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Chapter Eight

The house beyond the iron gates was long and low, with small windows, the upper ones jostling against an ancient tiled roof. It was both bigger and more cottagey than it had looked on the rental company’s webpage, grander but more dilapidated. It appeared to be deserted. The pale blue shutters on the house were closed, and fig leaves as crumpled as old men’s hands covered the drive. I thought it was silent, though of course it wasn’t. Pretty soon, I’d learn to distinguish between background sounds – the staccato spitting of a distant sprinkler merging with the ticking of the cicadas, the low hum of the pool motor separate from the humming of bees. Within twenty-four hours I’d trained my ears to other noises, too – the crunch of footsteps on gravel, the slap of a sandal on stone – and to discover the spots in the house and grounds where voices carried, even whispers.

For now, though, thinking myself alone, I crossed the driveway in search of the key, which the email had ‘reminded’ me was inside the terracotta pot to the right of the front door. I was scrabbling, face in a plant that was blue and long and fluttery, when a voice came out of nowhere.

‘LULU!’

I took a sudden, sharp breath. Felt the earth tilt as I stood up. What was I doing?

‘I thought I heard a car. There you are. Thank God. I was about to send out the dogs.’

A short blonde woman had emerged, scowling, from the left-hand side of the house, wearing an elaborately upholstered swimsuit. As she got closer, I realised she wasn’t scowling but wincing; the tiny agony of sharp stones on bare feet. ‘I’ve been beside myself,’ she said when she reached me. ‘I thought you were getting here hours ago. Where have you been? I’ve rung you a million times.’ She was speaking very fast and gave the impression of barely contained energy and emotion.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said.

‘I thought you’d disappeared off the face of the earth.’ She made a rictus with her mouth. ‘And then where would I have been? A houseful of guests and you dead in a ditch.’

Her face was still contorted, half smile, half grimace.

‘I mean, first world problems I realise, but you know . . . it is . . .’

She dropped her arms and caved her body inwards, humble and simperingly grateful.

‘. . . it is my holiday.’

Her toenails were the same neon pink as Lulu’s. Her swimsuit was stiff and unfaded – brand new. It was covered in hundreds of tiny white anchors. I pulled myself together. ‘Of course it is.’ I smiled understandingly.

She straightened. ‘Is everything all right? I mean, did you break down? Where’ve you parked?’

‘I’m sorry. I’ve just had a ridiculous journey. No car. I . . . took a taxi.’

‘Oh.’ She sighed, making another collapsing shape, and then pulled herself back up. ‘Oh well. We can add you to our insurance.’ She frowned again, baffled. ‘But where’s your luggage?’

‘It’s just out there.’ I pointed beyond the gate.

‘OK. Well, you’ve been to the house before of course so you know where to dump yourself. You’re in the pigeonnier. We’re down at the pool. You can meet my girls on your way past.’

She flashed her teeth then, her lips pulling back in a smile. Her eyes were a lovely denim blue and she was wearing matching blue eyeliner and mascara. She’d been pretty when she was young; a slip of a thing in that wedding photo she had posted on Facebook in honour of their recent anniversary. The way she had done her hair – scooping up the front bits and securing them at the top with a barrette – some of the women on the Saga circuit had done that too; pushing their hair into a bouffant above the forehead as an attempt to harness their lost youth.

‘House is open by the way, if there is any kitchen stuff you want to dump. Oh.’ She clasped her hands to her heart, raised her eyes to the heavens, and, in relief, but also continued reprimand, said: ‘Thank God you’re finally here.’

She wobbled back around the side of the building, this time with audible ows. I watched her go. I knew she had a cat – a photogenic black Bengal called Arthur – and that she had worked in publishing until she had her first child. I knew she was in a book group, and a walking group; that she worried about her weight, and Southwark Council’s arbitrary planning laws, and maybe also – she’d run a 5k to raise money – the plight of Syrian refugees. I had seen inside her house. I knew what her kitchen cupboards looked like, the paint colour in the living room, her outside furniture. What did she know about me? In some situations, a mark’s vulnerability comes from their insecurity; in others it’s their confidence – their certainty in their own immunity. It hadn’t occurred to Rebecca Otty that I was anything other than the chef she was expecting.

I crunched back across the gravel and through the iron gate to the road to get my rucksack, and the suitcase and the box of food. It took two trips, and then finally I was standing outside the front door. I’d faltered, while I’d been in front of her, thought I might run. Staying, it turned out, was only a few movements, a matter of putting one foot in front of the other.

I took a deep breath, filling my nostrils with the warm scent of sage and fig and rosemary, and pushed the door open.

 

I’d loved the little ‘shop’ in Marrakech; it came into my head the moment I walked into the Domaine du Colombier. The hallway had the same sudden cool, the same smell of ancient wood, the same darkness, as if it were protected by a shroud from the light, like sinking under water. First thing I saw: a large deep-carved oak chest, displaying a round glass lamp and a rough pottery bowl containing lemons. I knew that trick: someone had been ‘curating’ here too.

