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Also by Andrew Hunter Murray



The Last Day




To M.M.F.L.




Prologue

He has heard for years that this day would come. He always dutifully believed it, repeated the words with the rest of the congregation, but he didn’t seriously imagine it, nor that he would feel such strange pleasure when it did.

He doesn’t have a gun; he’s only fourteen, and slight. His mother has explained that the recoil alone would knock him flat. He was always told there was no need to rush his training. Except now – with the firing outside, and the sand-coloured armoured vehicles crawling forward, the cowardly troops shielded by them pressing ever closer – now he wishes he had one.

Still, he has the next best thing. He’s been down to the kitchens. A knife won’t be missed now, not in the middle of all this. The older men and women are running through the corridors, finding the best positions to return fire, but he has his own labour to fulfil. He walks calmly, with it balanced in his hand.

Back upstairs, he sees the great man. He’s standing behind a column, holding a rifle and glancing outwards, coordinating, shouting. He is alone; there is something about him that is always curiously alone.

If he ran the place, the boy thinks, he doubts whether he would make all the same decisions the great man did. He is not sure, if he was the great man, whether he would hit others so enthusiastically, nor for so long. Although these thoughts are heresy, of course, and the great man is simply acting on instructions from the highest power of all.

The gunfire is much closer now. It has made the day hotter; the individual bullets have warmed the air, agitating it like wasps as they slap the walls. The men approaching the compound are gaining, but the battle is in the balance. Beyond the outer wall, something explodes.

When you are small, and weak, a knife simply requires a sharp point. His mother has shown him this in the kitchens, how a little pressure exerted in the right place can create a great rip in an animal’s side. All you need, she has explained, is the courage to create the first incision, and the rest will follow on. It’s a lesson he likes far more than any the great man has taught him over the years. She has explained, too, how to recognise a moment of opportunity.

The great man is distracted, facing away and glancing out of the window. He laughs as one of the uniformed men outside falls, and bellows to his own followers that they are winning.

It is so little effort, just a few steps, to cross the room towards him, find the right point in his side – free of ribs, just like on a pig – and, with a quick gesture, to bury the blade. One, two, three.

The great man looks down, and drops his gun. He stumbles into the window’s light, and is immediately cut down by bullets from without. His eyes rest on the boy, but they are glazing already, and the boy cannot tell whether the great man sees who did this to him. He hopes he does.

The gunfire from within the compound crackles on, but without the dominant note of its leader, it will not last long. The boy pauses only to wipe a rough cloth over the knife’s handle, removing the fingerprints, then leaves the body and returns downstairs. He walks calmly once again. His mother will be proud.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]

Book I



Mainland


Strait is the gate and narrow is the way which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.

Matthew 7:14
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The week I travelled to Pemberley’s island was the week the old king and the last elephant had both died, and although any connection between the two deaths seemed too glib to make, for several days one was hardly mentioned without the other. Two exemplars of their respective species, two mighty symbols of venerability and distinction, that sort of thing. You could write it yourself in five minutes, if you were fool enough or had news to sell.

They died days apart; the elephant went first. Accounts of them drawing their last breath at the same moment were later revealed to be nothing but sensational fabrications, the fevered work of journalists who should have taken up fiction instead. Although looking at what followed, perhaps the double extinction was significant after all.

Once the king went, the eradication of the earth’s largest remaining species was immediately relegated down the news order. Our country had been elderly for decades, and the death of our leader after years of stodgy, comforting inactivity felt important. It was another nudge of the wheel, another change of course sending us off the road into unknown country. Our national subconscious muddled the two; across the country people dreamed of elephants in crowns squeezing through palace gates, or of the old king himself, his skin grey and rugose, his nose warping into a trunk.

I forget the king’s name now, but the elephant was called Nala, and she had been the last of her kind for over a decade. There had been thousands of other extinctions by now, of less memorable creatures, but Nala seemed to be the perfect example of our great carelessness. Some had suggested breeding from her, but the notion seemed freakish, and the proposal was treated as the folly it was.

That was one clear difference between Nala and His Majesty – the old king had his replacements, the glassy-eyed children he had produced late in life. To see a facial feature – a look in the eye, the twist of a smile – repeated from one generation to another is greatly comforting. It tells us our ancestors have survived, if only in ghostly, half-glimpsed fragments. The young princess who took the old king’s place had the same smooth manner as her father, the same high cheekbones, and that was good enough. And so the country stumbled on, surveying its dimming reflection in the mirror with anxiety and vanity alike.

