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        ‘Although every attempt is made to avoid any upset to people’s private lives, sometimes, in the interest of justice, it is unavoidable.’

        
          A Guide to Coroners and Inquests, Ministry of Justice
        

      

      
        ‘I did not recognise myself, either in the media’s depiction of me or in the altered woman in the mirror before me. I felt as if I was dissolving, disappearing. It was as if Emily Marr no longer existed.’

        
          Emily Marr
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        Sussex, July 2011
      

      She had never in her life seen terror like it. It was stark and primitive, the elemental response of a person who knew he was about to die.

      A young person, too.

      When the car came off the road, Lisa Hawes was sitting in stationary traffic on the southbound dual carriageway opposite. The standstill was what made it possible for her to witness the accident with the level of certainty that the police, and later the coroner, would require of her. She was in the outside lane, a couple of feet from the central reservation: a front-row seat.

      Having not taken this route for weeks, she had forgotten about the roadworks taking place throughout the summer, necessitating a reduced speed limit and the merging of two lanes into one. Last time, there had not been a blockage like this, only a few minutes of impatient crawling, but perhaps there’d been an accident or there was some other unlucky factor at play. Her brother had once tried to explain to her the ‘wave’ dynamics that caused traffic to bottleneck and clot in this way, but she had not listened properly.

      ‘Just one idiot slowing right down and you’re all screwed,’ she remembered him saying.

      Well, if the driver of the oncoming Saab was an idiot then he was a dangerous one: far from slowing down, he was accelerating recklessly, the car drifting between lanes and towards the central reservation, on direct course for the car in front of Lisa’s own – so close, so fast, that she recoiled, right forearm to her face. She could make no sense of the motion at the wheel or the fact that there appeared to be three heads in the front, not two. In any case, her attention was seized by just one of them, the boy or young man in the passenger seat, by that face. The simian grimace, the ghastly stupefaction in the eyes, the rigidity of throat and mouth as the jaw strained in a scream: the sight of him riveted her, froze her heart.

      Then he was gone. An instant before certain impact with the barrier, the vehicle jerked to its left, overcorrecting, changing direction with a thrilling, skidding clumsiness you’d associate with a dodgem car or a go-kart. There was the briefest glimpse through the driver’s window of a bowed head, blond hair tipped forwards. A woman. Lisa’s brain processed then what the three heads had signified: someone in the back must have reached between the front seats to grab the steering wheel, his face drawing level with theirs. This third person was in control of the vehicle, not the woman in the driver’s seat.

      But for no longer. Feeling visceral dread before any relief at being spared from harm herself, she watched first in her wing mirror and then through her rear side window as the car shot across the outside lane, off the carriageway and down the embankment. The decline was steep enough for her to lose sight of it but nonetheless there could be only one outcome: the car would plunge directly into a dense screen of trees that would be hardly more absorbent than a brick wall. The roar of impact was not as loud as it would have been had her own car not been filled with the oblivious talk and brash laughter of a radio show selected half an hour earlier to keep her awake. (The irony! It would be three nights before she could sleep again.) Silencing it, she turned off the engine and reached to open the door. There was a claustrophobic moment when her heart pulsed too loudly, her blood too full for her skin, and then she climbed out.

      She stood with difficulty, knees soft. There was nothing to see where she judged the Saab to have gone off the road, only the tops of the trees. She expected, if not pieces of the wreckage itself, then certainly smoke, billowing like in the movies as if from a bonfire, but there was none. And there was no residual noise, either, at least not any that could be heard above the drone of oncoming cars, continuing northbound at speed. It seemed incredible that the drivers now approaching would have no idea what had just happened, no instinct that they were passing through an aftershock. They might hear of the accident later but they would never know that pure luck had saved them from having been in this tragedy themselves.

      For these were her first thoughts that morning at the scene, her natural assumptions as she stood by her own car, not yet ready to act: that the Saab must have hit something in the road further back, if not another vehicle, then perhaps an animal or an object swept into its path by the wind. The driver had been too stunned or panicked to react and the passenger had intervened. He had not been successful.

      Replanting legs that now trembled badly and using her hands to steady herself, she tried to decide if it was safe to step over the barrier and cross to the other side. The traffic was not heavy, it was not like the work-day sprint to London, but it was fast, and coming in both lanes. You would need to do it in one dash.

      The sound of car doors opening and closing in the queue of traffic behind her brought an injection of courage, as well as a sense of deliverance: others had seen what she had seen, some may even have had a view of the crash itself. Others were stepping from their vehicles and preparing to cross to the scene and search the wreckage for survivors.

      Others were putting phones to their ears and calling for help.
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Tabby

      
        
        France, May 2012
      

      ‘You need to leave,’ the voice ordered. ‘You can’t stay here.’

      Tabby pretended to sleep, stirring her body under the sheet as if dreaming too deeply to be pulled awake at first call. The fact that she was not able to place the identity of her commander did not trouble her enough to raise her heart rate.

      After all, sometimes when she woke up she didn’t remember which country she was in, much less whose company.

      Talking of which… She half opened her eyes and allowed her vision, if not yet her memory, to focus. She was in a big wooden double bed with soft sheets (Lord knew, it had come to the point where neither the bed nor the sheets were to be taken for granted) and the room was white and blue. Smooth white walls, rough blue beams, white bedlinen, blue rug, white dresser, blue vase: someone had been very strict about this, evidently. There were two windows set deep in walls of pale stone, the shutters closed. Shutters, here was her clue: she was still in France, of course! She had been in the country for a month or so now, mostly sleeping in budget fleapits in Lyon and then Paris, and could bring to mind no particular plan to evacuate. Where would she go, anyhow? Back to England? Never – at least not yet. Not until her money ran out.

      The flare of unease this thought set off was extinguished by the sight of a male figure moving across her eyeline. He was much older than she, twice as old, perhaps – at twenty-five, she did not distinguish much between forty and sixty – and his appearance was defined by the topmost few inches of him. The hair was thick, about half of it silver, and elegantly swept from a tanned brow corrugated in such a way as to suggest a lifetime of intellectual vexation. Or perhaps simply the immediate difficulty of her.

      ‘Come on, you must wake up now!’

      He spoke English but sounded French (I’m firing on all cylinders now, she thought) and the tone was not at all unpleasant. Meeting his eye, she saw that his expression was purposeful, devoid of personal doubt in a way she could only envy. ‘You need to go,’ he repeated. ‘My family will be here today.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said, and as if hearing the instruction for the first time she wriggled upright.

      What was his name? Either they’d only met yesterday or she really was suffering from amnesia this time, but she couldn’t have amnesia because she’d remembered France and anyway her mind held the same weight of knowledge it always did first thing in the morning: knowledge that her father was gone, her mother a lost cause, her friendships mostly lapsed; knowledge that the person she had most loved – and still did – had told her he didn’t want her anywhere near him. He didn’t even want to know which country she was in, only that it should not be the same one as he.

      And now, this man did not want her either. It was as if she were some sort of pest, a liability, and sooner or later everyone she met understood that about her.

      Don’t cry, she told herself. They’ve got it wrong. You’re fine.

      ‘The taxi will take you over the bridge. The airport is close by, or do you prefer the train again? The station is in the centre of the town, for Paris or wherever you want to go.’

      What bridge? The centre of which town, if not Paris, where she was now certain she had woken up yesterday? Wherever you want to go: he made it sound like a romantic adventure, simply the next one after this, for theirs had been a romantic adventure, or a sexual one, certainly. Her mind began to sift recollections of the trip they’d taken to get to this blue bedroom: a dusk train from Paris, the journey involving a succession of drinks; the cool interior of a station building with soaring space overhead; a waiting taxi.

