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To Sabine and Louis


1

She hated the uniform. Bloody detested it. The clothes did nothing for her, nothing at all, and it was a shame really, because she still had a good figure and it was a pity to hide it. If you’ve got it, flaunt it, that was her motto. Always had been ever since she’d first felt the lads’ eyes on her as a girl. The skirt just didn’t hang right. Poorly cut of course, and made of a cheap green serge that enveloped her hips and thighs like some shapeless sack. She’d still got a waist even after two children but you couldn’t have told, not in this uniform. And the light green blouse, that was cheaply put together as well, nylon or some such material. Irritated the skin, didn’t it? She wouldn’t have been surprised if the blouses weren’t the reason why she was getting those flushes more often these days, too. Typical of this mob to dish out such poor quality clothing to the staff. Sodding penny-pinchers.

She sat on the chair and stretched her legs, peering down at her shoes. There had been a lot of trouble over those shoes. She had taken one look at the horrible black lace-ups that had also come as part of the deal and said it out straight, ‘You must be joking if you think I’m going to put those things on, I’m not joining the bleeding army.’ ‘Come on, Maureen, they’re regulation, they are,’ the supervisor had told her. Brian was a small, balding, worried-looking man who sweated a lot. Fancied her, she could tell from the way he sometimes glanced at her breasts when she left an extra button of her blouse undone, not that she was going to allow him any liberties, not with a beer belly like that on him. She was very particular about the way her men friends looked, and she’d always been able to pick and choose. But equally she wasn’t going to be seen dead in those shoes. ‘No way, José,’ she’d told him. ‘Look, this is a security firm not a fashion house,’ he’d said, but there had been a nervousness in his tone, an uncertainty. So she’d smiled very sweetly at him and told him that she’d got some black slip-ons of her own which she didn’t mind wearing, but she wasn’t putting on the lace-ups. He’d gone red and said he’d have to refer it to higher management, but nothing had ever come of it until one day Mr Maggs had come down from head office and said to her, ‘Corns better, love?’ and she’d realised that was how Brian had swung it for her. Bastard.

She ran her eyes down her black stockinged calves, admiring their shape, then yawned and glanced mechanically round the room. Christ, this job was dull, it was sheer bloody murder. Sometimes she didn’t know how she got through the day, she really didn’t. Given half the chance she’d jack it all in. But jobs weren’t easy to find these days, and you didn’t let one go, not even one as boring as this, unless you’d got something definite to take its place. Which she hadn’t. And when all was said and done she had completed the training, two weeks out of her life that had been, the company insisted on it, so it would be a pity to see all that time and effort go to waste. Not that it had meant very much. There’d been a course of demonstrations of what they called Techniques of Restraint in which the instructor had executed a series of unlikely looking arm-locks intended to ‘incapacitate with a minimum of force with the object of averting danger to persons and property’. Some bloke in spectacles had rabbited on about alarm systems. Another prat had drawn a load of diagrams on a board to illustrate the quickest way to clear a building in an emergency. There had been a lot of arrows pointing in different directions and no one had understood a blinking word of it. Then there had been a bit of First Aid. She’d quite enjoyed that, the First Aid. It had been the best part, really. But none of it seemed particularly relevant to what she’d ended up doing, because what she’d ended up doing was sitting in a bloody room all day just looking at people. Just looking at people looking at pictures.

Security, that was it. She was security. You had to laugh, didn’t you? When they’d told her she was going to work in the gallery, her first reaction had been what, the shooting gallery? Then they’d explained. Pictures. Oil paintings. Rembrandt and that. She was to guard them. She was to be part of a group drafted in from the private security firm she worked for to augment the resident team of keepers during the summer season. Some of these bits of old paint and canvas were priceless, weren’t they? Insured for millions, and thousands of people a week trooped past to look at them. They needed extra protection, and her company had got the contract to provide that extra protection. ‘Crack force, aren’t we, love?’ Brian had told her. ‘We’re the professionals, see?’ She’d looked at him to check if he was serious. He had been. The daft sod saw himself as some sort of cross between Arnold Schwarzenegger and the SAS. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so pathetic.

She could have told him that the reason they’d got the contract to do this job wasn’t because they were so bleeding professional. It was because they were cheap. If the contract had been put out to tender, you could bet their mob would have undercut the competition. It stood to reason, didn’t it, when you knew what they paid their staff. With those rates they could afford to set their prices lower than anyone else’s. The wages were diabolical, everyone said so. Even Brian. Just so long as he was out of earshot of anyone in authority. He could grouse with the best of them, could Brian. You should have heard him in the canteen for their regulation twenty-minute break at eleven, when they gathered round the Formica-topped table, dragging on the fags they’d been gasping for all morning and muttering into their tea. There’d be Brian, and her, and Robbie, the thin one with the spectacles who never said much. Brian would hold forth about the Common Market and legally enforceable minimum wages and forums for airing legitimate grievances. But it was all talk with him. The moment he was up against Maggs he’d crumple. Yes, sir. No, sir. Pardon me for breathing, sir.

Well, she’d gone into all this art lark with an open mind. She’d heard of Rembrandt when she started, but if anyone had asked her to name the most famous artist in the world she’d have probably said Rolf Harris. Everyone knew him, didn’t they? At first she’d been curious about these multi-million-pound pictures, wondered what they’d look like to be worth so much money. Mostly she’d been disappointed. The people in them looked weird. Unreal. Ridiculous. Overweight, some of the women were, particularly the ones you saw dancing about in their birthday suits. Enormous rolls of flesh wobbled all over them, it was disgusting. Horrible great big pink breasts and bums. No man could find those women sexy, could they? Not the men she knew, anyway. Some Saturday nights down the rougher pubs in her area there’d be strippers. Some pretty dodgy women were getting away with baring all under cover of some pretty dodgy lighting, or so she’d heard, but imagine the reaction if the overweight cows from these pictures had come on parading their wares. They’d have been jeered off the stage. They wouldn’t have stood a chance, not even at last orders on a good night. Serve ’em right, too.

No, the only paintings that had made an impression on her had been the ones she’d seen that first week in the Dutch seventeenth-century gallery. Now they had been something. Bloody miraculous they were, as good as photographs. You felt you could reach out and touch the satin in some of those dresses, they were that real. Those were true artists, the ones that had done that, she couldn’t imagine anything better. But then again, you could only look at them so long, couldn’t you? After a while you found you could take them or leave them. Every so often, to break the monotony, she’d get up from her chair and amble slowly round the gallery, jiggling the bunch of keys attached to the belt on her skirt, running her eye yet once more over the pictures. After a few days they got to depress her. She knew them too well. The goofy man standing behind the smug woman in the old Dutch room; the grinning fat bloke in the plumed hat playing a strange-looking guitar. By the end of the second week she never wanted to set eyes on them again, she was that sick of them.

The fourth week she’d been moved into the early Italian room. What’s all this? she’d asked Brian. Rotas, he’d told her, we’re all on rotas. Keeps the mind fresh, changing environments, you can’t afford to get stale in this business. He’d obviously been quoting from some manual, the berk. Can’t afford to get stale? That was a joke. From the word go the minutes had seemed like hours. After a day surrounded by the Italian madonnas and children, she’d been screaming to get out. It wasn’t just that they were boring. There was also something about them that unsettled her, made her uneasy. She didn’t like them, all those ugly babies and simpering saints. They belonged in a church, these pictures. She’d always felt edgy in churches. It was creepy, wasn’t it, she’d said to Robbie one morning in the canteen. He’d blinked at her, then shaken his head very slowly and said no, they were very beautiful objects and it was a privilege to work so close to them. He was a bit weird at times, old Robbie.

