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Prologue



I


So this is how it ends.


It is clear to me now: one of us has to die.


Some deaths are inevitable. Others can be prevented. And then there are those tragedies that are driven by their own momentum, that once begun will gather force, causing harm after harm, loss after loss.


Yes. It is time to end this.




II


Finally it was quiet in the car. Stephanie had managed to silence Jason by telling him that if he didn’t stop talking she would pull over and throw him out. He could walk back to the station. It wasn’t a comfortable silence, and Stephanie gripped the steering wheel tightly. She opened the window a crack to let out some of the hot air and breathed in the moist sea breeze, catching a vague scent of the waves crashing onto the rocks below.


Relax, a voice in her head said. It won’t be like last time.


‘So you think it’s a domestic then, Sarge?’ Jason said, his voice intruding into her thoughts. ‘It’s a bit posh up here for that, isn’t it? They can’t be rowing about money, that’s for sure.’


Jason folded his arms as if that said it all, and Stephanie wanted to ask if he had listened to anything during his training. She hated taking probationers out, particularly when they were as opinionated and misinformed as this one.


‘There was a 999 call and a woman was screaming for help – that’s all we know. Then the line went dead. The security company that keeps an eye on the place says it’s like bloody Fort Knox so it’s unlikely anyone’s broken in.’


Stephanie knew all too well what that meant. Whoever the woman needed saving from was known to her.


‘The security patrol car is at the scene already and their guy’s waiting to let us in, so we’ll find out soon enough,’ she said.


Too soon. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.


The gravel of the track crunched beneath the tyres, the bright light of a full moon illuminating the shrubbery that lined the narrow driveway as the clouds cleared. As she turned the corner she saw a long white wall ahead of them, about twenty feet high with a huge double wooden doorway in the centre.


‘What the hell is this place?’ Jason asked, his voice quiet as he took in the unusual sight.


‘It’s the rear wall of the house.’


‘There aren’t any windows. Why would you build a house without windows?’


‘Just wait until you get inside, Jason.’


Out of the corner of her eye she saw his head swivel towards her. ‘You know this house, then?’


Stephanie nodded. She didn’t want to think about the last time she was called here and was hoping and praying that tonight wasn’t going to be anything like it. But a cry for help was never a good sign, and despite its beauty this house gave her chills.


She pulled the car to a halt next to a vehicle with the badge of a security company on the side. A skinny young guy with a severe case of acne jumped out.


Oh Lord, she thought. Two babies for the price of one.


‘Sergeant Stephanie King,’ she said. ‘Have you got the key?’


The young man nodded. ‘I’m Gary Salter. From the security firm.’


Nothing like stating the obvious.


‘Did you try ringing the bell?’ she asked. Gary’s eyes darted nervously from left to right.


‘I didn’t know if I should or not.’


‘Probably the right decision,’ Stephanie said. ‘We don’t know what’s going on in there, and you’d have been vulnerable all on your own. Get back in the car, Gary. Until we know what’s what we can’t have you trampling all over the place.’


Stephanie pressed her finger hard on the bell and bent her head to listen for any sign of movement inside. It was completely silent. She tried once more for luck and then pushed the key into the lock and turned it.


She heard Gary jump out of the car behind her.


‘There’s an alarm,’ he said. ‘Code’s 140329.’


Stephanie nodded and pushed the door open. The alarm box was inside the porch, but it wasn’t armed. She opened the inner door and stepped into the house, Jason hot on her heels. The corridor was dark, and there wasn’t a sound. The silence had the thick quality of a heavily insulated house, and as she called out her voice seemed flattened, dead.


A fragment of light spilled through a partially open door that led into what Stephanie knew to be the main living room of the house. With one hand on the wall to guide her, she inched forward, calling out, ‘Hello? Police!’ as she went. She pushed the double doors at the end of the hall fully open and suddenly they were out of the gloom.


‘Bloody hell!’ Jason said, and Stephanie knew exactly what he meant. The impact of the view in front of her was every bit as staggering as the last time she had seen it. There may have been no windows on the entrance side of the building, but the far wall of the vast living space was a single sheet of glass. Bright moonlight was reflecting on the black sea far below and it felt as if the house was suspended high above the ocean.


‘No time to look at the view, kid. Hello!’ she shouted again. ‘Police. Anyone home?’ There wasn’t a sound. ‘Come on, Jason, let’s check the place out.’


The whole of the cavernous space they were in was open plan, with an ultra-modern kitchen, a dining table for about twenty people and an array of sofas. Just then the moon went behind a cloud and Stephanie reached out to switch on the lights. Nothing happened.


‘Shit,’ she muttered. ‘Go and get the torch – and be quick. I’m going downstairs to the bedrooms. Come and find me.’


Jason turned back towards the door and Stephanie slowly made her way to the top of the stairwell and grasped the smooth steel bannister for support. It was cold under her fingers.


‘Police!’ she shouted. ‘Mr North – are you here?’ She could hear the lack of confidence in her voice, and cursed her memories of this place. ‘Mr North?’ she shouted again.


Although the caller had been a woman, the only name Stephanie had was North’s and to the best of her knowledge he hadn’t remarried.


The moon suddenly reappeared, drawing her gaze to the mesmerising sight of its reflection on the dark water, but she turned back to the stairs and drew her baton in her right hand. Holding tightly to the bannister with her left she stepped carefully down the glass staircase, calling out as she went.