      She had an image then of this man handing her backpack to the taxi driver. That was a detail worth celebrating because she had her whole world in that backpack, or what was left of it, and she wasn’t ready to relinquish it yet.

      He was at the windows now, pulling the panes inwards, pushing the shutters outwards. He did it slowly and with deliberation, as if in ritual. Perhaps he hoped that when he turned around again she would have vanished, his problem solved. She heard the hushed murmur of the sea a fraction of a second before she saw it, and when she did she had to narrow her eyes, for it was more like a plane of light than a body of water. Chill air rushed to her skin, reminding her that the month was May.

      ‘Where are we?’ she asked.

      ‘We are in a village called Les Portes. I told you this.’ He turned, regarded her form beneath the sheet with an ambiguous expression, and she saw she’d been wrong: he had not decided yet whether she had become a nuisance or remained a temptation.

      ‘Ah.’ Les Portes. Le village à la pointe nord… the village at the northern tip. She remembered that phrase from yesterday, and now came images of the backpack coming out of the boot of the taxi, an empty street with white walls, cash changing hands. Cash. The uneasy feeling of a moment ago returned, sickening her stomach, and she could no longer stave off the most crucial of all memories: she had no money. Not just none in her possession or in her bank account, but no access to any. As of yesterday the cash dispensers of Europe dispensed to her no more, her overdraft limit having been exceeded and her account suspended. If her phone had not run out of credit, she would undoubtedly have received a message from the bank’s call centre notifying her of the ruinous impasse. Her train ticket had been bought for her yesterday by this unnamed patron, as had the drinks. She’d come here with him because she’d reached the point at which anywhere would do, and on any terms. That wasn’t to say that she hadn’t been attracted to him when they’d spied each other in the bar near the Gare Montparnasse, before he’d picked up the bill and relieved her of the need to present a bank card guaranteed to be declined, because she had. He had an air of affluence and protection, the kind that women responded to generically, even those with homes to go to. She would have been happy to stay longer than one night if invited.

      Instead, he was throwing her out. The only power she had at her disposal was what had brought her here in the first place and she reached out a bare arm and opened the bed covers in invitation. He moved towards her, sitting close to her on the bed, touching her thighs.

      ‘Your hands are cold. Come in and warm up.’

      He sighed. ‘Then you must go.’

      ‘Don’t keep saying it, please,’ she said. ‘I get the message.’

      This was a guest room, she thought as she drew his body against her own; not the room he shared with his wife. Someone – his wife, probably, or perhaps an interior designer – someone had once stood in the doorway and looked at the empty space and thought, Blue and white, that’s what I want. Like a house by the sea is supposed to look. In the bathroom there were probably white towels embroidered with fish motifs or perhaps anchors; a length of weathered rope for a handrail; a framed old photo of the village from the days when people covered themselves from head to toe for a visit to the beach, travelling en vacances by steam train; an oar with hooks to hang your clothes on.

      But she was getting carried away now.

      ‘Before you get rid of me,’ she murmured, ‘do you even know my name?’

      ‘Of course I know your name. It is Tabitha.’

      ‘That’s right.’ Occasionally, since parting ways with Paul, she had used a different name, not because of any fear of entanglement or to conceal any crime, but because you could do things like that when everything was impermanent, when you were itinerant. You could use any name you liked because no one cared what your real name was; you could do it if only to see if it would change the story you told afterwards, or the actions you next decided to take.

      But she’d used her real name with this man; not even Tabby, but her full name, one that she associated with teachers and step-parents and border patrol officials. She must have wanted to impress him. The thought made her arch her torso more urgently, not so much in desire as in gratitude.

       

      The taxi driver spoke no English and she didn’t care to reveal her passable French just yet and expose herself to conversation. He knew he was delivering her ‘over the bridge’, but she would wait until the last possible minute before deciding which mode of transport she would pretend to be taking while knowing full well she could not afford to take it. And she could not face the humiliation of admitting that she was not sure where she was.

      It was a beautiful place, wherever it was, remote and low-lying, the land flattened as if by the light itself, which was yellow and colossal, the vast sky wobbling with it. She squinted into the blue as she sought road signs with place names.

      The first, Les Portes-en-Ré, had the diagonal red line through the words that meant they were leaving the village behind. Soon, a pattern had developed: Ars-en-Ré, Loix-en-Ré, Saint-Martin-de-Ré. They were in Ré, or on Ré, because one minute the water appeared in one direction and the next a seawall rose into view in another: a peninsula or an island, then. The bridge must connect it with the mainland.

      Ré. Her brain had returned to full working order and she knew she had never heard of the place when her man – Grégoire, it had come to her just as they said goodbye – had proposed the trip, for he had been going to spend the weekend in his holiday home, arriving a day earlier than his family in order to meet with an artisan about his leaking roof. And why should she have heard of it? It was not on the checklist of the budget traveller, but clearly the location of expensive properties owned by people like him, Parisians, rich, established ones for whom weekend tranquillity was a birthright.

      Presumably it was only in weaker moments that an interloper was picked up at the station and offered a bed for the night.

      At last, after a smooth stretch between dark wood and flat field, the ribbon of sea visible once more on the left, she saw the bridge. It was a mile or so away, a long, curving black spine that made her think of the tail of a dinosaur, and in the distance, on the far shore, there were industrial buildings, cranes and huge ships. The parting village, by contrast, was delightfully small-scale, the water of its bay still and shining and massed with seagulls. The taxi passed a smart hotel weatherboarded in grey, a pier with sculptures on it, an expensive-looking boulangerie with terrace furniture in ice-cream pastels… Forget weekend tranquillity, Tabby thought, this was a place you might choose to live permanently if you had the luxury of choice.

      ‘Stop,’ she told the driver, and he did so without argument.

      She had been given fifty euros by Grégoire for the taxi, the driver wanted twenty for the aborted trip, so she was up thirty on yesterday. Beyond this she had only her last loose change, the coins she might fish from the folds of her luggage.

      She retraced her route to the hotel they’d passed and found in the lobby a map of France by which she was at last able to locate herself: Rivedoux-Plage on the Ile de Ré, off the coast of La Rochelle. It was about halfway down the Atlantic coast, south-west of Paris, north-west of Bordeaux. Calais was several hours away and Saint-Malo, which she knew had ferry services to England, was half as near. She refused to think of the distances to either in terms of hitchhiking.

      At the reception desk, she asked how much the cheapest room was for a night.

      ‘One hundred and twenty euros.’ They had entered high season at Easter, the girl pointed out, which pushed the price up. Tabby only faintly recalled Easter, for one of the strange things about travelling was that you had no relationship with bank holidays or long weekends or annual festivals. You drifted through the calendar as you drifted across the map.

      In any case, the tariff might as well have been one thousand and twenty euros as far as she was concerned.

      She changed her approach: did they happen to have any job vacancies at the hotel?

      ‘What sort of work can you do?’

      ‘Any sort. Bar work. Cleaning. I could be a chambermaid?’

      The receptionist shook her head. ‘But there are many more hotels and restaurants in La Flotte and Saint-Martin. You should try there.’

      She gave Tabby a tourist map and a bus schedule. The next bus for the proposed villages, which were back the way she’d come, was not due for an hour and so she began to walk along the main road, soon detouring along cycle paths through the pine woods she’d earlier passed in the taxi. She felt strangely fearless, charmed, like a character from a fairy tale, safe from the wolf’s eyes thanks to some invisible protector. No one knows I’m here, she thought, enjoying the sensation of secrecy and solitude. I am completely alone. Free to start again.

