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			MISSING

			by 

			ALISON MOORE

			 

			SYNOPSIS

			 

			Having moved from the Fens to the Midlands to the Scottish Borders, Jessie Noon finds herself struggling to leave the past behind.

			 

			Following a family tragedy, Jessie Noon moved from the Fens to the Midlands and now lives in the Scottish Borders with a cat, a dog and – she is convinced – a ghost in the spare room. Her husband walked out almost a year ago, leaving a note written in steam on the bathroom mirror, and Jessie hasn’t seen her son for years. When Jessie meets Robert, a local outreach worker, they are drawn to one another and begin a relationship; meanwhile, Jessie has begun receiving messages telling her I’m on my way home.

			 

			As a translator, Jessie worries over what seems like the terrible responsibility of choosing the right words. It isn’t exactly a matter of life and death, said her husband, but Jessie knows otherwise. This is a novel about communication and miscommunication and lives hanging in the balance (a child going missing, a boy in a coma, an unborn baby), occupying the fine line between life and death, between existing and not existing.

			 

			REVIEWS OF THIS BOOK

			 

			‘Like Moore’s other works, Missing starts out as a spare and seemingly simple psychological drama. But stay with it and dig deeper, for beneath the surface lurk immensely satisfying hidden depths.’ —Malcolm Forbes, The Sunday Herald

			 

			PRAISE FOR PREVIOUS WORK

			 

			‘She is both gifted stylist and talented creator of a new English grotesque.’ —Isabel Berwick, Financial Times

			 

			Book of the day ‘Dense, complex, thought-provoking, it manages to be at once a fairytale and a philosophical treatise, high-octane thriller and literary interrogation. Like the dreams that haunt Bonnie’s night-times, it holds its secrets close, and repays careful rereading. The end of the novel, abrupt and death-haunted, feels as neat and tight as a key in a lock, and sheds light on the mysteries that have gone before.’ —Sarah Crown, The Guardian

			 

			‘Moore is a serious talent. There’s art here. There’s care.’ —Sam Leith, Financial Times

			 

			‘He Wants will easily be one of my books of the year... He Wants left me feeling both completely uplifted and utterly devastated, all at once.’ —Simon Savidge, Savidge Reads

			 

			‘Alison Moore is very good on modern alienation... She doesn’t so much lay bare a life as shine blinding pinpricks into its darkest corners.’ —Claire Allfree, Metro

			 

			‘Death and the Seaside is a psychologically astute novel of power, control and influence which will make you wonder how real your memories are and where your fears come from. Blending layers of memory and imagination there are signposts to the end everywhere, if you only know where to look. Clever and really quite disturbing.’ —Mel Mitchell, New Books
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			ALISON MOORE’s first novel, The Lighthouse, was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and the National Book Awards (New Writer of the Year), winning the McKitterick Prize. Both The Lighthouse and her second novel, He Wants, were Observer Books of the Year. Her short fiction has been included in Best British Short Stories and Best British Horror anthologies, broadcast on BBC Radio 4 Extra and collected in The Pre-War House and Other Stories. Born in Manchester in 1971, she lives near Nottingham with her husband Dan and son Arthur.
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			Beneath it is all dark, it is all spreading, it is unfathomably deep; but now and again we rise to the surface and that is what you see us by.

			VIRGINIA WOOLF, To the Lighthouse

		

	
		
			Conference

		

	
		
			 

			Jessie cut her old wedding dress down to size, hemmed it just below the knee, and dyed it blue. It made a serviceable frock.

			She wore it to the translation and interpretation conference in London, where they gave her a lanyard to hang around her neck, with an oversized tag that displayed her name in black capital letters. She put it on and walked slowly through the foyer of the hotel, feeling like an Elizabethan woman wearing a sign that shamed her for her wrongdoing.