I stood for a minute, getting used to the sensation of my body inhabiting the space. Houses tell you how to behave. I don’t remember much about the flat where we lived with Joy, but the Ormorods’ bungalow in Hastings had a thick cream rug that made you feel you had to be careful where you trod, like you were the dirtiest thing the house had ever seen. Fairlight House, where all the surfaces were wipe-down, and half the chairs already broken, you stopped even thinking of as ‘home’. It was just floors and walls; somewhere to kick stuff around, to try and find space to be alone.

I wasn’t sure what to feel here. The house seemed suspended, like it was holding its breath. There were stairs ahead of me, and an open door to the living room, and to the left a narrow corridor, which I took, pushing open a door at the far end into a large, light kitchen. Terracotta tiled floor, blue and white tiles on the walls, copper pans hanging from hooks over the stove, an industrially deep white sink. Coffee machine, kettle, toaster. A vast silver mixer. One shelf displayed a ridiculous quantity of baskets. The room was clean and bare – except someone had left a used teabag on the side and there was a red-brown stain leaking from it across the counter to the floor. Beyond the island stood a large table and chairs; open doors led on to a terrace, where I could see another table, terracotta pots; a lawn dotted with bushes and fruit trees, falling downhill towards more buildings.

I left the box of groceries on the counter and walked through a door on the right into a small study area – pokey and dark, low wooden beams, a threadbare rug – and out into the lounge. Here in the gloom, I could make out a squishy dark grey settee and two upright armchairs arranged around an enormous open fire, the brickwork blackened with soot. I unhooked the latch on the double doors, pulled them in, and then unclipped the shutters on the other side and pushed them back. The light that flooded in was lazy, warm. The picture on the wall was of a village with a hill behind it. Tiny insects were inside the glass, squashed against the mount. Poor doomed things. They must have crawled in and got stuck.

From here, I walked back through another door directly into to the hall. A passage the opposite direction to the kitchen ended in a space for a washing machine, various stacks of towels, and some bossy notices (‘Navy towels are for the pool. On no account should the white towels leave the house.’) Another door opened into a separate bathroom where a curating person had gone to a lot of trouble – pretty pictures, fancy soap, a basket for the toilet rolls – to try to distract from a strong smell of urine.

In the hall I glanced up the stairs again – but decided not to push my luck. I went back outside to the front, the heat of the afternoon hitting after the coolness of the house. I shouldered my rucksack and picked up the suitcase and lugged it around the side in the direction Rebecca had taken. The gravel made way in the shadow of the house to scrappy grass. The kitchen terrace was behind me, and ahead was a lawn on which blocks of shadow were advancing. In the distance, beyond some fruit trees, was a hedge with a gate in it; a glimpse of gleaming water, with, on either side, an assortment of creamy-coloured stone structures – one of which had to be the pigeonnier.

I wheeled the suitcase down until I reached the gate. I paused. The pool beyond was in a long courtyard. Wide steps disappeared into glimmering turquoise water, giant pots filled with rosemary, a great stretch of pink stone with pale wooden beds for sunbathing.

Mother and daughters were squashed under another hedge in the last triangle of sun at the far end. Rebecca rested her book in her lap when she saw me, shielding her eyes from the low rays. ‘Ah Lulu,’ she said. ‘You found us. Come and say hello.’

I opened the gate and walked towards them. The two girls were lying on their fronts, arms dangling over the sides of the loungers, like people drowning. I knew very little about them; their social media privacy settings were frustratingly high. One was dark and one was fair; that was my first impression – like in a Ladybird book about two princesses.

Slowly they both turned their heads.

‘Hi,’ the fair one said in a friendly but sleepy voice. Close to I could see she wasn’t fair at all but blue-grey. That old-lady dye that was in fashion. She hadn’t yet opened her eyes, the lids coated in thick black eyeliner.

The dark one twisted all the way around and leaned back on her elbows. She had a short bob with a heavy fringe and was wearing an old-fashioned satiny red swimsuit – draped around the bust like a dress for a 1950s prom. ‘You came,’ she said, patting one palm on her chest and pretending to breathe out heavily. ‘Thank the Lord.’ She pressed her hands together in prayer.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Martha,’ her mother said. ‘I wasn’t that anxious.’ (‘Martha, 17’: listed in Rebecca’s first email.)

‘Are you joking?’ The other daughter pushed herself up. (‘Iris, 15.’) She was wearing a green bikini, the top asymmetrical with a single strap. ‘You’ve been stressing all afternoon.’

‘She’s here now,’ Rebecca said. ‘That’s all that matters.’ She spoke slowly, to underline her composure, and gave me an even-tempered smile – the display of placidity more for their benefit, I was sure, than mine. Not that either of them seemed to notice. Iris was inspecting the diamond in her navel, while Martha was still looking at me.

‘Nice smock,’ she said. Her expression was considering, curious; already prepared to be disappointed.

‘Oh, thanks. It’s from . . .’ I plucked at the fabric, trying to visualise the label. ‘Eggnog I think.’

‘Oh, Eggnog!’ She stretched her arms above her head, reminding me of a cat. They both did in a way; Martha angular and sleek; Iris something more feral. ‘To be fair, I found an Eggnog dress on Depop recently, but the girl was asking too much.’

‘I love Depop. Do you sell as well as buy?’

‘Yeah, actually I mainly sell.’

‘Martha’s quite the entrepreneur,’ Rebecca interjected. ‘Mind you, it’s always muggins here who ends up going to the post office.’