      As a waitress or a chambermaid, if she was lucky.

      She reached La Flotte. It was a larger place than Rivedoux, with a pretty port, cobbled quayside and windswept promenade. No doubt life here was busy by its own standards, but it ran at a fraction of the pace she’d been used to in Paris and the other cities that had come before. There were, however, dozens of bars, cafés and hotels and she tried every one she came to, only to find that none needed an English worker with broken French.

      Flagging, she continued to Saint-Martin, the capital village, but by now her legs and spirits ached too much for her to resume her search straight away. Besides, the port here was intimidating in its smartness, its bistros and art galleries reminding her of the chi-chi neighbourhoods of Paris that had had no place for the likes of her – and with rows of pristine yachts and speedboats to reinforce the divide. She sat on a bench on the waterfront and watched the people, out-of-season tourists, some in furs and designer sunglasses, with pre-schoolers wearing coats more costly than any she’d ever owned. Thirty euros was not going to buy a hotel room here, either, and only a miracle would produce any sort of hostel. She was going to have to make alternative arrangements.

      ‘Alternative arrangements’: how coy that sounded! She’d never done it before, slept rough. Two Australian guys she had met in Paris had said they’d done it all the time on a Greek trip the previous summer, and they made it sound like camping without a tent. You stayed up as late as you could bear, they said, then kipped in some secret nook for a few hours until sunrise, which was all very well in August and with old fishing boats strewn conveniently at the foot of sheltering cliffs, but did it work on the Atlantic in the first week of May, too? Would she be at risk of hypothermia or, in a place like this, police arrest? Instinct told her to head from the exposed and populated edges of the island to its empty interior: what about the woods she’d passed through, might there be a little hut or barn she could slip into there? The thought was half-hearted, however. The hours remaining till dusk might be shrinking fast but she still clung to the belief that something would save her before they disappeared completely. Something.

      Thirty euros. She wasn’t a vagrant yet.

      Hungry, she struck off from the waterside and into the pedestrianised heart of the town in search of a boulangerie or supermarket. She bought a small stick of bread and settled halfway up a street of souvenir shops to eat it straight from the paper sleeve, her backpack at her feet. It was not high season, no, but there were numbers of shoppers. She watched one group come out of the nearby linen shop, tried to imagine how it must feel to be on holiday here and not near-destitute, up on your luck and not down, with the money – and the desire – to buy table runners and bathmats, cushion covers and oven gloves. For the twentieth time, she wondered what she had in her pack that she might sell.

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake, come on!’

      Her attention was caught by the sound of English being spoken – and in clear annoyance. Just a few feet away, down a narrow passageway to Tabby’s left, a woman was standing at a green door, stabbing with her index finger at the security pad on the wall, saying letters and numbers aloud in what was evidently an attempt to remember the correct entry code. She cursed when she got it wrong a second time, gaining access only at her third attempt (‘B one one nine oh three N, thank you…’), and the sound of her native, unaccented tongue released in Tabby the same peculiar flare of emotion that came with catching your favourite song in an unexpected place: here, at last, was hope! She could knock on the door and ask this woman for help, ask to borrow some money, one Englishwoman to another. But that was absurd. Why would anyone, compatriot or otherwise, lend a stranger money?

      No, she needed to find a public phone, ring her bank in the UK and beg for a last extension to her overdraft, enough to get her home and into someone’s spare room (anyone’s but her mother’s and stepfather’s), enough to feed herself while she looked for a job, any job that paid because beggars could not be choosers and she was a beggar. She had to admit that here, in the cobbled and picturesque streets of Saint-Martin-de-Ré, she had come to the end of the line.

      She finished her bread and wondered how much a bottle of water would cost in this town. It would be more prudent to get tap water for free. She needed the toilet, too, would set about finding a public one or a café that would let her use its facilities without requiring her to buy a drink.

      Down the alleyway, the woman had reappeared at her door, now carrying a backpack of the size you took on to planes to avoid checking in luggage. She pulled the door shut and hurried to the corner, head down, giving Tabby no more than a glimpse of drab-yellow anorak and the bleached ends of a head of cropped mouse-brown hair. She turned uphill in the direction of the church, leaving town, Tabby supposed idly. Imagine leaving a great place like this by choice, to go back to Britain! But she was forgetting that this was what normal people did. They came to the end of their holiday and had a home to return to, one they looked forward to seeing again, however restful the trip. Or, if they lived here, then they had jobs to hold down and places to be. They would come and go.

      Leaving town… Places to be… Come and go.

      To her credit, there was a civilised interval before the bad idea struck. When it did it caused as much revulsion as it did excitement, followed by the sensation of having been relieved of command of herself, of acting outside her own jurisdiction. And then, indecently quickly, it took hold of her completely.

      B11903N.

      She stepped into the alleyway towards the green door and without risking a glance to either side of her she keyed into the pad the same sequence of letters and numbers she’d heard said a few minutes earlier. There was an affirmative click, and when she pushed at the door it gave way. She slipped quickly through the gap with her eyes down, pushed the door silently behind her, then stood facing it for several seconds, waiting and listening. The weightless sensation had gone and now her lungs squeezed, painful and arrhythmic, like bellows operated by a lunatic, jolting an explanation from her. What are you doing? What on earth are you doing?

      She turned and looked ahead of her. A short passageway drew her into a small, dark ground-floor room with two shuttered windows and a glass door, which appeared to open on to a sliver of outside space too narrow for any furniture and shaded from the sun by a tall brick wall. There was a galley kitchen along the far wall, the units in a state of near-dilapidation, the worktop disorderly but clean enough. The sight of a single mug on the draining board reignited her thirst and she went straight to the tap and drank, returning the mug to its spot and looking about from her new vantage point. There were two small sofas by the fireplace, both ancient and fraying, an oval dining table with cheap cane chairs and various other junk-shop pieces: lamps, books, all the furnishings of a modest home. In the right-hand corner of the room there were stairs: so it was a house, a small, cavernous one, hidden from the street, open to the light only at the back.

      Right, she thought, think. The place did not appear to be any kind of holiday unit and even if it was the woman had left possessions about the place and so could not have checked out. Best-case scenario: she lived in England and used the house only occasionally (why else could she have needed three attempts to get the code right?); she had left for the airport (hence the carry-on bag) and was returning home, perhaps not coming back again until summer. Tabby could stay here for weeks, come and go using the code, not catch anyone’s eye, not answer any questions. It wouldn’t matter if the electricity supply had been turned off, she needed only water which she already knew she had.

      She tested the lights: working.

      Worst-case scenario: the woman would be back in five minutes, having gone to the gym or to the shop to pick up dinner. There could be any number of explanations why a person might choose to leave her house at five o’clock in the afternoon with a medium-sized bag, and relatively few involved fleeing the country. Whoever she was, she was here alone, for the items about the place came singly: one bike propped against the wall, one pair of wellington boots by the door, one jacket and one fleece on the coat hooks; that lone mug on the draining board.

      Tabby took the stairs, moving on soft feet like the prowler she was, careful not to scuff walls with her pack. There were two bedrooms, and from the door of the larger one she noted the handful of items on the chest of drawers – a leather-bound notebook, a small bottle of perfume (an upmarket English brand, bluebell, less than half left), a laptop of a size and manufacturer that made it, even to her uneducated eye, out of date. Tucked into the corner of a wood-framed mirror was a postcard of a painting, a swirl of red and pink, one of very few personal touches in the room. But she had no wish to touch and snoop: she was too tired and, besides, she had some principles. That made her smile, and the sensation of smiling in a situation like this – finding it funny! – brought on a deep sense of unreality.