			After a session on machine translation, she attended the buffet lunch and attempted to mingle. It made one sound gaseous, she thought, mingling with the other delegates. It made one sound like breath, which brought to mind the fact, as she understood it, that with each inhalation she was drawing in atoms exhaled by the long dead.

			In conversation with other delegates, she had, when listening, to keep her good ear, her right ear, turned towards whoever was talking. In her left ear, she had lost all hearing. This happened, sometimes, after swimming: the water caused her to go deaf on one side or the other. Usually, after a few hours or a day, something gave or popped and everything went back to normal. Occasionally, though, this did not happen; the pressure was different and she knew that there would be no give, no pop, no going back to normal. She would have to make an appointment with the surgery, see a nurse, and then she would have to do that awkward thing with oil: her husband used to do it for her, drizzling the warmed oil into her earhole while she lay on her side, very still, anticipating the relief. Now she would have to do it herself, and most likely she would misjudge it and flood the earhole; the cooling oil would ooze down her jaw, circle her neck, stain her pillowcase.

			Being deaf in even one ear made her feel disconnected, distant, not quite part of the real world. Speaking, she found herself stumbling over her words, which had become, inside her head, muffled, hazy at the edges; they seemed trickier to use. She tried to put them right but could not really see that it mattered; she began to prefer to say nothing at all. She had been this way since the end of October, since before the Halloween party that she had attended with Isla and Andy from next door. Jessie had gone as someone who had died of tuberculosis. She had fake blood trickling from her mouth, and fake blood on a handkerchief that she carried. A child had asked her what she had come as, and Jessie replied, ‘I died of tuberculosis.’ But it was noisy – there was a DJ playing ‘Devil Woman’ – and when the child came back and when other children came and spoke to her, asking questions from down there, their heads at the height of her hips, her belly, she could not really hear them, so she simply said again, ‘I died of tuberculosis.’ After a while, the children stopped coming over, stopped asking her questions.

			Now, too, in the conference hall with her plate of buffet food, Jessie was unable to follow the conversation, even with her good ear: all she could hear was the sound of her own eating filling her head.

			In the afternoon, there were more sessions, with a break for coffee, and in the evening there were pre-dinner drinks and the dinner, and finally Jessie was able to withdraw upstairs to her hotel room and close the door.

			She looked for a face. It had become a habit, having to find the faces in strange rooms; she had to do it or she would not be able to settle, she would not be able to sleep. She found one in the en suite bathroom, on the back of the door, in a knot in the wood: a long face – it looked as if it were melting, howling.

			The house in Hawick, which had been her home for thirteen years, had very likely revealed all of its faces now. There were dozens of them; they seemed to come out of the woodwork, or she found them in the pattern of the linoleum on the bathroom floor. One was cast on a wall when the sun shone through a certain window at a certain angle; another appeared after dark, when Jessie turned on a particular lamp which threw shadows on the wall above the mantelpiece.

			The cat and the dog would be missing her, although the cat would be keeping itself busy. It was a killer, that cat; it was a demon mouser. The dog would just be waiting. Isla and Andy’s seventeen-year-old son Alasdair was coming round from next door twice a day to feed them and to walk the dog. Jessie had not been away overnight since the start of the year, and this conference had almost been upon her before she realised that she was going to have to ask someone to see to the animals. Her first thought had been Alasdair. She had gone next door and knocked and it was Alasdair who answered. ‘Mum’s not in,’ he said.

			‘That’s OK,’ said Jessie. ‘It’s you I want. Can I come in?’ Alasdair looked uncertain but he let her inside and she followed him into the living room. He sat down and resumed a computer game that he had been playing. Jessie sat down next to him and watched him for a while: he went through a portal, to somewhere quite different, to another kind of world. She asked him, ‘Do you play this a lot?’ Some of them played these computer games for hours every day; it was a long time to spend in an imagined world, beyond the screen. He did not hear her: he was absorbed; he was miles away. She tried again; she said his name: ‘If you go through a portal, Alasdair, can you come back through?’