I rolled my eyes in solidarity, but then quickly, turning back to Martha, said: ‘I think that’s so great. It’s basically recycling. All this upselling is so much better for the planet.’

‘Yeah. I guess,’ she said. ‘I mean, I hope.’

‘There’s a lovely vintage shop in one of the local towns,’ I said. (There had to be, surely.) ‘I’ll take you one day.’

‘Oh goody,’ Rebecca said. ‘A girlie trip.’

‘Fuck’s sake, Mother,’ Iris said. ‘Stop saying “girlie”. It’s demeaning.’

Rebecca looked at me and raised her eyebrows. ‘Apparently, I must at all times refer to myself as woman.’ She spoke slowly as if explaining rules that were both tyrannical and imbecilic. She turned back to her younger daughter. ‘Or would you prefer old hag?’

I smiled sympathetically. The dynamic between them was interesting: close, but combative. Useful.

‘Well, I’d better dump my stuff,’ I said.

Rebecca swung her feet to the ground and was putting her things – lotion, sunglasses, a Saturday supplement – into a giant pink tasselled beach bag.

‘Same as last year,’ she said, nodding at a building, some sort of converted outhouse on the right-hand side of the pool. ‘You should feel at home.’

‘Yes.’ I smiled, and set off towards it, wheeling the suitcase behind me.

I pushed open the door. Inside, the air smelt musty and sweet like mouldy oranges. There were various pool contraptions – a gigantic sieve on a stick, a vacuum-like gadget with a hose, and a sad bundle of deflated lilos. It wasn’t a bedroom – even one intended for staff. I was already rehearsing my exit for the audience at the pool when I saw the narrow flight of steps rising steeply from the corner. I stuck with it and climbed them.

The stairs ended in a square room, with a low domed ceiling and a small shuttered window. It was baking, this close to the roof, the air brittle, like straw. I could make out a double bed, clothed in a mosquito net, with a painting of some grapes above it, a chest of drawers alongside. A chandelier dangled from the ceiling, the fitting loose so you could see the wires disappearing like innards. Something above my head was rustling. Pigeons? Mice? To the right was a small shower room, separated by a bead-string divider.

I dropped the backpack and sank on to the bed, suddenly overwhelmed. Here I was. I’d made it. I’d got this far. I’d managed the journey unscathed. I’d survived the first encounter with my employer. No one downstairs as yet doubted I was Lulu. I should have felt relieved. But now the thought of dragging her suitcase up, touching her things again, being her – the intimacy and sadness of it – seemed more than I could cope with.

I closed my eyes and pushed Molly to the front of my mind. I pictured her and Steve sitting in the garden, in their tracksuit pants, under their bright, neat hanging baskets, their Jack Russells at their feet. They’d be drinking gin and tonic from a can. Saturday night treat. Or maybe Steve was in the kitchen, cooking his speciality Thai curry, treating her like a queen.

The longing to hear her voice was overpowering,

I heard the scrape of Rebecca’s sunbed then, and the soft thud of her bare feet right beneath me, the rattle of the gate. She said something about unpacking. I moved to the window and pushed the shutters apart. It was quiet for a few minutes, and then the girls began to talk.

‘Are you going to tell her?’ Martha’s voice.

‘No.’

‘I mean, I thought you said you’d wait until we were here.’

‘I can’t.’

‘I’m not being funny, but she’ll find out, Iris. You know she will. It’s better if you tell her first.’

‘Genuinely, she’ll kill me.’

Martha said something else too low for me to hear, and then springs creaked as someone shifted position, the pool hummed. A splash as one of the girls jumped in.

I waited, but there was no further conversation. Alert now and focusing, I got on with what needed doing. Scanning the room for hiding places, I took down the painting above the bed. The frame was old and wooden and I managed to secure the passport to the back of it, using the existing nails and a stray length of string. I made sure when I hung it back up that I aligned the edges with the scuff marks on the wall. I slipped Lulu’s phone between the mattress and the bedframe.

Then I unwrapped the plastic package containing the money. I looked at the wads – each one a half-inch stack of fifty-euro notes secured with a paper band. So this was 30,000 euros. I counted the wads – twelve in all, including the one I’d broken into. I picked up an untouched packet and flicked through, counting each note. There were 100 notes in each wad, which I decided just about made sense. I took a couple more notes from the packet I’d already opened. I probably wouldn’t need them, but it would be good to have them accessible. I unscrewed the lid of the water bottle I had bought earlier. The mouth was just wide enough to fit a packet through, if I rolled it up tightly. I began to stuff the wads into the bottle.

Wait.

I paused.

If there were 100 fifty-euro notes in each of these packets, that meant each of them contained . . . 5,000 euros. And there were twelve of them. So . . .

This wasn’t 30,000 euros. This was 60,000 euros.

It didn’t make sense. Where had that extra 30,000 euros come from? Sean kept most of our money in a bank account. The safe contained the earnings from the Picasso. Nicholls had given us 60,000 euros, half of that was due to the barman, Dutroix, and Sean had met with him when I was ill. I mean, there had been that argument, but Sean had said it was sorted. Had he never given him the money? Unless the guy hadn’t showed, and Sean had kept it from me, or pulled some sort of fast one. Either way, shit.

