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KIDNAP FURY OF THE SMOKING LOVERS


 


At the time no one understood why a woman like Anne Swaine took off with Fargo Hawkins and drove from Broadstairs in England to a seaside town in North Wales. No one understood but they did wonder. They wondered because Anne and Fargo’s lives were reflections of everyone’s possibilities and in that year, possibility had been stolen by ghosts. But if ghosts are memories that cannot be quiet then it is our job to raise a fright of the things and lead them by the hand, and show them the flight of their own troubles. For what are their troubles but the tombs of our own confusions, and the beats of change?


The year was 2012. The season was summer. Music drummed and then grew faint. The country was shot and the weather wrong. The air was damp, rain fell every day, puffins drowned in their burrows, butterflies flew into mist, potatoes rotted in their rows. Roads turned into rivers and rivers into lakes, the sea rose and Radar sat on the back seat of the car and made misty patches on the windows.


Radar was the dog who accompanied Anne and Fargo in their flight. With his appalling breath, rheumy eyes and advanced case of alopecia, he was not the most attractive dog to have joined a couple of people on a dash through two damp countries, but he was the most loyal. “Dear Radar”, as people who’d given him a pat or bone would recall. “He was lovely, but he’d have your hand for a pork chop.”


So there was Anne, Fargo, Radar, a poor car, raging clouds, teeming rain and a butcher, a confused gardener, a pair of wondering sons, some private detectives, a number of people who worked in catering and hospitality, a widowed hotel owner, tarmac and a handful of other things taken from Anne’s house. The house was Hyde Hall, and stood in two acres outside Broadstairs in the county of Kent of England, and the taken things included a guide to British wildlife, a penknife, £9,653.45 in cash and a bag of apples. But none of these things mattered, and neither did a tin of travel sweets, a pair of wellington boots, three bottles of red wine and a random selection of tunes. What did matter was the impulse of love and its heat, and the route of its success. Because if the heart is forced to plan so it fails and gives nothing, but when it is allowed to find its own range, it takes a step from the ledge, spreads wings and flies. And at that time of rain and mist and flood, hearts did find their beating place, a pyx for the priests to carry from the mountain to the temple and then, the psalms sung, the sermon said and the service over, back again.


*


Fargo Hawkins had a face like a slapped squirrel, muscles like a boxer’s, black hair and a mind like a bowl of macaroni cheese. His hands were the size of a bag of galvanised nails and when he smiled, dimples appeared in his cheeks. He was loyal and strong, and his part-time hobby was drinking. He wasn’t stupid but didn’t know what was happening after the fourth pint. Every now and again he tried not to have that fourth pint, and most of the time he succeeded. He succeeded because he loved to work and liked to keep busy and didn’t like hangovers. When he woke up in the morning, he didn’t like to think the spiders in the skirting boards were whispering about him.


The first job he had when he left school was with Thanet District Council’s parks department. He stayed with the council for two years, learning about municipal planting, mowing grass, clearing ponds and marking white lines on sports fields. He enjoyed sitting in damp sheds smoking roll-ups, liked the taste of sandwiches that had spent four hours in a plastic box, and loved the smell of petrol mixed with grass cuttings. But he didn’t like his bullying boss or the attitude of some people who walked dogs. He’d be getting on with his work, weeding beds, raking grass, picking litter, when some hound would appear and try and hump his leg before taking a dump on a floral clock. So Fargo packed it in and got a job at a fruit and vegetable nursery on the Sandwich Road. This lasted eighteen months – he was made redundant when the owner was declared bankrupt and skipped to Spain.


By the late spring of 2012, he hadn’t worked for a couple of months. He was sharing a house in Ramsgate with some people who didn’t do a lot, and their not doing a lot had robbed him of ambition, but when he saw an advert for a job at Hyde Hall, “General handyman and gardener required. Live in position.” his ambition returned. He liked Broadstairs, and even though he’d once been banned from every pub in the town for pissing from the promenade onto a beach meeting of evangelical Christians, he figured that three years had passed and people would have forgotten the incident, and the publicans who’d barred him would have moved on. Or up. Or sideways. Or whatever publicans do when they spend longer than eighteen months in the same pub. So he phoned the number on the advert and got an interview with Harry Swaine, owner of a chain of butcher’s shops and owner of Hyde Hall. A florid man with tiny eyes and pink blotches on his flabby face, he was impressed with Fargo’s horticultural experience and gave him the job on the spot. “As long as you can start tomorrow,” he wheezed.