Something had happened here. She could feel it.


She knew the bedrooms were on this floor, and at the far end of the corridor there was another staircase that led to the basement. She didn’t want to have to go down there again.


She heard clomping feet behind her and turned into the full beam of a strong flashlight, lifting her arm across her eyes to protect them from the glare.


‘Sorry, Sarge.’ Jason’s voice sounded slightly uneven, as if he was either scared or excited. She didn’t want to know which.


Stephanie called out again into the silence. She remembered where the master bedroom was. Last time she was here the door had stood open and North had been sitting on the bed, his head bowed, his shoulders shaking.


She reached out with her foot and gently pushed the door open.


They didn’t need the torch. Moonlight flooded through the room’s floor-to-ceiling windows, supplemented by the flickering yellow glow of a dozen candles strategically placed around the room.


‘Jesus!’


Jason’s whispered blasphemy said it all. The bed was a mass of tangled sheets wrapped around the legs and arms of two people – Stephanie couldn’t tell whether male or female from where she stood. The metallic smell confirmed what she was seeing. Both bodies were still, and the white bedding was drenched in thick, dark blood.


Despite the warm night, Stephanie felt a shiver run across the back of her neck and she swallowed hard. What the hell had happened here? She felt an abrupt urge to run from the room, away from the brutal sight in front of her.


Forcing herself to take a deep breath, she turned to Jason and quietly asked him to go back upstairs and call it in. She didn’t need a mirror to know that the round-eyed look of horror on his face was a reflection of her own.


As he left the room, Stephanie heard a sound that made every hair on her arms stand on end. It was the cry of a very young child. She spun towards the door, trying to work out where it was coming from. She needed to find the child, but it didn’t sound like a cry of pain or distress, and before she could leave this room, there was one thing she had to do. She was going to have to walk over to the blood-soaked bed and touch both bodies to check if they were dead, although in her mind there could be little doubt. The spatter pattern on the wall resembled a weird abstract painting and viscous red splodges decorated a larger than life black and white photograph of a blonde-haired woman, hanging in pride of place above where they lay.


Stephanie took a deep breath and forced herself to put one foot in front of the other, inching towards the bodies.


At first she thought she was seeing things. A leg twitched. Then a moment later the distant sound of the crying child was accompanied by a lower, deeper sound. It was a groan of pain. And it was coming from the bed.


One of them was alive.




PART ONE


Three Months Earlier


It began with small acts of cruelty. A foot outstretched, a cry of pain as a knee hit the ground. He developed a taste for it. The moments became more frequent, the acts more brutal. The pleasure, it seemed, greater with each callous deed.




1


I see the photograph from across the street. It fills the window of the gallery, suspended on thin wires so it appears to be floating mid-air. It’s the black and white image of a girl’s face, her body little more than a shadow against a black background. The contrast has been heightened so that each raised surface of skin – a cheekbone, her nose, the end of her chin – glows a dazzling white, while every hollow seems dark and secretive.


I stop dead on the pavement and stare. The gallery is small – no larger than the shops on either side, one selling fancy cakes, the other displaying the kind of rubbish people buy on holiday that has no purpose once their fortnight in the sun is over: blow-up sharks, beach balls that will pop the first time anyone kicks them, lurid pink lilos and fancy kites that probably will never fly.


The gallery is sophisticated in comparison, its grey fascia adorned with nothing more than two words painted to the far right, almost as if they’re apologising for their presence: Marcus North.


I don’t know how long I’ve been staring, but the photograph reaches out to me. I don’t even notice the chaotic traffic as I cross the narrow road to stand outside the window. For a few long moments I am lost in thoughts of the past but finally I push open the door and take a step inside. It’s a stunning space stretching far back, the walls a sombre grey. Every few metres a brick pillar punctuates the dark plaster on which the photographs are hanging, discreetly lit from above and, despite the lack of colour, glowing with life.


One picture draws me to it, and I slowly take the three steps down into the body of the gallery, my eyes fixed on an image of two young children, one black, one white, playing together. A black hand seems to be stroking a white cheek, while a white hand rests on a black leg. Again, the contrast is pitched high, and the smiles of baby teeth are captivating.


On each of the brick pillars is a small brass sculpture: a pig’s head, a wizened hand, a dancer’s leg bent at the knee. And hanging from each sculpture is a piece of the most original and beautiful silver jewellery I have ever seen. A long necklace with undulating waves hangs from the wing of a bird, a jewelled earring sits in the pig’s nose.


I sense someone behind me and I turn my head.


In stark contrast to the monochrome of the gallery, the woman is wearing a short, sleeveless dress in fuchsia pink. Her hair is cut close to her head, cropped almost, and dyed a startling white. Her eyes seem to grab me and won’t let go. Pale grey, luminous and huge, they watch me.


I know who this is. Cleo North.


‘Can I help you,’ she asks, ‘or are you happy to browse?’


She’s smiling, but it’s the professional smile of a salesperson and it holds little genuine warmth. I clear my throat, angry at myself for my jittering nerves, but I remember why I’m here and the anxiety ebbs as I walk back up the steps towards her, stretching out my hand. Hers is cool to the touch.


‘Evie Clarke,’ I say. ‘I was interested to see whether Marcus North’s photography is as good as I’ve been led to believe.’