Sean might have let me get away with 30,000. But 60,000? Sixty thousand, of which he possibly owed 30,000?

I undid the laces of Lulu’s trainers and pulled them off. My feet were relieved to be free. My head was throbbing. I was unbelievably tired. I swung my legs up on to the bed and rested my head against the wall. I was wrong to have come, but it was too late now. In a minute, I’d put the rest of the money in the bottle and hide it in the toilet cistern. Closing my eyes, I remembered a café in a bookshop in a shopping centre I used to go to when I was fourteen, when things were getting out of control. A place within a place within a place. It was a bit the same here. I was in a room at the top of an outbuilding in the grounds of another building.

Sixty thousand euros. I couldn’t hide forever. I’d known that since I was a kid. They always find you in the end.





Chapter Eleven

Phil had parked the car at a slant, facing the house, the boot pointing towards the gate – which I opened as far as it would go, pushing it right back into the branches of the fig tree. When I was in the driver’s seat, I felt high up, as if I could peer in at the bedroom windows. I’d thought it would smell black and leathery, but the odour was of cheese, sour milk, stale clothes: like a pile of coats in an under-stair cupboard. A takeaway cup, with drips of dried coffee down the side, sat in the cup-holder. Next to me on the passenger seat was an empty bag of Doritos.

I put my right foot on the left-hand pedal, and pressed the start button. The car began to vibrate. I moved the stick back to ‘R’ and slowly lifted my right foot. The car jolted backwards. I slammed it back down. Waited a few moments. I looked at the gate opening in the rear-view mirror. It seemed to be lined up. I tried again, lifting my foot more gingerly. Another jolt, but less violent. I put the foot back down and repeated the manoeuvre several times until I had hiccupped a few inches towards the gate. A bit too close on the driver’s side, but I seemed to be on a straight trajectory. Just. Yes. Encouraged, I realised I had made it through the gate, but the car was now slanted across the road, the boot up against a tree on the other side, the nose very close to the gate post. I pulled the lever down to ‘N’ to work it out.

‘Wait!’

Phil was coming out of the house towards me, his forehead furrowed. Martha was following.

He was at the driver’s window, head ducked to avoid the branches of the fig, gesticulating as if rolling wool at speed around his hand. The front door was yanked open. Martha was clambering into the seat behind me. ‘Phew! Caught you,’ she said.

‘Caught me?’ I said.

Phil was in my face. ‘Just in time. Hop over,’ he said. ‘I’ll drive.’

No getting past him. No choice but to scramble over the cup-holders into the passenger seat.

‘Thank God,’ he said, looking over his shoulder, easing the car back a few inches and then spinning the wheel one-handed, easing it forwards – the perfect angle – and out into the open road. ‘I need a few things.’

Phil drove blithely down the lane to the main road, not slowing for the bumps. He was animated and chatty. Martha, though, turned her face to the window and stared out, apparently preoccupied. She stayed like that all the way to the outskirts of town and, when we reached the car park, she was first out of the car and heading across the hot tarmac to the automatic doors.

The supermarket was cold and glassy and smelt strongly of fish. We separated at the entrance. Phil insisted on taking his own trolley, ‘flying solo’ as he put it, and Martha said she wanted to look at the make-up. I was glad to be on my own. I told myself there was no logical way Sean could have tracked me here, but still as I looped around the aisles, I scanned the face of every solitary man. There weren’t that many. I was in the dairy section searching for the yoghurts and salty butter Rebecca had requested when at the far end, I caught sight of Phil with his back to me, gazing up at the bottles of beer. He took a step towards me, and I realised he was holding his phone to his ear. He began to move away and saw me. ‘Work,’ he mouthed.

I stared at him for a moment. He had been smiling, talking intimately. It hadn’t looked like ‘work’ to me. Then I waved, nodded, and pushed my trolley in the opposite direction.

The newspapers and magazines were in a short aisle next to the stationery. I forced myself to open Le Monde. A murder had taken place in a beauty spot outside Paris, and the husband had already been arrested. Eight migrants had died in the Med. There was plenty of tragedy but nothing that had any bearing on Lulu.

The security guard at the door was watching me and I put the paper back and pushed my trolley towards the toiletries aisle. There was no sign of Martha, and I wandered around for a bit, looking for her, until I made my way to the row of checkouts. She was standing against the far window, her arms wrapped around herself, looking unhappy.

‘You all good?’ I called.

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ She switched on a smile.

‘Did you find what you wanted?’

‘Yeah.’ She turned to look out of the window at the car park, and I noticed she was clutching a small paper bag under her armpit.

Phil joined me then, hunched over his trolley like a kid on one of those rides they used to have in the Arndale. It was stacked with wine, piled high with various cooked and uncooked meats and cheeses, cakes, biscuits, and what looked like three types of mustard. ‘Have I gone overboard?’ he said. ‘I’m sure we can make use of it all, don’t you?’

‘Of course.’

‘Confit!’ he cried, throwing his arms out in appeal. ‘A woman of your many talents – you can manage that, can’t you? I adore duck confit.’

I agreed managing confit was something my talents could do.

Stepping outside, it was immediately scorchingly hot. Martha walked ahead to the car, still clutching the small paper bag close to herself as if trying not to draw attention to it. I wondered what was in it. It was slim. Too small for tampons. Too big for nail varnish.