I didn’t pay much attention at the time. I was working that week. My notebook, left in the city, will have a one-line record of the fact. It has probably been torn or burned or mulched by now, but if not, the week will appear on the final page: two dates, a sum of money, a phone number, and a name. Bywater.

I finished the Bywater commission in five days flat; more fool me. Another day would have paid for a week’s living back in the city, but I couldn’t bear to drag it out any further than necessary. Apart from anything else, I was coming home to Cara. I even found myself hurrying over the final brushstrokes, and heard Anthony in my head chastising me for it. As it happened, that wasn’t the reason the job ended badly.

The Bywaters’ Village was one of the most exclusive in the country: a huge service settlement outside the walls, great beauty on display within. The sittings had taken five days; days that stretched out even as I sat through them, trying without success to lose myself in my work. I’d offered the family the option of working from photographs, but I could tell in my initial interview they would be the kind of clients to insist on what they considered the full experience.

They were a family of three – father and mother, him a decade older than her, and their son. The father was a type common in these places: tall, broad and vicious. He was wide-shouldered, with a breadth just on the turn, a suggestion of jowl beginning to make itself known above the collar of the shirt. The kind of client who makes you relieved you’ve brought enough paints to mix a decent quantity of pink. His work was something in the city. I loved that phrase. By then, most people who worked in the city didn’t.

It was Mrs Bywater who’d come up with the – to her – rather daring idea of having the family painted. My work was not exactly fashionable, but it had somehow outlasted the new technologies, as faith in them waned. There was an eternal quality about my medium, or so most clients thought, and I was loath to remind them of the thousands of portraits lost across the centuries, torn or binned or carelessly dismantled, their frames used as firewood. The older way of doing things had somehow survived into our own age, and I wasn’t going to correct anyone deluded enough to think my work might last.

It was more often the wife than the husband who commissioned me, but it was closer to half and half than you would think. It did, however, tend to be mostly groups of at least two. The few single people I painted tended to be receiving their portrait on behalf of an institution, and usually there was a bit of awkwardness about the process.

I preferred single portraits despite that tension; maybe because of it. They produced an agreeable sense of struggle – the subjects’ resistance and awkwardness matched against my determination to capture their features, and the slow process of making sure it happened, stroke after stroke. Pemberley, of course, my final portrait, was the perfect example.

The Bywaters, though, had presented all the difficulties I least enjoyed working with, and none of those I treated as a challenge. Mrs Bywater was the opposite of her husband, physically. It was as if two average people had pooled their assets – the size, the colour, the movement – then divided them unequally. Where he was broad, she was slight. Where he was pink, she was pale; and while he treated the sittings with a bovine stolidity, she made the constant quick movements customary to the unnerved or the disappointed. A difficult client.

The son was sixteen, and clearly was at the exact age where he simultaneously craved his parents’ approval and wanted nothing to do with them. He hunched himself in the foreground like a folded deckchair, and looked off to the side.

After each morning’s sittings, I withdrew to a small timbered office at the end of the garden to work on the details. I was in the office when Mrs Bywater brought me tea and the news of the old king’s death. It hadn’t been unexpected, but it was a shock nonetheless – a storm wave glimpsed from a distance, no less destructive when it hits. She asked me what I thought would happen, and I childishly replied that the family would probably just carry on with the next generation, an option not open to poor Nala.

Mrs Bywater pursed her lips, and for the rest of the week her expression in the sittings as she looked towards me was one of mild distaste. I allowed a little of that look into the final painting; not enough to lose my fee, but enough for honesty.

I’m sure they were a family like most others. But the root of their urge to be painted – not for the sake of art, not to engage with the process, but simply for another image of themselves – gave me the feeling I had in all my least happy commissions, the feeling of sheer unimportance from the wrist upwards. I may as well have just bought them a mirror.

On the last morning, I came into the studio at the end of the garden to see the son trying to prise off the cover I had fitted over the canvas, to keep clients from looking at work before it was complete.

‘Excuse me. Please don’t do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because the picture isn’t ready. I still need an hour or two to finish it.’

He gave me an impassive look just like his father’s, then moved to the next corner of the cover and started working it free.

‘Could you please stop that?’

He paused, and looked at me with amusement. The precious artist, in his home, telling him what to do.

‘How old are you?’ he asked.

‘Thirty-three.’

‘My dad says you want to live in a place like this. He said you never will. If you’re not here by twenty-five, you’ll never make it in, he says.’

