingers of her right hand, Elisabeth pulled the material of the gown above her knees, winked again, extended one foot, wiggled her toes, bent her knee and extended her right foot until her big toe could stroke the cleft of his backside. It was a friendly, lascivious gesture which he did not notice until he jumped, with a ridiculous meow of alarm, the half-moon glasses clattering to the floor, the noise of that drowned in a storm of laughter. Elisabeth lay on her back and closed her eyes, aware of the camera again. She raised her good hand in a two-fingered salute, curled the other round the rose.

Deciding it was better to join in the laughter, the surgeon swept his glasses off the floor and put them back on his nose.

“As you will see, ladies and gents,” he announced jovially, “the patient is making an excellent recovery. But it has been, and will be, a long process …”

Drunk again, Miss Kennedy. When will you ever learn?

If only that were all.

Are you intelligent? Do you hurt? Are you a failure?

Yes, yes, yes. And whose fault is it?

My own. I have never done a brave thing or a wise one.

Steven was waiting outside.

“What were they laughing at?” he asked.

“They’re going to sell me at a discount,” she said. “Put me up for auction. I should’ve painted my toenails.”

“Car’s outside. Can you manage the walk?”

He was deliberately brisk, because she seemed to be in danger of crying again, which he did not want. He was always slightly awkward with emotion, trying to hide it, as if she noticed.

“I don’t see why you should pay and display if you’re parking a car in order to carry a patient, be one, or visit one,” she said distinctly as they crossed what felt like a mile of concrete, the urge to weep suppressed with every toddling step. Being drunk was never as bad. The urge to talk, more prevalent, was impossible to resist once she was settled into a seat and he began to manouevre the car, his own, nice, commodious piece of Eurowedge, out of the Exeter traffic. She longed to be able to drive herself, but none of that desire diminished the pleasure of being driven in a car where everything worked.

“I’ve got to go home, Steven. Got to, got to, got to. Soon.”

“Yes, yes, I know, don’t worry, we’re on our way. Home soon.” He missed the point.

She was scrunched up in the passenger seat, the whole of her throbbing with anger, holding the arm in the sling against herself, her feet braced against the dash, one foot tapping a rhythm. Her shoes were in the well of the car, somewhere. He disliked the sight of her thin, bare feet, raised to the level of her face as she sank down.

“Home?” she yelled, so loud he almost took the car straight across the roundabout. “Fucking home! No home of mine.”

He was silent, smiling slightly, endlessly tolerant.

“I want, dirty, filthy, cold-blooded London,” she continued. “I want muck in the street. Litter. Dead plants. Neighbours who do not give a shit. I want Patsy and all the rest who have better things to do. What an ambition. I want to be in a place where the natural behaviour of the people is rudeness and lack of curiosity.”

“They won’t look after you,” he said.

“I should hope not. Why the hell should they?”

He drove.

“Do you remember Patsy?” she asked, her mind slipping into a different gear.

He had met her once or twice. In those far off days when Steve and her sister Emma and she all lived in London, inhabiting their different planets. Steve and Emma, the gilded couple with their baby son, living on the outskirts but upwardly mobile, Elisabeth in the middle, living in a series of flats before she found the belltower. She would entertain them from time to time with her own version of street wisdom, and even to Steven’s untutored eyes, she seemed unlikely to make it as an officer of the law. He and Emma had talked about it, often. This is not what my sister should be doing, Emma had said, a policewoman, for God’s sake; she only does it out of middle-class rebellion. I worry for her. Emma worried for everyone: it was part of the sublime sweet nature which made her so phenomenonal. Steven struggled, in a rush of conflicting memories, trying to find another face from the same era. Patsy.

“Yes. I think. Glamorous. Something in magazines.”

“Well, she wrote to me the other day; it was like getting news from another world. She’ll come and fetch me back, couple of weeks. I want to hear about people having good times; I want to be around people who do the things I want to do …”

“Listen to the good times?” he asked, feigning understanding.

“Patsy and Emma,” she said dreamily. “Either of them. All I wanted to be.”

He was inured to her insensitivity, and drove on, relieved that she had removed her bare feet from the dash and looked sleepy. The better profile was turned towards him, not as flawless as her dead sister, but the same perfect skin from this angle where the twist to the neck was not apparent. Those were the days, when he had driven them both home for weekends, his wife and her sister, as different as they could be in manners, and only, oddly similar in the quality of their skin. The children of different fathers, although both of them had only known the one.

“You didn’t really want to be like Emma,” he said.

