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Chapter One

I was standing on the shingle bank when they towed her boat back in. The last of the sun was slipping below the horizon, pulling the dying day after it, turning the water of the Solent black. On the far shore, two miles away across it, the lights of the mainland blinked on. The lifeboat was coming up from the Needles, its orange decks a bright mark in the gloaming, but the throttled-down rumble of its engine reached over the surface of the sea like a growl. At a distance the hull of the sailing dinghy was barely visible; it bobbed childlike on the wake of the bigger boat.

The stones crunched under my feet as I started to move. Behind me, the wood that reached down to the rough beach had become amorphous, the branches and tangled undergrowth suddenly a dark mass which met the sea’s approach with silence. I broke into a run but I had come further than I thought; it seemed a long time before I reached the tarmac path again. I ran through clouds of my own breath, sucking in lungfuls of air heavy with salt and tar and the stink of rotting seaweed.

I had been on the harbour front in the morning when the flare had gone up. At first I hadn’t remembered what it was, the rocket’s long whistle, the moment’s pause before the cracking sound and the streamers of smoke descending through the white sky. A minute or so later, though, a battered blue car raced past and was abandoned on the quayside, the driver’s door left open, and a bicycle flew round the corner and was flung down, its back wheel still spinning. Two more men came running from the road by the roundabout. The lifeboat’s engine was already roaring and in a matter of seconds it was gone from the harbour, a skirt of churning water behind it, out into the Solent where it powered up and fled. The people on the quayside had watched until it disappeared from sight. I asked a man outside the lifeboat office which I’d seen on the corner. ‘Local woman’s missing,’ he’d told me. ‘Out in her boat.’

I didn’t know why it felt so important to be there now when the boat came back in. I left the tarmac path, met gravel as I climbed the slope away from the sea wall, and then, at last, I came out on to the road again, heart pounding in my ears, calves burning with acid. Another couple of hundred yards and I reached the river bridge. There in front of me was the town, scarcely more than a village: the stout stone buildings hunkered down beyond the quay, ready for whatever came at them, the brick chimneys of the George hotel standing four-square and resolute in the twilight. I could see the lifeboat again and heard it slow as it came inside the harbour. Less than a minute later, the engine was cut and silence fell.

It was as if the town had taken an inward breath. Nothing moved. The pavements were deserted, the roads empty of cars. Those parked on the quay waited for the next ferry with their engines turned off. The breeze that had played melancholy music through the rigging of the yachts during the afternoon had died away, and the boats sat motionless on their moorings. Even the seagulls, keening since dawn, were mute now.

As the bridge brought me to the harbour, I made myself slow down. I had no right to be conspicuous here. Instead of following the pavement on to the quay, I kept back by the wooden barrier that divided the ferry lanes from the road. Two of the lifeboat crew were on the pontoon already, the high tide lifting the platform so that their heads and shoulders were visible above the edge of the quay either side of the little boat’s mast. Their voices were low, and too far away for me to make out. On the deck of the lifeboat a man in a heavy waterproof jacket paused at the stern for a moment to look down at them, the rope he was coiling hanging in slack loops between his hands. Behind him, the lights in the cabin went out.

There was another man standing on the quay wall directly in front of me. Despite the cold, he was wearing only jeans and a thin shirt. He faced away over the harbour, silhouetted against the sky so that his body was hardly more than a black shape, an absence of light or an intensification of the darkness. He was tall, remarkably tall, and the breadth of his shoulders suggested power but he was gripping the top of the metal railing as if he were trying to keep himself from being blown away by a wind which no one else could feel.

Suddenly he turned. He was crossing the tarmac with long strides, coming towards me. I drew back but the barrier was only knee-high and offered no cover. I was directly in his path. His head was down, his eyes fixed on the ground. I willed him not to see me but, just as he passed, he looked up.

He wasn’t much older than I was: perhaps thirty-five or -six. His hair was dark and there was several days’ stubble on his cheeks but in the glow of the streetlamps, his skin had a lunar pallor. His eyes were wide open but moved over me without seeing. The rest of his face was blank, as if there were no expression that could reflect what he was feeling, and as he went by, the air around him seemed to tremble with the force of it.

I stood still for a minute or two after he’d gone, listening to the quick sound of his footsteps as they faded, feeling the sweat cooling on my skin.

They had found her boat, I realised, but they hadn’t found her.





Chapter Two

When I woke the next morning, my T-shirt was twisted around my torso as if I’d been wrung out while I slept. Since coming to the Island I was finding it hard to fall asleep at night and harder still to wake up: I watched as the clock chewed its way through the small hours and then surfaced from a dreamless oblivion to find the watery light of late morning seeping through the curtains, the sun already nearing the top of its shallow November parabola. The disorientation of waking in an unfamiliar bedroom usually meant I started the day with a few easy seconds but today the sequence of events which had brought me here replayed itself in my mind immediately, as if the key images had been sketched into a flick-book and I only had to thumb the corner to see them all dance before me again.

To stop them, I got out of bed at once and walked the two steps to the window. Outside, the static silence of the night before had lifted: there was a car coming round the roundabout, its engine audible through the old glass, and two others waited at the temporary lights on the bridge. Seagulls wheeled over the estuary, their wings flashing white against the sky, their cries rising like unkind laughter.

I put on the jeans and jumper I’d thrown over the back of the chair when I’d undressed and pulled my hair off my face with my hands, retying the ponytail that had worked itself loose against the pillow. The stairs dropped steeply down off the narrow landing into the kitchen where I had put my boots by the radiator to dry. Their leather was still clammy when I slid my feet in.

Stepping out on to the path, I locked the door behind me and pocketed the key. The house was in the middle of a row of cottages originally inhabited by Victorian coastguards. I hadn’t recognised it when I’d first seen the picture on the internet; with Dad, we’d always stayed at the further end of town, where the backs of the houses looked out over the marshes. A brick corridor and a wrought-iron gate separated the terrace from the street and, to reach it, I had to pass the fronts of several of my new neighbours’ houses. Each one was narrow, with only a kitchen window and a door above a single step. On the other side of the path were areas of yard perhaps ten feet square, some with flower pots and hardy roses still just in bloom, others occupied by tiny outhouses or spinning washing lines. I strode along with my head down, not wanting to have to engage with anyone, but there was nobody to see me anyway.