The grey eyes narrow slightly. ‘I’m Cleo North, Marcus’s sister. I think you’ll find it’s probably better. Can I ask how you came across his work?’


I smile and twist a strand of my long blonde hair, which seems an almost gaudy yellow next to the pure white of Cleo’s, between my fingers.


‘I’ve been doing a bit of research recently and there was an article in a local paper about Marcus. You were named as his business manager.’


‘Are you local, then?’ she asks, a puzzled frown suggesting she should know me if that were the case.


‘No, I’m from London. But a friend was on holiday here and brought back a copy of the newspaper. I was intrigued and decided to take a trip to check the photos out for myself. I’m looking for someone to take a series of pictures of me.’ I smile at Cleo, knowing this sounds terribly vain. ‘They’re for my father, but if left to his own devices we’d probably end up with some stuffy posed portraits, so I asked if I could choose the photographer.’


I see a flash of concern in her eyes which she disguises with another smile. ‘I’m not sure if Marcus is taking on that kind of portrait work at the moment. He’s been focusing more on reportage photography, capturing pictures that tell a story. These,’ she says, indicating the portrait shots in the gallery with her hand, ‘are mainly examples of his earlier work.’


I nod, as if I understand. ‘Look, why don’t I talk to him, tell him what I’m after. My father’s well connected, and if he’s pleased with the outcome I’m sure he’ll be only too happy to spread the word.’


I can see indecision in her eyes. She has aspirations for her brother – the newspaper article made that clear – and I need to find a way to win her over.


‘If it helps, I’m not specifically looking for studio images. I’d love to have a number of photos taken over time with different moods and a range of locations. I don’t want something obvious or too staged.’


Cleo looks vaguely affronted that I might think Marcus capable of the mundane.


‘Well I think you can see his pictures are never boring. He’s highly sought after, as you can imagine.’


It takes another ten minutes of subtle persuasion, with the unspoken lure of enhancing Marcus’s reputation, before she thaws and I begin to see a flicker of excitement. I’m sure she has greatly exaggerated the current demand for his work – he’s been virtually a recluse for the past eighteen months – and I can see ambition in her eyes. Not for herself, but for Marcus. I know she’s on my side now.


‘How would you like to take this forward?’ she asks, her smile genuine for the first time since I arrived. I hadn’t thought of it before, but after what happened to Marcus maybe people sometimes come into the gallery to try to catch a glimpse of him, to see if tragedy is written all over his face. But it seems Cleo believes my interest is genuine.


‘I need to meet Marcus to understand how he works, to see if his ideas match mine and – a potentially much more difficult challenge – meet my father’s expectations.’


‘Oh, I’m sure they will. Let me have a word with him, and I’ll get back to you.’


I pull a face. ‘I don’t want to hang around for too long. If he’s not interested I’d prefer to know now rather than waste time. I’d like to meet him today, if that’s possible.’


I can see this idea worries her, but finally she agrees to speak to him there and then to arrange an appointment, and picks up the phone. I can tell from her expression that he’s not happy about the idea. I turn away, as if I haven’t noticed. She tries to keep her voice smiley and cheery, and I wander down the gallery so she can work her magic on her brother in private.


Finally she hangs up and gives me a smile. ‘He knows you want to see him today, and he’s agreed. He gets quite engrossed in his work and sometimes can seem a bit aloof, but that’s all part of the artistic temperament, I suppose.’


She’s making excuses for him before I’ve even met him, but I give her an understanding smile as she hands over the address.


I say my goodbyes, knowing it’s far from the last I’m going to see of Cleo, and decide to walk to Marcus North’s home to give myself time to get my thoughts under control and plan how I can convince him to take this commission.


As I climb the steep track that leads to his house, I look down at the beach. Children are playing on the sand, laughing and screaming as they go into the chilly sea, splashing their more cold-averse mums and dads. I am envious of their carefree spirits. I don’t remember ever feeling like that as a child.


I plod up the incline over rough gravel until I see the huge expanse of white wall that is Marcus North’s home, although I know it’s not his photography that has paid for it. There isn’t a window in sight, but I am sure that on the other side of the wall it will be a different matter. The house is perched on the edge of a cliff, and the views will be stunning.


I approach the big wooden door and raise my left fist to knock. I beat down on the door, and the pain in my hand is excruciating, unbearable. And yet I keep knocking and screaming at the same time. I know I need to stop – to hold my hand safe. But I can’t and the more I hit the door, the more agonising my hand becomes.


As the fierce pain drags me out of my drug-induced sleep, taking with it the last remnants of the dream, I realise that nothing except the agony in my hand is real. I’m not standing outside the door of Marcus North’s house. Instead, I’m inside it – lying in bed in a dark room with a huge window overlooking the sea. From wrist to fingertip, my left hand is encased in plaster and it hurts like hell. The drugs must have worn off and I feel an aching throb and a desire to scratch an itch on skin that I can’t reach.


My eyes feel sticky. I must have been crying in my sleep as I remembered that day. Every second of my dream was a rerun of a day nearly two years ago, accurate up to the point when I raised my hand to knock on the door. At that moment the stabbing pain that is now making me gasp became one with the dream, the sensation embedding itself into the story, disrupting the final moments.


I want to dive back into that moment – to remind myself of what happened next and convince myself that all the decisions taken since that day were the right ones. But the gossamer threads are snapping one by one and I know that even if I could fall asleep again there is little chance that I would be back outside that door, waiting for it to be answered. The dream has floated away.