			Without taking his eyes from the screen, he said, ‘Well, you can,’ and he tried to explain but she did not really understand how it worked. Sometimes, it seemed, you could not get back through, or at least you could not come back the same way you went in.

			Jessie used to like stories in which you could go through a doorway into some secret and lovely place: The Secret Garden, in which, in a wakening garden, a boy believed to be crippled was brought back to health; and The Pied Piper of Hamelin, in which,

			as they reached the mountain-side,

			A wondrous portal opened wide,

			and the children were let into a beautiful land,

			Where waters gushed and fruit-trees grew,

			And flowers put forth a fairer hue,

			And everything was strange and new.

			In that story too there was a boy who was lame, and who hoped, on the far side, in the beautiful land, to be cured, only he could not get in.

			When she was older, she read these same stories to Eleanor, whom Jessie had always called her favourite niece even though she was her only niece, her only sibling’s only child. Even that was going back more than thirty years now. She wondered whether they were still read, these medieval and pre-war stories. Abridged versions of children’s classics seemed to be popular now.

			Jessie recalled a nightclub that she used to go to when she was a student. It was inside what looked, from the outside, like an ordinary house. It had no signage but had an old-fashioned lamp shining above the door. She had gone back recently, and found that she could no longer tell which door was the right one: there were many with lamps above them; she had never noticed that before. She would no longer have known which door to knock on; she would no longer have been able to get into the club, except perhaps by walking the length of the street knocking on all those doors. Besides, that was going back thirty years as well; the club was probably no longer there.

			‘I wanted to ask you, Alasdair,’ she said, ‘if you would look after the animals for me, just for a few days: feed them, and walk the dog. I have to go to a conference in London.’ She wasn’t sure if he’d heard her; he stared at the screen, intent on his fantasy world. ‘I’ll pay you,’ she added. She watched his thumbs moving fast around the remote control; she had no idea what he was doing. She was about to ask again, to say, ‘Alasdair?’ when he said, ‘All right.’

			She gave him a spare key to her house, and her mobile number, and she put his number into her phone.

			She had been texting him from the hotel in London, asking him how the animals were. Worrying that the dog might think she had abandoned it, she had asked Alasdair to set up a Skype session between her and the dog, so that it could hear her voice, but when, arriving at the hotel, she had tried it, she had found that it just upset the dog because it could hear her but it could not find her.

			Alasdair never saw the cat, he said, but he knew it was there because the food he put down always went; and once, when he had been out all day himself and came in late to do the supper and the dog walk, he heard something, a scratching noise, coming from one of the upstairs rooms. When he went to look, he did not see the cat, but it was not the dog, which did not leave his side.

			Jessie had heard the scratching too; she had heard it even when the cat – soft and silent and dark like the night – was fast asleep on the bed.

			When Jessie was a little girl, in Cambridgeshire, she had once gone for a bath and found a mouse scurrying about at the tap end. She knew very well that it was a mouse but in the playground she said that it was a rat, perhaps just for the drama of it, or perhaps because that better described how it felt, the sight of that hairy thing scuttling around the rim of the bright white bath, looking for a gap to squeeze through, while Jessie stood there in the nip.

			Perhaps the scratching was the sound of a mouse that the cat had yet to kill, or perhaps it was a bird, or birds. They could get in between the walls.

			In the hotel bathroom, she ran herself a deep, hot bath, hoping it would help her to sleep. She placed her open laptop in the doorway so that she could listen to music, an ambient playlist, although once she was in the bath she found that she could hardly hear it. She trimmed her softened toenails and scrubbed her softened skin. When the water cooled, she ran the hot tap again and then lay soaking, trying not to splash, straining to hear a muffled ‘Keep On Loving You’, the Cigarettes After Sex cover of the REO Speedwagon track that she remembered from her teens.

			Before getting into bed, she got down on her knees, clasped her hands together and said, ‘Forgive me.’ She had done this for years, for decades, and she would not stop now, even if no one was listening.