The sun hammered on our heads as we packed the boot – not just the two bags I had bought, but four more Phil had paid for, plus two boxes we found at the end of the conveyor belt. The final bill had been more than I could ever imagine anyone spending at a supermarket. I’d been worried he’d be angry when he saw the total, but if anything it seemed to have put him in an even better mood. When we’d finished loading up, he stood back to admire the results of his generosity. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Excellent work, team.’

I sat in the back on the way home. Martha and her father talked about the days ahead, and Martha asked if this year he could properly switch off from work, go email free as he had promised in the past. Phil paused and then, in a little speech about family responsibilities, rather pointedly referred to Rebecca as ‘she’, which made it feel as if he and Martha were in allegiance against her. They talked after that about the writer who was coming, about whether he would fit in. ‘I think Rob’s house-trained,’ Phil said.

A small battered blue car was parked outside the gate when we got back to the Domaine. Maybe Rob had already arrived, I thought. Or Clare, the sister. Martha opened the gate and closed it behind us as we eased in. Phil cut the engine, and we both got out. He clicked the fob to release the boot and we began to unload. Martha and Phil went ahead with the bags and I followed, carrying one of the boxes, through the front door, along the corridor, and into the kitchen. I met them in the doorway, on their way back for a second trip. Above my head, I was aware of a grinding, as if upstairs a heavy object, maybe a suitcase, was being dragged across the floor.

I began to put the food away, the fresh items into the fridge and the dry goods into a cupboard. Martha came in with more bags, followed by Iris, who was rubbing her eyes sleepily. She was still in her pyjamas: a loose vest top and baggy shorts, droopy at the crotch.

She peered into the shopping. ‘I’m starved,’ she said. ‘I haven’t even had breakfast.’

‘Your fault for getting up so late.’ Martha put down the bags. ‘Anyway, it’ll be lunch in a minute.’

‘Also, darling,’ Phil added mildly, arriving with the last box, ‘those shorts, they are really quite indecent. They leave nothing to the imagination.’

‘What’s going on upstairs?’ Martha asked her sister.

‘She’s sorting out sleeping arrangements. Layla and Roland’s bed was set up as a twin, when she thinks they’ll want a double.’

‘Of course the Lawrences will want a double,’ Martha said.

‘The Lawrences are very much double-bed people,’ Iris said.

‘You know the Lawrences,’ Martha said. She was edging back towards the door, the small package clasped closely to her side. She was clearly keen to go somewhere and I wished I could follow her, see what she was up to.

Phil sat down at the kitchen table and, picking up his iPad, began to type quickly. Above our heads, the scraping had been replaced by a creaking, and the sound of shuffling. He looked up, sliding his finger across the screen to close it down. ‘Mum rearranging the furniture all by herself?’ he said. ‘Gosh. Maybe you should be helping?’

‘No.’ Iris yawned. She had found a packet of madeleines and was unwrapping one from its plastic. ‘She rang . . . um . . . the cleaner to get her to come and help. What’s her name?’ She took a bite, mopped her mouth for crumbs. She dropped her wrapper into the bin and then she moved across the room to sit down next to her father.

The sun was pouring through the window. Flies were circling.

‘Brigitte,’ I said. 

Footsteps on the stairs then, the sound of two women talking together in French. By the time they were in the corridor, I had dropped the cheese I was holding at the door to the garden.

It was too late. They were in the kitchen. 

Rebecca called – ‘Lulu, here’s Brigitte come to say hello.’ 

A woman with black hair carrying a pile of sheets was squinting into the light. 

I didn’t move but I waved from where I was, and she lifted one hand, unsure, and then dropped it. I made my ‘bonjour’ generic, high-pitched and cheerful.

‘Lovely to see you again,’ I called across the room. For a moment I thought she would stay where she was, but she began to walk towards me, frowning but also smiling.

I couldn’t think what else to do. Before she could get too close, I twisted to face Phil and put my hand up to my forehead.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I said. ‘I’ve just started to get a migraine. I think I should probably lie down for a bit. Do you mind if I don’t do lunch? I’m so sorry . . .’

Phil looked surprised and then doubtful. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Oh. OK, well . . . Yes, of course. I mean . . . I’m sure we can manage. We got that lovely celeriac remoulade, didn’t we? And the cold meats? Is that what you had planned?’

‘Yes,’ I said, though I thought it had been what he had planned.

I saw him look at Brigitte, then up at his wife, and widen his eyes slightly.

I went through the doors and walked away, feeling all three of them stare after me.





Chapter Fifteen

I had taken the passage to the hall, and I stood there for a moment wishing I’d gone the other way to my room, but it was too late. I opened the front door and was out in the open. I unlatched the gate and headed up the hill towards the ruined barn. When I got there, I crouched behind a wall, in a patch of long, rough grass, opened my mouth, and let out a silent scream.

In those few seconds when I’d thought the body they’d found was Lulu’s, I’d felt the world shift. I’d been thinking about her death as a solid object, a terrible thing Sean had done, but for the people who loved her it was a hole, waiting for them. The enormity of their loss opened up, gaped. Her friends. Her parents. They didn’t yet know she was dead. The fact that I knew and they didn’t was unbearable.