‘Evie?’ The voice, usually so confident, sounds hesitant, worried.


‘I’m awake. You can come in.’ I keep my eyes closed. I don’t want to see Cleo’s perfection when I know how I must look. ‘Is Lulu okay?’


‘She’s fine. She’s having a nap, but she’s been as good as gold. What can I do for you?’ She walks over to the bed and I can feel her hovering above me, but still I don’t look at her. ‘Your eyes are all gummy – where’s your cleanser? I can clean you up a bit, if you like.’


‘Bathroom.’ Speaking suddenly seems hard work and now I know that Lulu is okay I just want Cleo to go.


‘I can’t see it,’ she shouts from the other side of the door.


‘It’s called soap,’ I answer.


I don’t need to see her face to know that she will be tutting, appalled at my low standards. Sometimes I just like to wind her up.


Cleo wears her perfection as armour, like the hard, shiny cowrie shell I picked up on the beach for Lulu last week – impenetrable, but beautiful. Everything about her on the outside is bold, bright – from the bleached white hair and perfect makeup to the vivid colours of her clothes. I’ve seen people stare at her in the street, wondering who this flawless creature can be, not realising that, however hard they tried, they would not be allowed to get close. Only the chosen few are permitted access to the real Cleo – and I’m not one of them.


I can hear her moving back across the room towards the bed.


‘I’ve got some damp cotton wool. That should do the trick.’ She wipes my eyes gently, and I hold myself still. I don’t want her to touch me. We’ll never be close but we do our best to pretend, and right now I can feel her genuine concern. She sits gingerly on the edge of the bed and pauses before asking the question I knew was coming.


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to call Mark?’


At the mention of his name, I am back in my dream – outside the tall door in the long white wall, rapping on the wood. This time I’m there in my memory, though. Sadly, I’m wide awake and I wonder where the time has gone. How much of all that has happened since have I blocked from my mind? 


The man who answered the door that day looked a wreck – grubby, dishevelled, with three or four days of beard growth that owed nothing to style.


‘Marcus North?’ I said.


‘No I’m not. My name is Mark. With a K. Always has been – always will be.’


I’d already known that, but hadn’t realised he wasn’t part of the whole pretence at a background more prestigious than the reality.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Mark North, then, I presume?’


He rubbed a hand over his greasy hair, making it stand on end. ‘Sorry. My bloody sister thinks being called Marcus makes me sound more interesting. I thought it was the quality of my photographs that mattered, but there you go.’


My brief memory of that day is disturbed again as Cleo pushes me to respond to her question about whether she should call Mark. Even she’s stopped calling him Marcus now, because in the end he refused to answer to it.


‘No, of course you shouldn’t. You know he’d find any excuse to come straight home, and you worked hard to get him this commission. I can manage.’


Cleo stands up from the bed, and walks towards the floor-to-ceiling window, looking out over the view to the sea. She glances back at my hand and turns away again.


‘I don’t understand how you did it, Evie. It doesn’t make sense to me.’


For a moment I picture my hand, held firm on the lower weights of the multi gym, six blocks each weighing five kilograms hovering high above. I see another hand, holding the bar that keeps the blocks in the air. The hand lets go, and in the split second it takes for thirty kilos to shatter my bones I’m waiting for the pain, knowing I will probably have broken carpals, metacarpals and phalanges. I know the names of most of the bones in the body.


‘I told you. The bar slipped out of my fingers at the wrong time. Stupid, but they say most accidents happen in the home.’


‘But it could only have been moments after Mark left. Why didn’t you call him to come back?’


I sigh at this. I can’t think of a sensible answer, or not one that Cleo would believe.


‘It’s done now. There’s no point bringing him back. If you don’t mind helping a bit with Lulu, we’ll be fine. I’d rather he didn’t come back.’


She looks at me sharply.


‘Don’t, Cleo. You know he’ll be stressed by it and I can’t deal with that right now. By the time he’s back I’ll be feeling much better – much more able to cope.’


And I will be. I have to be.




2


When I first met Mark, I tried to make Cleo like me. Her influence over him in those days was so great that I couldn’t afford for her to be my enemy, but when the balance of power shifted in my favour I could feel her resentment, and there developed a relationship of superficial tolerance. Mark is immune to it all. He sees me welcoming Cleo to our home, inviting her to eat with us, never appreciating how much she detests the fact that her welcome is at my behest.


She will do her duty, now that I’m hurt, knowing what Mark will expect of her – but I’m relieved to have an hour or so of respite from her ministrations while she takes Lulu out. I can see she’s worried. Am I so clumsy that I shouldn’t be left in charge of her brother’s child? Because Cleo knows it’s not the first time I’ve had a painful accident. The obvious answer is one that she’s not even prepared to consider.


More and more often I catch a glimpse of her looking at me as if she’s not sure why I’m here, trespassing in their lives.


I close my eyes. Until the painkillers kick in again I have no chance of sleeping, and even when I do I know I won’t be back in my dream. But I can remember and wonder at the way fate works its magic.


That first day, when Mark opened the door in the long white wall looking as if he had just got out of a bed he had been buried in for several days, he was angry. He was too thin; it made him seem even taller. His eyes, grey like his sister’s but twice as cold, glared at me. He said he’d had time to think about it, and decided he had nothing to give, so I should leave and not come back.