      If she couldn’t trust her own responses, could she trust that this was actually happening and not playing inside her mind as she snoozed in the sun somewhere?

      Her need for the loo was real enough and she used the one next to the bathroom, willing the sound of the flush to fade quickly, in case the woman came back. She thought, I should get out of this place, forget I was ever here. No one will ever know I was.

      But fatigue was taking her in the opposite direction, up a run of three stairs and towards the door of a second bedroom at the rear. It was less spacious than the first, no larger than the cabin of a boat, and was furnished with only a small double bed under the window, a chest of drawers and a stool. It looked as if no one had stepped into the room for months. She pulled the door to behind her, not quite closing it, and sat on the bed.

      Her second guest room of the day, her second stranger’s bed. Though neatly made, the covers and pillowcase had the damp coldness of fabric not touched or turned for a long time.

      She laid herself on top of them and closed her eyes. Even in this context, her last waking thought was of him, Paul.

       

      Dreamlessness ended with physical touch: she was being shaken. There was a rough clutch on her left shoulder and hot breath on her face, and she could feel the anger in both.

      ‘Who are you? What are you doing in my house?’ The words were in English at first, frantic and involuntary, and then repeated in French.

      Tabby opened her eyes properly. It was the woman she’d seen in the street, of course, her wan English skin flushed, dark eyes ablaze with fear. The light in the house had dimmed: it was evening now.

      She struggled upright. In her sleep she had pulled the covers around her and they were tangled at the ankles and knees, shackling her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she began, voice gruff with sleep, ‘I’m so sorry. I just needed somewhere to rest. I didn’t think you were coming back…’ But she gave up almost at once. There was nothing she could say that would alter the fact of her trespass, the clear illegality of it. She needed to escape – and quickly.

      ‘Hang on, you’re English?’ If anything, the discovery appeared to intensify the woman’s distress, deepen her skin to a feverish red. Her grip tightened. ‘Who are you, tell me? How did you find me?’

      Tabby did not understand. ‘I was so incredibly tired, I didn’t know what to do, and when I heard the entry code —’

      ‘What do you mean, you heard the code? You were watching me, then?’

      Tabby disregarded the suspicion that they were talking at cross purposes: after all, they hardly had a common one. ‘No, I mean I saw you key in the code, and you said it out loud as well. I haven’t got any money and I needed somewhere to sleep, so I let myself in —’

      The woman interrupted once more: ‘Are you completely mad? You can’t just overhear codes and let yourself in! This is a private home, not some sort of doss house!’

      ‘I know, it was wrong. I’m really sorry.’ How inadequate the words sounded: insultingly so, as if she were not respectful enough to try harder.

      ‘This is unbelievable, it’s breaking and entering. I’m going to phone the police.’

      ‘Don’t do that, please. I was going to leave as soon as I woke up, I promise. I wasn’t going to steal anything, honestly.’

      ‘“Honestly”?’

      Tabby sensed a paralysis in the other woman that gave her her first hope, perhaps even a momentary advantage: if she made a dash for it she might outrun her discoverer. Her legs now free from the bedding, she began to slip from the woman’s grasp, heading through the open door and towards the stairs, but she was quickly pursued, footsteps menacing on the wooden stairs behind her. Emerging into the main room, Tabby stumbled and felt a twist in her left knee, at the same time remembering her backpack, still upstairs, at the foot of the bed. She knew she couldn’t leave it behind and turned in surrender. Trying her knee, the pain caused her to crumple to the floor and before she could compose herself she’d succumbed to whimpering into her hands. ‘Please, just let me go. I promise you’ll never see me again…’

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake, look at you!’ the woman cried, her voice hardly more controlled than Tabby’s own. Indeed, she could not continue for a moment or two, breathing hard as she calmed herself. ‘Why don’t you get up from the floor and sit on the sofa. I’ll make you a drink. You obviously need a few minutes to get yourself together.’

      ‘It’s too late for that,’ Tabby sobbed. ‘I might as well just throw myself off the bridge and be done with it.’

      The woman stared at her, at a loss. ‘I’ll make some tea,’ she said finally. Only when she turned her back did Tabby rise to her feet and limp to the sofa.

      The kettle seemed to take a long time to boil, long enough for Tabby’s tears to subside, leaving her too desperate to feel any embarrassment. She became aware of the other woman’s scrutiny and then of its removal as the water was poured, the fridge door being opened and closed. Neither spoke, but it was not hard to guess the other’s thoughts. She’d had the fright of her life – to find a stranger, an adult female, in your home! It was a miracle she had not turned and fled the moment she saw her, returning only with a pair of police officers. (Tabby had seen the police booth next to the car park in the port, no more than two minutes away.) What would she have done in such a situation? But the notion of being the home owner, the occupier, was so heartbreakingly foreign she could not answer the question. She thought, inevitably, of Paul, not in accusation of his having caused her to fall so low, but in hope of him coming to raise her again. Rescue her.

      She had never felt more pathetic in her life.

      ‘Right, here we go. How’s the leg?’

      Tabby looked up in confusion, for the woman’s tone had altered completely. It was gentle and soothing; kind. Not only that, but as she approached the sitting area, bearing a tray with tea things, Tabby saw that her whole demeanour had changed: her shoulders were lowered and her facial muscles relaxed. Though she couldn’t say why, Tabby understood that this could not be the product of a natural draining of fear and adrenalin, but had to be something more deliberate. It was as if, in the time it had taken the kettle to boil, the woman had reinterpreted her own part in this unscheduled drama and committed herself to a different, less likely role.

      ‘I think it’ll be OK,’ Tabby said. ‘It’s just my knee, I’ve twisted it slightly.’

      The woman placed the tray on the coffee table and handed her one of the mugs. ‘Drink this and let’s get to the bottom of what just happened here.’ She settled herself on the sofa opposite Tabby, her movements loose and easy. There was a trace of humour in her eyes, a reversal of mood confirmed by her next question: ‘So what’s your name? I assume it’s not Goldilocks?’

      Tabby paused. If she gave her real name, she could still be reported at any time, and perhaps this was the thinking behind this change of approach. There might even be a sedative in the tea! With nothing to guide her but her gut instinct, she made the decision that this was no trick, no trap, but a chance.

      Raising the mug to her lips, she smelled the warm, woody aroma of the tea and said, ‘No, it’s Tabitha. Tabby.’

      ‘Well, Tabby,’ the woman said. ‘I’m Emmie.’
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      It was 12 December 2010 when I met Arthur Woodhall, and I honestly believe that until that date I had not been properly activated. I had not yet become myself. I was thirty years old and, extraordinary as it may sound now, given all that’s happened since, I’d made little impression on the world. True, people often said I had an attractive face, but I’d come to learn that it never quite seemed to fit. People said I had a big heart, but I’d reached the conclusion that it might never be able to tolerate its own capacity.

      I suppose what I mean is I’d never been happy before.

      It was a Saturday and the occasion was the Christmas party of our neighbours, the Laings of number 197, a bash they were giving for the Friends’ Association of Walnut Grove. Such events, I was told that night, were held in rotation by certain members, mostly those owning the bigger houses on the street, houses worthy of opening up and showing off. Though Matt and I were not Friends, we were invited because the bedroom of our new rental flat at 199 adjoined a portion of the sitting room of 197 and it was thought the music might disturb us. The Laings did not want to risk being remembered as the ones who hosted the year someone called the police about the noise.

      ‘They don’t expect us to actually turn up,’ Matt said. It was he who had answered the door when Sarah Laing called round and he had described her to me as ‘posh and bossy’. ‘They’re just covering themselves in case it all kicks off. Let’s go to the pub instead.’

      ‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘Come on, let’s see how the other half live. Think of the free booze.’

      Finances being painful and Matt an uncomplicated sort, this was all the enticement he needed. I bullied him into the shower while I dried my hair and did my make-up in the Fifties style I liked: dark brows, curled eyelashes and liquid liner, soft and dewy pink lips. Then I costumed myself in a dark red silk dress I’d found in the vintage shop near work. The style was off-the-shoulder and the skin of my chest and shoulders glowed white in the bedroom mirror – I felt like a strawberry dipped in cream.

      ‘That’s a bit revealing,’ Matt said, with neither approval nor disapproval – with little sense of relevance to him whatever, in fact. After five years of steadily decreasing sexual attraction between us, we were flatmates, not lovers, our recent signing of a new lease together an act of apathy, like failing to switch from an underperforming bank or a negligent GP. Better the devil you know. We were friends who shared a bedroom because we could not afford one each. And we were friends, I want to be clear on that. We may have stopped sleeping together, but we had not stopped liking each other.

      As we walked down our front path and up the Laings’, I felt ashamed of the contrast on behalf of our landlord. While our garden was a horror of neglect – dirty bins with the flat numbers daubed on them in yellow paint, the dead remains of lavender in borders rife with weeds – theirs was artfully stocked and professionally maintained, dustbins out of sight in a timber pen painted some heritage shade of green and at the door two potted firs encrusted with fairy lights. More Christmas lights blinked at the first-floor window, where beyond the ceiling-skimming tree the party was taking place, and the contained boom of conversation behind the glass quickened my blood a little. I know now that while Matt genuinely doubted the value of the entertainment on offer that night, I had different motives. Though I liked to believe I opposed all that the Friends stood for, I secretly craved membership of their elite society. To possess one of these narrow black Georgian houses with their rows of high sash windows, to own a piece of a street scouted frequently by the makers of period drama, to have a marriage, a social life – a Christmas party! – like that of Marcus and Sarah Laing: what a declaration it made to the world that you were someone.

      After an unnerving delay, the door was answered by a short, muscularly built man I guessed must be Marcus. Though losing his hair, he was youthful for his age, which I judged to be about fifty, and bounced on the balls of his feet with enthusiasm. ‘How nice, some young blood at last!’ he cried, speaking over the rush of party sounds in the tones of a pantomime actor. His wife, materialising on the crowded stairs behind him, was younger by five years or so and not quite tall enough to carry off the flowing, full-length dress she wore – I feared a tripping as she approached. But she arrived smoothly enough, a cold smile cast in my direction. She greeted only Matt, seizing him from my side as if agreed in advance, and the two of them vanished into the throng without a backward glance. I was left feeling as if my bag had just been snatched from my hands.

      ‘Right, alcohol,’ Marcus shouted into my ear, ‘give me one second,’ and he promptly disappeared into one of the ground-floor rooms. I worried he’d never come back, was just contemplating turning on my heel and fleeing home when he was by my side once more, pressing a glass of champagne on me and proposing to lead me upstairs for introductions. Already I could think of nothing to say; for the first time in weeks, I craved a cigarette.

      In the sitting room, the furniture had been moved to the edges of the room to make way for the central mob of Walnut Grovers, the space above their heads dominated by an enormous chandelier that hung white and motionless, like a fountain frozen at the point of eruption. I could not see Matt. Surveying the crush, Marcus turned to me with a mock-helpless expression, before spotting a group of middle-aged men near the window at the back and launching me towards them.

      ‘A treat for the menfolk!’ he announced, to my embarrassment. ‘Meet our new neighbour Emma!’

      ‘Emily,’ I corrected him, blushing under my make-up.

      ‘Emily, forgive me. Sarah must have misheard.’

      He stayed to supervise the introductions, standing very close to me and making me excruciatingly conscious of my cleavage (what had I been thinking, choosing this dress? It was so burlesque). There were three other men in the little cluster, each of whom emitted the body heat of one who’d been drinking for some time.

      ‘What do you all do?’ I asked, shyness making my voice too bright.

      Marcus was a City solicitor, Arthur a consultant at the nearby hospital, Ed a journalist, and the last, whose name proved one too many to remember, a voiceover actor whose voice I did not recognise. I’d been told by the rental agent about the vibrant mix on the street, which was close enough to the hospital to attract senior staff, costly enough to interest City lawyers and bankers, and romantic enough to draw the artistic type. (As a web developer for a bike retailer and a glorified shop assistant, Matt and I scarcely qualified for the final category.)

      All the men were in their forties or fifties, which validated Marcus’s opening claims of my relative youth. Though I’d seen a handful of teenagers on the stairs and noticed one or two small children in the doorway now and then, presumably visiting from a more diverting zone elsewhere, I could find no one else here in their twenties or thirties. The music was from the decade of my birth.

      ‘Are you a Friend?’ the voiceover actor asked me, a little doubtfully.

      I swallowed. ‘Well, we haven’t joined the association or anything, no, but we live next door. We just moved in a few weeks ago. Flat B.’ There were still times when I clung to the plural of Matt and me, and this was one of those times.

      ‘Flat B,’ the guy repeated, as if sharing a joke with the group, ‘we’ll have to remember that.’

      His neighbour, Ed, sniggered. ‘What, next time you lose your keys and need a bed for the night, try Flat B?’

      ‘I can’t think what you mean,’ I said, smiling. ‘Besides, it would be a tight squeeze: there’s my boyfriend as well.’

      ‘There are some on this street who’d say that made it even better,’ Ed said, chortling. The instantly risqué turn to the conversation could only be explained by the speed with which they were all guzzling the Laings’ champagne. It was high-quality stuff, creamy and soft as it effervesced on my palate. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d tasted something so expensive.

      ‘Careful Nina doesn’t get wind of that sort of talk,’ Marcus said. ‘That’s Ed’s wife,’ he added, for my benefit. ‘She’s not someone you’d want to cross.’

      I didn’t want to cross anyone, but the conversation was moving much too fast to allow me to protest.

      ‘Nina writes for the Press,’ the voiceover artist explained. ‘She’s claimed more scalps than the Comanches.’

      I did not often read the Press, a national tabloid, and had not heard of the Comanches, but it didn’t matter because ignorance was expected of me, I saw. I’d already been judged lacking in the sphere that counted the most: connections (or perhaps money). I was only decorative, the quintessential dumb blonde; perhaps by dressing in the style of a bygone era, I attracted bygone attitudes. ‘What do you mean, scalps?’

      ‘You know, all the people she’s hung out to dry over the years. Ministers, actors, pop stars. Oh, that TV presenter with the red hair – she’s in the Priory now, right, Ed?’ He crowed at my blank expression. ‘The TV presenter, I mean, not Nina. Sarah’s friendly with her, isn’t she, Marcus?’

      ‘Not as friendly as she’d like,’ Marcus said, and given his wife’s cool reception of me I couldn’t help thrilling to this small disloyalty. Raising an eyebrow at Ed, who remained modestly silent on his wife’s behalf, Marcus sought the opinion of the only one of the men yet to contribute. ‘But Arthur’ll tell you, won’t you, mate? His wife Sylvie’s a founder member of the feared Grove coven.’

      But Arthur remained aloof from the banter, absorbed in his thoughts; it wasn’t clear that he’d been following the conversation at all. Unlike the others, he did not press physically, or impress particularly. He was no taller than me in my heels, with a boyish slightness to his build and a pronounced weariness in both posture and expression. Whereas the others ogled my neckline in exactly the manner I deserved, his gaze moved only reluctantly across me, as if over a display in a shop he’d been forced to enter when he’d expressly stated a preference to wait outside.