That made me angry. ‘Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to live anywhere near a young man like you. Will you just leave it alone?’

He wasn’t quite confident enough to challenge me physically, and as I stepped towards him, my fists balled in annoyance, he moved back, wide-eyed, raising his hands in innocence. A pantomime gesture.

‘What’s this?’ The boy’s mother was behind me in the doorway.

‘Your son was interfering with my picture.’

‘He threatened me, Mum. He said I’d better leave it alone or else.’

All of which explains how I found myself leaving the Bywaters’ compound, unpaid, and escorted by Village security to the gate.

If they could get over the row, I thought, the family would be happy with the result. They would get what they had asked for, barring the finishing touches – a glimpse of their younger selves, a sliver of eternity to hang in their front room. No matter what joys or sorrows followed, the painting would keep them fixed in a time of relative youth and possibility. The pictures I produce are not meant to be nostalgic, but they almost inevitably end up being so for their subjects. ‘How young I was,’ clients would say to me, the few times I saw them again. ‘How little I knew.’

These were the thoughts that occupied my attention as I made my way through the Village’s gatehouse, bid the security team farewell and passed onto the service road outside. They faded to insignificance as a new thought replaced them: I was finally free to return to Cara. Our life together was about to begin.

It was a morning of crystal skies and unwarranted warmth, the latest in a long line of such mornings, and each new day dawned with no change in the blue colour of the sky. Only the land beneath it changed, the open grasses yellowing to straw and the trees bowing their branches in mourning for their dearly departed friends, the clouds. A hot spring.

The queue outside the Village this morning was long, even though I left after ten. Seeing it gave me a feeling of relief at having been in the Village’s hostel – some clients would have kept me outside the walls in the service hub. Like the majority of my subjects, the Bywaters had seen me as an artisan, which earned me a little more respect than the average support worker.

The line looked much the same as all the queues outside these places: the young outside the walls, waiting to serve the old (plus their occasional fortunate brats) within. Building teams in their hi-vis jackets, smoking the final guilt-free fags of the day; a cadre of tired-looking women I guessed must be cleaners; a huddle of chefs with tattoos on every spare inch of skin. Half a dozen schoolteachers, smartly dressed, kept themselves apart.

One of the builders, a thickset man in his thirties, had sat down against the wall to sleep. He could have been hungover, but it’s likelier he was overworked. He looked beaten. If I’d had more courage or creative impetus, I’d have stopped to sketch him. But I was suddenly in a hurry, and didn’t want to risk a confrontation. Cowardice always was a weed scattered through the underbrush of my character. Anthony told me it would stop me becoming a great artist, although if he could have seen my final painting, he might have recanted.

Neither the queue nor my cowardice nor the Bywaters mattered, though, because I was on my way home to Cara, and she was on her way home to me. I knew when her coach was scheduled to arrive back in the city. I would be there two hours earlier – long enough to tidy our home until it looked as good as the day before she left. I would have something cooking by the time she got back, something full of comfort: a stew with crusty bread on the side, or the better brand of chicken. I wanted her to know we would be comfortable together, that she could safely imagine growing old with me.

The coach to the city was a cut above the usual. It served the Village itself, not the satellite dwellings of the workers, which meant better seats and suspension, a more amiable driver, a happier experience in every way. I took out Cara’s last letter to me to read. It had come through two weeks ago, before the Bywater trip, and although it was short, I could not help taking it with me to reread in the evenings. It had ended:


I’ll be back on the fourth, sometime in the late afternoon. Knock off work in advance, won’t you. I want to have your full attention when I tell you about this place. I think it’s on the brink of something entirely new. I think I am too.



I wasn’t concerned by her brevity, of course, but it was a noticeable change. Her first notes from the island had been several pages each: long paragraphs interrupted by sketches, extra observations and footnotes crammed in at the sides, the ink blotching here and there as though too eager to get out of the pen. Even in those letters, and in her one phone call, she hadn’t told me too much about her work on Pemberley’s island – commercial confidentiality – but her first notes had been full of life, and love for me. That seemed to have been draining away.

As I say, I wasn’t concerned. She would be coming back to me shortly, and we would be free to marry at last.

The journey back towards the city was the same as always. First we were in the rough ring immediately surrounding the Village, and still felt the glorious glow cast by all that money behind us, like a patch of sun. The crops waved in the fields, and there was an atmosphere of life and purpose in the people I saw. The few lone buildings we passed looked clean and somehow contented.