It wasn’t the best start but neither was it unexpected. I went back to the gallery and explained what had happened. I had no intention of giving up, but I wasn’t going to let Cleo know that.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘Would you consider giving me a bit of time to see if he might reconsider?’


I’d raised my eyes to the heavens as if thinking deeply about it. ‘Okay, but my dad’s keen for me to confirm the details. If I can’t have Marcus, I’ll have to find someone else.’


It had taken Cleo twenty-four hours, but she finally managed to persuade him to at least talk to me, so the next day saw me trudging up the track again. This time, though, it was wet and windy, the summer weather typically changeable, as it often is in the south-west of England. A few people were on the beach, trying to fly kites without much luck, but most families were probably either hanging out in the amusement arcades or in one of the numerous cafés.


I couldn’t believe Mark was the same man when he opened the door. His hair, which yesterday had looked thick and dark, was newly washed and a warm russet brown, and he had shaved off most of the fuzz. His eyes had lost their fury, and now looked almost mystified – as if he had no idea how he had been talked into this. It wasn’t until months later that I discovered Cleo had threatened to close the gallery and move away if he refused to take on new commissions.


He held out his hand to shake mine.


‘I’m sorry about yesterday,’ he said. ‘I’d been working on some pictures and they weren’t going well.’ He dropped his hand and looked me in the eye. ‘Actually, that’s total bollocks. I was just being obnoxious and I apologise.’


I liked him in that moment, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.


He lifted an arm to welcome me to his home, and I stepped in front of him through the huge wooden door in the blank white wall.


‘Oh . . . my . . . God!’ I walked forwards slowly, staring at the spectacular sight in front of me. I knew this was the upper level of the property – nobody would call it a house – and it appeared to float above the ocean with a massive rain-splattered sheet of glass forming the only barrier to the wild sea below. Even on a day like that the view was breathtaking.


Mark showed me to a sofa that faced the window, and I could barely concentrate on what he was saying as he talked about his pictures, his influences, his approach to each new subject and the techniques he would like to use for my photographs. I was constantly distracted by the view: by the sight of a gannet soaring above the sea, or the waves crashing onto a rock that protruded high above the water in the bay.


He offered me a cup of coffee and walked over to the kitchen, set along one wall of the living space. There was the sound of beans grinding and the air was filled with the delicious aroma of freshly ground coffee.


I glanced around the rest of the room, which until that point had hardly registered with me. I turned my head in all directions, expecting to see more huge photographs like those in the gallery. But there was only one, hanging on the wall behind me, facing the window where I realised it would catch the changing light of each day. It was a portrait of a woman with short dark hair brushed back from a thin face dominated by thick pale lips. But it was the small, slightly narrowed eyes that drew me. They seemed to watch me, judge me, and as I turned away I could feel them on my back.


While I sipped coffee from the china mug that Mark handed me I tried to block those eyes from my mind and engage him in conversation. I needed him to like me. To trust me. I tried to draw him out, to smile at his attempts at wit and his obvious belief that he had to charm me, if only to keep his sister quiet. I didn’t fool myself that it was anything more. At least, not then.


We agreed that he would start the project by working on six photographs, each taken on separate days, at different times so the light would vary. He had the idea of taking one shot of me amongst a mass of holiday makers, but only my image would receive the high-contrast treatment, the others faded to shades of grey so I would stand out – quite literally – from the crowd. He had another location in mind, where I could hang over the ramparts of an old derelict building, and it seemed as if, now he had accepted the commission, he was beginning to get excited.


When I could think of no valid reason to extend my visit, I stood up to leave. But I couldn’t go without asking him about his home.


‘It’s so incredibly well designed. It must have taken years to build. Have you lived here since it was first built?’


His face closed down. ‘No.’


The eyes in the photograph were watching me, driving me to be reckless, and suddenly I was behaving as badly as any motorway rubbernecker.


‘So there’s another level below here – the bedrooms, I presume?’


His jaw was rigid. I knew what I was doing, but I couldn’t stop. I knew the lower levels were cut into the rock, and like this room, the windows faced out to sea.


‘Another two levels, actually.’ His eyes didn’t meet mine as he spoke.


‘Gosh – is your studio in the basement?’


For a moment he didn’t speak. ‘No. There’s a pool and a gym down there. But they’re closed.’


He picked up both empty coffee mugs and they clunked together.


‘You don’t use either of them?’


‘I don’t go down there.’


I raised my eyebrows. ‘Not haunted, is it?’


‘Probably. It’s where my wife died.’ Mark’s eyes flicked to his left, to where the portrait was hanging.


I looked shocked and apologetic, as if I – unlike everyone else who knew the name Marcus North – didn’t already know what had happened. I could feel the narrowed eyes of the portrait judging me.


It’s twenty-two months since we had that conversation the first time I came to this house, and more than eleven months since I moved in. Even now I do everything possible to avoid the gaze of Mia North, Mark’s dead wife.
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Cleo reversed into the steamed-up glass door of the café, pushing it open with her back and pulling Lulu’s buggy behind her, trying but probably failing to hide her surprise when a teenage boy with too many piercings jumped up to help her.


‘Thank you,’ she said as the boy bent down to smile at Lulu, who seemed totally unfazed by the sight of all that metal sticking out of his face.