      ‘I’d love to be able to write,’ I told Ed. ‘That’s my ambition. But if I did, I don’t think anyone would want to read it.’

      ‘That’s not a million miles away from how I feel myself,’ he replied. ‘Let’s swap jobs, eh?’

      ‘What do you do?’ Marcus asked me. ‘I don’t think I know.’

      ‘I work in the pottery café on Linley Avenue. We do children’s birthday parties, half-term classes, that sort of thing.’

      But Earth, Paint & Fire was below their radar, evidently. Ed’s was the only face to clear and he was not quite fast enough to conceal his contempt: ‘Is that that place where kids paint spots on an egg cup and the parent gets charged twenty quid for the privilege?’

      ‘God, is that what it is? I’ve always thought someone who actually enjoys working with small children must be a bit touched,’ the voiceover artist said.

      ‘Oh.’ Even without their comments, mine had already sounded an insignificant way to earn a living next to their grand careers, and I thought it best to accept my inferiority with a good grace. ‘It’s not for ever,’ I said, smiling. I imagined myself in a year’s time – same party, different house – but with a raised status. I’d be a trainee reporter or a novelist with a work in progress. I’d be one of them.

      Marcus left us after that, and as Ed and the voiceover artist returned to the subject of Nina’s latest victim, I waited for the opportunity to make eye contact with Arthur. I felt an urgent need to redeem myself, to see something finer reflected in his eyes than the top half of my own breasts. ‘So which number are you?’ I asked him, when at last our glances intersected.

      He paused, as if judging the meaning of my question from an extensive list of options. ‘Eleven. Right at the other end of the street.’ It was the first time he’d spoken since giving his name in greeting and I loved his voice instantly: it was low-pitched and earnest, a voice designed for discretion.

      ‘Have you lived on the Grove long?’ (This was how you referred to it, I had learned, as if there could be no other.)

      ‘Since before the children were born, twenty years, something like that. They’re much too old for your egg cups, I’m afraid.’ So he had been listening.

      ‘That’s OK. I’m not here to drum up business. I get no share of the profits, more’s the pity.’ ‘More’s the pity’ was not the sort of expression I used often, but, as I say, there was something about Arthur that made me want to try harder. I was pleased when he gave a little smirk in response.

      ‘Is your wife here too?’ I asked.

      ‘Somewhere, yes.’

      With the famous Nina, presumably, co-founders of the Comanches or whatever the clique was that the men found so amusing. Everyone here knew each other, by definition, of course: if you put a finger in the air you’d be able to touch the threads of the entanglements, the cat’s-cradle of private connections and presumed knowledge. There was a smugness in the room’s energy, a self-satisfaction bordering on glee. No one was casting about for a better bet in that way you often find at parties, all were utterly fixed on the person or people they were with. I felt sure that if my little group disbanded I’d be left alone, ignored until I left. Indeed, Ed and the voiceover artist were already drifting from Arthur and me. Did he hope to follow? I had the unsettling impulse to reach for his hand.

      ‘I don’t know a soul here,’ I told him. ‘I feel like a gatecrasher.’

      ‘Well, if you’ve just moved into the area,’ he said. Now we were out of earshot of the others he had lowered his reserve somewhat, eyeing me if not in appreciation then with encouragement.

      ‘I haven’t even met anyone in my own building yet – I’ve not been home much since we moved in, still got half the boxes to open. My dad’s very ill, you see, and I visit him after work whenever I can, then when I get back I just feel so tired the last thing I want to think about is unpacking, let alone decorating.’ Though I always tried to be friendly with new people, it was not like me to pour forth to a stranger in this confessional way, and I couldn’t understand what was making me do it; the champagne, I decided at the time – by then I’d dispatched my second glass and accepted a third. Later I understood that it was Arthur’s bedside manner, a mild-mannered charm common to many hospital consultants. Designed to calm and reassure, it acted on me as a reverser of inhibition.

      ‘What’s wrong with your father?’ he asked. His eyes met mine with deeper interest and I saw the colour of the irises properly: acorn brown flecked with amber, like tortoiseshell.

      ‘He’s got Alzheimer’s. It’s pretty advanced. They don’t expect him to make it to the end of next year.’

      He raised his brows a fraction. ‘They’ve said that to you?’

      ‘Not in so many words, but reading between the lines, you know.’

      ‘He’s in a care home, I assume?’

      ‘He was until recently, yes, but now he’s been transferred to the hospital unit. He’s not eating enough, he keeps getting infections.’ Feeling distress rise in my gullet, I took a gulp from my glass to wash it back down. ‘But I hope he’ll go back to the nursing home. It was nicer there.’

      ‘How old is he?’

      ‘Sixty-two.’

      ‘That’s pretty young.’

      ‘Some of the people I’ve met there are a lot younger. It’s such a sad place.’ I felt suddenly very low, both for the poor patients in Dad’s unit and for my situation as a whole. I had nothing, I thought with sadness, no one. Looking down at the strawberry dress, the garment seemed to me to symbolise the mistaken nature of my position; it was not the statement of arrival I’d hoped for but the announcement of a permanent error of judgement. Compared with the tailored black dresses of the other women here, the expensive, heavy fabrics designed to skim and conceal, not cling and expose, it was out of place. I’d done it again: come somewhere I didn’t belong. And, as was becoming customary, I might as well have come alone. When I’d said I felt like a gatecrasher, what I’d really meant was I felt lonely.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Arthur asked, and there was gallantry to his mien, a paternal tenderness unbearable for the associations it stirred.

      ‘I think I’d better go and find Matt,’ I said, though I didn’t move. ‘I haven’t seen him since we got here.’

      ‘Well, if I can advise in any way, you only need ask.’

      I looked at him, not understanding.

      ‘I mean about your father,’ he said.

      ‘Oh. Is that your field of medicine, then? Dementia?’

      ‘Field of medicine’ sounded wrong, too formal and outdated, but he didn’t seem to mind. ‘No, no, I’m an eye specialist.’ Since he did not expand, I preferred not to disappoint him with clichéd first questions (‘Don’t you get squeamish touching eyeballs?’ being the most common, I later discovered). ‘I just meant generally,’ he said. ‘Degenerative illness is very tough on close family. You might have questions you can’t get straight answers to at the hospital. They’ll be understaffed. I know what it’s like.’

      My morale lifted irresistibly in response to this unexpected offer. ‘Thank you. That’s very kind.’

      ‘Not at all. That’s what all of this is for…’ He gestured to the mêlée, which struck me now as a distant carnival from which the two of us had fled: ‘neighbours helping each other out.’

      ‘Really? Even the ones renting crummy one-bedders half the size of this room? Non-“Friends”?’

      ‘Yes. Everybody counts,’ said Arthur Woodhall, and his face had a soulfulness in it that moved me. In spite of his credentials, his eminence – and I had no idea then just how eminent he was – he felt out of place too, I could tell, and partly perhaps by virtue of that last opinion, which was unlikely to be shared by many others in the room. I wished then that I hadn’t said I was going to find Matt. As I turned, though I was the one moving away, it felt like it does when you watch a train leave the station, understanding only after it’s gone from sight that it was the one you should have taken.
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Tabby

      Right from the start, Emmie was an enigma to her. Tabby could not make her out at all. But that was beside the point: what Emmie made of her was what mattered, and that she should make anything that did not involve the bringing of criminal charges was a cause for celebration. And yet, to take her in, to sit her down and try to understand the circumstances that had led her to this desperate intrusion: that was tantamount to a miracle.

      Then again, this was a day in which nothing had been predictable, least of all her own actions. The best Tabby could hope for was to survive till morning.