Then the aura of money disappeared from the land, ray by ray. Tiles absconded from rooftops; beams sagged. The buildings we passed took on a lowering aspect, their windows transformed to ranks of bared teeth interrupted by gaping cavities. Any lone houses had windows edged with mould and thin, bedraggled curtains. Behind those windows were shadows, punctuated by dim figures that moved in the darkness like lost souls. The road itself coarsened, and the coach swayed as the driver avoided potholes. Across the fields and the stubble, shreds of plastic danced a fitful tango with the crows pecking uncertainly at them. This was how the country was broken down.

That day, I paid little attention. I was interested in nobody but myself and Cara. I looked only at the seat in front of me, and dozed, imagining reunion scenes in films, transposing us into them. Cara, Cara, Cara.

For some time now I had avoided using the word ‘fiancée’. It seemed so childish somehow, the remnant of a bygone age of courtesy. The word evoked brides-to-be petulantly rejecting a dozen dresses in a row, bluff grooms visiting their tailors, worries about canapés. It seemed a pure archaism in today’s world – something Village-dwellers might like to play at and normal people could not. Cara felt just the same way, whenever we’d discussed the matter. But now, on the brink of her return, I could think of the word with joy.

I was nearly asleep by now, but one more troubling thought struck me as I drifted off. For a couple who so disliked the idea of the ‘fiancée’, we had spent two years in that temporary state, without actually taking the final step to bring the condition to an end.
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I woke at the outskirts of the city, and an hour later the coach reached its destination, a private station near the centre. This was designed for people who might be visiting another Village across the country and who wanted to break the journey, or who had business to transact here. High fluted columns, fashionable seating, attendants with braided caps; it was a salubrious enclave of Village life at the city’s heart. I passed my papers through the grille to the rep on the other side, a bored woman who kept a finger in her book even as she glanced over my documents, and left as quickly as possible.

There had only been four of us on the coach by the time we arrived. Two of the others were teenagers clearly out for adventure; I wondered what they had told their mothers. The third was an older man. He had appeared respectable when I had boarded but had somehow changed in the city’s light to look distinctly raffish. I guessed he was there for exactly the same reason as the teenagers.

It was only an hour’s walk from the station to my home, but carrying a week’s clothing and my painting roll became tiresome, and the heat of the quiet city made me sweat. Even so, all my spare money was already mentally allocated for celebrations with Cara, and I had nothing else to do.

As I went, I remembered my half-wakeful anxiety from the journey, and saw now that it was absurd. Cara’s work routinely took her away for weeks or even months on end, as did mine. It was hardly surprising we had not managed to arrange a wedding yet. Tonight we would discuss it properly, would fix a date and build the next year around it. And thirty-three was still young to be married these days, after all.

The city showed me its usual sights as I went. At this time of day, in the heat of the spring afternoon, it seemed at its greatest and most stagnant all in one. Cara and I had lived together here for a decade now, since I came back from Florence and she from university. It was still magnificent from the right angles. But like the countryside I had just come through, no matter how splendid it might sometimes seem, there followed the constant shadow of its physical corruption.

Even on special occasions, when the place remembered it was meant to be one of the great cities of the earth and temporarily made itself presentable, another current whispered beneath its surface: the knowledge that these gains would pass. It still functioned as normal from time to time, but the prospect of imminent collapse was palpable. Here a team of workmen stood in blank dismay around a thirty-foot puddle of stagnant water; there the facade of a grand old building was pinioned in place, no building behind it, no substance behind a crust of former glory.

We lived not in one of the newer – now ageing – residential estates, but in the great swirl of houses surrounding the city, built two centuries ago. These houses had seen the nation collapsing, triumphant, collapsing again. Our home was pleasant enough: the upper floor of one of these buildings, accessed by a mean and badly lit stairwell, but fresh and clean within. It was about right for a couple with aspirations but with no real prospect of ever leaving the city and making it to a Village.

The place had two tiny bedrooms. Cara kept her clothes on one side of the second bedroom, and I kept my paints and canvases on the other. If I stood halfway across the room and faced in one particular direction, I could pretend I had a proper studio. I loved it there.

I remember being in a hurry that day. The people Cara worked for often spent their time moving from one pleasure-dome to another with her in tow; they owned yachts, or aeroplanes, or more houses than they knew what to do with. God alone knew how luxurious her latest billet had been. I had a powerful sense of anxiety on the days when she was returning home, because I knew that at some level, she wouldn’t be able to help comparing what we had with what she had left.