The gate clanged shut and I was on the pavement. I crossed the small road and passed the Wheatsheaf pub on the other side. It was open already and the yeasty aroma of beer seeped out on to the street. I remembered this shortcut to the newsagent’s from years ago, when Matt and I had spent our pocket money there on pink rock that said ‘Yarmouth’ all the way through and which we’d sucked into points so sharp that they’d cut our tongues. I didn’t remember it like this, though; everything seemed slightly too small, as if the whole town was a scale model built at eighty per cent of the proper size. The fish bar wasn’t open yet but the smell of cooking fat was heavy in the air outside the café next door whose board offered all-day breakfasts, and egg and chips. In Quay Street the magnifying mirrors in the chemist’s window display – more than thirty, I guessed – glinted in the light like big round eyes.

The smell inside the newsagent’s two doors along hadn’t changed in twenty years: carpet made damp by wellingtons and deck-shoes, seasoned with wet dog and newsprint. I breathed it in, olfactory time-travel. The atmosphere, however, was different: it hummed with the barely suppressed excitement of those who have been close to a disaster. I was one of only three or four customers but the air was alive; everything seemed to vibrate with it.

The woman at the till flicked a glance at me. Her eyes stopped for a moment on the side of my face, registering it, but then moved away: I wasn’t the person she was watching for. She leant her hip against the counter, folding her arms high across her chest, and went back to talking to her friend, face confidential. I walked over to the magazines and pretended to browse, hoping they would forget I was there and take up again where they had left off. They kept their voices quiet, however, and though they were only a few feet away, I strained to hear what they were saying about the thick fog apparently due to roll in over the Channel. Had they been talking about something else when I’d come in?

In the end I gave up the attempt to eavesdrop and bought a copy of the County Press. As the woman handed me my change, I hesitated. I wanted to ask her if there were any developments on the news that would be in the paper but I couldn’t. In a town this size, it was possible – likely – that she knew the missing woman personally.

I hurried back the way I’d come, feeling the cold against my cheeks like a damp cloth after the muggy warmth of the shop. The sky was the same white as it had been the previous day, unmarked by any texture or line in the cloud, and infused with a dirty light. I felt claustrophobic under it all of a sudden, as if it were a stifling blanket being lowered down over my face.

At the house again, I spread the huge paper over the kitchen table and searched for the story. I found it at the bottom of the third page. It was short, just three paragraphs.



Fears for Yarmouth Woman

There are serious fears for the safety of a Yarmouth resident after her sailing dinghy was found floating off the back of the Island near Freshwater Bay.

 Lifeboats from Freshwater, Yarmouth and Lymington joined the coastguard helicopter in the search for Alice Frewin, 34, after she was reported missing by her husband. Mrs Frewin’s boat, a scow named Vespertine, was recovered by the Yarmouth crew on Thursday evening and towed to Yarmouth harbour.

 Peter Frewin, the missing woman’s husband, had believed her to be visiting family on the mainland but raised the alarm when his wife’s sister claimed that there had been no arrangement between them to meet and he discovered her boat had been taken from its mooring in the Western Yar. The search continues but, with sea temperatures now low, hopes for Mrs Frewin’s safe recovery are fading.



Next to the story was a photograph. I leaned over the table to look at it more closely. The newsprint blurred the picture and she hadn’t been looking directly at the camera, but with a shock of recognition I realised I’d seen Alice Frewin before.

Three days earlier, my first full day on the Island, I’d gone walking in the afternoon, partly to distract myself, partly to start getting my bearings again. At the end of the passageway I’d turned right and walked the fifteen or so yards to where the street met the town square. There, too, little had changed. The grocery was still on the corner, its green-striped awning rippling in the breeze, and opposite it was the yacht chandlery whose stone step, I remembered, had a deep groove worn into it by centuries of feet. Then there was the Bugle pub, the white walls of the little branch of Lloyd’s bank, the café in the wooden hut at the start of the pier. The garden of the George hotel was screened by a thick hedge. Two people had been in evidence: a grey-haired woman pulling a canvas shopping trolley and a man on the bench by St James’s church on the other side of the Square, bending slowly to pet the Yorkshire terrier which snuffled round his feet. Apart from the look of the few cars parked at the kerb, there was nothing much to suggest that I hadn’t been teleported back to the 1950s.

I had taken the road that led off the Square by the grocery: the High Street. There were more tiny local shops: a jeweller, a florist, a place selling old-fashioned women’s clothing. Signs on the doors of a gift shop and a restaurant said they would be closed until spring. A faded poster outside the police sub-station proclaimed the importance of the Neighbourhood Watch.

The shops ran out as the street went on and then I was walking between two facing rows of houses, some cottages, some substantial properties, in a range of architectural styles. There was a huge Gothic mansion, its leaded windows obscured by the lush magnolias that dominated its garden, and a little further along, the four-storey North House, so fresh-painted and pristine it wouldn’t have looked out of place in Kensington. Smaller but equally beautiful houses came after it and I looked surreptitiously through their windows, seeing the ornaments on their sills – the vases and plates and photographs – and the ordered rooms beyond. Occasionally in the houses on my left, I could see all the way through to the Solent, past the easy chairs and kitchen tables positioned for the view. Only in one of the rooms was there a light on, the yellow glow of a lamp pushing back the creeping grey of the afternoon.

The High Street came out at a common that sloped steeply to a tarmac path along the water’s edge. I’d made my way down across the long autumn grass and followed it, letting my feet fall into a rhythm with the grey-green waves that slapped at the concrete sea wall. Their briny smell mingled with the scent of mud and wet grass. Across the Solent, the mainland was little more than a thick green stripe; above it, another bank of cloud was massing.

Along the length of the path there were benches and on the last one, furthest from the houses, a woman had been sitting. Her posture had caught my attention immediately. She was perched on the edge of the seat, the tension in her body palpable even at a distance, as if she was primed to spring up in an instant, fight or flight. She wore a khaki parka jacket, its hood rimmed with fake fur, and one of her hands pinched the material of it close to the base of her throat. The other held a cigarette that she brought to her mouth with darting movements. Her hair was long and blonde, and the wind blew it about her face.

Her anxiety mirrored mine so closely it was as if I was looking at myself, and I had been filled with a sudden desire to talk to her. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, approaching. My voice was thick; it had been almost a day since I’d spoken. ‘I’m sorry to ask but do you have a spare cigarette?’

She’d looked up sharply and I realised that she hadn’t been aware of me in the minutes that it had taken to walk along the front towards her. Her eyes were glistening, as if she had recently been crying and was on the verge of tears again, but a flicker of interest that died almost as soon as it sparked told me that she’d noticed the side of my face. I turned away a little to hide it. A moment passed and then she reached into the pocket of her coat. Marlboro Reds: too strong. I took one anyway and wordlessly she extended her lighter.

‘Thanks. Do you mind if I . . .?’

She waved her hand quickly over the bench, granting permission.