			She was plagued by sleepless nights. She read in bed until she could hardly keep her eyes open and then, night after night, she lay in the dark, waiting for sleep to come, while the hours slowly passed. She had dark circles under her eyes.

			Her current reading was a biography of D. H. Lawrence. She had read two others before this one; this was her third life of Lawrence. In what she had read of his work, there was always a sense of being poised between worlds, between what Lawrence referred to as ‘the old England and the new’, between the old rural way of life and the new industrial way of life, or between being stuck working in a factory and making some kind of artistic breakthrough. The characters that Jessie supposed to be him, really, in fictional form, were always torn between staying and leaving, torn between this world, this life, and another.

			Jessie was reading the Lawrence biography a chapter at a time, trying to eke it out. It would not be very long before Lawrence had to die all over again. His body would grow terribly thin, and he would not know where he was, where his hands were, and Frieda would sit by the bed, holding the ankle of his wasted leg, holding his bones, while he died. The sadness that this caused in Jessie was like a weight on her lungs, like when the cat curled up on her chest in the night.

			For now, though, Lawrence was still alive, still young and full of vigour, a boy living at home and in love with his mother. Jessie inserted the bookmark, placed the book on the bedside table and tried to sleep.

			Before breakfast, Jessie took a hot shower and then dealt with her hair. She straightened it religiously, smoothing it until it looked – held taut between her scalp and the tongs – like a sheet of brushed copper, as if she were a statue in the process of becoming copper coated. It would still kink, though, as the day wore on; the stubborn family curls would push through, like the strands of grey she kept finding.

			Putting the straighteners down on the dressing-table-cum-desk, she happened to glance at the notepad that was put out for guests to use. She could see the imprint of a previous guest’s handwriting: I AM HERE, it said. Next to the notepad was the hotel information pack, with cursive print on the cover saying, HOW CAN WE HELP? She left the straighteners to cool and went down to breakfast.

			The day’s programme began at nine o’clock. After a morning session on overcoming barriers in translation, Jessie went into the lunchroom, where she alternated between struggling to get a grip on the conversation and simply saying, ‘I’m sorry but I really can’t hear you.’ She felt once again like a ghost saying to small children, ‘I died of tuberculosis.’ The programme finished before teatime, but Jessie sloped off early, skipping the afternoon sessions, as well as another evening of socialising and another night in a strange room, and instead heading for the train station.

			She remembered being young and missing the last train home, and having to wait around on the platform for hours and hours until the first train of the next morning. She would have been eighteen; she would have been in between school and university. Eighteen seemed so young to her now; at that age, she had been so irresponsible. But at the same age, her mother had been married, with a brand-new baby.

			Jessie once asked her mother, ‘Does having babies hurt?’

			Her mother laughed and said, ‘Of course it hurts.’ But, she said, she had got through it by imagining that by pushing out the baby, she was pushing out the pain. ‘That’s just the start of it though,’ she said. ‘You’ll find out for yourself one day.’

			At Euston, she headed for a concession to see if there was any­thing she fancied. As Jessie was about to go inside, a woman standing at the entrance reached out and grasped Jessie’s wrist with long, thin fingers. In her other hand, the woman was holding out a takeaway cup of tea, offering it. The woman did not look at all well. Jessie had once accepted a paper cup of cider that had been passed her way by strangers at a party. She had taken a sip and at that same moment thought, There could be anything in this. It was a basic rule – Don’t accept sweets from strangers – but as she swallowed the questionable cider she realised that she had essentially done just that. She had been fine – it really was just cider, probably, although she had drunk no more of it, and had instead abandoned the cup on a windowsill.