I moved sketches from the kitchen table; I emptied the bins, stinking after five days of spring heat; I cleaned the floors two different ways, even fixed a shelf. After all that, it was past five and I was sweating. There was just time to run to the shop on the corner and buy some ingredients for supper. Cara was never used to cooking for herself for a few days after a job ended.

Six o’clock came and went, and seven. The hours were long, and I spent them in constant restless motion. I would stand before an easel for a few minutes, improving a sketch; I arranged the books on the newly stable shelf; I looked over the ingredients and saw that they were good. I realised later, of course, that I had simply been arranging myself into a series of positions to remind her of my assets as a partner: creative, provider, lover. After a while, I felt as if I was acting in a dumb-show for an audience who were late to their seats on the opening night.

At eight o’clock, I remembered the postbox in the hall, and hurried down to it. Inside were four letters; three typed, one in handwriting I knew well. I saved that one to open last, because I had the feeling it would change my life somehow, and I felt certain the change it brought would not be welcome. So I decided to stay living as the person I was, just for a few minutes longer.

The first two were inconsequential updates on forthcoming jobs. The third informed me that my regular post, teaching on a Monday at a nearby school, could no longer be reconciled with their budget, and this would be my final term of employment there. I didn’t even read it in full because of my worries about the fourth letter. But even as I skimmed the ritual expressions of regret, I reflected that I now had one fewer tie to the city.

The final letter was from Cara. It was even briefer than her previous one, which had barely made it over onto its second side. There was a little preamble here, but not much. The paragraph I was looking for was the third one.


I’m not coming back. The work we are doing here is at such a critical point, and I have a vital part to play in keeping it on time. I have been trying to solve this problem for so long; how to please you and myself. I haven’t worked it out, but the upshot is: I’m going to be here a while longer, I don’t know how long. I really am sorry. You deserve much better treatment than you’ve had from me. I do miss you terribly, for what that’s worth, but this place is much more important than that. Than us, is what I mean. This is the most important place in the world.



There was a little more, but in short, that was the message. She would not be returning; her work on Pemberley’s island was too important to her, possibly to Pemberley himself. The question of whether we were still engaged was left decorously open, as though it would have been vulgar to bring it up. In the circumstances, it was wise of her not to mention our forthcoming anniversary this weekend.

I stared at the letter for a while, then folded it and put it with her others. They told their own story. The long, rambling missives of her first weeks, enthusing about the place and her role there, full of amusing details and indiscretions about the people, had slowly shrunk, had grown faded and distant. And now this.

The evening sky from the studio window was dark, but the oppressive heat of the city was still rising off its surfaces. The land was exhaling again, having lasted another day.
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At about ten o’clock, I turned on the television. I wasn’t hungry yet; the ingredients for dinner sat abandoned on the worktop. I forget what show was on, but the very first advertisement break contained an advert for one of the Villages. This one had been running for a few weeks; I had caught the edge of it before. This is what it showed:

Shot. A couple in early middle age out walking together, sensibly dressed, and looking up at the hill path rising before them. As their golden retriever races off ahead of them, they begin their climb.

Shot. We pan across a gleaming restaurant kitchen with fittings of shining chrome, where chefs in pristine whites are preparing meals. At the dark hatch behind them, waiters and waitresses come by to collect the food, like bees to a flower.

Shot. An elderly couple sit in a wicker gazebo overlooking a beautifully tended garden. They address a small white microphone, and smile at the responses they hear. There is no sign of any gardeners.

Shot. Two happy parents and their son sit in a theatre, laughing in delight; a counter-shot of pantomime actors on stage, looking out at the audience, laughing along too. One of the actors grins, happy in his work.

Shot. A small classroom of well-dressed children, boys and girls, being shown a magic lantern. We recognise the boy from the theatre, and we see in his eyes the same joy we saw before.

Shot. A friendly security officer at the gates welcomes a team of workers, carefully examining their paperwork before letting them in. The shot dissolves into another: the same officer, shaking his head at someone else who wants access, sending them away, keeping the place safe.

Shot. The middle-aged couple from the first shot have crested the hill. They look round at the view, then back to the village below, a perfect oval ringed by a sturdy wall. He puts his arm around her; even the dog returns and sits at their feet. They blur, and a swirled logo appears in the foreground, along with the company name. The Tomorrow Trust.

