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First the plane was delayed; I could see that in the uniformed huddle at the gate. I went up and asked, and the way the woman reset her face as she turned to reply gave me the brief idea of slapping it. So yes, you could say I was in a bad mood. Plus something had gone in my back. Not conclusively, but in a number of sharp little suggestions.


It had happened the day before, halfway up a mountain in Spain. It was hot, I was the only native English speaker in the group and of just above median age. Pieter and Anna were mid-sixties, I’d estimate. Their calves matched; huge, hairless and tight but for the odd pop of vein. Efficient too, and a key feature of my landscape as they pulled away up yet another hill, and I do a lot of walking myself. It was those legs, plus the splat of pigment on their shoulders that put them five, maybe ten years ahead of me. They were nice people, considerate people. Dutch.


When I broke stride, Pieter was the first to reach me. He was walking ahead but must have heard something in the abruptness of my halt and was by my side before even Laura and Fab, who needed only to catch up. He crouched in imitation; laid a careful hand on my shoulder.


The pain was of the sort you’d expect in a tooth, bright and brief. I held my breath, stripped of belief in my spine’s capacity to hold me, awaiting collapse in a ghastly suspense. Pieter saw in my face not to speak but then I had flapped my hand at him and he knew I was OK.


‘Just a twinge,’ I said.


He nodded and rejoined his wife at a small distance.


Carlos took over; did what he was paid for. Made me sit, take a drink, stand again carefully. He moved behind me and ran his thumbs either side of my spine, quite hard. It seemed incautious and my muscles felt braced, resistant. But it didn’t hurt, and he continued to work, up and down. To soothe, perhaps, or merely to accompany the story that he had started to tell, over my head, about the time they’d had to carry a man back down the Tramuntana on a makeshift stretcher fashioned from bandages and foraged sticks. This person had been bitten by a snake. He was fat, his ankle swelling all the time. We listened; it was part of what we’d paid for.


I had seen straight away the incongruity of a young man touching an older woman, and imagined a range of plausible responses on my part. An uncomfortable awareness of the sweat on my shirt or the unseemly give of my flesh under his hands; a moment of unbidden arousal or emotion – tears even – which I’d seen a few times in yoga classes among the infrequently touched. Each scenario loaded with shame and I felt none of them. Instead I watched the others. The men and the German woman who travelled alone had looked away. In Anna, Pieter’s wife, I saw pity; in Laura, who was beautiful, and still young, amusement. Then the story was done, and so was the massage. Carlos clenched both my shoulders hard and peered round at me.


‘You OK, Maggie?’


I said yes, and we continued. Susan asked me if I wanted to borrow her stick. She loved that stick. I told her no.


A pinch, next morning, as I got up fast, straight out of a dream, but I showered and dressed, and packed my case with no further problems. At breakfast it was not mentioned, we had our eggs and thin-sliced bacon and said our goodbyes. I was the first to leave. Nothing until I stepped from the cab at Palma and then a pain that made me shout out loud. The driver bore the brunt; took a glare, missed his tip. And then the delay, confirmed in Spanish and barely more comprehensible English.


The news got people moving but I stayed where I was, leant against a wall of huge textured plastic tiles. An hour more in the airport then forty minutes on the tarmac in a steadily warming plane. Finally in the air, and the cabin seemed noisy and fragile; that oppressive hum and the sudden plasticky clatter that sent a ribbon of panic through me. I picked up my book, read ten pages that failed to stick, and just sat, for a while; static, oblivious. Somewhere across the sky, I suppose, she sped towards me.


I like these walking breaks, they suit me well. I do two or three a year; one in the UK, perhaps, the Moors or Lakes; a Mediterranean island, and somewhere North African, or similar, at the season’s end. I go at the popular times – that can’t be helped, it is a question of weather – but book last minute, when the mood takes me, and as my job permits. My only mandate is progress. That you get somewhere. I can’t bear those circular routes where you end up right where you started, exhausted and stiffening and facing last night’s menu. So the holidays that I choose always move on, and include someone behind the scenes who drives your bags to the next destination. I like a guide, too, to tell me what I am seeing.


As for the other walkers, you take your chances, but it is less of an issue than you might think. There is a solidarity in walking that overrides all but the most strident differences. You start out as a snaggly crowd and very soon an order is established – a good guide knows to let this happen. Injury aside, I have never seen that initial order break, and in knowing your place most social difficulties fall away. There is a focus on the task of simply getting there, and no obligation beyond it.