The only diversion in all this was the public. The punters. The men, women and children who flowed through the rooms every day like a river. At times, lunchtime for instance, there was a surge. Then again in the middle of the afternoon it could slow to a trickle. She’d never realised there were that many foreigners in London. Bleeding tourists, weren’t they? Americans in funny-coloured trousers. Earnest Germans with their earphones. Slit-eyed Japanese, hundreds of them in groups, blindly following their tour leaders. What she couldn’t get over was what Brian had told her one day, that entrance to this place was free. That seemed all wrong. It stood to reason that these people should be made to pay, coming over here from their own countries and taking advantage, getting to see all this stuff for nothing. It wouldn’t make much difference to them, they’d hardly notice it, but think of the amount that would roll in if each of them was made to cough up a couple of quid. Maybe then she’d get to be paid a bit more, too.

Then there were the children, dragged round the galleries by their parents. Why did they do it, for crying out loud? None of them seemed to enjoy it. All the kids wanted to do was get back out into the sunshine and have an ice-cream. There they were, pulling on their mums’ and dads’ arms, running about, shouting and screaming. Quiet, Emma. No, Alexander, I want you to come over here and look at these Venetian masters. And we haven’t seen the Impressionists yet. Toffee-nosed gits. That was one thing she’d never inflicted on her Tina and Lynn, a visit to this place. They wouldn’t have thanked her for it. They were nineteen and seventeen now, her two girls, and no angels, in fact they could be a bleeding nightmare to live with. But bringing them here when they’d been young wouldn’t have made any difference to the way they’d turned out, she was quite sure of that. Anyone who tried to tell her different was off their trolley.

There was another thing about the public here. They looked past you. As if you weren’t there, as if you were part of the furniture, one of the fitments like the fire-extinguisher attached to the wall. She felt affronted by the way none of them seemed to see her. Demeaned, second class. She was still an attractive woman, she knew that. It was the uniform, wasn’t it? The uniform was why they didn’t look at her. But then she found that normally she didn’t notice them, not individually. That was her revenge. Just occasionally one of them spoke to her, asking directions mostly, but sometimes wanting information about the pictures. ‘Could you tell me where I could find the Titians?’ That was the signal for her to let her features glaze over into an expressionless mask. ‘You’ll have to ask at the information desk. We’re security.’ She took pleasure in perplexing them. ‘Say, I seem to be lost, where are the Canalettos?’ ‘We’re security. Information desk is at the entrance. Where you came in.’

Robbie, now he was different. She’d noticed an elderly American woman coming up to him once. She’d thought nothing of it, but a couple of minutes later she’d looked back and been amazed to find the two of them still deep in conversation. ‘Bellini,’ she’d heard him saying, ‘the early Venetian master. Yes, you’ll find two exceptional examples of his work through in the adjoining room. But my personal favourite is the Carpaccio. You should have a look at that one too.’ Dangerous, she called it. As security, you weren’t there to have opinions. Showing off, that’s what it was. That sort of thing could land you in trouble. But despite herself she’d been impressed. He was a bit of a deep one, that Robbie. Read books and that. Be seeing him on Mastermind next, she shouldn’t wonder.

The elderly man pulled the front door closed behind him and blinked distractedly in the sunlight. If he noticed the warmth of the day, it was as an irritant rather than a source of pleasure. He stumbled forward through the front garden to the pavement, and stood for a moment, as if disorientated by the riot of suburban foliage that spilled over the adjoining fences, as if deafened by the drone of the bees buzzing in the flowers. Were these the same lobelias and acanthus bushes that had struck him as so picturesque when he had first set eyes upon them four short days ago? You English, he’d declared, I knew you were a nation of gardeners, but this is extraordinary. Do you all have green fingers? Everyone had laughed, flattered and delighted.

But that was then. He was separated from that time by a gulf so vast as to be incomprehensible. That was before he had sustained the utterly unexpected blow which had precipitated a horrific shock of recognition. Before he’d been reminded of the things he’d hoped he’d never have to confront again.

He turned left, dragging his feet with a laboriousness that spoke less of old age than of an immense preoccupation. After all, he was a fit man for his sixty-nine years. People who knew him at home often complimented him on his spryness. But now he was confused and fearful. And angry, too. He had forgotten what it was like to have the past weigh down so heavily on the present. Forgotten how it felt to be striving to suppress memories rather than to revive them. He was aware that his suit was crumpled, and that he was not wearing a tie. He was aware that he had not shaved that morning. But these omissions were no longer significant. With a gathering certainty, he knew that only one thing counted now. That nothing else mattered. Not so long as he could thrust his perspiring hand into the inside pocket of his jacket and feel the reassurance of the cold steel he found there.

He walked a little faster, then slowed down again. Dear God, what was the hurry? He recognised clearly enough what he had got to do, but that didn’t mean he relished it. There were some imperatives you obeyed without alacrity. Things you were driven rather than drawn to. But as it happened there was a bus already there at the bus stop, as if it had been appointed to wait for him. He did not have to break stride to board it, and the conductor set it in motion just as soon as he had lowered himself meditatively into an upstairs seat. He knew this was the bus that would take him where he had to go. He knew it because the whole sequence of the day, since that moment when he had awoken sweating from a tortured sleep, had elapsed with the certain inevitability of a well-worn newsreel. He could no more have extricated himself from the events that were unfolding now than he could have rewritten history.

He was dully aware of a figure looming over him. A figure in a uniform. Suddenly he felt the instinctive fear of officialdom that he thought he’d long since banished from his emotional repertoire. ‘Where to, mate?’ demanded a voice. It was not unkind, that voice. Impatient, perhaps, but not menacing. He fumbled in his pocket for money, and murmured, ‘Please, to the Royal Gallery.’ The ticket was issued wordlessly and the conductor clattered back down the stairs. The man settled back. He was discomposed, but not surprised by the encounter. For the past twenty-four hours his life had been a succession of sickening exposures to newly exhumed memories.

In an attempt to control the roller-coaster ride through the past into which he found himself propelled, he cast his mind back to the buses he had taken as a boy. They had not been buses like this one, chugging fitfully through the early afternoon traffic, negotiating the illegally parked Volvos and delivery vans in Putney High Street. They had been trams, clattering over points, ringing their bells in warning as they lurched round corners. He remembered the anticipation of the ending of a long wait as you heard those bells in the distance. He remembered how choked with passengers they became, so that the more intrepid made their journeys clinging precipitously to the footplates outside. He remembered the guilty adrenalin of dodging the ticket inspector when he hadn’t paid the fare.

Now there was another sort of adrenalin flowing through his veins. An anxiety. And a determination, too. He was travelling on an unfamiliar bus through the suburbs of an alien city. But here in this strange and sprawling London, as the serried ranks of red-brick terraced houses guided him into its heart, here it had come to him, the realisation that at last his destiny had caught up with him. This was the moment when you shut your ears to the rational, civilised arguments which had hitherto informed your life. This was the moment when you went with your instinct and although it led you into an alien and unfamiliar land, you did what had to be done. His hand sought the inside jacket pocket and his fingers closed around the comforting coldness of what he felt there.