I thought back to where I had woken up this morning, the Village where the Bywaters lived. I had never liked the places, even before Cara went to work for Pemberley. They were obviously a drain on the landscape, an institution that excluded millions even as they provided me with most of my work. But now, as I watched this advert, I found them malevolent.

As I sat and watched the logo fade, with Cara’s letter before me on the table, it seemed the advert had been transmitted as a personal challenge. These places were the creation of Sir John Pemberley, the cause and result alike of his wealth. He owned the land they sat on, the land around them. Now that Cara had decided to stay with him – perhaps permanently – on his island, the ultimate Village, he was reminding me via this advert of the power he held in this country, and over me. This seems absurd with hindsight; all I can tell you is how I felt just then.

That was the moment the idea first occurred to me. There was little keeping me in the city: I had made sure I had several days clear of work so Cara and I could grow close again after her return. There was at least a month’s money in my account. And I loved her.

I turned the television off, went into the studio room and sat in the low chair, looking at the work of my life so far, the city’s distant clangour occasionally breaking the silence. It seemed to me I was looking at it from a great distance, even in a room just a few metres across. But the idea stuck in my mind, overwhelming and obvious. I would go there, to the island, and I would save her from Pemberley. I would bring her home.
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Cara and I had never been what you might call a perfect couple. If we were shuffled into a crowd of people being paired off by some great Cupid, we might not automatically be selected for each other. To put it at its crudest, the sorting mechanism might pick someone more creative for me and someone more ambitious for her. I always found it reassuring that we didn’t have the neatness of shared interests. It proved to me that what we actually loved about each other was each other, rather than the pale reflection of ourselves we saw in the other’s eyes.

We met in Florence. I had been there about eight months by then, studying with Anthony, drawing to the end of my first year. She had only been there two weeks. She was visiting with her guardian, her aunt – like something out of E. M. Forster. But there she was, taking a break between years of university.

I was in one of the little cafés overlooking the Duomo. I had worked out I could supplement my tiny income by listening in the cafés for the sound of my native language, and introducing myself to the people who spoke it. I would slowly turn the conversation to the city’s artistic heritage, the glories of the Uffizi. Then, when they asked what I did, I would reveal I was training at Anthony’s studio.

In the early days, I neglected to mention that, studying under Anthony, I was not even allowed to paint yet, that we had to spend a year working in charcoal first, until our eyes reached new heights of accuracy. Nor did I mention this extracurricular work to Anthony, although I think he understood I had to stay alive while I learned.

More often than not, the marks suggested I paint them, but if not, I carefully introduced the idea. When they asked my rate, I would demur, before naming a figure roughly double what I would have been happy with. Once they had made a counter-offer, it was really only a matter of haggling. I had rented a tiny studio, an upright coffin with a skylight at the top and lime-washed walls, and took them there for the sittings.

I marvelled in later years at how confident I must have been to spend my days trying this trick. It amused the café waiters when it didn’t work, but it got me a lot of unofficial commissions – all doubtless painted before Anthony would have said I was anywhere near ready. That was my whole life, really, before Cara. There had been women, sometimes, but very few, and in any case I thought of love as a frivolity. The work didn’t allow it.

One day, I approached a girl about my age, the companion of an older woman. The girl was good-looking, although there was something about her I recall finding too smart, too scrubbed with propriety. I was wrong, of course. Her eyes were hazel, her skin light brown.

When her aunt had left the table, the girl asked me bluntly what I wanted, and I told her in a moment. That surprised me: I didn’t usually share the game with anyone while I was still playing it. She told me I could pay for the drinks, and I understood the game she was playing with me – I had tried to deceive her, so I had to make a sacrifice to balance the account. I didn’t mind. I asked her name and for some means of contacting her, and she wrote the name of the hotel she was staying in – Diodati – on a napkin, with her name beneath: Cara Sharpe.

So it began.

I never painted her during her time in Florence. An inchoate superstition of mine told me that once I had painted a person completely, I would have no further need of them in my life, nor they of me in theirs. So I did not paint her, neither then nor later. The only depiction of her I ever made was a small pencil sketch, the morning after our first night together. That did not break my arbitrary, self-imposed rule, and anyway, for the first time in my life I felt as if, in drawing her, I was depicting a newly discovered part of myself.
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I woke in bed, and realised I must have transferred myself there from the sofa in the night. For a pleasant moment I was empty, remembering nothing except the feeling of being home, and enjoying the sight of the light sidling around the curtains. Then I saw Cara’s letter on the bedside table, and the evening before returned to me.