This bunch was fairly typical. The German woman barely spoke a word; ate and drank what was offered, and read at the table at night. She used her eyebrows and shoulders to tell us that she didn’t understand but I followed her once, on a break for postcards in Deia, and caught her speaking perfectly good English to a tourist who had stopped her for directions. She didn’t see me, and I felt nothing but respect for her decision to stay silent. The other couple, Laura and Fabien, were in their late twenties. They talked at meals but leaked condescension and laughed at the rest of us in Spanish. Susan, my age, single, childless and robustly cheerful. This was the third time we had walked together and she pestered me by email in between. Then there was Anna, and Pieter, who loved to talk. He was the sort who would say that travel is really all about people, not places.


I enjoy the tone of these evenings, the loose easy companionship, the sour red wine, served chilled. Always lots of stories, though I myself prefer to listen. It’s hard to find the equivalent in everyday life.


I began to feel a touch maudlin on the plane but recognised the feeling for what it was. Distance doing its bit; the whole thing assuming a value I hadn’t felt in the living of it. The irritations smoothed away, the moments of boredom erased, or recast as ‘down time’ and the better parts buffed up – most often when the booze began to work. And just as certain was the episode’s forgettability. Go back to it a few weeks on and the memory will be loose, benign. Maybe it’s me, but I know it is not my age. I’ve always been like it. And never one for photos.
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The flight went on, a long two hours. There was somebody famous a few rows back I should have recognised, but didn’t. I bought a small bottle of white and a tube of Pringles and enjoyed them despite the hour. Chose a pack of sample-sized perfumes for the woman watching my dog and looked at all the places the airline flew to in the last pages of the magazine. I remembered my back and thought of the moment I’d have to stand.


Then we were there, and the descent into Gatwick was bumpy but so close to home that disaster seemed implausible. I looked down and noticed the same things as always: England cut up into tidy squares, the occasional blue of a Home Counties pool, the car parks that appeared about now, each vehicle a tab of blistering colour, curved and reflective like a beetle’s back. I wondered if my own was down there; a Volvo, ten years old. More likely somewhere dodgier, tucked away on cheaper land. I’d left the mileage written on a strip of paper Sellotaped to the dash; a warning or deterrent against advantage not yet taken. A sense of aggravation took root, and I knew from experience that it would be hard to shift.


It was still there as I waited to get off. Aimed briefly at those people who stood too early and were left in a low squat above their chairs; nowhere to go. Then a thick slot of day at the end of the plane and we were moving. I started up the aisle but my case seemed suddenly too wide. It caught and tipped, forcing me to attend to it. My chest and neck were hot and the wool of my jumper itched where it met my skin. I was stomping, no doubt, by the time I hit the body of the airport, overtaking the more leisured passenger idling by on one of those stupid flat escalators. Slamming around in an inherited response that I hated but had never tried to change. I stood out, that’s for sure, trying to put distance between me and something back there, most likely my earlier self.


I wondered, later, if it was then that she saw me. Assuming she had planned her move. She would have known that the whole thing hinged upon one person, a stranger. What a punt. And how best to choose? When I’d huffed into view, at odds, out of step, I might have looked like her best chance. But at this point I was headed for customs. That was no good.


I walked down the final ramp and saw the passport desks stretched out on my right. Already people were backed up before the three manned stations, the rest digitised; my own passport yet to be chipped. I took my place in the line and reached for my phone to let the car people know that I’d landed. Or the loo first? I looked up and down the stretch of queue, the very picture of indecision.


Maybe it was this gesture she read. Held her breath. Felt it as her first piece of luck in a long time. But I am overstating my role. I headed for the Ladies.


The sight of my face in a public-lavatory mirror is always a surprise, something I put down to the lighting, but a distraction nonetheless. There was a moment or two spent glancing at myself in each new panel as the line moved forwards. Still ten or so people ahead. I watched the other women look at themselves, pull special faces for their own reflections. Their lack of self-consciousness startled me, their absorption in the task. They couldn’t all have someone meeting them off their planes. Some, surely, would merely return to whoever it was they’d left outside, an everyday person holding their spot. I wondered if the effort would be noticed, warrant a mention. I felt my own dislocation from that, and was fine with it.