There was no elation. Only a deep, deep sadness.

In the gallery, Maureen glanced at her watch: 2.45. Another half an hour before she was due her afternoon break. She’d never have guessed it, but that cramped and smelly little staff canteen could seem like a bleeding eldorado when you were stuck out here on a two-hour stint. She stretched and yawned, preparing to summon the energy for the inevitable next circuit of the room. She’d moved on from the Italian rooms, thank God. She’d then spent two weeks in French eighteenth century, staring interminably at large portraits of powdered and pampered-looking women. The rich cows had driven her half-mad, they’d looked that pleased with themselves. Beauties? Not in Maureen’s opinion, not in a million years.

Now that rota had come to an end, and she was in German nineteenth century. An odd bunch of pictures here. She’d been in amongst them for three days, and still wasn’t quite sure what to make of them. She stood up slowly, smoothing the horrible skirt over her thighs, and ambled off to give them the old once-over.

There were two big pictures to start with. Big landscapes with foreigners in fancy costumes dancing in the foreground. According to the labels, they were painted by Germans with daft names, and the paintings were nothing to get excited about. She sighed and looked about her. It was hot outside, 25 degrees people said, and although the gallery was air-conditioned and its humidity carefully controlled, you sensed heat. You could see it on the faces of the visitors. Some of them were sweating: their foreheads glistened in the artificial light. There was an airlessness today. A lethargy.

She dragged her feet on round the room. The soles of her shoes squeaked softly on the polished wooden floor, a familiar and irritating sensation. She paused again, this time in front of a weird little painting of a man on a wintery hill. You could see trees with sharp little branches set against the skyline, and in the distance there was a church with lights coming from it. God only knew what it all meant. She certainly didn’t. She looked on the label for the artist’s name and found it was by Caspar David Friedrich. Whoever Caspar David Friedrich was when he was at home.

She turned the corner and on the next wall she faced something even weirder. It had an atmosphere, this picture, you had to admit that. It was an odd, upright shape, about thirty inches high. First of all you saw a rocky cliff, where mysterious dark cypresses grew. At the foot of that cliff lapped an inky-black sea. On the shore, steps were cut into the rock, leading up to a darkened doorway. What lay beyond that nightmarish entrance? Was it a prison? Or a tomb? It made the hairs on the back of your neck stand up to peer into it. But when you looked into the foreground, where the mysterious black waves lapped against the edge of the island, you saw something worse. You saw a boat gliding soundlessly round the corner of the cliff, disappearing into the night, rowed by an ancient oarsman. Further down the boat, his passenger stood upright, swathed in white. Like a corpse. The corpse was twisting his head to look back at you. It was then that you realised that his head was only a skull, and he was staring back at you with an eyeless glint of triumph. She shivered. She’d never been much of a one for horror films.

The painter’s name was Arnold Böcklin. The Island of the Dead, the label said, second version. If that’s the second version, then spare us the first, she thought to herself as she slumped back down on her chair. Christ, she felt like a fag.

The closer to the centre of the city the bus penetrated, the slower became its progress. It moved like an unwieldy piece of red flotsam on a sluggish stream, constantly held in eddies where it would lie interminably ensnared before breaking free for a ponderous surge until the next obstruction. The man sat motionless at the window, looking but not seeing. He ran his eye over a succession of little incidents in the street as he passed – a woman walking two large Alsatians, men arguing outside a betting shop, tourists buying ice-cream – but none registered.

He was entranced, utterly absorbed by the importance of the enterprise he was undertaking. He was moving in a different dimension from the people outside. He bore no meaningful relation to them. The sun beat down, bathing them in unreality. He was in another place, far removed from what was going on about him. He was in a place where no one here could touch him. He was in the past.

He hoisted himself leadenly to his feet, and almost like a sleepwalker negotiated the stairs down to the boarding deck. The bus lurched and came to a halt and he stepped gingerly out on to the pavement. He swayed slightly, momentarily disorientated, and he heard the conductor’s voice calling, ‘All right, mate?’ He raised a silent hand to reassure him, and the bus was away again. Yes, he had been a decent man, that conductor. No need to worry about him.

Of course, now he knew where he was. Yesterday he’d made this journey too. Its details returned to him with miraculous clarity. He remembered exactly the three-minute route he must now walk to bring him to the steps of the gallery. Yesterday. As he’d wandered down this road then, idly peering into the shop windows, comparing them with the shop windows back home, he’d been a different man. There had been a lightness to his step, an optimism. Now things were changed. They could never be the same, not after what had happened yesterday afternoon. Without warning, when he’d least been expecting it, the sleeping enemy had been unleashed upon him, attacked him with a ferocity he was quite unprepared for. The enemy had been his memories. He’d fought them, but it had been no good. They had been too strong for him. And so it had come about that he had been taken prisoner by his past.

But he’d thought about it long and hard. All last night he’d moved in a land of shadows and ghosts. And by the morning it had come to him. The ransom that was demanded of him to gain release was suddenly clear.

And he was off to pay it now.

It had been quiet this afternoon. Very quiet. As she looked about, she could see only two people in the gallery. One was an old woman with a stick, shuffling up to the pictures and balancing precarious spectacles on her nose to read the labels. Batty old crow. The other was a young man in a T-shirt and jeans with close-cropped blond hair. Now he couldn’t be English, not looking like that. Probably Scandinavian. Or maybe a Kraut. There seemed to be a lot of Krauts about this summer. Seventeen minutes to go.

As she watched a third figure emerged through the far archway. She glanced at him, looked away, then glanced back. There was something familiar about him. He was in his sixties, with silvery grey hair. He had thin, gaunt features and wore a grey suit over a shirt with a frayed white collar. That was it, now she could place him. He’d been in yesterday. He’d spent quarter of an hour in this room. She’d noticed him then. But why had she noticed him? It was difficult to say exactly. She didn’t usually notice people. There must have been something unusual about him. Yes, she could recall it now. It was the way he had looked at the pictures. There was a bench in the centre of the gallery. He’d sat on that and stared at the wall opposite. Really stared at it. Like he didn’t want to let it out of his sight. Most people used that bench to rest on, take the weight off their feet. But he’d sat there bolt upright and looked with such concentration that she had wondered for a moment if he was all right. And then, yes that was it, he’d left very suddenly. He’d almost run out of the room, as if he’d just that instant remembered he was late for something very important.

And now he was back. Funny. He looked less spruce than he had done yesterday. More bedraggled. His suit was crumpled and he wasn’t wearing a tie as he had been then, although his collar was still buttoned across. Always made a man look strange, that. Incomplete. He walked very slowly to the centre of the almost deserted room. He swayed slightly, then sat down on the central bench. Closer to, she could see he needed a shave. And he was sweating. Sweating like a pig.

The blond boy was bending forward to peer at some detail in the big landscapes. Further on, the old crow was shuffling out now, her spectacles hanging from a chain about her neck, her stick wobbling in her hand. Outside the sun beat down on Trafalgar Square. In the entrance hall, people milled about the information desk, buying postcards from the bookstall. In the staff canteen the kettle was boiling. It was a very airless afternoon.