It wasn’t surprising that she had chosen to do it by letter, of course. We had both grown up as the old networks were breaking down, failing a little further day by day. Even if I had been able to afford one of the rare devices to receive messages through the ether, she might not have been able to send one; Pemberley’s island was almost completely disconnected from the world. She told me that in an early letter – another of her new employer’s wonderful eccentricities. She still could have called more often from her posting: we had a phone attached to the wall, after all, and the fact that she had rung just once in six months was bad enough.

My principal memory of that morning was the ease with which I acted on the previous night’s decision. I emptied my bag and packed a week’s clean clothes, two empty sketching books and pencils; I prepared some food too, in case I had to sleep out. The country was more unreliable than usual lately, and I knew I might have to throw myself on some uncertain rural places at night. Taking extra food was sensible, even if it made you a target to anyone who knew you had it.

As these preparations occupied me, I was aware of another current of thought running through my brain, studded like a hangover: Cara did not want to see me. That much was clear from the letter, wasn’t it? She had had the choice over whether she would stay on her island, working for her potentate, or return to me. The fact that she had decided on the former course should deter me from going.

I dismissed the notion. Perhaps her letters were being observed; perhaps she was not able to say how unhappy she felt. I read it again, and sensed she really would like to see me, although her duty came first. Well, I would solve that problem.

On and on the doubts came, and just as quickly I dismissed them. I kept from my mind the glaring omission from the letter – the fact that Cara had provided no information at all about when she might eventually return. The only other thought I had was about Pemberley. This was his fault, I knew. At some level he was the author of this change in her, and of my misfortune.

In under an hour I had two bags ready; the first containing my clothes, food, a book or two, and a compartment for cash. The other was my painter’s roll, stuffed with as many brushes and implements as I could fit. It seemed silly to take it, but it would have crippled me to leave it, so it came.

In the front pocket of my main bag I packed all Cara’s letters. I wanted to take them with me, as if they might act as a passport to get me onto the island. After some hesitation, I carefully flattened and packed my pencil drawing of her too. I had the feeling of carrying a household god.

My journey was going to be easier than anticipated. The Bywaters had inadvertently let me travel across the country as I wished; with the lazy indulgence of wealth, they had bought me a monthly permit, rather than merely a week’s travel between their Village and my city. I was suddenly grateful to them for their carelessness.

The most important thing was to know my destination. This was difficult – perhaps the most difficult thing – as I already knew the place she was living was not listed on maps. Cara had told me that before her departure, and set me the challenge of finding it. She knew I wanted to write to her, and told me that if I succeeded in locating the island I’d be able to do so direct; if not, I could address my letters to the firm’s head office in the centre of the country, and they would forward them on. I wanted to contact her directly, disliked the idea of even our casual communication being intercepted by Pemberley’s staff. So I found it.

It was off the west coast, up in the high north of the country. There was a range of inhabited islands there; Pemberley’s was further up the coast from them, and further out. The closest point on the mainland was a village called Freborne. I found all this information in an article from twenty years ago, which took a great deal of tracking down. When you searched for the island in an old atlas, its location was plain. These days, when you looked for it on a newly bought map, there was nothing. If you looked very closely, there was the faintest wrinkle of ocean around its former edge, as if something had been scrubbed away, and the ghost of a letter S where the name had been. Its name was Sanctuary Rock.

I asked Cara about this, and she laughed, and told me perhaps she was moving to Atlantis. When I persevered, asking what kind of person wiped their home address off the face of the earth, she became irritated, telling me I didn’t understand Pemberley’s business, and there were dozens of reasons he might be concerned about security.

Such as being a billionaire, I remember saying. I was hoping the use of the ugly word might rattle her, but in her line of work ‘billionaire’ was merely something to aspire to, and carried no negative connotations. She simply looked back, imperious, and said, yes, such as being a billionaire. And at that point I could not help laughing, and forgiving her, because of her hauteur, and the ways she was different to me. And the argument was solved, as a thunderstorm solves a humid day.

My two bags were by the front door of the flat by now. I parcelled up last night’s ingredients and left them for our neighbour downstairs. Before leaving, I took one last look behind me. The lights and the two-ring cooker were off, the windows bolted, the curtains drawn against the sun. If I had known what was to happen, would I have stayed longer, going through my few possessions, thinking of the time we had spent there together? I am not sure I would. I wanted to be gone.
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The city was too hot, and the country was still flooded. The news reports could have been exact repeats of last year’s. Men and women wearing waist-high rubber and wading through the streets, towing frightened grandmothers in dinghies. A dog at the prow of one boat; an aerial shot of children on a roof. Then, a few days later, the next video package, the return to assess the damage, the maroon tidemarks halfway up newly-weds’ walls, the ruined furniture elderly homeowners had lacked the strength to salvage.