It had rained around lunchtime and the seat was covered with fat drops of water that the wind hadn’t yet dried. I cleared the worst of it with the arm of my jacket and sat down, careful not to trespass into her space. The wind buffeted me, too, and I tucked my hair behind my ears to stop it whipping round my face. There were only a handful of boats out but coming up the Solent, midway between us and the mainland, was a large yacht, its huge white sail fat with wind. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her watching it, too. Her legs were crossed now and her top foot bounced to a hectic secret rhythm.

‘That’s a beautiful boat,’ I said, tentative.

She’d glanced at me, surprised that I had spoken again, and brought her cigarette to her lips. She looked exhausted. Her eyes, though bright, were underscored with dark rings. Her hair had been recently highlighted – expensively, I thought – but it was dirty, the roots dark. ‘Yes,’ she said. Her foot kept bouncing. ‘Do you know about boats?’

‘Not really. I mean, no, not at all.’

She turned to watch it. It was moving quickly enough for its progress to be visible against the line of the mainland. Already the mouth of the Lymington River where I’d caught the ferry the previous day was far behind it.

‘Do you?’ I said.

‘I sail.’

‘I should learn.’

‘Learn,’ she had said, turning to face me again as she stood up to go. The look in her eyes had been suddenly fierce. ‘Learn to sail. Sometimes I think it was the only thing that kept me sane in this place.’



I looked at the photograph for a while and then I folded the paper away and went upstairs. There was a second, even smaller bedroom next to the one I had been sleeping in and it had the same view. I’d decided I would use it for work and I’d pushed the single bed back against the wall and moved the table in front of the window. Now I sat on the chair I’d brought up from the kitchen and looked out. Visibility was closing down. The first of the fog the women in the newsagent’s had been talking about was already swirling round the tops of the masts in the harbour, and on the other side of the estuary the line that separated the wood from the sky was furred. I thought of her out there, gone for at least thirty-six hours. I hadn’t understood the significance of fog earlier but now I did: if there was any chance at all she was still alive, fog would make it almost impossible to find her.

I brought my focus back inside the room. My notebooks were stacked on the corner of the table and next to them was the manuscript. I pulled it towards me and turned the pages until I found the place about halfway through at which I’d left off a week ago, in what felt like a different life. I needed to start working again now, to bury myself in the analgesic detail of it, force time to pass. I planted my elbows on the desk, hands either side of my head as if to hold my eyes in place over the text, but though I tried to engage with the words, they swarmed on the page like bacteria. I tried again. The book was a crime novel which had won a number of awards, and I’d wanted to make a good job of it: I’d spoken to the author and been touched by how pleased he was about the French edition for which I was translating it. I read the paragraph again, trying to get a sense of how it would work, but now my eyes kept wandering towards my laptop. In the end I lifted the lid and booted it up. My mobile was switched off so that I couldn’t hear the calls and texts but it meant that I was out of touch for anyone else who might be trying to contact me: Dad, Helen. I should check my email at least, I told myself.

I felt my heart accelerate as I opened Outlook. Twenty-three new messages, about half from him. I deleted them without opening any. On most, the subject line had been left blank, as usual, but the final one, timed only half an hour earlier, had a title. At least let me talk to you. I clicked on it and pressed delete again.



By three o’clock, the air in the house was stale, as if I had sucked every particle of goodness from it. I needed to go outside and breathe the air off the sea, regardless of the cold or the mist. I knew, too, where I wanted to go.

I drove without the radio on, listening to the sound of the engine. The inside of the car with the rattle of cassettes in the door compartment, the nest of newspapers and road maps and old paper coffee cups in the footwell of the passenger seat was comforting, a capsule of the familiar. ‘I’ve still got you, car, haven’t I?’ I said and then felt foolish. As I crossed the bridge, the mainland was shut off from view by the shifting mist. The sea was a milky green now and the sky pale grey, the point where they met indeterminable. The light was fading; there was perhaps an hour of it left.

I had to look for signs to Freshwater Bay; I’d never driven on the Island. I had been too young, and my memory of how the various towns and villages connected was hazy, a collage of images of tracks and lanes and summer hedgerows with no practical particulars. I came down a hill at the top of Norton and found myself on a long street of semi-detached houses behind unkempt patches of garden, some of their curtains already drawn against the evening that was fast encroaching.

When at last I found the bay I pulled into the public car park and left the car next to the only two others there. It was pay-and-display but I didn’t bother with a ticket: I didn’t have time. No one would check anyway: the bay was deserted, not a soul on the pavement. There was no one on the stony beach either, and the café was closed for the winter, stacks of chairs visible through its lace curtains. I wrapped my coat around me, feeling the cold reaching into my bones.

The track I was looking for was behind the Albion hotel. Earlier walkers had turned the ground under the stile to heavy mud but they were long gone now; I was alone on the down apart from a few grazing cows. I watched my feet as I began the climb. In my memories, this place danced with sunlight and its blue reflection off the sea; now it was done up in flat shades of brown and green and grey, the grass punctuated with scraggy thistles. My heart began to beat faster, the slope steeper than it seemed. The morning’s breeze had dropped and the silence was so deep that I could hear the sea murmuring against the bottom of the cliff away on my left.

When I reached the fence at the top of the first incline, I stopped a minute to catch my breath. The Albion was below me now, shrunken already. In spring the bay would be inundated with people baring flesh on the first days of weak sunshine, buying ice cream and buckets and spades, but for now it had settled into timelessness, the view of dun fields back towards the north face of the Island the same as it might have been fifty years earlier or two hundred.

My thighs ached as I started up the next slope but I didn’t stop again: I had to get to the top before the light went. Now the grass had become the soft, mossy sort that never seems to grow and its surface was flecked with the shale of the white chalk underneath, as if the cliff’s scalp was showing through. To my left the land sloped away and I corrected my direction again and again to stop myself veering nearer the edge, which hid itself behind banks and folds in the cliff-top.

After perhaps fifteen minutes, I reached the top and the stone cross set up in memory of Tennyson, who had lived at Freshwater. Even here, where wind stole the heat out of the warmest summer days, the air was still. I circuited the monument and then, without knowing I was going to do it, I turned and walked to the edge.

Even from a few feet away, it looked as if the grass was disappearing from sight to incline gently to the sea but four or five steps further uncovered the truth: a sheer drop of three hundred feet. The grass simply stopped, became air. I leaned out, made myself look. There was no beach below, just a few feet of rocky rubble and then the sea, lapping insistently away at the back of the Island. The nearness of it, the dizzying possibility, took my breath away. Here it was, available to anyone who walked up here, unmarked and unfenced, raw as a knife. It would be so easy. In my knees there was a sudden urge forward.