It was like a car crash when it happened. It was that sudden.

She knew, she’d been in one eight years ago, and it all came back fresh to her. With a car crash you only realise you’ve been in one afterwards. You don’t register anything at the point of impact, you haven’t got the time. One minute you’re being driven along, day-dreaming like, wondering what you’re going to give the kids for their tea. And the next minute it’s happened. It only sinks in a moment or two later, in amongst the twisted metal and the broken glass. Then all you can feel is the shock. Empty, sickening shock.

The first she heard was the ripping noise. Violent. Dangerous. Terrifying, because it was a noise she’d never heard before. Not here, not in this place, where people’s voices were quiet and deferential and you never heard anything sudden or unregulated. She spun round. In a split second she registered the man wasn’t sitting on the bench any more. Christ, he was over there by the wall. And he was transformed. Transformed from a quiet sad old man into a wild beast, twisting and turning like a maniac, arms flailing and stabbing, gouging into something. Gouging into canvas. Ripping into a picture. That picture. The one which had been hanging opposite him. The picture which he’d been staring at all that time. The picture called The Island of the Dead.

‘Oh my God!’ she said.

And then all at once it was over. He let it go. Still half held in its frame the painting disengaged itself from the chain supporting it and fell to the floor, strips of canvas flapping free from its stretcher.

He stood there, breathless, the eight-inch kitchen knife clutched in his hand. Then that too eased out of his grasp and fell to the floor. He made no move to pick it up. He couldn’t now. He couldn’t because he was crying, and the effort of crying absorbed all his energy, great wracking spasms engulfing his whole body.

An old man like that crying. In his crumpled grey suit and his buttoned-up shirt with the frayed collar. It was the most horrible thing she’d ever seen.

‘Oh, my God!’ she repeated. And then at last, almost as an afterthought, she reached for the panic button.

In a moment they were all there. Brian. Robbie. Two of the regular keepers.

‘Blimey, Maureen, what’s been going on here for fuck’s sake?’ Brian was sweating. Blustering. On the edge of panic.

She couldn’t speak. She just gestured towards the wall, where the chain that had been supporting the picture hung loose, still swinging gently. On the ground below lay the debris. The battered frame and the ravaged canvas, lying there. Like a corpse.

‘Oh, my Christ, Maureen, what bastard done that?’

Again she couldn’t speak. She just nodded in the direction of the old man. At that moment she hated Brian because she knew that all he cared about was whether he was going to get the blame, how he could save his own skin, how it was going to look on his record. All that didn’t matter any more, not now. Not by comparison with the pathetic figure standing there weeping with his buttoned-up collar and the eight-inch knife at his feet.

It was Robbie who went up to him. Robbie put an arm round him. Gently. She was grateful to Robbie for doing that. He guided the shaking form down on to the bench and sat next to him for a moment. He didn’t say anything. Just sat there, almost protective like. They’d cordoned off the room now, and other keepers were redirecting the public away. Two men released the doors at either end of the room and shut them abruptly, denying any further view to the curious passers-by pausing to peer through into the gallery. The incident was now isolated. Sealed.

‘There’ll be trouble about this,’ said Brian, shaking his head. ‘Big trouble. You’ll have to make statements, I shouldn’t wonder. You’d better get your story together, my girl, and get it together good. Maggs’ll be down, too. Maggs’ll want to know the score.’

But she wasn’t listening to him.

She was watching, aghast. She couldn’t take her eyes off the scene: the old boy on the bench, leaning forward with his head in his hands, with Robbie next to him. The hideous tangled mess of canvas and wood and frame on the floor. That knife, still lying there, all alone on the bare polished boards. Her mind was trying to connect them. To make sense of it all.

Another man had come in now. A plump, bespectacled, self-important figure in a pin-striped suit and poncey tie. She recognised him as one of the curators, one of the airy-fairy mob from upstairs. She watched as he adjusted the creases of his trousers and squatted gingerly next to the debris of the picture, peering at it, probing it, nervously nudging a strand of canvas back into place. He positioned himself deliberately with his back to the old man on the bench. It was as if he couldn’t bear to let his eyes rest on him, couldn’t bear to acknowledge that he even existed. As if he felt that by blocking him out he might magically heal the hideous damage to the picture. Then, when the curator glanced up for a moment, she saw the shock on his face. He was deathly pale, almost like he was going to throw up.

Then two police constables arrived, in shirt-sleeves and peaked caps with radios in their breast pockets. They moved purposefully, striding swiftly over to where the man sat, next to Robbie. Robbie got up awkwardly and edged away. The policemen pushed past him and took the man by either arm. He dragged his feet as they led him towards the door, but they didn’t slacken their pace. They handled him less gently than Robbie had. A lot less gently.

‘Christ, Maureen,’ said Brian later when they were back in the canteen. ‘Talk about a nutter. You’ve been lucky, girl. Lucky he dropped that bloody knife. I can tell you, I wouldn’t have fancied disarming a bloke like that myself, and I’ve done courses in self-defence. Reached advanced level in it, I have.’

She found she couldn’t really take in what Brian was saying to her because she was shaking too much. She sat at the familiar Formica-topped table and stared at its surface, trying to compose herself. Trying not to think about it all. In the end it was Robbie who brought her a cup of tea. She drank it gratefully and reached for a cigarette.

‘I don’t think he was a nutter,’ said Robbie carefully.

‘Oh, don’t you?’ countered Brian. ‘And what would you know about it, then?’ There was a belligerence about him now. He’d been badly scared and he wanted to reassert himself. Wanted someone to pick a fight with him.

But Robbie was not to be drawn. He just shook his head and wandered off to read a paper.

‘You take my word for it,’ continued Brian. ‘That bloke had lost his marbles. Anything could have happened out there. I mean, did you see his face?’

Maureen drew on her cigarette and said nothing. The truth was, she had seen his face. That was what was bothering her most. They had led him out of the door only a couple of feet away from her, the two young coppers hoisting the old man along, almost lifting him off the ground. She watched his face as he went by, couldn’t take her eyes off it. She’d never seen such unhappiness. Bleak. Haggard. Muttering strangely. And yet resigned, too. As if what he was suffering now was an ordeal he’d been through before, a nightmare, but a nightmare whose sequence was familiar and had to be borne in silence because experience had taught him that there was no evading it. Some instinct told her that at some other time, in some far-distant place, he’d been led away before. God knew where, God knew by whom. But she knew he was no stranger to incarceration.


2

That afternoon, not much more than quarter of a mile away from the gallery where Maureen had charge of The Island of the Dead, Dominic Maitland was attending a memorial service. He had taken his place in church in a mood of obscure dread. Churches were restrictive, uneasy places. He tried to avoid them, except for the very occasional wedding, and weddings in their own way made him uncomfortable too. Churches conjured up grim memories of his schooldays, where chapel had been the constant element in a bleakly undistinguished education. Once every weekday, twice every Sunday. The same lugubrious hymns, the same miserable exhortations to the pursuit of a crabbed and blinkered way of life as at odds with real experience as the school’s rural setting in the Somerset hills was remote from the thrilling metropolitanism of London. Nothing could rival for sheer mediocrity the humdrum ordinariness of an English minor public school. And the minor public school to which his despairing mother had consigned him at a tender age had been very ordinary indeed. It was something he’d been trying to distance himself from ever since he’d bid it a grateful farewell some fifteen years before.