She glanced around the half-empty room, her eyes seeking out the comfortable shape of her best friend, Aminah Basra. In a couple of months’ time the café would be overflowing with holiday makers and neither she nor Aminah would come near it, but this early in the season it was a pleasant and convenient place to meet. A mop of unruly black hair caught Cleo’s eye, and Aminah raised her arm in an enthusiastic wave.


Pushing the buggy over to the far corner where her friend was sitting nursing a cappuccino, Cleo returned her wide grin.


‘Your face!’ Aminah said as Cleo sat down. ‘That’s what comes of pre-judging people.’


‘I know. I’m ashamed of myself. My natural reaction was to stop the poor lad getting too close to Lulu. How awful is that?’ Cleo leaned across the table and grimaced. ‘But I can’t understand how he blows his nose,’ she whispered. ‘Anyway, it’s good to see you. No Anik today?’


‘I left him with his granny, who will be trying to teach him some manners as she believes I’m far too indulgent with my children. It’s supposed to be the other way round, isn’t it? Grandparents being all-forgiving? And how come you’ve got Lulu, not that it isn’t delightful to see her?’


A bored-looking waitress sauntered over to take Cleo’s order before she had a chance to answer, and it gave her a moment to consider her reply. Aminah had spent quite a bit of time with Evie over the past few months and had once or twice suggested that Cleo was a little hard on her brother’s partner, so she had been at pains since then to make sure she kept any hint of criticism from her voice.


‘Evie’s had another accident. But don’t worry – she’s okay now. I’ve left her doped up with stuff from the hospital and she’s sleeping.’


Aminah looked horrified. ‘What happened? Does Mark know?’


‘He’d only just left when it happened. She’s asked me not to call him, but she’s in a lot of pain. She managed to trap her hand and she’s broken some bones.’


‘Trap her hand in what, for God’s sake?’


Cleo didn’t want to describe Evie’s accident. It filled her with horror to imagine the weights crashing down onto her fingers, but she knew Aminah wouldn’t stop asking until she had all the details.


‘She said she was doing some lat pulldowns in the gym.’ Cleo saw Aminah’s look of confusion and gave her a brief smile. ‘Don’t worry – you don’t need to know what that means. Anyway, she leaned forward to adjust the weights, while still hanging onto the bar. Her hands must have been slippery with sweat and she let go of the handle when her other hand was between the weights. A stupid accident that should never have happened. It must have been over in seconds. She’s going to be fine, though, and she doesn’t want me to call Mark.’


‘The gym.’ Aminah looked Cleo steadily in the eye. ‘Again.’


Cleo looked away, fussing with Lulu’s pushchair, stroking her niece’s silky hair.


‘I know,’ she said, keeping her eyes on the child. ‘Mark still won’t go down there – not since Mia died, as far as I know – and Evie’s probably scared he’ll have the whole place locked up if she tells him what happened to her. She’d hate that – she takes Lulu in the pool with her all the time. She says if you live that close to the sea it should be a criminal offence not to teach your children to swim.’


‘She’s got a point.’


Cleo sighed. Everything Evie said seemed sensible but she had been so accident-prone of late.


‘What’s going on in that head of yours, Cleo?’ Aminah asked. ‘Come on. I know that face.’


Cleo lifted her head and met Aminah’s eyes. ‘I don’t know what to think, and I know you’ll say I’m being ridiculous – which is why I’m hesitating about saying anything.’


The waitress brought over the order of sparkling mineral water for Cleo, still water for Lulu and a second cappuccino for Aminah and plonked them down in the middle of the table without a word. Neither of the women paid any attention to her. Aminah was staring at Cleo, waiting for her to carry on.


‘The thing is, Aminah, it’s not the first accident she’s had, is it? And it always happens within hours of Mark leaving. Like that time when she managed to pour boiling water all over herself? She said she’d sneezed as she was tipping the water from the kettle into her mug and she’d splashed herself, but I saw under the bandage and it was more than a splash.’


‘So what are you saying? That she’s attention-seeking – or that she’s just plain clumsy? If it was for attention, she’d want Mark to come home immediately, surely?’


‘I don’t know. But something’s not right.’


Aminah snorted. ‘Bloody hell, Cleo, you said that about Mia too. You didn’t like her either, and you didn’t trust her an inch.’


‘Are you surprised? She was so much older than Mark, and she thought his photography was just a hobby.’ Cleo put on an affected American accent. ‘Mark’s married to me now, so he doesn’t need to be successful. I’m successful enough for both of us and we have all the money we need – just let him have fun.’


She pulled a face at Aminah, who laughed.


‘You know, my lovely, there’s a lot to be said for just having fun. You want Mark to be famous, but is that what he wants?’


Cleo poured some water into Lulu’s sippy cup and pushed the lid on.


‘There you go, sweetie.’ Lulu was such a placid little thing. At nine months old she was already starting to look like Mark, with hair the same reddish-brown as his.


‘You’re ignoring me, Cleo,’ Aminah said softly.


‘I’ve always had to look out for Mark – you know that.’


‘Bollocks. I’ve said this before, but I’m going to say it again whether you like it or not. You treat Mark as if he’s your seven-year-old son, instead of your thirty-seven-year-old brother. I know you took care of him after your mother left, but he’s an adult now and he can make his own mistakes, if that’s what Evie is – and I honestly can’t see why you would think that. She’s okay, you know. I like her, but more to the point, Mark seems to love her, so why not do yourself a favour and relax a little. Maybe it’s your turn to be looked after and made a fuss of.’