No.

I took a couple of quick steps back and sat down. The wet grass was cold through my jeans at once. My legs were shaking and a wave of nausea swept over me, bringing a rush of saliva into my mouth. The ground seemed to tilt under me. I looked at the view to try to steady myself. People said you could see France from here on a clear day. Could they see us, too? Do you see this, Maman? a voice cried out in my head. Can you see me now?

It was only a hundred yards before the surface of the water mingled with the dusk and the thickening fog. It lay still and glassy, the only movement in it the direction of the tide, invisible from this distance. From directly below, though, where it touched the shore, there came a gentle heaving like breath, a drawing back and forth as if it moved with the lungs of someone underneath.

Alice Frewin. This is where her boat had been found, floating in the Channel off the back of west Wight, the blank loneliest face of the Island. Had she still been with it by the time it floated past the cliff here? Or had she slipped over the side near the Needles and let the water take her? How long would it take to drown or die of exposure, for the temperature of the water to alter the balance of one’s mind, numbing everything out while one’s body shut down? Was it brave, what she’d done, to make the decision and carry it through? Or was it braver not to jump, to carry on?

A band of fog swirled up off the sea towards me, shrouding the view forward completely, so thick I thought I could taste it. A moment of sheer terror: the light was suddenly almost gone. I could see the edge and the monument behind me, but beyond that little more than the grass around my feet. I stood up and started back down the hill, running now, conscious all the time of the edge. The thought of falling – jumping – so compelling only seconds ago, was now horrific. I imagined it, the breathless rush of freezing air, frames of white and green and grey flashing past my eyes as I plunged, faster and faster and faster. Then my body lying smashed at the bottom of the cliff, the water coming to feel it, to lap at me and touch me.

The damp and mist made the grass slippery. I fell over twice, soaking the knees of my jeans and cutting my hands. The fog was growing thicker all the time. It moved in spectral swathes, like floating gauze. I stumbled on and came, I thought, to the place from which I would see the hotel. It was invisible now, swallowed up. In front of me there was only a shifting white wall. I spun around, hoping for a landmark, the monument, by which to navigate but the way behind was closed, too. I took some deep breaths, trying to suppress the panic. To my right, a long way below, there was the gentle hush, hush of the water, and for a moment it was as if I heard Alice Frewin’s voice in it, lulling and hypnotic, calling me over: Kate, Kate. I started humming aloud, making senseless noises to block it out.

At last I reached the bottom of the path, then the road and the car park. I got into the car and slammed the door. Reversing, I swung round too fast and almost hit the old silver Metro parked alongside. As soon as I was moving, I switched on the radio. I needed to hear music or a human voice, the babble of a DJ. I wanted to be reminded that somewhere a normal world was carrying on. Coming to this isolated spot in the dusk and the fog had been stupid beyond belief. That urge to jump, however momentary, had been real.



I didn’t go back to the cottage straight away. I had no idea where I was going; I drove for the sake of it, for the illusion of purpose and momentum. Where the road ran close to the sea, the fog rubbed everything out. It moved in patches so dense that at times all I could see in front of the headlights was an impenetrable yellow cloud. In the worst of it, I put the car down into second and crept forward, afraid of hitting something, an animal or a person looming up suddenly to be thrown on to the bonnet, seen too late.

Four or five miles further on, however, the road seemed to climb and the fog grew thinner and then dissipated altogether. In the very last of the light, the landscape here was a charcoal sketch. Everything was in shades of grey and black: strong upward strokes for trees, thick hatching for the hedges that bordered furrowed fields. The clouds hung overhead, unmarked by stars or the moon. This was an old darkness, out of time: it was never dark like this in London, where light poured out into the night from a million windows.





Chapter Three

Helen’s response to my decision hadn’t been a surprise. ‘The Isle of Wight?’ She’d put her hand out to stop me picking at the crocheted blanket and made me look at her.

‘I want to go away.’

‘This is really sudden.’

I’d broken the eye contact and focused instead on the orderly who was bringing round another trolley of tea. He moved slowly through the ward, handing out polystyrene cups to those who could take them. He brought us two and put them down on the table that Helen had pushed aside so that she could sit on the bed. Behind her a nurse was drawing the curtains. It was a week since the hour had gone back and it had been dark for some time already. The huge windows reflected the room back at itself, the rows of beds and lockers and vinyl chairs. Visiting hours were nearly over; I’d given up hope by the time I heard her voice asking for me and then her decisive steps down the corridor. She’d come straight from the office, as soon as she’d been able to get away, and it seemed she would be working at home later, too: I could see papers sticking out of her bag. She looked as stylish as ever – her outfit today a black woollen dress that traced her shape without clinging, and snakeskin pumps – but her eyes were tired.

She’d smiled a thank you for the tea and waited until the orderly had moved on. ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘Don’t make any decisions now. Wait till you’re out of here.’

‘I’m not ill.’

‘I know. And I’m sure you do need a break – you’ve been working too hard again, haven’t you? You look shattered, even apart from the rest of it. But why not just have a holiday?’

‘I need to go for longer than that. Six months, maybe a year . . .’ I couldn’t explain what I wanted without getting into the reasons. ‘I’ve made up my mind.’

She had frowned. ‘But why the Isle of Wight? You could go anywhere.’

‘Dad used to take us there on holiday.’

‘That was years ago. And it was summer, wasn’t it? It’ll be dead in winter.’

I’d refrained from telling her that that was one of the reasons I had chosen it. I wanted somewhere dead. Somewhere cut off and removed from my life.

‘God, your poor face.’

I’d felt the cut on my eyebrow strain against its stitches as I grimaced, and said a silent prayer that it wouldn’t start bleeding again.

‘And what about Richard? Won’t he mind if you suddenly disappear off the face of the earth?’ she asked.

‘He’ll understand.’

‘Will he?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve told him you’re here?’

‘He’s going to America today. He’ll be on the plane.’

‘I’ll ring him for you. Leave a message for when he arrives.’

‘No.’ My voice was louder than I’d intended and the vehemence of it caught the attention of the women in the two beds opposite, who looked and then quickly glanced away again, as if they’d witnessed something embarrassing. Helen drew back a little, too, and I felt guilty. I would have understood if she hadn’t come, given how things had been between us recently, and my heart had filled with gratitude when I’d seen her but now I wanted to be alone, to close the curtains round my bed and pull myself into a ball under the crisp hospital sheets.

‘At least tell me how it happened,’ she said, with a new stiffness.

‘I was on the Lillie Road on my bike and a van came up just before the bridge and knocked me off. I was thinking about something else, it was too close and it clipped me with the wing mirror. I didn’t have time to put my hands out.’