His dread had been compounded by a vague apprehension that the memorial service would resemble a funeral. The only funeral he had ever before attended had been a dark and miserable ceremony in the tawdry chapel of a suburban crematorium, where tinny music sped the coffin towards an oddly unmoving combustion and oblivion. But he was wrong. This was different from that other, bitterly cold occasion. Here in the packed church, the atmosphere was oppressive with glamour. There was a curious mixture of perspiration and expensive scent in the air, testimony to the fashionableness of the gathering and the heat of the day. And just a hint of alcohol, too, wafting off those who had recently fortified themselves for the coming ordeal over lunch at White’s or Brooks’ or Wilton’s. There were women in hats and expensive jewellery and men in pin-striped suits and the sort of discreetly garish shirts whose ready availability in nearby Jermyn Street proves that even the best-bred, most traditional Englishman is something of a closet peacock. There was a sleekness, too, about these people. Heads of beautifully brushed hair gleamed along the pews. Well-manicured hands fingered service sheets; signet rings flashed in the sunlight.

As he looked about him, he identified the gathering he had stumbled into, and in giving it a name he tamed it, gained some measure of control over it. This was the English establishment. The English establishment in all its glory. But it was possible to be more precise than that: what one saw here was the English establishment at one of its most intriguing interstices, at that nexus with Bohemia which is the West End art world. A world of odd contrasts, where flamboyance mixes with discretion, and snobbery with connoisseurship; where old taste meets new money, and old money meets new taste. Already the phrases were flapping about his head like loose battens, battens to be positioned and pinned down later with the help of the word processor. Writing about something gave him power over it. That was one of the pleasures of being a journalist.

So. Here was the flower of the London art world. The flower of the London art world gathered to mourn one of its own.

Dominic Maitland, known as Minto to his closer friends, viewed the scene with a mixture of wariness and fascination. He was thirty-two years old, tall and fair-haired. He was not wearing a pin-striped suit. He wasn’t even wearing a suit at all. He wore a light summer jacket over a dark blue shirt and, as a concession to the occasion, a tie, but a tie that had certainly not come from Jermyn Street. He felt like an explorer in an exotic jungle, an anthropologist amongst a tribe from an alien culture. What was he doing here at the memorial service of a man he’d never met?

He was here because of Ridley, that was the immediate reason. Ridley was standing next to him now, wheezing slightly. Ridley was wearing a suit, but it had seen better days and his cuffs were worn as he curled nicotine-stained fingers round the knob on the end of the pew to keep himself upright. Ridley was a hack of the old school. He’d been on the paper twenty-five years, and frankly his days were likely to be numbered. Minto wouldn’t have bet on him lasting the year out in his present employment, not with the new management in place now. But for the time being his job was – what was it? – saleroom correspondent. And occasional restaurant reviewer. It was Ridley who’d rung him earlier that morning.

‘You still doing that piece on Courtney, old boy?’

Minto had agreed he was. He’d been relieved at the relatively friendly tone of the enquiry. When he’d first broached the matter of the article on Courtney with Ridley, he’d sensed resentment, resentment that a general arts feature writer like Minto was trespassing on Ridley’s own specialist territory. But Minto was on the rise, wasn’t he? Not stuck in the mud like Ridley, wallowing in an alcoholic haze of missed deadlines and constantly recycled material. And Minto wasn’t entirely unversed in the ways of the art world, either. He’d done that interview with Hockney six months ago, that piece that everyone had said was wonderful. Not that Minto had needed telling. He knew it had been good. It was just that Minto was a writer first and an art expert some way lower down the line, so he needed Ridley’s help.

‘Well, then, you might care to mosey down to St James’s Piccadilly with me this afternoon,’ Ridley had suggested.

‘What’s happening there?’

‘Small matter of your subject’s memorial service. They’ll all be present. All the great and good of Bond Street and St James’s, all venturing forth from their galleries and salerooms to pay their last respects. Maybe even Lady Thatcher herself. It might give you some background.’

Background. That was what he was after. Here he was, marvelling at the congregation in all its variegated forms of wealth and influence, speculating as to the assets of the most opulent-looking men, undressing with his eyes the more alluring women. He wasn’t sure if the former prime minister was there; but Ridley had pointed out to him the chairmen of both Sotheby’s and Christie’s, both standing tall and erect in rows near the front, as if market share for the year depended on who held himself with the more military bearing for the full duration of the service. Then there was the director of the Tate, the surveyor of the Queen’s pictures; even a representative of the Louvre who had flown over for the occasion, and directors of the Met and the Getty who were already over in London for the sales.

‘Christ,’ muttered Ridley out of the corner of his mouth, swaying in Minto’s direction, ‘if a bomb fell on this place now it would mean the end of the art market.’

Minto laughed. He was thinking about Courtney, wondering. Seeing all these people gathered together had brought it home to him. What the man had been. What the power of his myth was, at least.

The most important art dealer of modern times, people had said. The man who made the present-day art market what it is. Shaped it. Minto had been intrigued. Powerful men were generally interesting subjects, made good copy. So Minto had decided to probe a bit. He sensed a good piece waiting to come out of this. Now the guy was dead, people would talk more freely about him perhaps. The cuttings file had thrown up a mountain of blandly uncritical material, a triumph for the PR men. If you believed what you read there, Courtney had been a cross between a financial genius and a saint, single-handedly saving pictures for the nation when he wasn’t reporting prodigious profits for his business. Minto intended to dig deeper. To get to the truth.

He glanced about him again. What was it Frankie had said? ‘There’s something sexy about money. There’s something even sexier about art. Put the two together and you’ve got the ultimate mixture.’ Clever girl, Frankie. Maybe a bit too clever for her own good.

‘Courtney’s certainly achieved an impressive turn-out,’ he said quietly.

‘You know why?’ murmured Ridley. His breath was hot and fetid and Minto suddenly wished he wasn’t standing so close.

‘No?’

‘They were all frightened of him.’

‘Frightened of him?’

Ridley nodded. He had red, flaky skin and bags under his eyes.

‘Why were they frightened of him?’

Their whispered conversation was interrupted by the swelling organ chords announcing an imminent hymn.

‘Shit,’ said Ridley, extracting a none-too-clean handkerchief from his pocket. ‘Bloody Jerusalem. Always makes me cry.’

The English certainly sing on these occasions, thought Minto. They really join in. It’s the way the upper classes pay their ecclesiastical dues, how they appease their guilt. They know they should have set a better example, been to church more often. Now they’re redressing the balance by singing very loudly. Showing they know the words and aren’t afraid to declare themselves. Paying easy and ostentatious tribute to Courtney, too, perhaps. The tribute of sheer volume. To the man who’d frightened them.

Five hundred voices had demanded that they be brought bows of burning gold and furnished with arrows of desire. Five hundred voices had assured the world with surging conviction that they would not rest until they had built a new Jerusalem in England’s green and pleasant land. And now five hundred sharply suited and highly contoured hindquarters were lowered triumphantly back on to pews in anticipation of the address. A tall thin, balding man ambled with studied languor up the aisle and turned to face the congregation. He placed a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles on his nose, took a page of notes from his pocket, and asked the question which Minto Maitland almost beyond anyone present was anxious to have answered.