Of course she had. Serene, undemanding, possessed of a handsome man who adored her. She straightened in her seat, ashamed. No-one would ever have wanted to be Emma if they could have predicted how short her life would be.

“Why do you have to go, Lizzie? We need you. You could stay on, get a job.”

“It isn’t my home, Steven. Matt thinks it is, but it isn’t.”

“Oh.” He did not want to talk about that.

The car sped down the narrow hill which led to the outskirts of the village. Through the trees which dappled them in shadow, there was a glimpse of sea. The sky had dimmed to the deeper blue of early evening. He watched her watching the parade of shops as they passed. Mrs. Audrey Compton was watering the flowers outside her antique and bric-a-brac shop: he waved. She waved back with furious energy. Thank God she had taken in all the rubbish which littered the pavement by day. There it was, peace, tranquillity, order, and all Elisabeth Kennedy wanted was the dark comforts of metropolitan chaos. Plus shallow, clever, successful friends like Patsy.

“You can’t go back yet,” he said gently as they came to a stop. “You aren’t really well enough. You won’t be able to climb the steps. The place will be filthy.”

“No it won’t. Father Flynn keeps an eye out and Patsy said she’d look over the place.”

His dim memory of Patsy did not accord with a comforting image of a woman at home with a duster.


Chapter THREE



The din was terrific and the light varied from a ghastly blue through all the shades of the rainbow, obscuring faces into sharp angles devoid of distinction. The men kept their eyes on the girls, registering bodies long before faces. What they did with their bodies and their hair on the dance floor; the way they smelled with their sweat inside tight clothing and the sheen of it on their foreheads, raising the contours of less than perfect skin. Dancing close or the distance of embarrassment; whether they wriggled, pressed, writhed; small boned, big bosomed, big-headed: Rob could look at the bodies like a buyer in an auction ring, he and his mates fixing the prices. He failed to understand, as he jutted his own hips to the music, that the process of observation was equally brutal in his own direction. Even in this light, someone had noticed his white socks and over-shiny shoes. There were three girls who were prime among other girls for sticking together and making a noise, men drawn towards their circle, and there was a conspiracy percolating between them which he was slow to fathom. They were blocking him from the one he wanted. The one he wanted, probably wanted his friend, Mike, but Mike was being aloof, acting superior, as if he didn’t care who liked him. Looking as he did, why should he worry? Mike was the enviable one. Regular features, melting eyes and amazing thick hair, nice build for an average height, although he always looked taller than he was. The hair added a charisma they all seemed to lack. Owl and Joe were shuffling about somewhere; Joe’s damn pony-tail making a big man look like a wimp, and the Owl’s huge specs the only feature which made his presence memorable. Neither of them was much competition, as far as Rob was concerned. They couldn’t sell themselves, and if you can’t do that, what can you do?

So bold Rob ended up buying drinks for all three girls, one round after another, taking some time to realize he was being outwitted because, after the third dance, the one he liked had pushed him away playfully, as if he had been getting too close, and he had followed her back to her gang where, by a process of nods, winks and patting of seats, they arranged themselves and neatly placed him as far away as possible from her. The sweet little blonde who was the one he had spoken to first, the one he wanted.

OK, suit yourself. The older one wasn’t bad, he conceded, sulking, but the mutual indifference was palpable. Besides, the older one had cleared a space on that little dance floor, throwing herself round with lots of arms, trying too hard, so that after a while no-one asked her any more and she didn’t seem to care one way or another, like Mike, as if she was there simply to drink and nod her head at the music, ignoring everything else. Mike sort of led their team: she led hers by showing off more.

They were all showing off, come to think of it: telling jokes and stories, every word bellowed, shrieking with laughter, waving arms, pushing back hair, moving their bodies, crossing and uncrossing their legs. Rob staggered to the Gents, slightly pissed, dizzy with drink and his own frustration. He looked longingly at the dance floor, searching for his three friends. They had broken the essential rule of cruising, which was stick together. Girls didn’t make the same mistake.

And then when he came out, it was over. He must have been in there longer than he thought, resting his head against the mirror, not quite liking what he saw while hearing the rush of giggling footsteps past the door, the muted sounds of plotting in the adjacent Ladies’ lav. His body ached, his head ached, and he wondered what he might have spent. Outside, a few bodies were dancing langorously now, all selections made, all rejections refined into this few, while those whose choices had been spoiled took the hint and left without parading their failure. Rob peered across at the girls’ table. There was one woman remaining, the older one. Arranged in the dim light like a bunch of flowers, waiting for him. Anger swelled. This tribe of bitches had passed him from hand to hand, outflanked him and left him this. All that effort, to be left with the one he liked least.
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