Aminah spoke the final words gently, and for a split second Cleo felt the urge to let go and allow life to take its course without feeling the compulsion to control it. She’d had her chance, though, and made her choice. But she wasn’t about to admit that to Aminah.


Her moment of introspection passed as a plate of cakes arrived at their table. She shook her head at Aminah in mock dismay.


‘What?’ Aminah said as she bit into some sort of chocolate confection that made Cleo shudder. ‘I like cake – it’s one of the joys in my life. I’m your best friend and I love you, but where does your joy come from? You spend your days trying to keep Mark motivated and working hard to maintain that admittedly fabulous shape of yours. But at what cost? Why not have a drink, eat a chip, find some guy and make wild, passionate love on the beach in broad daylight?’


Aminah grinned at Cleo, who was tempted to admit how often she wanted to do as her friend suggested. But she had always been afraid that if she let her guard down, even a fraction, everything would fall apart.


‘You’re not far off forty, Cleo. A fine age, and one to be relished. But are you happy? Because that’s all I want for you.’


Aminah reached across the table to touch Cleo’s hand, but this conversation had to be deflected.


‘Never mind me. I’m fine, honestly, and let’s face it, I’ve heard all your wonderful advice before.’ Cleo smiled to take any sting out of her words. ‘Just tell me what I should do about Evie. Do you think, given her accidents, that it’s safe for her to look after Lulu?’


‘Sorry, love. It’s not your call. If you so much as suggest to Mark that Evie’s not fit to look after their daughter because she’s had a couple of accidents in the home, you’ll drive a massive wedge between the two of you. You very nearly did that when he was married to Mia, so don’t make the same mistake again. You were quite devastated last time when he shut you out.’


Cleo was silent. Aminah was right – she hadn’t liked Mia and had tried to make Mark see that his wife was stifling both him and his talent. But Evie was different. She appeared to support Mark wholeheartedly, so why did she fall apart every time he left the house?


Cleo could feel that Aminah wasn’t one hundred per cent on her side. She and Evie had a lot in common – they both had children, and according to Aminah they shared some of the same bad habits. Cleo couldn’t help worrying that their budding friendship might gradually, over time, push her own relationship with Aminah into second place. Only the previous week she had walked past the café and glanced in to see the two of them enjoying a slice of chocolate cake, laughing together at something. She hadn’t gone in to join them. She felt she might have been intruding.


There were only three people in Cleo’s life that mattered to her now – Mark, Lulu and Aminah – and at that moment, it felt as if Evie was fast becoming the pivot around which all three of them revolved, with Cleo on the sidelines, watching but not participating.
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As Cleo bumped Lulu’s buggy up the rough track to Mark’s house she tried to drive Aminah’s words from her thoughts. It was true that she had disliked Mia – both for her arrogance and for the fact that she made Cleo feel like a fool for being so enthusiastic about Mark’s photography. Coming from such a wealthy background, Mia had an air of entitlement about her. She treated Mark more like a recalcitrant teenager than a husband, smiling rather benignly when he spoke, and Cleo had made the mistake of saying as much to her brother. It had nearly caused a rift that couldn’t be mended until, reluctantly, Cleo had apologised. But she blamed herself entirely for pushing Mark and Mia together.


Just like Evie, Mia had come to the gallery one day looking to commission a photographer – in her case to take pictures throughout the different seasons of her stunning new house with its all-glass wall overlooking the sea. Cleo had fought hard to win the job on Mark’s behalf, and for a year he had trotted up there every few weeks to spend days waiting for the weather or the lighting to be right. It had never occurred to Cleo that her brother would be interested in this thin American woman with her almost gaunt face, and she hadn’t realised they were becoming close until her brother announced that they were getting married.


And now there was Evie – different in so many ways. Why couldn’t Cleo like her more than she did? She had Evie to thank for dragging Mark out of the dark cavern into which he had slunk after Mia’s death, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of resentment that Evie had succeeded where she herself had so comprehensively failed.


‘I’m just a bad-tempered middle-aged woman, Lulu,’ she said to the child in the pushchair, safe in the knowledge that she would neither understand nor be able to repeat anything she heard. ‘But I love your daddy so much, and all I’ve ever wanted was for him to be happy. I don’t think your mummy likes me, though.’


She sighed, knowing it was the truth. She had been living in the house with Evie for the past week, taking care of both her and Lulu. It should have brought them closer, but although Evie was polite, Cleo never felt that together they were a family. There was Cleo and Mark, or Evie and Mark – and Lulu of course. For the child’s sake if nobody else’s, she had to keep Evie close. The chances of Cleo having children of her own were getting more and more remote each year, and she needed to pour all her maternal love into Lulu.


For a moment she thought of the love she’d had, but had rejected. Turning her back on Joe was one of the hardest things she had ever done, but there were too many sacrifices to make. Not just for her, but for Joe too.


‘Let’s get you home, sweetie. It’s time for your nap,’ she said, ignoring the prickle of tears at the back of her eyes.