“I’ll start today,” said Fargo.


“Good lad,” said Harry, and he went off to adulterate some sausages.


Fargo moved into an attic room in the stable block behind the main house. He owned a motorbike, a suitcase of clothes, a phone and a box of random stuff he’d collected. He was happy with this stuff. He didn’t own books, a suit, a fishing rod, a telescope, a small collection of stuffed animals or a guide to the mountain ranges of the world. He put his one saucepan on the stove in the corner of the room, lay down on the bed, laughed at the ceiling and rubbed his hands together.


The job involved working with an old bloke called Bert, although working wasn’t the word Bert would have used to describe what he did. Once it had been appropriate but now, forget it. But the old man was a fixture, had worked for the people who owned Hyde Hall before the Swaines, and had worked for the people before them. Sixty years, sixty-five, seventy years? No one knew, and no one cared. A few years ago, Bert’s knees had gone on holiday to Norfolk and hadn’t come back, but Harry had a sentimental streak and wasn’t going to sack him. Besides, Bert’s head was full of knowledge, the sort of knowledge you can’t replace. For example, he knew that if you planted an apricot tree against a south facing wall in the old walled garden, it would die of a worm disease. And if you try to burn elder wood, you’ll be cursed for all time, for Jesus was crucified on a cross made of the stuff, or something.


On his first morning, Fargo met Harry in the stable block yard, stared at the watery sunshine and followed his boss through an arched gateway and onto the gravel driveway that led from the road to the estate and the gothic gables of the main house.


They crunched around the house, across formal lawns, through a walled vegetable garden, past the greenhouses that stood along half the south-facing walls, through the far gate by the dovecote and down to the orchard. Through the orchard, past a pair of duck ponds, through another gate and onto a path that led back towards the house. And as they walked, Harry Swaine pointed at this and that, and talked about the jobs Fargo would be expected to do. And when they got back to the lawns, he said “You can start by fetching a mower from the shed behind the laurel at the far corner of the lawns. Bert’ll be up there. He’ll show you the ropes.”


“Okay,” said Fargo, and as he left to find the shed, Harry Swaine thought that he’d made the right decision, and Fargo would turn out to be just the sort of lad the garden needed.


*


An early May breeze lifted the curtains, held them like a bride’s hands and laughed at the birds that perched on the groom’s wires. The groom wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing. He was confused and already lonely. Every time he looked at his bride she looked so pale. And when she looked at her hands she only saw water through her fingers. She could be about to drown and she wondered. What was it like to drown? Could you ever come back from a place where you could know? And as Mrs Anne Swaine turned in her sleep, her dreams snapped and the groom turned to dust. She opened her eyes and stretched. The room was watered with a pale light, feathered, in its way, by the season. The bride fled and the groom stood. And as she stretched and yawned, and her hair rippled across her pillows, Anne reached across and switched on a radio. She liked to listen to classical music in the morning.


The birds on the wire sang against the music. Leaves rustled in the trees outside the window. Swallows turned in the air, dipped and lifted, and thought of the land they had left a month before. This thought, this ripped heat, left its mark on the window. It was all memory. It was not choice. The swallows saw the sodden green of England, the grey of the channel, the yellow of France, the blue of the Mediterranean, the white of the mountains, the red of the desert, the orange of the desert, the fade of the dunes as they failed towards the jungles, and then the music. The drums and pipes, the twirling of the dancers, the turn of the clouds as they waited for the magicians, and the sea.


What was Anne going to do? Go back to sleep? Get up and have a shower? Listen to the radio? Get up and make some toast? Go back to sleep? Lie awake and stare at the ceiling for half an hour? Fly like a swallow? Drift over a trawling boat and watch the nets sink and fill? She made a decision. She got up, went to the window, pulled the curtains, stretched and looked down at the lawn. A lanky lad with large boots and a big smile was mowing the grass. As she stared at him, he reached the far end of his run, turned the machine and looked up at her.