			‘No, thank you,’ said Jessie, although she smiled at this woman, in whose grip the unwanted cup of tea was vibrating slightly, and on whose back sat a huge and terribly heavy-looking orange rucksack. Jessie turned away and went inside. She bought herself a cup of tea, a tuna sandwich and a magazine, and then headed for her platform and the train which would take her to Carlisle. In Carlisle, she would have a wait of just under an hour before the bus came. She would get herself a warm drink and maybe stretch her legs, and then she would catch the bus; it would take her all the way to Hawick, and in Hawick she would walk to her house and shut her front door.

			She found her train, her carriage, her seat; she was pleased to have a window seat, even though much of the journey would be spent in darkness, into which she would be travelling as if into a tunnel; it would be rather like spending endless hours on the underground.

			She enjoyed train travel. The previous summer – not this year, whose summer seemed barely to start before ending, but the one before – she had taken a series of trains down through England, into France, and then northeast into Germany. Years earlier, she had taken an interest in the work of a German author of children’s picture books, though her own childhood was long gone: she was in her thirties then, working as a freelance translator, and her first marriage was coming to an end. In one of the picture-book stories, a mother causes her child to fly apart. The pieces are flung into the sky and the sea, into the mountains and the city; they have to be found again, and sewn back together. Entschuldigung, says the mother, at the end: Excuse me or, in this context, I’m sorry. Another story is about a dying man who since childhood has had an angel looking over his shoulder, and nothing ever hurts him. Jessie loved these books, and would have liked a child to share them with now, but she did not have one. The author lived in Hamburg, and when Jessie had come across what seemed to be the author’s postal address, she had sent her a letter, written in German. The address must have been old, though, or somehow wrong, because the letter was returned, with a sticky label (Empfänger nicht zu ermitteln) informing her that the addressee could not be traced. Jessie had found that authors in general could be very hard to get in touch with, hidden as they often were behind the veil of an agent or a publisher.

			By the time she took that train trip to Germany, she was in her late forties, and travelling with her second husband, Will. He had been a train driver, a train enthusiast, and she had hoped that the expedition would do him good, but he had spent the hours silently straining to see the track, to see what lay ahead, around the bends; it had perhaps been a mistake.

			They visited Hamburg, where Jessie thought again about this author, and wondered whether she still lived in the city; if so, Jessie might have been within a few miles of her. It might as well have been a few thousand miles though, seeing as Jessie still did not know the author’s address. Then one afternoon, walking down by the river with Will, Jessie thought she glimpsed her, or someone very much like her, or very much like the pictures she had seen of her, and she followed her for some time, for some way, hurrying on ahead of Will, trying to catch up. The woman was quite a walker, pressing on when Jessie paused with a stitch in her side, and eventually Jessie lost her, or perhaps it had never been her at all. Looking around, Jessie realised that she had come a long way from Hamburg’s centre, that she was far from the area marked on her tourist map. She began the walk back.

			She opened her magazine and flipped through it, glancing at headlines and pictures. She looked at a page of winter coats: trench coats and duffle coats in the shades of a violent sunset; they were streaks of fire-engine red, scarlet, shocking pink, blood red and fish-finger orange. She donated her old magazines to surgery waiting rooms. Some of the magazines you found in waiting rooms were years out of date. She would find herself in a waiting room one day, leafing through this same magazine, looking at these same winter coats, which would no longer be available.

			An announcement was made over the tannoy, confirming where they were going, so that no one would end up somewhere they had not meant to be; and then the train was pulling out, although Jessie had not heard the whistle – wasn’t there always a whistle, which let you know that the train was going to move? They had those lollipops as well, that they held up to signal to the driver, to say something like, It’s safe to go now.

			Looking up, looking out of the window, she saw that where another train had come in on an adjacent track there was some kind of commotion, something was wrong. People were gathering on the platform, and Jessie saw the orange rectangle of a huge rucksack, abandoned near the edge of the platform, just where all those people were standing, looking down onto the track.

			As Jessie’s train pulled out of the station, she leant into the aisle, looking up and down the carriage, but everyone else in there seemed to be busy with their newspapers and phones and children and meal deals. Jessie turned back to the window, but the orange rucksack and the group around it were no longer visible.