I made up my mind. They had to know. It didn’t matter what happened to me. I fumbled for my phone, pressed the icon for the receiver, and then for the keypad. My fingers hovered. How did you ring the police in France? What was the equivalent of 999? I tried to open Google, but I didn’t have Wi-Fi or even signal. I’d have to return to the house. The bible – the information would be in there. Or I could ask someone. Rebecca might know.

I felt my resolve weaken. I put my head in my hands. Would the police believe me? Would they find her body with the information I could give? You heard about lakes being dredged, and rivers. But you needed coordinates for seas. And for that you’d need Sean’s cooperation.

Anger rose up inside me like something big, a force. I had done lots of bad things. But I hadn’t killed her. When this job was over, I would track him down, drag him to the police, expose him myself.

 

Most of the guests had dispersed when I got back to the house, only Phil and Clare were still at the breakfast table. I could hear Layla and Rebecca’s voices in the sitting room. And I could see Rob in the garden. He’d taken out a chair and was working in the shade next to the boules court. Iris’s voice and that of another girl – it sounded like a FaceTime call – drifted down from her bedroom. Someone had cleared the table and stacked the plates and cups on the counter, so I filled the dishwasher and wiped the surfaces.

I decided to go in search of Martha.

I checked the vegetable garden first – empty – and then went out through a small gap in the wall and down to the far end of the garden: an area of untended shrubs and wild grasses that edged into a vineyard. The plants were bent and gnarled, shoulder-high, the grapes that dangled in tight clumps hard and green. It was a private spot, hidden from the house and the garden, and I found her at the furthest reach of a row, at the top of the escarpment, sitting on a log.

Her eyes were red and her face had the strained, washed-out look of someone who had been crying. She was wearing tracksuit pants and a vest top.

‘I was worried,’ I said, sitting down next to her. ‘You weren’t at breakfast.’

‘No. I’m still not feeling that great,’ she said, trying to smile.

A flock of small birds flew low across the field. On the far hillside, a tractor crawled.

Our hands were resting on the log, our little fingers were almost touching. A woodlouse crept close and I flicked it off.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ I said eventually.

At first she didn’t answer, and then she said, almost angrily: ‘Why are you being so nice to me?’

‘I’m not sure.’ I laughed, because it was true.

But she had started crying. ‘I know you know,’ she said, eventually.

I put my arm around her then. ‘How far gone are you?’

‘I don’t know. Five weeks? Six? I missed my period, I realised, and then . . .’

‘You’ve got options,’ I said.

Her head was bowed and I had to ask her to repeat what she said.

She lifted it. ‘How can I fucking . . . My mother, I mean . . . I’m here in fucking France. In the middle of nowhere. He’s not even taking my calls.’ She was angry now through her tears.

I said several things. I said I could see how upset she was, and how she would be feeling out of control and also isolated, and that it was frightening being in a position where she had choices which were maybe not the ones she was expecting. And, I said, I knew she was a brave and wise and sensible girl who would make whatever decision was right for her, and that her parents loved her – unconditionally – and that I was sure they would support her, whatever happened.

She didn’t respond immediately, but I could feel my words working. The tension began to ease out of her shoulders, and there was a little bit less tension in them now. She leaned sideways into me, and I used the opportunity to ask who the boy was, and whether she had told him.

A long silence.

‘I’ve left messages,’ she said. ‘But he hasn’t rung back.’

‘Boys your age can be very immature.’

She raised her head again. ‘Thing is, he’s not my age. At all. He’s . . .’ She stopped talking, as if she had said something she regretted.

‘He’s what?’

‘He’s a bit older.’

‘How much older?’

She shrugged.

‘Oh Martha.’ I waited as long as I could. The tractor on the hillside was making a lumbering turn. Someone shouted to someone else, in the distance – miles away. Sound travelled. Important to remember that. ‘Is it complicated?’

She didn’t speak, but she nodded.

‘Is he married?’

She shook her head vigorously.

I thought carefully what to ask next. What would give me the most information for the smallest outlay? Finally, I said, tenderly: ‘How did you meet?’

She swept her hands down her thighs, and then clasped her knees. ‘Just sort of around.’

‘At a party?’

‘No.’

She was shifting slightly in her seat; her breathing had become more irregular.

‘At school?’

‘Kinda . . .’

And gradually, and then in a flood, it came out. He was a teacher, but only part-time, drama, and he didn’t teach her, so he wasn’t technically her teacher at all. They’d actually met out of school, at the station, after she’d stayed late to finish some art. And, anyway, he was only thirty-two which wasn’t that much older than her, and she was mature for her age. Everyone always told her that. It had started in the Easter term and they’d kept it secret. He owned his own house in Peckham, and he had lodgers, but she never went when anyone else was there. He’d been hard to get hold of since they’d broken up for the summer. He’d been travelling in Greece and first he didn’t have Wi-Fi and then his phone was playing up, but . . . She started sobbing properly again then.

She was in













Chapter Eighteen

I woke in the night with a raging thirst. The room was pitch-black and I lay there, heart pounding, too scared to get up, as if all I had to worry about was the dark space under the bed.