Reaching the long white wall of the house, Cleo headed towards the garage. A little-used door beyond two parked cars opened onto a private garden that ran along one side of the house, its far boundary overlooking the sea and giving a terrifying view over the cliff to the two lower floors of the house, built into the rock. Cleo had her own key to the front door, but Evie knew nothing about that and she didn’t feel that now was the time to reveal its existence.


For a second she remembered the day over three years ago when she had come up here, uninvited, to see Mia. She had let herself in, certain that Mia neither knew nor would approve of the fact that she had a key but wanting to precipitate an argument – an excuse to unleash her anger at the way Mia treated Mark.


Cleo took a deep breath in an effort to drive the thoughts of that day from her mind. The nightmares had all but stopped now, and it was better not to remember.


As she walked through the back door of the garage and into the garden, Cleo glanced through the long window that looked into the kitchen area of the vast living space. She could see Evie sitting at the breakfast bar, her posture slumped, her head resting on folded arms. Was she crying? Had something else happened?


She hurried to the door and pushed it open, pulling the buggy in behind her.


‘Evie, is everything okay?’ she called.


Evie lifted her head. Her eyes were red-rimmed, but dry. ‘I’m fine. Just tired.’


Cleo pushed the door closed and lifted Lulu out of the buggy.


‘Why don’t you go and lie down again?’


‘I don’t need to, honestly. If I sleep now, I won’t sleep tonight.’


‘Don’t the pills help?’ Cleo asked, shrugging the coat off a struggling Lulu.


‘A bit, but if I fall into a deep sleep I roll onto my arm, and then it hurts like hell.’


Cleo popped Lulu into her rocker chair and passed her a couple of her favourite toys. She was so good at amusing herself and loved anything that made a sound or played a tune.


‘I’ll make you a coffee,’ Evie said, sliding off the high stool.


‘Sit down. I’ll make it. I’m here to look after you both.’


‘Cleo, it’s kind of you and I appreciate your help, but I’m fine. I can manage everything but Lulu. And anyway, all I have to do is press buttons – I only need one hand for that.’


Cleo stared at Evie’s back. Even after the enforced living arrangements this week they continued to dance around each other mouthing platitudes. Evie had become more withdrawn over recent weeks and Cleo knew perfectly well why she didn’t try to get closer, to ask Evie more questions.


It was because she didn’t want to hear the answers.




5


Mark is due home at any moment, and I can feel the blood fizzing in my veins as the pressure builds inside me. Cleo is still here. She’s been here since I was hurt last week, staying overnight, taking care of Lulu. I think she’d like to take Lulu back to her house where she could lavish attention on her and pretend she is her own child. But that’s not going to happen.


We get no warning of Mark’s arrival. The walls are so thick that we can’t hear the approach of a taxi, and I jump when I hear the front door open.


There’s a thud as he puts down his bag, but I have my back to him and I don’t turn round. I’m nervous and Cleo can sense it. I don’t know what he’s going to say, or what he expects me to say, but I can’t make any mistakes. Not now.


‘Hi, Mark,’ Cleo calls, bouncing a beaming Lulu up and down on her knee. Lulu loves her daddy and she does a better job than anyone at raising a smile from him. Which makes it all the more terrible, really.


‘Hi, Cleo. What are you doing here?’ he asks, walking down the two steps from the entrance hall into the living room. He knows how unusual it is for Cleo and me to enjoy each other’s company when he’s not around.


He walks up behind me and leans down to kiss me. That’s when he sees my left wrist and hand encased in plaster.


‘Jesus, what’s happened, Evie?’


I’m watching Cleo as he speaks to see who she looks at – me, or Mark. I want to read her expression, but she looks away and fusses over Lulu as if she’s giving us a moment.


‘Evie?’ Mark repeats.


‘I trapped my hand. It’s fine, darling. More of a nuisance than anything else,’ I say, smiling and lifting my chin slightly so that I can see his face hovering above me, his strong, bristly chin and the black void of his nostrils. I can’t quite make out his eyes so I don’t know what he’s thinking.


His hand comes down heavily on my shoulder and grips me firmly. ‘Why didn’t either of you call me?’


Cleo raises her eyes to Mark’s then and I watch her give him an apologetic smile. ‘I wanted to call you, but Evie wouldn’t have it.’


She’s like the school snitch, but it’s what I expected. If Mark’s going to be mad at anyone, it had better be me.


The hand on my shoulder suddenly seems heavier, as if he’s resting his weight there. I shrug and sit forward, mainly to shift his grip, but I turn it into a move to stand up.


‘Come and sit down, Mark. I’ll get you a drink.’ I don’t need to ask what he would like. It will be a glass of red wine.


I can’t avoid his gaze any longer. ‘No, you sit, Evie. I want to know why nobody called me. I’d have come straight back.’


The truth is that Mark would happily find any excuse not to go away at all. He hates commissions, even when they’re worth thousands like this one. Cleo’s done a good job for him since he’s come out of purdah. His latest client lives in Paris but has a house at Cap-Ferrat and he wants Mark to take a series of photographs to form some incredible mural for one wall. He’s very demanding of Mark’s time and insists on regular visits to discuss themes. The client, Alain Roussel, has made his money through a string of casinos, and he likes to parade Mark like a prize bull to impress his newly acquired acquaintances amongst the nouveau riche of France.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Rachel Abbott

AND
SO IT

BEGINS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Who will believe
your stor¥,

if the only

witness is dead?

Rachel Abbott

THREE MILLION COPIES SOLD





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