‘How did you get here?’

‘Taxi.’

‘Where’s your bike now?’

‘At that corner shop by the bridge; they said they’d look after it for me.’

‘Do you want me to go and pick it up?’

‘No,’ I said, slightly too loudly again.

She looked at me and I saw that she was debating whether or not to say anything. ‘You don’t have to do this, you know,’ she said at last.

‘What?’

‘You’re doing it again – this is another of your over-the-top reactions. I don’t know what’s happened and you’re clearly not going to tell me but I can’t believe it’s worth dropping everything to go running off to some place where you don’t know anyone. I mean, do you know even one person there?’ Her voice was low but full of frustration. ‘Why does everything you do have to be so extreme?’

Exhaustion broke over me and I let my eyes close for a moment. When I opened them, she was picking up her bag. ‘I’m going to leave you to get some sleep,’ she said. ‘This isn’t the right place for this conversation.’ She waited, giving me one more chance to apologise, explain myself, but the moment passed. I lay back against the pillows and listened to the sound of her feet on the lino as she walked away.

The nurse came and drew the curtains round my bed. They didn’t meet in the middle but left a vertical sliver about four inches wide. Through it I could see the last few visitors saying their goodbyes. It was odd to be lying in pyjamas in this place filled with strangers, on public display at just the time I felt most vulnerable. I turned so that the undamaged side of my face touched the pillow. Ten minutes later, the night sister turned off the main lights. My Anglepoise lamp was bent all the way down so that it cast a circle scarcely larger than its own circumference on the pillowcase behind my head. I could feel its heat on my hair.

Eventually the muffled sounds around me had stopped. I listened and beyond the rumble of the air-conditioning, I heard life going on outside on the Fulham Palace Road, the low whirr of a bus going past and the business-like trundle of a black cab. It was all so familiar but this evidence of the normal world had seemed then to be coming from a million miles away, like old starlight.



In the morning, satisfied I wasn’t concussed, they had let me go. I’d still felt too shaky to walk so although it was only two stops to Earls Court, I had taken the Tube. I had forgotten about the tide of morning commuters. It was five years since I’d been part of it, travelling to work every day in carriages packed so tightly that every journey required physical intimacy with strangers. The translating meant I was no longer subject to the same forces, the great flood into the offices of the City and West End, the staggered ebb home. I charted my own trajectory through the days. But Richard did this: suits, offices, meetings. Mostly he took taxis to work but very occasionally he went by Tube. I’d felt a surge of panic until I remembered that he was away. It was the wrong line for him anyway. I leaned my head against the glass partition, and the rhythm of the wheels over the track resolved into a chant in my head – Whatever it takes; whatever it takes – until I stopped it, imposed another over the top: You lied to me; you lied to me.

Back at the flat I took off my coat and sat down at my computer. I brought up Google and typed it in: ‘Isle of Wight rental property’.



That evening, when I’d finished packing, there had been two boxes at the door of my flat: one with the dictionaries and papers for work, one with my coffee pot and printer. My suitcase, filled with the most basic of my clothes, waited only for my wash-bag in the morning. Everything else that was personal – ornaments, the rest of my clothes, those of my books with any sentimental significance – had been tidied away into the cupboard in the tiny hall and the highest shelf of the wardrobe. I’d phoned Helen to apologise for my behaviour at the hospital, skirting away again when she tried to ask about Richard. She was still against my going to the Island but she’d accepted that I wouldn’t be persuaded and put me in touch with her assistant, Esther, and her boyfriend, who had been looking for a new place and were going to take over my lease for six months. Esther had been around to see the flat after work and though I had always been fond of it, seeing it through a stranger’s eyes, I was aware all of a sudden of the phone-box dimensions of the kitchen, the ill-fitting carpet, the stain on the bedroom ceiling from the time the guttering had clogged with dead leaves and overflowed. I had felt defensive about my life here, as if its inadequacies had been exposed. Esther was ten years younger than me and the flat was much more suitable for someone her age, just starting her career and with a first-job salary, than for someone of mine.

I had known I wouldn’t sleep. Earlier the landline had rung. I’d hesitated to pick it up but thought it might be the woman from the cottage again.

‘Kate?’ Richard’s voice had been full of surprise at getting through.

‘No,’ I’d said and dropped the receiver as if it had burnt me. The phone rang again immediately so I unplugged it from the wall. My heart was thumping against my ribs and I went straight to the kitchen and opened a bottle of wine, hands fumbling at the foil around the top.

A little after midnight I poured the last of it and sat down in the wicker chair by the window. The room was full of shades: everywhere I looked there were versions of Richard and I still playing out what we’d done here as if we’d been leaving a slipstream of our own molecules all the time. It was familiar, this sense that we had layered up a history here. Before, when he’d been away, I used to look around at the sofa we’d had sex on, the table where we’d eaten dinner, the bed we’d slept in, and felt that I was among my accomplices, not alone. Now, though, overriding all those others, came the memory I was determined not to have. I shoved it away.

I turned my back on the room and looked out of the window instead. The blinds were left open, as they always were, for the view of the flats opposite. I felt as if I knew the people who moved around in them. I knew their routines and the hours they kept; I knew I’d worked too late if all their lights had gone out. Though I’d never spoken to any of them, I would miss them. In a strange way, they were my community here; they had given me the sense that there was life going on. At the same time, though, they had served to highlight my isolation. Sometimes, late at night, I had felt as if I was standing on a bank by a railway line, watching those lighted windows and the people in them as if they were racing past on a fast train that somehow I had missed.



Driving out of London the next day, everything had seemed invested with significance all of a sudden: the grocery shop and café at the bottom of the Earls Court Road, the petrol station where I stopped to fill up, the Fuller’s brewery just before the turn-off at Chiswick. Shockingly, I had started to crave Richard. Everything was connected to him; every shop I passed, every stretch of road. There was a pain behind my breastbone as if I had swallowed something that had lodged in my windpipe, and the pressure was making it hard to breathe. Suddenly I hadn’t been leaving the current Richard but an earlier version, the one in whom I had invested so many dreams, the one with whom I’d spent days in bed, hardly thinking of anything at all. The new Richard was gone and the one I was driving away from was the one I loved.

Two hours later, I’d arrived at the ferry terminal in Lymington. At the ticket office my will almost failed me. More than I could ever remember wanting anything in my adult life, I wanted to go back to London. The ferry ride across the Solent had turned into something else in my mind, the strip of water now Atlantic in significance.