      She talked for two hours or more that first evening, long enough for the windows to turn black and reflective and for the house to grow silent but for her own voice or, in occasional prompt or query, Emmie’s. She told all about her travels with Paul, how they’d begun seven months ago with a flight to Bangkok, just the two of them against the world – or for the world – and how by the time of their arrival in India three months later they had disassembled into something she neither understood nor desired: a travelling couple who couldn’t bear to be in the same country together, much less the same room.

      ‘There was no one thing,’ she said to Emmie. ‘Every day a few more threads broke.’ But in trying to explain to a stranger how each new place Paul had set eyes on, each new person he’d met, had cast a brighter light by which her own inadequacies might be exposed, she encountered only the same bewilderment that had made the actual break-up so impossible to process. If she’d understood how to stop it, she would have. How could Emmie know what it felt like to live every moment as the one before the axe fell? She wouldn’t wish her to know!

      And when it did fall, there’d been no relief in it, only the splitting pain she’d anticipated. ‘Don’t you get it? We’re history,’ he’d said, changing the tense of them just like that. Why, she had asked, of course. Why? And when he struggled to express himself she saw that it wasn’t that he couldn’t find the words, but rather that he had hoped to spare her the truth of them.

      ‘You’re too…’

      ‘Too what?’

      ‘You’re too much,’ he said, finally.

      Now, she repeated to Emmie, ‘It was no one thing.’

      Emmie nodded, with her eyes as much as her head. She had listened to Tabby’s account with an air of gracious impassivity, almost as if she were a therapist who had had the session scheduled all along. It was only when Tabby told her how Paul had abandoned her, literally walked away from her in a street in Varanasi, leaving her without map or guidebook or (for all he knew) money, that the other woman broke her composure and interrupted.

      ‘That’s disgusting,’ she cried, indignant. ‘Anything could have happened to you, left on your own like that. You could have been robbed or raped!’

      Tabby gave her a grateful smile. Given the circumstances, she had not expected to gain sympathy so easily. ‘Well, there were lots of other travellers about and in the end I just picked up my stuff from the hostel and found out where the train station was. I still had some money, I wasn’t destitute.’

      Not like now.

      ‘Even so, you must have been devastated. We all know how it feels to be totally shut out by someone.’ Emmie glared with a sudden scorching intensity, and there was a new significance to her body language, a bracing of the torso, as if challenging Tabby to demand how she had come by this awful knowledge. Indeed, Tabby felt her natural curiosity surface, but the fierceness of Emmie’s face discouraged her from pursuing it.

      ‘It’s terrible,’ she agreed. ‘He was like a different person. He just did not resemble the man I knew.’ Thought I knew. ‘But people change when they travel, don’t they? I was warned about that, but I thought we were… we were… together.’ Will I ever heal? she asked herself. The drifting that had followed Paul’s desertion, the way in which she had turned her escape from real life into some sort of penance for having left it, it all stemmed from the day of the break-up. And today had been her most desperate to date; was she then not only failing to heal but actually starting to self-destruct?

      She gazed at her unlikely confidante with fresh despair, willing her to supply the answers. Instead, Emmie had another question, one she put with some eagerness:

      ‘Was he married?’

      ‘Paul?’ It was a peculiar idea, Tabby thought, since married men were not known to set out on year-long backpacking odysseys with their lovers, though it was true she had met a few divorcees along the way. ‘No. The last thing he wants is to get married.’

      ‘To you, you mean.’

      Tabby was taken aback by the bitterness of this remark. Coming so soon after the one about being shut out, it pointed to Emmie having suffered a recent relationship catastrophe of her own, perhaps a broken marriage. Again, she dared not ask, could not risk giving offence and reminding the other woman that rather than wasting time with this torturous heart-to-heart she should be turning her out into the street and setting about changing her locks.

      ‘So what brought you to Ré?’ Emmie asked.

      ‘Nothing in particular.’ Tabby decided not to tell her about her one-night stand with Grégoire, not least because of that bitter indignation about married men. She knew she was a good person, but when you added casual adultery to criminal breaking and entering the evidence rather pointed against it. ‘I got a cheap one-way ticket from Paris. I thought I might find work here. It’s a big holiday destination, right?’

      ‘Yes, when the summer season starts. But that’s not till late June. It’s very expensive here. I’ve probably got the cheapest rental on the island. This place isn’t in good enough shape to let to tourists.’ Emmie looked about her as if dismissive of a hovel, though to Tabby the house was a paradise of comforts. ‘It seems an odd place to choose if you’re down to your last cents,’ she added. Her expression – apparently somewhat changeable – once again brimmed with suspicion.

      ‘I suppose I didn’t want to go home and so I took the next available offer,’ Tabby said, truthfully.

      ‘Why don’t you want to go home?’

      ‘I’m not close to my family, not since my dad died. My mum is… well, I’m not really welcome there. I don’t get on with my stepfather.’

      ‘Why not? You don’t think she should have had a new relationship so soon after your father’s death?’

      Tabby took a moment to process the leap in the other woman’s logic. ‘No, not that. They split up years before he died, they both had new partners.’ Much as she wished to cooperate, on the subject of her parents’ post-divorce relationships there were no words, not yet, not when she had succeeded for so long in burying the memories. Besides, there was enough dirt flying about without the need to unearth more.

      ‘No brothers or sisters?’

      ‘My father had two stepdaughters, but I never really got close to them and we didn’t keep in touch after he died.’ How wretched this all sounded: as if she had failed every one of her relationships. If her earlier actions had not been repellent enough, then she was not selling herself any better with this summary of her family history.

      ‘How long have you been away?’ Emmie said.

      ‘Seven months.’

      ‘That long?’

      ‘Yes, since October.’ Once more, she was ready to make the same enquiry in return, but the rigid set of Emmie’s jaw reminded her that this was not an exchange between equals. She was the one being asked to explain herself here, Emmie the one whose trust was to be won. ‘I don’t know about you but I’m totally out of touch with home,’ she added blithely, keen to avoid long pauses that might allow Emmie to reconsider her position. ‘Anything could have happened and I wouldn’t have a clue.’

      At this, there was another sharpening of interest in Emmie’s eyes. ‘You mean you haven’t spoken to anyone in England this whole time you’ve been away?’ She was incredulous. ‘You haven’t followed current affairs at all?’

      Tabby thought of the weeks and months that had slipped by without her having given a thought to the wider world. ‘Well, you know, for the first few months, when I was still with Paul, I was just on the beach or travelling on buses from one place to the next. I liked not knowing what was happening anywhere else.’ It was true that at first there had been a sense of deliberately casting herself away, a natural embracing of a freedom she’d never tasted before, but later, less commendably, she’d been too fixated on her own heartbreak to consider the outside world; self-pity had been a continent all of its own, anything beyond it hopelessly out of reach. ‘I haven’t really thought about the news at home.’

      Embarrassed though she was by the admission, it seemed to hearten Emmie. ‘Then that means…’ There was the lift of optimism in her words, though she did not finish, only averted her eyes and smiled to herself.

      ‘Means what?’ Tabby said, encouraged.

      ‘Nothing. Forget it.’ Emmie drew herself up and collected the empty mugs, her demeanour relaxed once more. ‘It’s good that you don’t know anything. It’s not relevant.’

      Baffling as this was, Tabby was more interested in the fact that Emmie was heading to the kitchen and refilling the kettle, preparing for a second round of tea. Her stay of execution was prolonged.

      Then, bringing in Tabby a sensation close to deliverance, Emmie called out, ‘You must be hungry – would you like something to eat?’