Then my attention was free and almost instantly I had a sense of the person behind me. It was her breathing; short, hard and pulsed. She was panting almost, giving off an animal panic that I felt in an answering surge of adrenalin. My first thought was some kind of anxiety attack, and then that she’d done something bad. Left a bomb. I looked back to the mirror and found her there.


It was clear that she meant to tell me something. Her face was locked, its lack of response in breach of every protocol of civility. It was like standing in front of a painting knowing that there is meaning, hidden but suggested, if you only knew the language of the thing. A few seconds of this blank exchange and she turned, the girl, twisted her upper body round, deliberate eyes on me till the last, and whispered close and brief behind her. The woman she spoke to gave a flick of a nod. The girl left the line and walked past me, close enough that I smelt new sweat.


She went to a sink, bent deep at the waist and looked up at her face. She viewed herself differently from the previous women. Up close and frank, something brutal in it. She filled cupped hands with cold water and threw it at herself, darkening the roots of her hair, somehow shocking. Behind me the older woman watched.


The two were dressed the same. Clothes near to typical if you squinted – blue jeans, bright tops with zips and hoods – but look again and you could spot the differences. Colour and cut slightly off; I surprised myself with that acknowledgement. No branding or logos. Cheap. Not high-street cheap. Cheaper than that.


There was a similarity in their colouring. A thin milky paleness of skin. A shared ethnicity perhaps. Their hair was dyed a matching red. Family even? Surely not friends. Behind me the woman’s phone pinged and the girl’s eyes were back to mine. In that second they flared and I saw her fear, unmistakable.


The keys of the woman’s mobile clicked and she hissed as she typed, the noise of air sucked hard through her teeth. She was still tapping when the phone rang in her hand and she answered in a language I didn’t recognise. In the mirror, the girl mouthed: ‘Help.’


She moved from the sink and slotted back in behind me and it took everything not to respond, to give her some sign that I had seen. There were three people to go; two, one, and the pressure to act grew huge and it was time to either take my turn or not, and I didn’t; instead I said behind me: ‘Sorry, I’ve just got to. Sorry. You go,’ with a sort of smile.


I felt she knew I had understood. She stepped forward and shut the door behind her, eyes low. I left the queue, fumbled in my handbag, trying to explain away my actions with a show of fluster, but no one cared. For what seemed like ages, nothing happened and we all watched the front of the toilets.


There was a rustle of resentment up and down but at last a door opened, a good way along, and a mother and child came out. The other woman, the older woman, went inside.


Straight away I moved to the young girl’s door. While I was waiting I’d been thinking of her age. Maybe eighteen? Early twenties? And that a best guess. I tapped gently with the pads of my fingers, tried to listen, and whispered: ‘I’m here, be quick.’


The lock went and she was out, grabbed a handful of my jacket, and we were moving. She pushed open the first heavy door into a short corridor studded with vending machines selling condoms, tampons and toothbrushes in balls. We were alone, the exit sign was green ahead but she stopped and pushed me back against the wall. It wasn’t rough, more intimate. She didn’t speak, but looked that long look at me and I saw a change in the aspect of her face. The stress dropped out of it and I tried to do the same. She took my arm.


We walked back into the hall, and its noise and movement flipped my stomach. I started, unthinking, towards the desks, but she applied a gentle pressure and we banked smoothly.


We had got maybe six or ten paces and he was there. Slim and still, violence pouring off him. He stood in front of us and let his physical presence do its work. I simply started to scream. No, that sounds too defenceless. There was nothing womanly about it. Yell. Shout. I’m not sure what. Generic abuse that a woman can use against a man. And lunge at him too.


At first they thought it was me. The airport police, or whoever, were there instantly; took the top of my arms, tried to move me away. But anger was pounding in my head and I couldn’t claw back control enough to explain. The girl stood apart, like an onlooker, saying nothing. He started to back away, hands up in surrender, suggesting I was mad, I think. It seemed he was willing to let her go. But she began to move, stealthily; circling the rim of the drama. Then stepped in, and it was when she spoke that her story began to assume its true shape. I may have looked like a crumpled old crazy but there was authority in her words, although we couldn’t understand them. She was cold and focused and undeniable as she spoke into his face. I was frightened by her, and at what it was he had done. We were all moved off into a room.
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My name is Margaret Benson. I live in London and have done for over thirty years, always in the NWs. Queen’s Park, if I’m asked, though I’ve heard it called Kensal Rise, Town and Green, West Kilburn and North Kensington. The house I’m in now was sold out of a Notting Hill estate agent’s, but that seems like a push.