‘Who was Alexander Courtney?’

Who indeed?

‘Alexander Courtney was a loyal friend, a considerate husband and a loving father. He was a businessman of genius, and a connoisseur without peer. But above all, he was quite simply the leading art dealer of his generation.’

Feet shuffled. Somebody coughed. But no one disputed the assertion.

Many times afterwards Minto would reflect on these words, weighing them in the balance, estimating their justness. And, as he discovered new information about his subject, adding other words. Words of his own. Words which might not have been suitable for a memorial service address. But words which would get nearer to the truth about Alexander Courtney.

‘Who’s this guy?’ whispered Minto.

Ridley raised a surprised eyebrow. ‘Edward Purchas. Financier. Trustee of all sorts of public galleries. Fully paid-up member of the League of Great and Good. Courtney’s oldest friend.’

‘Alexander Courtney was born in Austria in 1925,’ Purchas was continuing. He had an assured, confident, slightly drawling voice. The sort of voice that was accustomed to addressing shareholders’ meetings, to announcing record profits. ‘He arrived in this country with his mother as an eleven-year-old in 1936, an exile, a refugee from a land of suffering and of turmoil. But it was always Alex’s great strength never to look back unnecessarily, never to dwell in the past, always to go forward positively, and from the moment that he set foot on English soil he grasped the opportunities which this country has always offered to the brave and the talented, whatever their background.’

Minto glanced round at the sea of privileged faces, faces nodding in self-congratulatory agreement with this estimate of their society’s tradition of fair-minded tolerance. But what was the truth of it? Perhaps coming to England had indeed been a relief if you were escaping from the Austria of 1936, particularly if you were Jewish. Was Courtney Jewish? Presumably. That was generally the reason why people fled from Austria and Germany at that time. But would Britain during the war years have proved so welcoming, so tolerant, to a German-speaking teenager? Wouldn’t there have been ill-informed persecution? Or deep suspicion, at the very least, of both mother and son? Hadn’t some aliens been interned for part of the war? At what point had they changed their names, for instance, for surely Alexander had not been born Courtney? Nor indeed Alexander, if it came to that?

These were the hidden questions, the ones on which Purchas shed no light. The rapidity with which his narrative glided on to the 1950s was significant. Significant of paucity of information, perhaps. And significant not least of the consuming desire for total assimilation as an Englishman of the late Alexander Courtney, Minto wouldn’t mind betting.

‘In 1957, Alexander lost his mother. In later years he rarely spoke of her, but I know that she was a profound influence on him and that he felt her loss keenly. But, as I have said already, Alexander was never the man to dwell vainly on events that could not be undone. Instead he would seize on them, improvise, use them as catalysts to beneficial change in his own life. Long afterwards he once told me that his mother’s death had been a watershed. Once she had gone he decided to branch out, to expand, to give full expression to his business genius. In that way he turned her loss into something from which great good derived.

‘Alexander had always been interested in pictures. He used to maintain that he had bought and sold them for as long as he could remember. He once declared in a moment of self-revelation: “Pictures are like a drug to me. But a drug with no unpleasant side-effects.” And in 1958 he opened his first gallery in London, specialising in Impressionist pictures and the works of the modern masters. Very soon his consummate taste and his acute business acumen ensured that no collector visiting these shores, be they from New York, from Los Angeles, from Paris, from Zurich, could afford to miss out on his stock. Quite simply, he had an unerring eye for quality. He always bought the best.’

Like a drug. An addiction. Addicted people are weakened people, but there was no evidence of weakness in what he knew so far of the life of Alexander Courtney. It was a curious phrase to use, thought Minto.

‘I myself became Alexander’s client very early on. Although in those days I had little financial resource –’ Purchas paused here to give a little half-laugh at the very notion that he could ever have been short of money – ‘I speedily came to realise that saving up to buy one painting a year from Alexander was infinitely better an investment than frittering money away on several cheaper items from other dealers. Others too learned this lesson. There can be few of the world’s great collectors or museums who have not benefited from buying from Courtney over the past thirty years.

‘In 1959 another important event in Alexander’s life took place. He married Cecilia Barrymore, the woman whose love and rock-like support meant so much to him, and was taken so tragically from him when she died, too young, six years ago. In 1960 his son Maximilian was born; and two years later his daughter Isabella. Despite his propensity for working sixteen hours a day, Alexander proved an excellent husband and father. It was a source of deep satisfaction to him when his son followed him into the business which he had so successfully nurtured.’

Minto was six foot two inches. He sat up very straight to try to catch a glimpse of the Courtney children. Maximilian and Isabella. Surely they must be up there, in the front row somewhere. Tight-lipped. Frightened of showing too much emotion. Or too little. Which ones were they? He could not be sure, as he ran his eye along the line of heads inclined towards the speaker. What were they like? Had Maximilian his father’s strength and resolve? Sons of successful fathers often found them difficult to come to terms with. What about the daughter? Was she in the business too? And what sort of a woman had their mother Cecilia been? He knew a little about her, because he’d checked with Ridley on their way over.

‘Cecilia Courtney? She came from an absolutely top-drawer family and all that,’ Ridley had assured him. ‘Courtney made a pretty good deal for himself when he married into the Barrymores. Opened a few doors for him, if you know what I mean.’

He thought suddenly of what Frankie had told him last week. ‘There you are, Minto. If you want to get on, you should marry a rich wife. Find a nice Sloane Ranger for yourself, get some dogs, settle down in the country.’ She’d annoyed him when she’d said that. That might have been Courtney’s way forward, but it certainly wasn’t his own. Of course she’d been teasing him. But there had also been a half-concealed wistfulness in her tone when she talked about settling down, a wistfulness that had disturbed him. Why couldn’t she learn to give him space?

Purchas’s address was rolling on. ‘During the 1960s Courtney’s business continued to expand. He moved into his Bond Street gallery in 1964 and then in 1969 he opened his Manhattan gallery on 57th Street. By the early 1970s he had also developed the old master arm of his operation. This diversity was an illustration of the versatility of his own connoisseurship. More distinguished authorities than I confessed themselves amazed by the way Alexander could move so effortlessly from evaluating the commercial potential of a Monet to distinguishing between a Poussin and Sébastien Bourdon. His range was staggering. Allied to his natural energy and business acumen, the result was irresistible.

‘And make no mistake: Alex was a financial genius. Had he gone into the City he would have risen straight to the top, of that I’m quite sure. He had an extraordinary instinct, an ability to position himself in advance of bad times so as to take maximum advantage of the conditions which he saw coming. Without wishing an address such as this to partake in any degree of controversy, I sometimes wonder if Alex had gone into politics whether he wouldn’t have made a rather more outstanding Chancellor of the Exchequer than one or two recent occupants of the post.’

There was a polite titter. Was a church the right place for this sort of eulogy, wondered Minto suddenly? This was Financial Times stuff, surely. Hadn’t Christ thrown the moneymen out of the temple? But Purchas was on again, expounding the relentless catalogue of Courtney success:

‘In the eighties Alexander extended his empire to Paris, where he opened a further gallery on the Rue St Honoré, and even to Tokyo, where he started up in 1983. The Courtney name is synonymous worldwide with pictures of the highest quality. That was the measure of his extraordinary achievement, to build up a reputation of ageless supremacy in little more than thirty years. As one other dealer said to me recently, it is hard to remember a time when Courtney wasn’t the dominant name in the British art market. It seems as though he’s always been there.