He saw a yawning woman wearing blue pyjamas with her arms stretched over her head. Her hair was a mess, and even from a distant of fifty yards he could see that her face was drifted with boredom. For a moment he was embarrassed and wasn’t sure whether to carry on smiling, wave or turn the mower as if nothing had happened. In the end he turned the mower but missed his step and tripped. As he attempted to pretend that he had meant to trip, he looked up at the window again and the woman was looking at him. He spread his arms as if to say “I know I’m an idiot”. She shook her head and then disappeared into the darkness behind the window. She dropped her pyjamas on the floor, went to the bathroom, turned on the shower and listened as the sound of the running water joined the sound of the distant mower and the birds that crowded along the gutters to sing.


He made a good job of mowing the lawn, she made a good job of showering, he sat in the shed and drank a cup of coffee from a flask, she went downstairs, made herself a cup of tea and went outside to sit on the terrace. Radar the dog came from the kitchen, lay down beside her and wondered if he might get a biscuit.


She was sipping her tea as Fargo came round the corner. He was on his way to the walled garden where he was going to help Bert with some weeding.


As he appeared around the corner with a rake in his hand, Radar struggled to his feet, managed a single bark and lay down again. Anne said “You want to be careful.”


“Says who?”


“Says your boss’s wife,” said Anne, “but people call me Anne.”


Fargo leant on his rake and gave her a grin. He had good teeth for a man who sometimes forgot to brush them, and wide eyes. They reminded her of something, but she thought she would have to think for ten minutes before remembering what that thing was. “I saw you,” he said. “You were looking out the window.”


“Was I?” she said.


“You were.” He thought about saying something else but bit his bottom lip instead. He drew a drop of blood, licked it away, tasted iron, waited. He liked the taste of iron and he liked the look of Anne. She was wearing something that could have been a dressing gown but wasn’t a dressing gown. It was made of silk and patterned with roses and thorns and leaves, and was tied loosely around her waist. She was – he thought – around fifty, but he couldn’t be sure about that. She was ripe like a top mango. She trickled and oozed, and her skin was the colour of a cheese he’d eaten somewhere. He’d had a few girlfriends, women who fretted about their weight and their arses and their hair and their jobs. He didn’t think Anne had ever fretted about these things. Or if she had, she’d told herself to fret about something else. For although there was sadness in her eyes there was hope there too, and longing. Something was almost lost there, but not.


“You’re the new gardener?” she said.


“Yes.”


She nodded, sipped her tea and looked him up and down. “What’s your name?”


“Fargo.”


She laughed, and her face changed. The longing faded, and her eyes widened. “I’ve never met anyone called Fargo before.”


“My Dad was into the wild west. My sister’s called Wells.”


She laughed and then said “I’m sorry.”


“You’re not the first to laugh, and you won’t be the last.” He looked at the dog. “And who’s this?”


“Radar.”


He reached out a closed hand. Radar smelt it, decided the smell was okay, licked the knuckles and Fargo patted the dog’s head. “Good boy,” he said. ‘What sort is he?”


“A bit of boxer, a bit of sheep dog,” said Anne. “A good mix,” and she spilt some tea on her foot. “So you’ve got green fingers?”


“I’m not sure about that.” He put them to his nose and sniffed. “Maybe…” He pointed towards the walled garden. “I think Bert’s waiting for me.”


“I’m sure he is,” said Anne. “You’d better hurry along,” and with that, he shouldered the rake again and sloped off.


Bert waited for Fargo in a brick shed built into the corner of the garden. He sat in an knackered armchair and drank a cup of sweet tea. A digestive biscuit to dunk in the tea, an ancient cap on his red head, eyebrows like panic in a wire factory, eyes grey and faded, fourteen brown pegs of teeth, a back like a banana; he’d become a part of the chair, a casual passer-by would have had to look twice to spot him. All around were stacks of flower pots, balls of twine, jam jars crammed with useless nails and screws, spades, forks, coils of wire, hoes, crumbs and dust. The shed was lit by a skylight in the roof and a window to the left of the door, so Bert sat in a pool of chiaroscuro, and the surface of his tea reflected shimmers onto the roof and walls.


Fargo appeared in the doorway, dropped his rake and said “Bert?”


Bert stirred, looked up at the lad and nodded.


“The lawn’s done. What’s next?”