The girl at the counter waited patiently for me to speak. There was the chatter of approaching voices: the first foot passengers disembarking from the boat which had just docked. It would be returning again in a few minutes, either with me or without.

‘Come on,’ the man behind me had muttered under his breath.

I had thought of my flat. Helen was going to give the spare keys to Esther later on. It wasn’t mine any more, not until April anyway. I couldn’t go back there. I opened my purse and handed over my card.

As I returned it to my bag, I’d seen that the screen of my mobile was lit up. Sure enough, the call was international. He’d rung four times during the night, leaving messages that I’d deleted unheard. It would be six in the morning in New York now, though, and clearly he was already awake. I flushed with anger. Did he really think I would answer him? The phone had been on silent before but now I turned it off completely.

On the ferry, I took a seat in the lounge on the top deck and watched from the window as we began to wend our way down the Lymington River, past the mudflats on one side, the yacht club and marina on the other. Out towards the mouth of the river where the wind had a freer run, the boat juddered and the bottles behind the bar began to rattle. I put my coat back on and went out on deck. The air smelled like salt and ozone and diesel but also somehow clean. The sea was flecked with white, and spume flew up around the bow. Two hours from London, I thought, but it was a different world.

Ahead lay the Island, a line of wooded green rising out of the water. My hands became raw with the cold but I stayed out for the rest of the journey anyway, holding on to the railing, watching the land come into sharper and sharper definition, like a photograph developing. The buildings along the shore at Yarmouth grew larger. There was the George hotel, tucked in next to the castle, and the yacht club and the row of large houses out towards the Common. On the other side, near where the ferry came in, was the harbour with its white spinney of masts. It was all just as I remembered it and I felt my spirits lift. Helen was wrong to think my coming here was a mistake.

The house was three minutes’ walk, if that, from the harbour. The owner was a woman in early middle age, with the premature lines and ruddy cheeks of someone who had lived a good portion of her life outside. She was wearing a pair of navy trousers in heavy cotton and a chunky sweater. Her jacket, a waterproof, hung on the back of one of the chairs at the foldaway kitchen table. My own outfit, a pair of skintight jeans, a polo neck and black leather jacket, although simple, felt suddenly attention-seeking and wrong.

‘Ouch,’ she said when she saw the cut on my brow and the deep purple-grey ring beneath my eye.

‘I fell off my bike,’ I said. ‘Hit the kerb. I should look where I’m going.’

‘I don’t know why you people do it – cycle in London. Seems like madness to me.’ She went back to making the coffee. When it was ready, we went through to the sitting room. It was large, spanning the whole width of the building and opening through sliding glass doors on to a paved area with a small wooden picnic table and a cluster of empty terracotta planters. At the end, beyond the patio, were wooden double gates. The room itself was plain, the armchair and sofa upholstered in oatmeal, a porridge-coloured carpet. There was a pine coffee table and an amateurish watercolour of yachts over the fireplace. It had the functional feel of most rental places, nothing of value or quality left to damage or steal.

‘You know it gets very quiet here in the winter?’ She looked at me over the rim of her cup.

I told her about my work, emphasising the advantages of peace.

‘You’re not married? No partner?’

‘No.’

‘There’s internet here, if that helps,’ she said. ‘For your work, I mean. The last tenant asked for it.’ She finished her coffee and stood up. ‘I’ll show you the rest.’

I followed her up a narrow staircase to a landing barely large enough to turn around on and saw the two bedrooms and a bathroom whose uncompromisingly avocado fittings suggested the 1970s weren’t over yet. Back downstairs in the kitchen, the cooker’s digital clock said it was twelve. Odd that it was still so early; I felt a whole day should have passed already. It was the journey; not only had it removed me from the mainland, it had dislocated my sense of time, too. Distance, though, was what I wanted. I wrote her a cheque for the deposit.



When she’d gone I went back to the harbour front for the car. It took me twenty seconds to reach the wooden gates and drive it into the yard, and perhaps three minutes more to open the sliding doors and carry the suitcase and the boxes into the house.

Then, the doors locked again behind me, I sat down at the kitchen table, my legs going from under me all of a sudden as if in shock at how quickly I had achieved it, bringing myself here to this place. There was no noise at all from the town; no cars passing or voices on the street. Little by little, the sounds of the house itself pressed themselves on my attention: the low vibration of the fridge whose phases resolved every minute or two with a mechanical shudder, the irregular drips of water from the tap into the steel sink, the surge of the central heating when the temperature dipped below whatever the thermostat had been set at. I leant forward and put my head in my hands. What the hell have I done? I thought.





Chapter Four

I hadn’t been afraid the night I met him. On the way back to his house I had looked blithely out of the taxi window at unfamiliar streets and thought to myself that I had only been to that part of London once before, crossing it on a bus for a reason I’d forgotten. He had had his hand on my thigh, his fingers curling in to press on the soft flesh on the inside, and it seemed to weigh heavier than a hand should. I had smiled as I turned my face down to my shoulder, baring more of my neck for him to put his lips against, knowing that the driver was flicking his eyes to watch us in the mirror.

Helen and I had been out for supper in Soho. She had been tired by the time we finished eating but I was suddenly full of energy, excited that it was Saturday and we were out, the streets busy, full of possibility. ‘It’s too early to go home,’ I said, draining my glass. ‘Come on. How often do we celebrate your getting promoted?’

‘It’s nearly midnight,’ she said. ‘I’ve got stuff to do tomorrow.’

‘More work.’

‘Well, yes but . . .’

‘Is this the Helen who only used to leave a club when they started sweeping? Come on – one more.’

We found a place round the corner. Neither of us had been there before. It was crowded with people dressed more smartly than us and when at last we were served, there was nowhere to sit. We were shunted away from the bar and found ourselves standing by an arrangement of dramatic red flowers, birds of paradise and amaryllises, by an alcove near the door. The room was hot and airless. I saw Helen stifling a yawn and felt bad: I shouldn’t have dragged her on; we should have gone home.

Afterwards I couldn’t have said how it happened but suddenly they were talking to us, him and another man. His friend, who focused on Helen almost immediately, was tall and peered down at her with pale strained eyes. His light brown hair was cut very short, as if he was adamant no one should think he didn’t know he was receding.

The first thing I noticed about the man who turned to me was his eyebrows. They were thick and black, and arched up so that he seemed permanently to be asking a question, one to which he already knew the answer. There was something griffin-like about his expression; there was dry humour in it but also a challenge, as if he was saying: surprise me. He was watching me intently but didn’t speak. It was strange: it should have unnerved me but instead I found myself responding to the intensity. It was like suddenly finding myself in a spotlight.

‘You’re in suits,’ I said eventually, to break the silence. ‘You and your friend.’