‘Most of us here who had the privilege of knowing Alexander personally will remember the extraordinary forcefulness of his character. He never suffered fools gladly. One had to be on one’s mettle in dealing with him, and people were occasionally upset by his directness. But his conversation was always stimulating, and he could be the most charming of companions. And his tremendous work on behalf of the National Arts Collection Fund was beyond the call of any duty. Through his uniquely energetic fund-raising efforts four major treasures in the past two decades have been saved for the nation. This was one among many reasons why his knighthood in 1985 was so richly deserved, both as a tribute to his personal qualities and his enormous professional achievement.’

He’d reached his apogee in the eighties, of course. He was the archetypal success of the Thatcher years, servicing all the newly made money of the boom times. How apposite that he should have been made Sir Alexander at that juncture. Sir Alexander and Lady Courtney. No doubt the Barrymores had been impressed. The Austrian refugee had finally become English. This wasn’t just a study in entrepreneurial success. This was a story about the English class system too.

And they were all frightened of him.

Another hymn followed, ‘The Day Thou Gavest, Lord is Ended’. As the last verse rose to a crescendo, Minto relived an endless sequence of Sunday evening chapels, glimpsed an infinity of melancholy. Ridley fumbled with his handkerchief and blew his nose loudly. The priest gave the blessing then melted into his vestry. The tribute was over. For a moment everyone stood in a state of indecision, a suspended animation that lasted for no more than a second. Then, like a dam breaking, the congregation began to surge out into the sunshine of Jermyn Street, gathering in knots of discreet conviviality which caused the flow of other people to eddy and swirl about them down the aisles, through the porch and on to the pavement. The organ rang out in honour of Sir Alexander Courtney. A Bach cantata. Beautiful; but music of a curiously dispassionate beauty, ultimately unrevealing about the man whose life its playing was to celebrate.

Then again, what could one expect to gather about a human being one had never met simply by attending his memorial service? Minto felt a sudden sense of exclusion. It was like listening to the meaningless hilarities of people reminiscing about a party to which you hadn’t been invited.

Minto stood for a moment in the open air, curious but oddly dissatisfied. And in the distance he caught the faint sound of a police car’s siren. A police car’s siren crying like a wounded animal as it accelerated down a crowded shopping street.

‘What now?’ said Minto.

‘Must get back to the office,’ muttered Ridley, blinking bloodshot eyes in the bright sunshine. ‘Got a few telephone calls to make.’

‘But isn’t there some sort of do afterwards? Don’t we all go on somewhere for a little hospitality?’

‘Some may.’ Ridley frowned doubtfully. He had long, unkempt grey hair brushed back from his collar. And dandruff. He looked like an unsuccessful bookmaker.

‘Well, let’s follow on then. This could be interesting. I can tell you, I feel like a drink.’

Ridley’s ears pricked up. ‘I suppose we could just take a quick one off them. It’s probably at Courtney’s, in the gallery. It’s as big as the Albert Hall in there.’

As they followed the elegant assembly which straggled towards the tented, commissionaired doorway of Courtney’s, Minto said: ‘So who knows where the bodies are buried?’

‘Come again, old boy?’

‘Where the bodies are buried. Where’s the dirt on this man? Look, I realise I haven’t got your many years’ experience of covering the salerooms, but I know one thing: you don’t get to Courtney’s eminence in a field like the art market without getting your hands dirty somewhere along the line.’

Ridley shot a glance at him. Just fleetingly Minto saw in it something more than the embarrassment of taking an uninvited drink from a rich and powerful man. He saw fear. ‘I can’t help you there,’ said Ridley quietly.

‘Yes, but who can?’

Ridley didn’t answer. Whether it was because he didn’t wish to or because he was preoccupied by gaining entrance to Courtney’s wasn’t clear. By the time they were standing in the main gallery clutching glasses of champagne it was difficult to raise the matter again.

Minto looked about him. It was a very large room indeed, and the walls were hung with an elegant red brocade as a backdrop to various expensive-looking pictures. Was that a Degas pastel over there? Even in this large gallery there was a crush. The volume of sound had increased too. If you stood still and listened the voices were like a gathering wind in the branches of a forest, or the swell of the sea; the noise surged and lulled with a separate life of its own. The memorial service congregation of ten minutes ago was in the process of converting itself into a cocktail party.

He noticed her, standing alone and disconsolate with her back to the wall next to a long grey landscape. He watched her for a while, and concluded that her solitariness was of her own choosing. People came up to her, even exchanged kisses with her, then drifted on apparently discouraged by her aloofness. She was dressed in elegant black, with a simple white silk blouse. Her hair was cut short, and she had a high-bred, at first sight almost equine face with strongly flared nostrils. It was her arrogance which caught his interest. This was a spoilt bitch, thought Minto, who liked to classify people, and enjoyed stereotypes. This is the original rich, spoilt woman. After a minute or two, in default of anything more diverting, he decided to go and look at the landscape.

It was by Corot. There was a lake, framed by trees, enveloped in a milky light. It was a dull picture, impossible to rest your eyes on for long. Finally he looked across at her and said, as he’d heard others saying, ‘A beautiful service, wasn’t it?’

She shrugged. ‘I suppose so. If you like Bach.’ She said it with a very clear, very English diction, but she looked away from him as she spoke. It was hard to catch her eyes because they did not meet his. All he was aware of was long-lashed lids. Was she very shy? Or very bored?

‘Don’t you like Bach?’

‘Not particularly. I’ve had a surfeit of Bach in my time.’

‘Why?’

‘I suppose because Bach and my husband enjoy rather a special relationship.’ She gave a wintery little laugh as if recounting a particularly sordid infidelity, committed by someone barely known to her.

‘In what way special?’

‘Bach’s his favourite composer.’

‘So is your husband a musician?’

‘He’s a concert pianist.’

‘How fascinating.’

Now she looked at him properly for the first time. Looked at him scornfully, pausing long enough for the vacuousness of his reply to sink in. ‘Do you think so?’

He laughed to cover his confusion. ‘Well, I take the view that it’s probably more interesting to be a concert pianist than an investment analyst.’

‘And what about being married to a concert pianist?’

‘The same would apply, all things being equal.’

‘Who said anything about all things being equal?’ She spat the words out with an unexpected bitterness.

Minto paused, uncertain how to go on. He was taken aback by her abruptness and yet at the same time intrigued by her.

‘Where is your husband now?’ he said at last.

‘He’s touring. Prague, Brussels, I don’t know.’

‘I suppose he travels a lot.’

‘The whole time.’

‘And are you a musician yourself?’

A new emotion crossed her eyes. Fleetingly. Perhaps it was impatience. Or perhaps it was something else. Something more like envy. ‘I like music, if that’s what you mean. But I’m no good at it. I don’t play an instrument.’

‘No, nor do I.’

But she wasn’t looking in his direction any more. She had the capacity to turn off her interest like a tap. It was disconcerting. No, thought Minto, it was more than that. It was rude.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, trying once again, ‘we haven’t been introduced. I’m Dominic Maitland.’