I’ve always liked the area for its relative understatement, without being a dump of course, although it has changed – hasn’t everywhere? – and largely for the better. I have found that I’m as susceptible as the next woman to good things to eat and have come to prefer coffee with provenance, and organic this and that.


I’m closer to the park in this latest place. It has exerted some sort of pull across the years; each move has brought me closer. There is a permanence to it that I suppose is a quality of the land, and perhaps why people like it. I’ve seen several dogs grow old here, though the human families are more temporary. The pattern is the same; they appear in the early months, new mother and child, then she is gone, replaced by someone younger and accented, and one day they all vanish, off to bigger houses further out, I suppose. But the core of the walkers remain.


My house is a three-bedroom in the conservation area. Victorian I think, they must have told me once, though I don’t recall; certainly it has those sort of features, sash windows, cornicing and so on, although I realise these can be installed later, to similar effect.


It was the best of the five I saw in terms of light and layout. I was the second person to view and put in a cash offer on the spot. That was seven years ago.


It is as large as can be expected for the money – I don’t need to be near a Tube, which helps – and its best feature is the small garden which you can look out across while washing up and access through a set of white-painted French doors. I’ve surprised myself by coming to enjoy the gardening. A gin and tonic in a chair when the wisteria is out.


I got home from the airport late afternoon. The police had known the man. He was arrested and Anja – that was her name – taken somewhere safe. There were others, too, other girls. The thing seemed fleeting and exciting, and it felt empty at home without the dog. I walked down the road to buy the basics. Put on a wash. And moved around the house softly, unable to settle.


The kitchen is a rectangle with a doorway in from the hall bottom left, as I looked at it on the details. The units are a synthetic something in vivid blue that makes me think of Greece and which I have learnt, over time, to appreciate. One oddity – or feature, as I think it was described – is the small square of space growing out from the top right-hand corner; an extension, perhaps. An afterthought, certainly. It was sold to me as a diner, so I measured up and bought a fold-out table from IKEA. Once established, it blocked the route out to the garden. This now lives flat up against the wall. I tried a sofa – too cramped – and next a chair and a pouffe, but when I sat and tried to read there I felt observed. So I can’t find the room a purpose. Its function remains oblique. And, to be frank, there is no sense of flow. Still I prefer the layout to the prevailing style of open plan. I feel marooned in those big spaces and also bored by them. Why live your life in one huge room?


The floorboards throughout are orangey yellow, too much so, like cheap pine. Once, long ago, I had plans to sand them, but that moment has passed.


There is a bedroom in the attic which I’d thought would be mine, but hadn’t factored in the trip down to the loo in the dark. Now it is my office. Full of books and my desk and just the two Velux windows in the roof, so no distractions. I sleep in the second bedroom; the third is functionally furnished but barely used. The bathroom is white and was modern when I moved in.


I live here with the dog. A boy. My second. The first was killed by a car. His name is Buster and he is a chocolate Lab. A bit smelly but much loved. I like my house and never plan to leave.


I thought of ringing someone, but no one seemed quite right.


It is not that I don’t have friends. There is Maureen, and Peter and Paul, who I walk with. Paul, I met that very first day out with the old dog, Ernie; right after his jabs. He approached us – that puppy was irresistible – and offered me the number of a socialisation class. I didn’t use it, but things moved on from there. These are my favourite people. I would certainly tell them when I saw them, but to phone specifically? That would change the rules. Come across as self-aggrandising, even, and I wouldn’t want that. We know when each of us walks and the routes that we take, so simply turn up and match stride. Paul and Maureen I see several times a week, most weeks.


We, as a group, are not at the centre of things. Our territory is the fringes; we are observers, commentators on others’ excitements. This is what drew us together. A touch world-weary perhaps, wry even sometimes, but we don’t judge. It is just our way, although there is no need to acknowledge it. Even when something really does happen – Peter and Paul were married, I was there, a London wedding in a register office and, after, a pub – we act like it is not much really.


There is also Nancy, who gets me my work. We have a wine sometimes when I go up to the agency, and I have two cousins who I could call if I had to, but haven’t and couldn’t imagine what kind of disaster would make that an idea.