‘We’ve been at work.’

‘On a Saturday evening?’

‘Until about an hour ago, yes. It’s been a big week.’ His voice was accentless and somehow confidential, as if we’d known each other a long time and he was telling me a piece of information whose importance only I would understand.

A new group of people came in from the street and, to make room for them, he took a step towards me. I took a corresponding step back into the alcove and, in doing so, lost Helen from direct sight. There were a few seconds in which neither of us spoke. We looked at each other, and one of his eyebrows lifted, as if he was daring me to look away first. His eyes were a colour I hadn’t seen before – light brown, like toffee – and there was something Persian about their shape. In their corners were lines which the remnants of a tan made more pronounced. I put him in his late thirties. One side of his mouth was rising. I smiled back, feeling the start of a bubbling hilarity in my stomach, but in the end it was me who broke the eye contact. I took a sip of my drink to find that, apart from the ice cubes, the glass was empty.

‘I’ll get us some more,’ he said. ‘Gin and tonic, yes?’

Before I could say anything, he was on his way to the bar. I came forward a couple of steps. The man with Helen was leaning against the wall next to her now, his rucksack between his feet. He was talking – something about Spain – and I waited for him to break off but a minute later the new drinks were back from the bar. ‘That was quick,’ I said. ‘It took us ages to get served.’

He made a face that suggested he hadn’t noticed one way or the other and took a mouthful from his glass. Then he stepped closer to me and we were back in the alcove again. He smiled and I looked at his mouth. His lips were full but in no way feminine. His hair was cropped close to his head and so thick that it looked not silky but velvety. I suppressed an urge to put out my hand and stroke it.

A trio of women in cocktail dresses had moved to our side of the room for the waves of cooler air that came in when the door opened, and they pushed us closer together, so close now we were almost touching. The three or four inches of space between us came alive with tension. Suddenly and without taking his eyes off me, he took my hand and threaded his fingers through mine. He brought our hands up next to my face and pushed me lightly back against the wall. His mouth moved closer to mine but ten or twelve seconds passed and he didn’t kiss me. Go on; surprise me, his eyes said. This time I held his stare, making no movement either towards or away from him, wanting him to know I could play this game, too. I saw him register it and then, at last, he leaned the small extra distance and his lips touched mine for perhaps a second. The frisson spread over the whole surface of my body.

He moved away and took a sip of his drink.

Disorientated, I struggled to think of something to say. In the end, I asked what he did. It sounded like ridiculous drinks-party small talk after what had just happened.

‘I’m a property developer.’

‘What sort of property?’

‘Residential – sometimes in the UK but mostly overseas. We’re working on a project in Andalusia at the moment.’

‘Enjoy it?’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t do it otherwise.’

He was watching me as if he was trying to work out what I was thinking. I was suddenly determined not to give him any idea. I would surprise him, I thought, if that was what he wanted.

He kissed me again but this time his lips stayed on mine, and for seconds before and afterwards our mouths were so close that we were breathing each other’s breath. His arm was on the wall next to my head, simultaneously creating a barrier between me and the girl who was pushing against us, and fencing me in. The pit of my stomach felt tight, the hilarity becoming a different sort of excitement.

When he pulled away again, Helen was standing behind him, wearing a questioning expression. ‘I’m exhausted,’ she said. ‘I’m going home. Are you coming?’

In front of her, visible only to me, his eyebrows twitched up. I looked at Helen and then back again at him, at his mouth. I shook my head. ‘I’ll be all right,’ I said. ‘I’ll stay and finish my drink.’ I raised the glass towards her, as if it were proof of my need to stay, but found that it was empty again.

‘Can I have a word with you?’ she said. ‘Outside.’

‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ I said to him. He took my glass.

I followed her as she pushed a way towards the door. We reached the pavement and I took a deep breath of the fresh air. It was much cooler than inside but still warm. Some of the heat seemed to be rising from the pavement, the concrete radiating the sun which it had been storing all afternoon.

‘Tell me you’re not going home with him,’ she said.

Until that moment, I hadn’t really thought beyond what it had felt like when he kissed me. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course I’m not.’

‘You’ve just met him. You haven’t got a clue who he is.’

‘I know that.’

‘I don’t want to leave you in the middle of Soho when you’ve been drinking.’

‘Relax. I’ll have one more, then I’ll get a taxi.’

She looked at me appraisingly. ‘Will you?’

I felt a surge of rebellion against her. Who was she, I wanted to ask, to pass judgement on me like this? ‘What if I do?’ I said. ‘What if I do go home with him?’

‘You met him two minutes ago – in a bar. He could be an axe murderer.’

‘He’s not an axe murderer.’ I laughed. ‘He’s a property developer.’

Helen closed her eyes briefly, as if she were trying hard not to lose her temper. ‘Come home with me. You can sleep in my spare room.’

‘No. I don’t want to. When did you get so old and . . . censorious, Helen? Why are you like this? And why shouldn’t I have some fun?’

‘Are you having fun? Are you – really? I don’t think you know what you’re doing these days. You work all day and all night, or not at all. You drink far too much – I know you don’t tell me the truth about it. And this isn’t the first time you’ve done this recently, either, is it?’ She waved her hand backwards.

‘Oh come on, it’s not like I do it often.’

‘There was that guy two weeks ago.’

‘That was different, that was . . .’

‘How was it different?’

There was a few seconds’ silence and for the first time in our fifteen years of friendship, I saw how I could dislike her. ‘Just forget it,’ I said, and my voice sounded cold even to me. ‘I’ll speak to you later.’ I turned away from her and walked back in. Just inside the door, I glanced back to see if she was still standing there but she had already gone.

His friend seemed to have disappeared, too, but my man was standing just where we’d been before. He’d been to the bar again and I took a mouthful of gin from the glass he handed me.

‘Not going home then?’ he asked.

Later, the cab dropped us outside a red-brick mansion block. Soho had been busy still but once the sound of the taxi’s engine had faded into the distance, his road was quiet. The streetlights shone bleakly down a long avenue lined with BMWs, Mercedes, Jaguars. Nothing moved, not a car, or another person, or even the leaves on the trees. He closed the front door behind us and put his hand in the small of my back as we climbed the wide staircase to the first floor and went along the corridor. The door of his flat opened into a hallway almost as large as my bedroom. On the wall there was a single picture, a stark black-and-white line-drawing which looked Japanese. Through a door to the right, I could see a dining room: a glass table with an iron structure, eight matching chairs. The carpet was cream.