None of Pemberley’s several hundred Villages had ever been flooded, of course. He had arranged their locations cleverly. They were simply anchored higher, so when trouble came or rivers burst their banks, they would be the last to know about it.

I made no stops to bid anyone farewell as I left. There were no friends close enough to miss me, not for the few days I thought I would be gone. As for family, my parents were no longer alive, had not been for a decade. They had died separately in place – they left each other when I was ten – but together in time, within six months of each other. There was no link between their deaths – one illness and one accident – but it made me think of them as a unit even after their death, as though their years of separation had been just a quirk of the living.

My father was not a large part of my life once his marriage to my mother ended, although with hindsight I am not sure how closely involved he was before that either. He and my mother were so different that it seemed miraculous they had ever come together in the first place.

My parents had had me young; very young, in my mother’s case. From her comments it was clear she thought of my father as a bad influence on me, and she ignored the fact that half of me was him. I never knew how he actually made his money; it certainly wasn’t through anything as tiresome as a job. He would not hurt anyone, but the mere fact of criminality would not have put him off any work in itself; minor frauds seemed to be his speciality. He was the one who died in the accident. The coroner noted that, for all of the occupants of the car he’d been in, ‘drink had been taken’. That was my father.

My mother, Jennifer, had wanted the best for me, and after my father left, she set about making sure I got it. Her faith in my abilities was total. I was educated at one of the country’s best schools, thanks to her. Her brother, my uncle, had paid – he was a wealthy man, rich from oil, and he supported my mother’s attitude to elite schooling as the way out of common lives. From the age of eleven until eighteen, I spent nine months of each year at Hillcrest, a school across the border in the north of our country.

In the end, I disappointed her. To my mother, my declaration of a career in portraiture was a waste of the schooling she had worked so hard to secure, the sort of thing my father would have done. Conversely, my father was delighted by the choice. It was quixotic, archaic, the perfect job for someone who wanted to know a thousand people but none of them too well. If it didn’t require discipline, he might have taken it up himself.

The most illustrative difference between the two of them was in their attitude to Pemberley’s Villages. My mother thought they were wonderful, and even though my uncle could have bought her a place in one, some instinct within her, some innate modesty, kept her from asking. My father never set foot in a Village unless he could earn some money by doing so, and insisted they were ‘mausoleums for the living’. But he always was out of step with the national mood.

Despite the fact that we didn’t live in a Village, we visited. I must have been about nine. Uncle Julian himself – I loved the synchronicity of their names, Jennifer and Julian – was travelling, or indisposed, I forget now, and we never actually saw him, but we did stay in his house.

The Village was on a hill, and my first impression was the glorious sight of it as it was revealed to us through slowly lifting cloud, as if God the magician had whipped the tablecloth away at just the right moment. I remember a few other things: cakes with our names iced on, ramparted walls, the beautiful parks … I must have been too young to notice the queues of workers outside, the service quarters and so on. Either way, it prompted a sense of avarice in me that took years to unstitch.

The next time I saw my father after this visit, he asked me about it. I answered in rhapsody, telling him about the ice creams, the entertainments, the lush wide lawns you could play on all day, if you chose. I remember he gave me a long, cool glance, and said, ‘Well, you’re definitely your mother’s son.’ I had no idea what he meant, and a confidential smile crept over his face as soon as he’d finished speaking, but his reaction gave me a little shard of unease. Perhaps that was the seed from which my later dislike of the Villages grew.

I never asked my mother why she and my father had had no other children – she was young when she had me, after all, and he not much older than her. I assumed later that their relationship had declined so soon after my birth that the thought of an extra child to tie them together was anathema to them, but that was only a guess. There was little time for me to ask with an adult mind. When my mother’s illness struck soon after my nineteenth birthday, its progress was so sudden – a matter of weeks – there was hardly time for even my uncle’s wealth to palliate it. We failed to trace my father, and Jennifer herself seemed quite at peace with that in her last days. His own death in a traffic collision, a few months afterwards, closed me off from my early life quite conclusively. It was as if the world had provided a definitive answer to any questions I might have still had about myself: an enormous no whenever I looked back over my shoulder, propelling me away from it into the future.
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