			She wanted a guard to come into the carriage so that she could ask what had happened, but there would not be one on this train; their tickets had been checked at the barrier. She thought of the ticket inspector on a train that she used to catch regularly, who, as he walked down the aisle, checking tickets, would say to each passenger, ‘Thank you,’ except that he clipped his speech like he clipped the tickets so that what he actually said was, ‘You.’ He would advance down the carriage, coming towards Jessie, saying, ‘You . . . You . . . You . . .’ He would stop beside her, take her ticket and give it back with a hole punched through, and go on down the carriage, saying, ‘You . . . You . . . You . . .’

			The magazine was still on her lap, open at those coats that she had been looking at when whatever had happened had happened. She put the magazine aside and did not pick it up again.

			There was graffiti spray-painted on the brickwork that ran alongside the train tracks – people left messages, or just their own names, so that someone would see it and know that they had been there. She tried to read them all but already the train was travelling too fast; the graffiti went by before she could fasten her eyes onto it.

			They passed the old Ovaltine factory. She ought to try Ovaltine, to see if it might help her to sleep. The former factory had been turned into housing; she was not sure where Ovaltine was manufactured now, or indeed if it still was.

			They passed through miles and miles of countryside, as dusk gathered over it. Each time they stopped at a station, the announcement was made, to let everyone know where the train was going, but by then they were moving again and if anyone was on the wrong train it was too late to get off.

			A man sitting across the aisle from Jessie opened some foil-wrapped sandwiches. You did not see that very often these days, grown-ups eating homemade sandwiches. They looked like the sandwiches that her sister used to make for ferry crossings. She used square bread and thick slices of orange cheese, Red Leicester. The foil-wrapped squares looked like an astronaut’s meal. As children, Jessie and Gail had eaten quite peculiar fillings: brown sugar sandwiches when they got home from school, lettuce and ketchup sandwiches on a nudist beach. She remembers looking up from that nudist-beach sandwich and seeing an elderly man in a three-piece suit, a watch chain hanging between the pockets of his waistcoat, polished shoes on his feet. He was standing in the middle of the beach, looking perplexed. He had presumably been walking but had come to a stop and was looking around him at all the nudists, and then up and down the length of the beach. The nudist section extended for perhaps half a mile in either direction. He looked as if he did not know how he had come to be there, as if he had just stepped through a hole in time, and Jessie pictured a parlour somewhere in which a modestly dressed lady was wondering where he had gone. Jessie remembered finding grains of sand in her sandwich.

			The passenger with the homemade sandwiches had a plaster on his forefinger, which he was carefully holding away from the bread. Jessie imagined him in his kitchen, slicing a tomato, the knife going into his flesh, the sting of tomato juice in the wound, and him having to see if he had a plaster in the bathroom cabinet. The plaster he was wearing was one of the old-fashioned kind: it was the same colour as his skin, barely noticeable. Gail had kept happier plasters in her first-aid kit, with smiling Mr Men and smiling spacemen and smiling aliens on them. They did help, apparently: smiling worked as a painkiller. She tried it now, turning her head to the window to pull her mouth into a smile. The darkness outside had turned the window into a mirror, and in it she caught the eye of the man with the homemade sandwiches, who smiled back at her. Jessie shifted her gaze and for the rest of the journey she avoided looking his way.

			As they travelled north, she heard the accents changing around her, and somewhere in between Kendal and Penrith it started to rain. She had a childhood memory of standing at the edge of rainfall, and running in and out of it. She remembered it like a curtain of rain, the chilly plunge like running through a waterfall, or like crashing through a thin sheet of ice into freezing cold water. Probably it had not been like that at all; probably the edge had been hazy and spitty, the difference in temperature negligible. It was somewhere in the Hope Valley, a lovely part of the world. She could not recall the precise location, though she tried, as if remembering would enable her to go back and run into the rain again, in and out.
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