He snapped another switch and we went through to the sitting room. Most of the rooms I knew were full of stuff: soft chairs, candlesticks, piles of books and magazines, lamps, prints on the walls; this one had two low black leather sofas and a glass coffee table. There was a flat-screen television and an expensive stereo on the shelf by the fireplace but otherwise the room was empty. For a reason I couldn’t identify, the difference was exciting. He came up behind me and turned me around, putting his hands around my face, pressing his thumbs behind my jaw, moving his tongue into my mouth.

Later, pinned under him, I pushed his shoulder, making him stop.

‘I don’t know your name,’ I said.

‘Richard.’

‘Kate.’

‘Nice to meet you.’ He raised one of his eyebrows and the challenge was there again. I narrowed my eyes a little and looked straight back at him.

In the morning I woke up alone. I ran my palm over the bed where he had lain and took a handful of the sheet and pulled it to my nose. It smelt of his body, a light soap scent mixed with a deeper musk note and sweat. I lay in bed for a minute, remembering. We hadn’t slept until the alarm clock on the night table had read half past five and the gap in the curtains began to let in the first grey dawn light. I thought about the muscles in his shoulders and how his back had tapered to his waist and the cleft in his buttocks. It was clear he went to the gym. Black hair covered his chest and ran in a line from his navel into his groin. I thought about how he had held my hip, his thumb pressing the bone, his fingers reaching round to dent the flesh of my backside.

Suddenly afraid that he would come back and be annoyed to find me lazing presumptuously in his bed, I swung my legs over the side. The varnished floorboards were cold on my feet and the insides of my thighs ached. I bent slowly down to pick up my skirt and heard footsteps outside the bedroom door.

‘You’re not going yet,’ he said.

I turned, unsure whether or not it was a question. He was leaning against the jamb, a large towel tucked in around his waist, his hair wet and slicked back. His eyes moved over me, making me acutely conscious of my nakedness. The satin skirt with its peacock-feather pattern hung limply between my fingers, its rich blues and greens contrasting with my pale flesh.

‘Stay for breakfast – I’ve been out to get it. The bathroom’s down the hall.’

I hesitated, then laid the skirt gently on the edge of the bed. By the doorway he stood aside to let me pass and I tried to look as though I were confident, walking naked past a man whom I’d known fewer than twelve hours and yet who had spread me across his bed like a merchant laying out a piece of cloth.

The bathroom was humid with the rosemary scent of expensive masculine unguents. I rubbed the steam off the mirror and looked at my face. I had a glow to which I had no right after so little sleep. In my eyes there was a strange light and it took me a few seconds to identify it: a mix of pride at my daring with a small measure of exhilarating fear. I opened the glass door of the shower cubicle and stepped on to its slatted wooden floor. A storm of water fell from the ceiling and I turned my face up into it. I searched my mind for the name of the feeling that coursed through me and found that it was a vivid awareness of being alive.

As I was using the comb that he had left by the sink, there were footsteps in the corridor. ‘There’s a dressing-gown on the back of the door,’ he said.

It was the sort found in expensive hotels: a waffle fabric in heavy white cotton. Helen had one just like it, and I had always coveted it. I tied the belt tightly round my waist and went through to the kitchen where he was making an espresso with a Gaggia machine not much smaller than the one in my local Italian coffee shop; engine-like, it covered four feet or more of the lovely marble work top. I stood awkwardly for a moment taking in the expensive sparsity of the room, the butcher’s block, the Sabatier knives on the metal strip above the counter, until he turned from the melon he was slicing and ushered me on to a chair at the table. A minute or so later he slid the chopping board on to the table and sat down next to me. It struck me that there was something practised about his ease.

‘Do you do this often – go home with strange girls from bars?’

He laughed. ‘Of course not – do you?’

I pulled a mock-offended face. ‘Are you surprised I came back with you?’

‘What you really want to know is whether I think less of you for it.’

‘What makes you think your opinion carries any weight with me at all?’ I said, raising my eyebrows at him.

He looked momentarily taken aback, then laughed and leaned across to kiss me, putting his hands on either side of my head. The odd excitement that I’d felt in the pit of my stomach the previous evening renewed itself. After a moment, he pulled away and looked at my face. Again, the intensity of his stare was like a beam of light, so strong it was disorientating. Then he stood and scooped me up, lifting me from the chair and carrying me across the room to the counter. He set me down on the edge of it and kissed me again before pushing me backwards and parting the dressing-gown. His mouth hovered over me. For a second, I thought he was going to bite me. Then, glancing up and smiling, he lowered his head.

Later I left his flat and stepped out into the bright light of a Sunday afternoon. My low-cut top and the peacock skirt were obviously evening clothes; everyone who saw me would know I hadn’t been home. My high shoes and the ache in my thighs limited my steps. A couple were unloading boxes from the back of a Mercedes estate and I stopped to let the woman cross the pavement in front of me. In the back of the car there was a small boy strapped into a seat and he watched me impassively through the glass. I caught his gaze and smiled but his expression remained solemn, dappled by the patterning of the leaves of the cherry tree overhead.

I was in no hurry to find the Tube station. He had offered to call me a cab but I wanted to walk. The world felt distant, removed from me by lack of sleep and by my unfamiliarity with the area. The distance gave me a feeling of power, a sense that the world was a backdrop against which I could act, rather than an unchangeable fact of which I was an insignificant feature. Just around the corner there was a café and at one of the tables on the pavement a couple was reading the papers, both comfortable in jeans and T-shirts, she holding a mug between her hands, he leaning on his elbow, absently pressing up the crumbs of a slice of cake. They looked at ease, contented, but I didn’t envy them. I felt wanton and electrified.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPF/cover.jpg
725056///‘/@&
LUCIE
WHITEHOUSE





OPF/ad1.jpg
ALSO AVAILABLE BY LUCIE WHITEHOUSE
THE HOUSE AT MIDNIGHT

W Lucs e Scnchorough oo fc i e’ uncxpceddeth,
emagies i 1. s where he ad i s il e can spend e
sy o London B o the i e hovse s ey, Lcss
ecomesBaued by the dewth of s unk nd obssed by e ims o hin
and s ficnds e Sonchorough ity year ol The srou s dsurbnly
et theie o, snd i te ool conincof e o ncr .
[ R —
g i 0d shamg e sl

A iy iyt . dcpy spockycompulvely e
e ouT

Fachoogcal e 3 gt 35 8 S wath bt 35 powerll 2 3
ocomerive . s g, s, and Wl rcommended
ek chto.

“Sca sy and i

SN STROTTSIIST - PAPERBACK - (199





OPF/ad2.jpg
Not
The End

Goto channel4.com/tvbookclub for more great reads,
brought to you by Specsavers.

Enjoy agood read with