I am not a restless person. My ability to absorb myself is acute. I like crosswords, books, the television and my work. They fill my time. I can do silence and the solitary. I have chosen these things. But that day, my environment felt changed. A sense of space as in emptiness, void, a thing to be filled. An unwelcome adjustment.


What happened earlier just bubbled away. It hung about me in a fashion that, I must admit, life rarely does. I felt a rattly annoyance and then gave up, gave in. I thought of her face, of Anja. That girl. That poor girl. And her plan. The nerve of it. And the fact that it worked. I felt exhilarated, and yes, if I’m honest, a bit of pride; a pleasure in my part.


I imagined her resting in a narrow bedroom, waking at a sound, drenched in dread, and remembering she was safe. A house of rescued girls with shining faces. I knew enough to recognise that as a dream.


I wondered what had made her break ranks? I had seen a documentary once about how a man like Goran keeps a woman in line – the psychology of subjugation. It is a delicate art. She must be made to feel worthless, dependent, but on no account tip into hopelessness. When there is nothing left to lose, she becomes dangerous. All she has to do is step out of line, speak up and the whole thing crumbles. In this sense, bizarrely, the trafficker is dependent on her. So what changed for Anja? I couldn’t know.


And what would happen to her now? Would she go home to people who were worrying, or stay and make a new life? A sense of the chance to start again passed through me like a wish. I felt happy for her then.


One might suppose she had a bad past, but it is rarely that simple. Things go wrong for so many reasons. I myself had a good enough childhood, at times, maybe wonderful. A seaside childhood of wind and gulls and sugar. And women, my mother and aunties, doing women’s things all day; things I took satisfaction in and thought I would turn back to, but haven’t. My cooking’s poor, I do not sew and am not fussed with keeping house.


The door went, and it was Carol and my dog. I bent as he wagged his whole length and scratched him at the necessary places – front armpits, the folds of his ears. He nosed me, and whined up and down a few octaves.


‘I’ve given him a bath!’ she said.


‘You really didn’t have to,’ I replied, and meant it. He smelt of maiden aunt – dog shampoo is unreconstructed – but would be back to himself in a couple of walks’ time. He sat back on his haunches and lifted alternate paws. When I wouldn’t shake, he butted my thigh with his great domed head. I paid her and she left. Then I was truly home.
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An odd day, the next one. A day that I could not have anticipated.


I woke slow-headed and with the loose sense that something had changed. I remembered the excitement of the previous afternoon; felt it again briefly, and it was gone.


The urgency to talk had drained and I started early with the dog so as not to see my friends. The sky was a promising blue and I left without a coat. No sign of autumn yet, though the children would soon return to school. Buster pulled, and I remembered my back, but a couple of roads and we were on to the grass. I loosened his lead, he dropped his nose to the ground and set off in frantic Zs.


There is a slice of time when the function of the park is changed. It is no longer a destination but a thoroughfare, a cut-through for people to get to where they are going. It is impossible to take a person seriously who is rushing when you yourself have no place to go. We daytimers tend to retreat, step off the path and let them pass, and I like the way it makes me feel about my choices. By half past eight it is finished and the life of the park resumes. Some of us even share a smile.


What does a woman think of as she walks alone? I find that the action can release things. The body is occupied, evenly, just enough. There is stimulus of a gentle kind; weather, whatever it may be, making itself felt against you. Sounds at a safe enough distance. And often I find that my attention hops and that is fine, although on occasion it is swamped; less good.


I completed two circuits of the main field and stopped for coffee and one of those Portuguese pastries. Eggy custard, blistered on top, flecks of vanilla like fine blown ash. Two mouthfuls maybe. Just the thing.


An old lady sat outside in a stiff high-collared coat despite the day’s warmth. That, and the set of her shoulders, the clutch of her hands on the handle of her bag and the way her whole body was turned in on itself – don’t look at me, don’t bother me – made me think of my mother.


She had visited London three times to my knowledge but the idea of her here seemed impossible. It was in any literal sense – she had been dead six months – but, even so, for her to have made the trip this century, in my lifetime even, felt like a mistake. They didn’t hurt, these thoughts, but they surprised me.


The woman seemed exposed, and I wondered why she wasn’t inside. She was the only person without a dog or child, and dressed in something other than jeans. She looked as though she should be waiting at a station for an old-fashioned train. My coffee was done and the sun had gone in, but still she sat, the cross of her leather gloves contrived and inhuman. I made a friendly shape of my face at her and her eyes rested on me briefly and moved on. That pissed me off.