‘How do you do.’

He asked casually, ‘And were you an old friend of Alexander Courtney?’

She gave a little laugh. ‘I suppose you could say I knew him quite well. At one point.’

It was a statement which simultaneously invited and prohibited further questioning. Minto watched her, playing with her ring as she spoke, then fingering the buttons on her sleeve.

‘And Maximilian, his son, who’s taken over the business? I’ve never actually met him. Which one is he?’

‘Max?’ She wheeled round, searching distant faces. ‘He’s somewhere around, I saw him just now. Yes, there he is. Over by the Renoir in the corner.’

Minto followed her gaze to the stocky, dark figure she indicated. He seemed to be upset about something. He was talking sharply to another man, beating his fist into his palm to emphasise his displeasure. Even at this distance, Minto could sense the aggression emanating from him, the exploding frustration. The other man was older and taller, with a greying head. He leant forward solicitously as he listened to Max’s furious effusions. Only now did you realise that he was a counsellor rather than the object of Max’s fury, an ally rather than an enemy. He reached across and laid a restraining arm on Max’s shoulder. A thin smile played about his lips as he did so, a smile directed not at Max, but seemingly prompted by some private memory, some suddenly perceived irony. Max immediately went quiet and scowled. It was an oddly charged vignette, one that stayed with Minto as he tried to fathom its significance.

‘Poor Max,’ said the woman unexpectedly.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘I suppose because he inherited the worst of his father’s temper and not the least vestige of his charm.’ And she smiled at Minto for the first time, as if the statement represented the solution to a problem which had long been bothering her.

Minto nodded. He was trying to think what it was about the exchange he had just witnessed at a distance that he found disquieting. In his anger Max was unprepossessing, did not inspire sympathy or trust. But perhaps it was the other man who was the more disturbing. Max might be a blusterer and a bully, but there was something furtive, something calculating, something more dangerous about his companion. It was the way he had silenced Max with a gesture simultaneously insinuating and authoritative. You’re the boss, it seemed to say; but I’m the one that really wields the power. Minto asked, ‘Who’s that Max is talking to?’

‘That’s Winter, of course.’

‘Winter?’

‘You don’t know Winter? He was the right-hand man of … of Alexander Courtney.’

‘What, he works here in the gallery?’

‘That’s right.’ She looked at him, suddenly suspicious of his ignorance. ‘I thought everyone knew Winter. He’s supposed to be very clever.’

Winter. Minto filed him away for future reference. Now he decided to change tack. ‘What about the daughter?’ he asked.

‘Isabella?’ The woman paused. ‘What about her?’

‘Which one is she?’

She made a casual circuit of the room with her eyes. ‘I can’t see her.’ She shrugged again. ‘She must be here somewhere.’

‘But she was in church?’

‘Of course she was in church.’ For a moment there was an edge to her voice. ‘It was her own father’s memorial service, for God’s sake.’

Minto decided to put his cards on the table. Conversation with this woman was so erratic and unpredictable anyway that it would not make things any worse to tell her the truth about his presence there. And it might just help a little. ‘You see, I’ve been commissioned to write an article about Alexander Courtney,’ he said carefully. ‘I am trying to get as much background as possible on him. Do you have any ideas about who I should talk to?’

She looked at him for a moment with eyebrows raised, as if he might be joking. Finally she said, with barely enough levity to prevent the remark being insulting, ‘I make it a rule never to talk to journalists, I’m afraid.’ Then she smiled briefly at him and drifted away.

Stupid cow, thought Minto with a sudden violence. Stupid, posturing cow. Spoiled silly, blowing hot and cold. He could do without women like that.

A little later Minto tired of wandering between the braying groups of guests. Perhaps he could have stayed among them and ingratiated himself with one or two more of the expensive-looking women, made his number with the cosy coterie of men of power and influence gathered here together. But he felt disinclined to expend the energy, depressed by his encounter with the woman in black, the concert pianist’s wife. These people annoyed him. They annoyed him because, since they did not know him, they took him therefore to be of no account. They were hermetically sealed in their rarefied little world, and assumed it to be the centre of the universe. He wanted to tell them they were an absurd irrelevance, with their titles and their old master pictures and their ridiculous pretensions, that the real world was out there on the streets. That he was much more real than any of them.

But then again, it wasn’t just that, was it? It was the question of Courtney, too. Courtney was perplexing him. He wanted to get beneath the surface of things, scrape away the gilt on these immaculate-looking frames and reach the woodworm. His curiosity was aroused: now he was here on the premises, at the heart of the man’s empire, he wanted to probe further. He sensed an opportunity that might not present itself again. So when he noticed a door in the corner of the cavernous gallery, a door which opened as he turned the handle, he pushed through it and closed it gently behind him. If anyone stopped him, he could always say he was looking for the lavatory.

He was in a darker passage hung with more pictures. He passed two that looked familiar. Were they by Vuillard? Or perhaps by Bonnard? They were good, anyway. It was quieter here, and the noise of partying was dimmed behind him. He came to another door, ajar this time, and he ducked quickly through it into a silent room with a heavily draped window and three beautiful eighteenth-century chairs drawn up facing an easel. Presumably this was a private viewing room. The sort of discreet, sequestered enclave where Alexander Courtney once performed his most effective sales pitch. The atmosphere here was half-way between an enormously tasteful bordello and an interrogation chamber. Minto paused for a moment, wondering what it had been like to be sold a picture by Alexander Courtney. Would it have been an irresistible experience? As you wrote out your cheque for tens of thousands of pounds to acquire the consummate little Matisse drawing you hadn’t up till now realised you couldn’t live without, did you feel bullied or ravished, exploited or exalted?

His vague intimations of unease in these surroundings gradually crystallised into a more specific sensation. A sensation that he was being watched. He turned round and suddenly caught sight of what was disturbing him. On a table against the wall stood a single silver-framed photograph. A photograph of extraordinary power. It showed a middle-aged man with a fine head of light-coloured hair and a hard, intelligent, confident face. He had unforgettable eyes: relentlessly penetrating, and ultimately unyielding.

Minto took the photograph into his hands and recognised beyond doubt that he was staring at the late Alexander Courtney. The man who built an empire and shaped the modern art market. The man who frightened people.

And then he was aware of someone at his side, and a woman’s voice was saying, ‘So you’ve found him, have you?’

‘Hello, again,’ said Minto. She looked different, now she was on her own away from the mêlée in the gallery, no longer leaning disconsolately against the wall next to the Corot. You still noticed the flare of her nostrils and the smoothness of her skin. But she was more vivid here, momentarily more accessible. Minto suddenly realised how beautiful she was.

‘Do you generally walk into other people’s private offices and poke around with their things?’ she demanded.

Minto was about to trot out his story of the elusive lavatory but changed his mind. Instead he said, ‘No more than you do.’

‘That’s where you’re wrong.’ She spoke softly, but there was a note of triumph in her voice. As if he had just fallen into a very carefully laid trap.

‘Why is it not OK for me to wander into this room and look at this photograph, but perfectly acceptable for you to?’

‘Because that photograph happens to be of my father.’

Because it was an unfamiliar emotion, the embarrassment almost overwhelmed him. For a moment he couldn’t speak, then he swallowed. ‘Christ! You. You’re Isabella.’
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