In the shower room, I drank from the tap, and then wiped my face on the towel. I remembered how fussy Sean was with ‘his toilet’, as he called it, and how he liked a particular styling balm for his hair. In the darkness, I began to imagine I could smell that wax, the combination of almond and sweet orange. I was being paranoid, I told myself; it was the soap on the side of the basin. I lifted it to my nostrils and breathed in. Then I went back to bed and slept fitfully for the rest of the night.

My intention had been to steer clear of Rob, but early the next morning, I heard the creak of a sunbed, and when I looked out of the window he was already down there, legs up, laptop propped against his thighs, his bath towel laid out to dry on the ground like a white flag.

I threw on my clothes.

‘So, are you writing or pretending to write?’ I asked him from the doorway.

He looked up. ‘Pretending to write.’

‘I thought if you were a proper writer it was supposed to pour out of you.’

He blinked slowly. ‘Yes, but then I’m not a proper writer.’

‘So, it’s all a big con?’

Another beat. ‘Something like that.’

The sky was blue and he was wearing a blue collarless shirt. Dandelion fluff floated in the air. His hair was slicked back and his legs were still wet, glistening. He was looking at me with a small smile, and I felt confused, not sure how to behave, but there was a click, and we both turned our heads to see Clare unhitching the gate.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Great minds think alike. I thought I’d have a quick dip before breakfast. But first I just . . .’ She cast her eyes around. ‘I just . . .’ she said again. She began to look about herself, stooping to look under the pool furniture.

‘Have you lost something?’ Rob asked.

‘I’m sure it’s in my room somewhere.’ She sat down on the edge of a sunbed. ‘But, yes, I’ve lost . . .’ She pulled off her T-shirt, revealing a swimsuit, navy with a white band below the bust. ‘. . . a black . . . er . . . You know, a black . . . thingy. It doesn’t matter. I just don’t know what can have happened to it, that’s all.’

Rob moved his computer off his lap and spun his legs to the ground. ‘Can we help you look?’

She didn’t answer immediately, just sat there, frowning thoughtfully. And after a few seconds, she stood up again and checked behind the pots. ‘Don’t worry. I thought maybe I dropped it when I changed down here yesterday. But, um, I’m sure it’ll turn up.’

I was adjusting to how I’d felt when he said we – my stomach had swooped – but I pulled myself together and asked what sort of black thing?

She walked to the edge of the pool, dipped her toe in the water, and then brought it out again. ‘A black . . .’ She rolled her hands around near the top of her swimsuit to illustrate her general chest area.

I realised what was happening then. ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘A black bikini top. I think I’ve seen one somewhere.’ I tapped my forehead, as if racking my brain.

‘Yes.’ She looked relieved at the suggestion. ‘That’s it. A black bikini top.’

I clicked my fingers. ‘The Audi. When I got the chocolate, I saw something under the passenger seat. Now you mention it, it might have been the top half of a bikini.’

Clare’s teeth were raking her lip.

‘You must have taken it with you,’ I said. ‘When you and Phil went to Pugot. It must have fallen out of your towel.’

That’s not what happened, of course. Next time, we’ll take our swimming things. Which one of them had said that?

‘Yes. Yes.’ She nodded. ‘Exactly, yes.’ She started pulling her T-shirt back over her head. ‘I’ll go and retrieve it before . . . before . . .’

‘One of your nieces nicks it.’

Shaking her head free, she laughed gratefully. ‘One of my nieces. Yes. Can’t be too careful.’ And then, happier now we had settled on a story that made sense of her missing bra: ‘It’s Heidi Klein.’

 

Rob was quiet in the car on the way down to get the bread, and when we reached the village he asked if it would be really annoying if he cooked that night, only there was this lamb dish he was longing to try. I said, as long as Rebecca didn’t think I was shirking, it was fine by me. He said he’d checked and she was cool. Was I sure?

‘Yeah.’ I shrugged casually, thinking Fuck yes.

He disappeared into the Casino while I was in the bakery and emerged some time later carrying a large paper bag. ‘A few necessities,’ he said over the top of it. ‘And some extras just in case.’

As we belted ourselves into the car, he said he hoped I didn’t think he was interfering.

I said, ‘I mean, if it brings you pleasure, interfere away.’

He looked at me for a moment and then laughed, relieved. ‘OK, good.’

A few minutes later, driving back, he said, ‘I can see why you do what you do. You get a lot of freedom, get to stay in lovely places. Summers in Provence, winters in the Alps . . .’

‘Living the dream,’ I said.

‘I can also see it’s quite knackering, slotting into other people’s lives, being part of the family and yet also being paid.’ He laughed awkwardly. ‘I mean, I assume you are being paid?’

‘I hope so.’ I laughed too, though I realised I still hadn’t checked how that worked.

‘Anyway, you’re managing that tightrope very well. They seem to all love you.’

‘Thank you.’

He was pulling into the space opposite the gate and I hoped that was it. He switched off the engine, undid his seat belt, and opened the car door. I was standing next to him at the gate when he added coolly: ‘Unless you’re just a really good actor.’

‘I’m obviously not that good an actor,’ I said. ‘Or I would be in the West End and not doing this.’

‘Good point.’

Martha was coming down the stairs as we went into the house. Rob went straight into the kitchen, but I hung back to ask how she was.