I flicked through an abandoned Metro but nothing caught my eye, and I got up to leave. But a wind caught at the upper pages and I saw that if it bust its seams, it would become my problem. I pinned the paper down with someone else’s mug and reached to unhook Buster from my chair leg. A sharp gust lifted the flap of my coat and there was the noise of breaking china. I looked up to find the cup smashed and the paper flipped onto its back. The front page was yanked off the staples and gone in an instant. I tended lamely to the breakage and spotted the lost sheet wrapped dramatically around another walker’s leg.


I felt ashamed on my way to the bin; eyes down, the shards wrapped loosely. Around my grip, I read fragments of page 4. A slim column, ‘In Brief’. A stack of stories: a celebrity who planned to pen his tale, accompanied by a stamp-sized photo, blurred somehow in its production, the layers of colour just missing. Next: Pensioner Dies in Blazing Flat. I shifted the damp package in my hand. Police Charge Trafficking Suspect.




A 32-year-old Albanian man was arrested yesterday at Gatwick Airport and charged with Trafficking into the UK for Sexual Exploitation, after one of his alleged victims, Anja Maric, made a dash for freedom. It is believed that Maric, 19, also an Albanian national, was assisted by a stranger, Margaret Benson, 57, of Queen’s Park. Ms Maric approached Ms Benson in the Ladies toilets and the two fled to safety.





It was the strangest thing to see my name in print, my actions described. It felt like a trick.


I read through again, more slowly this time.


It was definitely me. Name, yes. Benson is the name I was born with. Age. Fifty-seven. Correct. And I had been there, of course. Done these things. Yet I could not quite connect with the woman on the page. A separation had occurred, like Peter Pan and his shadow. I had the sense that the person that I read about could step up and away; do things on her own, or be made to do them. I felt the sudden pull of vertigo that is my stress response. I held on to the top of the bin, the paper scrunched in my palm, fingers among the fag butts, and tried to breath.


Imagine you are driving on a motorway. One minute it is all about propulsion, your car moving hard in response to your foot. Now look at the lines on the road. Your perspective flips. They are streaming off behind you, backwards, and in that second of awareness there is a dizzying reversal; you feel that you must tip, be sucked under. That is the best way I can describe it. It is an intensely physical feeling, a shift in the properties of the universe. If an episode is particularly strong or unexpected, I can actually fall down.


Not today, though. I opened my eyes and the world reassembled.


I ripped off the page, grabbed the dog and walked.


There was a newsagent at the end of the road; I was there in ten minutes. I pushed open the door, the bell went ting, and the man looked up. We exchanged the usual good-mornings.


I moved straight to the rack and picked the top copy from each pile. I paid with a silly grin and the feeling that I was about to be recognised. (‘Hey. Are you? You must be …’) But there wasn’t a picture in the Metro, and the people here who knew me knew me only as Maggie.


He made no comment, the man in the shop, as I handed him big armfuls of print and for this I was grateful. There were ten papers in total, which he packed for me into two striped bags whose handles narrowed to ribbon with the weight, and cut into my skin.


At home I went upstairs and laid them on the beige wool of the carpet. Three by three and one spare, though that didn’t seem enough. I had arranged the broadsheets first, but saw that this was wrong and began at the end.


I leant forward onto hands and knees. Immediately my attention jumped, the layouts busy and incoherent. I steadied myself and worked through carefully, using a finger to track my progress. There was nothing in the Mirror, or the Sun. In the Mail I read, ‘Police Nab Paedo’, and my stomach dropped, but it was something else. Then I was finished and had the fleeting thought that I had dreamt the whole thing. I found the scrap in the bottom of my bag, one line of words already lost to a fold.


Margaret Benson. I stroked my name to ease out the pleats and the paper began to dissolve under my touch. I’d spoken it many times the day before; that was where each of them had started.


‘Your name please, madam, if you wouldn’t mind?’


The officer at the scene. Duly noted in his book.


An admin sort, later, ‘for processing’, she told me, and confirmed once more for the sake of the camera.


‘Maggie. I mean Margaret,’ I said, again and again, angry at myself for the repetition.


‘Here. I’ve got my passport,’ in the end, as if to prove it. It rested on the top of my bag, ready for customs. They took it from me briefly.