Bert nodded again, put his tea on the floor and hauled himself out of the chair. His knees clicked, and he took a deep, wheezing breath. He thought about something. He looked like the sort of man who had spent a lifetime lost in the bramble of one place, but he had more memories of more places than most people in Broadstairs. He’d fought in France, Burma, London and Glasgow, and been married two times. He had eight children and fifteen grandchildren, and lived in a house that was over two hundred years old. Once, he’d kept a diary, and once he’d drawn in sketch books, but now he’d learnt his lessons. What were Bert’s lessons? He looked at Fargo, gave a weak smile, scratched his chin and said “Weeding. And when you’ve finished the weeding, do some weeding.” And then he stood up, walked to the door, pushed into the light and looked at his bicycle. It was old but he loved it. He tested the tyres. They weren’t flat. He patted the saddle. It was worn. He rubbed some dirt off the headlamp, pushed it on and headed towards the cabbage patch.


*


For the next few weeks, Fargo settled into his new job, avoided the pub and got early nights. Bert let his memories do the curdling thing that memories do in an old man’s head. Anne dreamt of things that were tangible but not quite there. Harry left early every morning to visit one of his branches. He had shops in Whitstable, Herne Bay, Margate, Broadstairs, Ramsgate, Canterbury and Deal. His slogan was “Beat Our Meat”, displayed over the counter of each shop and printed on the plastic bags his customers were given to carry their chops home in. If he’d stopped for a moment to list his interests, he would have found that most of them started with the letter M. Money, meat, Mercedes-Benz, marmalade, Mars bars, mince, meat. But he didn’t have time to stop. He had driving to do, sausages to check, crossroads to cross without slowing down, and union flags to hang in his windows. The Queen was celebrating her diamond jubilee, and like the lambs he loved to slaughter, he loved the Queen. If he had an ambition, it would be to supply her with a full range of meat products, but if that wasn’t possible he’d be happy to supply her with a Christmas goose. Just to know that she and her wonderful family were eating one of his birds would make his life complete.


The people who worked for him, the butchers and their women and boys, tolerated him. He had a temper and his put-downs could stun a mayor, but they were easy enough to ignore, and no one felt they had to watch themselves when his Mercedes S-Class pulled up and he heaved himself out, wobbled across the pavement and pushed his way into the shop. His butchers and their women and boys just put their heads down and carried on with their work, and kept their thoughts to themselves. These were in contrast to the thoughts Anne had when he arrived home every evening. These were thoughts of revulsion, sometimes simple madness.


She was expected to keep the house clean, iron her husband’s shirts, dust the ornaments and have a hot meal on the table at seven. But beyond this, she had the day to herself. Once, she’d dreamt of being a professional dancer, but that ambition had faded when she grew too tall. Once, she’d dreamt of travelling the world, but when she discovered she was afraid of flying and suffered from seasickness, she’d turned her mind to gastronomy, and enrolled in a course at Le Cordon Bleu in London. Two years later, armed with her Grand Diplôme, she landed a job as a chef de partie at a restaurant in Canterbury. Two weeks later, she met Harry, and eighteen months later they were married.


The rest of the story followed a predictable course. She was pregnant within the year, and by the time her second son was born, Harry’s empire was built, and they were living in Hyde Hall. Now, twenty-five years later, the boys had left home, the house was an echo, and her dreams were like pressed flowers in a book someone gave to a charity shop by mistake. Her days were a dusty luxury of hours, filled now with reading, music and walking. Her favourite writer was Thomas Hardy, her favourite composer was Bach, her favourite singer was Billie Holiday, and she collected postcards of paintings by the French Impressionists. She loved French food, and her favourite walk was with Radar, down the drive from the house, and up to a place on the cliffs where she could stand and watch the sea.


Fargo’s favourite walk depended on his mood. Sometimes it was through a pub door, sometimes it was from his bathroom to bed, sometimes it was from a shed to a greenhouse. He liked photographs of polished motorcycles and ate a lot of biscuits and pizza. So the distances between them could be measured in many miles, but during those first two weeks, whenever they met a connection sparked, like the one in a movie where a scientist creates a monster by pulling a switch and watching a bolt of electricity dive between a metal ball and a spike of glass.


*


On the Friday of his first week, Anne asked Fargo to the house for a cup of morning coffee. By the end of the second week, a cup of morning coffee in the kitchen was a regular thing. Bert stayed in the garden shed. He didn’t think it was proper to spend more than two minutes at a time with a boss, a boss’s wife or any of a boss’s other relatives. Bert had his ways of doing things, and they mostly involved string.