       

      When it grew very late, Emmie said Tabby might as well stay the night. For Tabby, the irony of this invitation was immense, inescapable, but she strove to contain her gasps lest Emmie came suddenly to her senses and remembered she was dealing with a person semi-vicious enough to consider squatting acceptable. The thought of a night in some doorway down by the port, with its still, dark water, the cold Atlantic beyond, was not appealing.

      ‘You know where the spare bedroom is,’ was the only clue Emmie gave that she recalled the earlier part of the evening at all. She added that she had to go to work in the morning and Tabby should take her time getting up, have a bath and rest her sprained knee.

      ‘Thank you, that would be fantastic, Emmie.’ Talk about my lucky day, Tabby thought. She didn’t deserve this generosity, she wasn’t at all sure why she was receiving it – her story of rejection had struck a chord with Emmie, evidently – but she was damned if she was going to turn it down.

      From the moment she closed the bedroom door behind her, she entered a state of being that was nothing less than bliss. To go to bed in a room all her own, knowing she could wake up in her own time and get up without harassment. To not worry about having her pack tampered with (though, frankly, there was nothing left in it to steal), or her person, for that matter. How extraordinary life was, that the things you took for granted in childhood should at the age of twenty-five have become so novel they felt like blessed gifts: the clean bed, the full stomach, the quiet night.

      And, in the morning, church bells, blue skies, a long, undisturbed bath. The taps ran painfully slowly, but she didn’t care because the water was hot; the tub was a huge old rolltop, long enough for her to lie totally submerged, her skin itching with the forgotten luxury of it, her injured knee rapidly losing the last of its soreness. Above her head the paint on the ceiling peeled, the roof tiles visible through the skylight were ancient and eroded, but sun poured in, bringing charm to the irregular angles of the room. Whatever Emmie said, the house was superior in a hundred ways to the hostel in Paris she’d slept in a few nights ago, the dormitory conditions she’d grown used to, the communal bathrooms, the shared odours.

      As for Grégoire’s house, already it was as though she had conjured it in a dream. She looked down at her body under the water, at its tonal changes, arms and legs still stained dark by the southern sun, the middle part paler, more vulnerable, and tried to imagine herself as she had been the previous morning, in his hands. She felt detached from the memory already, as eager as ever to rewind her mind to the one before, the only one. Paul.

      She wondered, as she did every day, where he was now, and if he was back in England yet, and who he had been with since they parted, and whether he ever regretted ending their relationship, and if he had returned to the spot where he’d dismissed her from his life (she’d waited a full hour for that very reason), and… on and on the wondering went, suffocating her with pain. She had trained herself to stop after a certain number of what-ifs, just as she had trained herself not to check his activity on the social networking sites he used to update family and friends on his travels, an abstinence that had been easier since she’d been unable to spare the euros for the use of a computer. She had long run out of credit for her mobile phone. At first it had felt frightening to be cut off, but soon it felt only natural, even preferable.

      She recalled noticing a laptop in Emmie’s room, but it was out of the question that she should use it without permission. The paradox of this struck her with less shame than it perhaps should have, for already it seemed inconceivable to her that she should yesterday have committed the crime of breaking into a stranger’s house with the intention of occupying it for as long as she could get away with. She couldn’t have done anything like that, could she?

      No, it was impossible.

       

      Emmie returned to the house at lunchtime. Tabby was waiting to thank her, her backpack by the door, the mug she’d used for her morning tea washed up and returned to the cupboard (there were spares, it turned out). Charitable and forgiving though Emmie had been, she knew she must now set about finding somewhere to stay and a job to pay for it. The best way of combining the two was hotel work, and her immediate plan was to obtain a list from the tourist office and work her way down it. Was it cheeky to ask Emmie if she could leave her backpack here while she did this? It would look better not to be seen to be lugging her ragged possessions like a refugee. After her bath and the use of a hairdryer and iron, she looked more like a normal person, the sort who might get a job on merit as opposed to pity.

      She had notions of delivering Emmie a thank-you gift when she was back on her feet.

      ‘Everything all right?’ Emmie asked her. Having expected a more sombre mood, an impatience to see her trespasser on her way, Tabby was surprised by how light-hearted she was, even pleased to see her again. In daylight she could see how attractive Emmie was, too, or at least would be if she wanted: she had strong, symmetrical bones, her eyes wide-set and large, her teeth straight and white. She would have suited her hair longer than the careless, slightly lopsided style she wore. Not that I’m one to talk, Tabby thought; before the bath, I must have looked like a fisherman.

      ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Emmie said, eyes and voice bright. ‘I know how it feels to have everyone turn against you, so if you really have no other options, you can stay here until you sort yourself out. Be my lodger for a while.’

      Tabby gaped, her heart racing at the prospect of lightning striking a second time. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘That’s incredibly kind of you, but the problem is —’

      ‘Money, obviously.’ Emmie shrugged. ‘If you really can’t get any from home, then you can owe me the rent. Just pay it when you’ve got it. Fifty euros a week or something like that will do. I’m not charged very much myself.’

      Though this was extremely generous – a week in this delightful place for little more than a night or two in a squalid hostel – it did not change the fact that fifty euros was more than Tabby possessed. Even half that and she would not be able to eat for long.

      ‘I could give you twenty to begin with and the rest as soon as I get work? I was just about to go down to the port and ask around for bar shifts.’

      ‘I might be able to get you something with the woman I work for,’ Emmie said. ‘I think she’s still looking. You only need basic French and she’d probably pay cash. You don’t have to fill in forms or anything. She doesn’t even know my name – surname, I mean,’ she added when Tabby looked puzzled.

      ‘What sort of work do you do?’ Emmie was well spoken and gave every impression of being well-educated, qualities Tabby associated with white-collar, professional roles. She herself had limited office skills. Before travelling, she had suffered from an inability to settle in a job, her last, as an administrative assistant for a property management company, having taxed her organisational skills in spite of its entry-level demands. She couldn’t imagine producing documents in French and she did not want her ineptitude to reflect badly on Emmie.

      ‘Cleaning,’ Emmie said, as if reminding her of information she’d already given. ‘You could do that, couldn’t you? Most of the houses here are second homes or holiday units rented out weekly, so there’s going to be more work now we’re coming up to summer. It’s crazy over July and August, apparently, getting houses ready for their owners and doing all the changeover days for the lets. But it’s decent work, takes your mind off other things.’

      ‘Cleaning, right.’ Tabby was careful to conceal her surprise. ‘Have you been doing it for long?’

      ‘Since I came here, about a month ago.’

      Very recently then, which explained the paucity of personal belongings in the house. And an odd time of year to have come, if, as she said, work was to be had mostly in high season. Presented with Emmie’s open and generous mood, Tabby was sufficiently encouraged to venture a further question or two. ‘What did you do before, in England?’

      In an instant, Emmie’s expression neutralised. ‘Not this.’

      ‘You just wanted to live in France?’

      ‘Not particularly, no.’

      ‘So it didn’t work out back home?’

      ‘No, it didn’t.’ There was a pause as Emmie took her time choosing her words, eyeing Tabby narrowly before averting her eyes altogether. ‘You’re not the only one with traumas to forget, you know.’

      Tabby very much wanted to ask her what those traumas were, what ‘things’ Emmie needed her mind taking off, why she had had cause last night to say, ‘It’s good that you don’t know.’ Know what? But Emmie’s replies had been evasive enough for her to hold her tongue. With an offer like this on the table she could not afford to speak out of turn, not when there might by the end of the day be no other alternatives bar stealing or hitchhiking.

      Emmie sighed. ‘So do you want to stay or not?’

      ‘I’d love to,’ Tabby said.
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