She was ready for the day – in a green and white checked sundress – but she was pale, with dark circles under her eyes. I mouthed hello and she stood for a moment, listening, and then gestured for me to follow her along the corridor into the laundry room.

I closed the door and she hoisted herself up on to the washing machine.

‘I still can’t get through to him,’ she said mournfully. ‘I think he must have lost his phone.’

I asked if he could ring her from someone else’s phone.

‘I don’t know if he knows my number off by heart.’

‘Could he get it from the school?’

‘He couldn’t ask them.’

‘No, of course not.’

I asked if she had got any closer to telling her mother, and she became more agitated.

‘I can’t. She’ll ask questions. She’ll want to know who he is and what I’m going to do. And I can’t answer any of those questions until I’ve spoken to Lia— to him.’

It was touching, her attempt to protect Liam Merchant’s identity.

‘Will he be supportive?’ I asked carefully.

‘He’s got loads of money. His family’s loaded. I mean, he owns his own house.’

‘I meant in other ways.’

‘I don’t know.’

She looked suddenly lost and I gave her a hug.

‘I’m here,’ I said, ‘if you need me.’

 

Over breakfast, Layla raved about a self-help book she’d just read – ‘you know, it really forces you to think, what is it that makes me happy?’ – after which Roland, at her urging, told everyone about his recent diet: large quantities of red meat interspersed with periods of fasting. ‘It’s worked very well,’ he said. And then made a couple of little gulping sounds as if he regretted having put himself out there.

‘I don’t know.’ Rob patted his stomach, somewhere inside his T-shirt, and then breathed in sharply. ‘I might be a lost cause.’ He rocked back on his chair, one arm stretched out behind Clare’s. ‘Or maybe when I’ve finished this book, I’ll take myself in hand.’

Phil said, ‘Sooner rather than later, I hope.’

Rob groaned. ‘Is my body in need of such urgent attention?’

Phil laughed. ‘I was referring to the book.’

When I brought out a fresh jug of coffee, they were still talking about the new novel. Layla asked what it was called and Clare wanted to know what it was about.

Rob glanced back at Phil and then tapped his finger against his nose. ‘Need to know only, I’m afraid.’

Roland lowered his head and winced: ‘We’re going to have to watch ourselves or we’ll be in it!’

Rob laughed awkwardly. ‘Don’t worry. It’s too late for that. At this stage, I’m just fine-tuning.’

Layla leaned forwards, her expression earnest. ‘Tell me, how do you come up with your ideas? Where do you get your inspiration?’

Rob shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I start with, um, a character.’

Layla pressed on, oblivious. ‘And how does that work?’

Rob was looking increasingly ill at ease. He picked up the remains of a croissant that had been resting on his plate and began tearing it into little pieces. ‘You, um, start, I guess, with basic features – gender, age, height, facial structure. And that, um, once you have them in your head, you work out what that character feels, what drives, what motivates them.’

Layla was nodding as if weighing up the relevance of his contribution. ‘You’re like a puppet-master,’ she said.

‘I guess. Kind of.’

I went back into the kitchen then. I hadn’t disliked watching him being under interrogation, but I realised, with a slight panic, I hadn’t yet thought about lunch. I looked in the fridge. Someone had put back the wrappers for the ham and the salami, but they were empty, and only a few gnarled scraps were left of the cheese. I’d finished the potatoes. Rob’s concoction had used up the eggs and bacon, as well as the lettuce and cucumber. Even that celeriac-mayonnaise thing seemed to have gone. I felt a kind of sinking despair. Another meal; did meals never end? No. I suppose they didn’t. That was sort of the point.

Rob came into the kitchen. ‘I bought some lentils and some walnuts in the Casino,’ he said. ‘Just in case anyone fancied that salad – you know the one with goat’s cheese?’

‘There’s not much left.’

A beat. Was he testing me? And then he nodded. ‘We only need a little bit.’

‘In which case, good idea,’ I said, closing the fridge.

 

After breakfast, Rob went to a butcher in a nearby village for the lamb and, when he came back, he and Phil had what Phil called ‘a quick confab’ in the study. I heard Rob murmur assurances, there’d be ‘something to read very soon’.

‘Exciting.’ Phil clapped his hands and said loudly: ‘I’m on a knife-edge of anticipation.’

Phil wandered back to the pool, and Rob stayed in the study. I heard vigorous tapping at the computer.

A lentil and walnut salad was easier to make than it sounded. The hard thing about meals, it turns out, is not reading a recipe but the thinking and the planning. I was roasting the walnuts when I noticed the tapping in the study had stopped.

When I looked up, Rob was standing in the doorway. He looked hot, his hair damp at the temples; his blue shirt was loose.

He let out a long sigh and leaned into the doorjamb.

My stomach flipped. ‘Everything all right?’ I said.

He just stood there, gazing at me, and I found myself gazing back. I thought how broad his chest was, how comforting it would be to take a few steps towards him, to rest my head on his shoulder, to feel his arms wrap around me.

He opened his mouth to speak, closed it, and then opened it again, but all he said was, ‘Lulu.’ And then, again, ‘Lulu.’

I said quietly, ‘Yes?’

Another pause and then he said, ‘You need any help?’

‘I’m OK.’

‘OK then.’

He pushed himself out of the doorway and turned back. I heard his laptop creak open and the tapping resumed.
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