My name, proliferating in pads and files. It had sounded a bit old-fashioned in all those mouths. Unused. A little dusty. It didn’t stand up.


How had it got to the papers? I couldn’t know. Perhaps it sat, from the moment of my action, legitimate and visible, in some open-access place. Or travelled a murkier route? Offered in exchange for something. Notes in an envelope? A pint? Not these days, surely. Reciprocal information, or a future favour, shadowy for now, shapeless until someone else’s need called it into being. I had no idea of its worth.


My name, out there, for all to see.


It made me itch, the very idea. Where was it? Still moving? Multiplying? That name is mine, I wanted it back.


I told myself it hardly mattered. That these things lay beyond my control. I told myself, but my pulse, if that is what it was – the beat throbbing hard in my temple – seemed not to listen.


Later, I took the page upstairs and flattened it between two books, which took me back to Rose as a girl, pressing flowers from the garden, and her scrapbooks, her love of all things stationery.


I found a clear wallet of the sort you clip into a lever-arch file. It was reluctant to separate and crackled with something like static. The article looked like a relic already, floating in the middle, raggedy-edged and finger-worn. Most of all, harmless.


I put it away; opened the bottom drawer of my desk and fed the sheet under an old pile of papers. It slid into place of its own volition, nothing of it now but a brief plastic tang. And I almost shut the drawer – I did – but uppermost lay a stiff-backed envelope. Inside were photos I knew by heart; still, I reached for them. What harm?


The first was of my mother, and I had been right, the coat that she was wearing was just like the woman’s in the park, with the same close neck and structured drop. And there was Aunty Frannie and Aunt Bet and me too; the only child.


We were down the beach. We were always down the beach. We had taken the dog, a ratty thing, Jack. My father’s idea, before he died. He barked at the wind, jumped and snapped, twisted at the middle and got my mother smiling.


Bet and Frannie, the double act, though Bet had a husband, a small man, who whenever I thought of him, was seated, very still, either reading or watching the radio. I couldn’t recall a word he spoke.


Always together, Bet and Frannie, two years apart. Brighton born and bred and never left. My mother too.


The whole story in this photo. Mum at the front in that ludicrous coat on a fold-up chair, wobbly on the pebbles. Her hair set solid, her look that said ‘I dare you’. Me, perhaps twelve, kneeling under her hand, chewing the insides of my cheeks, eyes wide – like a magazine would have told me. Wondering what I looked like, and who would notice and when. My eyes were miles from there.


Aunty Bet lay in front of us not even on a towel, like an Egyptian queen, head back, arm raised, a knee bent. Beckoning a servant, or pretending to feed herself a grape. It was the sort of thing she did. And Frannie, behind, the only one standing. Slim as a boy, well into middle age. And I could see that she was touching me gently, just to let me know she was there. All that showed of the dog was his tail.


That was us. My father already long dead. Bet’s two boys elsewhere; I liked it better that way and used to think the others did too. A tight knot of women. Bound together for good or bad, and resigned to it.


Yet now of course we are long undone. Or rather (let’s be accurate) I was cut free and in the act, the ties of the others loosened, though they held. No matter now, as they are all gone and traceless. There were other pictures in the pile but I left those. Saw to the dog.
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Maureen called later, having missed us that morning. I told her, in the briefest terms, of my adventures at the airport. She responded predictably.


‘Christ Almighty. We looked out for you at the park today. I wondered if something was up.’


‘Oh, it’s not anything. I just wasn’t organised. After the holiday.’


‘Blimey, Mags. Are you OK?’


‘Yes, fine,’ I said.


‘Are you out again today?’


‘Probably. After his tea.’


‘Well, I look forward to hearing the whole thing. See you there.’


‘OK.’


We start at Tiverton Green on Tuesdays, to give the dogs a run off the lead. Maureen and Paul were waiting for me and when I saw them I felt my face heat unaccountably.


I knew them first by their clothes and posture. Maureen, stamping from foot to foot, a heap in a raincoat – one of her daughter’s from when she was pregnant – and Paul, his head neat as an otter rising above the turned-up collar of something navy and quilted. Then Paul shouted, ‘Is there nothin’ she cannae do?’ in a stupid accent and made some kind of hand signal. It should have made it worse, but didn’t. They were falling about when I reached them. It was what Super-gran used to say, Paul told me.


‘Not that I’m suggesting you’re old, Mags.’


It was the first thing he had thought of, he said, when Maureen came over and told him. She’d known the programme from her kids but Paul was vague, so they googled it on the laptop in the kitchen and downloaded an episode. It turned out Billy Connolly sung the theme tune. This was all as we stood there, fussing each other’s dogs and rearranging our layers. I went to pick up after Buster.


We tended not to meet at each other’s homes and I was surprised at the idea of Maureen there. I wondered when it had been organised, or if she popped in often. She was a gossip. There was that pinch of irritation that felt like dislike.


I tried to picture the scene. I recalled Peter’s and Paul’s kitchen as white, with a lot of things out on display that in my home live in cupboards. It should have been a mess, but wasn’t, being far too careful and perfectly expressive of them. A space that said something, about how they lived but also what they believed in, though I couldn’t find the words for it myself. Then I thought of Maureen’s great arse spilling off one of their arty stools, and her ratty cardigan and the South London shriek at the start of her laugh and that made me laugh too, and as I walked back over, they both asked, ‘What?’ and I said, ‘Nothing.’


We moved off, the dogs looping around us. They wanted to know everything but it was over in a second.


‘Hold on, back up,’ said Paul. ‘You’re standing in the queue and next minute this girl is mouthing something at you in a mirror. How do you know it’s for you? Or that she’s not bonkers?’


No answer to that.


‘So what is everyone else doing at this point, when you’re getting dragged out of the toilet by a stranger? All the people in line?’ he said.


I tried to go back, but I couldn’t see their faces, only hers.


‘Maybe it was them that got the police,’ said Maureen, ‘those other women.’


‘I don’t know. I really don’t.’


‘What did he say to you, the man, when he caught up with you?’


But the answer was nothing, of course, and when they asked me what I had said to him, I replied that it was all too fast.


‘Where did she think you were gonna get to anyway? Surely he had her passport? You were in an airport, for god’s sake. You can’t just walk out of these places,’ Paul said.


‘Well, it may seem stupid to you, but it worked, didn’t it? She got away.’


This was a new tone for them, a new Maggie, or rather a version of Maggie that had never been deployed against them.


‘You’re right, love. You’re right of course.’


I saw Maureen in that moment as a mother, the mother she must have been to her daughters and her favourite, the boy, before they all left. Conciliatory. Happy to skip over the tricky bits.


Silence for a while, as we walked back to the park. We took the Woodland Walk and there was privacy there, away from the gaze of the main fields. The trees remained lush and close-coupled; oak, plane and ash in late-summer greens. The promise of nature too – animals advertised on boards along the path. Squirrels and toads that Buster spotted – I felt his tremors at my end of the lead – but I otherwise missed. There were no joggers for now and our route was shaded. It became easier to talk.


‘There was something in the way she looked at me. She was desperate. You know it when you see it. That’s all. Anyone would have done the same.’


‘I’m not so sure. You can’t know if you’re going to read a situation. Not until it happens,’ said Paul. ‘Let alone act.’


Maureen nudged my arm with hers and I knew that she was thinking that a woman would, any woman who has lived a bit, though no doubt Paul has had his trials.


I felt agitated and tearful. Maureen saw and said, ‘You did good, Mags. One less bastard out and about. I’ll drink to that.’


‘Me too,’ said Paul.


We were at his turn-off now. He held my shoulders tight when he kissed me goodbye. Maureen stood there, raking her hair as she does, that glamorous hair, the only glamorous bit of her, thick salt and pepper that travelled up and off her forehead in one long curvy sweep like an old-fashioned movie star by way of Elsie Tanner.


So it was just the two of us, and she started on about Peter and Paul and the computer in the kitchen. They watch all their programmes that way and carry it around with them, all through the house, in the bathroom, up to bed. Hardly the same.


‘Whatever next?’ she said.


My house soon.


‘Will you be out tomorrow?’ Maureen asked.


‘We’ll see. Probably.’


‘OK. See you. Nighty night.’


‘Nunight, Mo.’


I was still in the hall when the phone rang, but it was not a number that I recognised.


I do not pick these up.


I heard my own voice, flat and gloomy, and a pause that stretched out after. I waited for someone to speak, but they did not and the dead tone sounded, though my answer machine showed up a message. Loan consolidation or accidents that earn you cash. And yet.


And yet I swear I heard a breath. My hand at my heart; a frightened old woman.


I went through, had a whisky. Took a look at what was on the TV.
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