The kitchen was large and equipped with class appliances. There was an Italian toaster on the sideboard, an American fridge in a corner, a German oven in a central island and Portuguese tiles on the wall. Radar snoozed on a comfortable rug in a bed beneath the window. Fargo sat at the end of a polished table while Anne made the coffee and took biscuits from a tin. She asked him what he’d been doing. He told her. She spooned the coffee into a cafetière. He watched her. He asked her what she’d been doing. She told him. She’d been reading a book about Wales. “I like castles,” she said. A strand of hair fell away from her forehead and covered her eyes. She swept it back. Her fingers were delicate and she wore rings.


“I went there when I was a kid,” he said. “We went on holiday at a place called Criccieth. Stayed in a B&B. I can remember the smell, even now. Bacon. There’s a great castle there and a beach and a famous ice cream shop…” He took a biscuit and stirred his coffee. He liked coffee and he liked it strong. She leant over the table. She was wearing a white blouse. He stared at her and their eyes met. She was embarrassed, he wasn’t embarrassed, the crackle in the air was the crackle you’d expect, and they heard it.


It didn’t take them long. Two days later, a storm blew through the county. Rain sheeted through the garden, wind ripped the leaves from the orchard trees. When Fargo went out to start work, he found Bert in the shed, doing stuff with plastic netting. He took a wheelbarrow and rake, and went to tidy some fallen twigs and leaves from the lawn. It was June but felt like autumn. The smell of smoke should have been in the air, and the smell of a compost heap.


Harry was spending the day in Whitstable. Anne waited for him to leave the house, listened as the car crunched up the drive and took the road, then lay in bed for an hour, reading a book about someone who walked around the coast of Ireland. It was one of those travel books that says more about the person who wrote it than the subject, and when she got to a chapter that focused on the writer’s relationship with stone walls, she closed it, dropped it on the floor and went to the window.


She watched the rain as it ran down the glass, and listened to the wind as it blew across the tops of the chimney pots. She heard a knocking and looked at the time. It was 10.30. She took a dressing gown from the back of the door, slipped it over her shoulders, tied it at her waist and went downstairs.


Fargo was standing on the step, drenched. “Get in here,” she said, and went to fetch a towel from the airing cupboard.


“Thanks,” he said stepping into the kitchen.


He started drying his hair, she put the kettle on, he sneezed, she took down two mugs, he pulled at his damp shirt and said “Mind if I take this off?” she said “No,” and watched as he undid the buttons.


Harry was a fat man. His skin was pale and loose, hung off him like tripe and smelt of vinegar. Fargo’s skin was tight and smelt of tar. He sat to drink his coffee at the kitchen table, with his shirt hanging off the back of the chair and the towel around his shoulders. She watched as little drops of water dripped off his ends of his hair and pooled on the floor. She said “Can’t Bert find you something to do inside?”


“There’s stuff to do in the greenhouse,” he said. The coffee was hot. She put a plate of biscuits on the table. He picked a ginger nut, the king of biscuits. As she moved from her chair to the cupboard and back again, he scratched his chin and watched her. He liked the sound of her breathing. She sounded like a cooling train in a station. He tried to remember something someone had said to him about older women, but he couldn’t.


“Another biscuit?” she said.


“Thanks.”


“More coffee?”


He nodded.


She poured.


He sipped some coffee and looked at a stack of books on the table. “You like reading?” he said.


She laughed.


He frowned.


“Sorry,” she said. “I love reading. Books are my life. What about you? Are you reading something at the moment?”


He thought about the Haynes manual he had in his room, almost said something about it, changed his mind, remembered the last real book he’d read and said “Robin Hood”.


“Robin Hood.” She nodded at the thought. “Who’s it by?”


He didn’t know. He thought it was in a comic, but maybe it wasn’t. He said “I don’t know. I just liked the story. You know, stealing from the rich, giving to the poor. That sort of thing. When I was at home, I used to watch it on the telly.”


“And where was that?”


“In the corner of the front room.”


“No, silly. Where was home?”


“St Austell. Cornwall. My old man used to work in the clay.”


“The clay?”


“China clay. He used to drive the dumper trucks.”


“Used to?”


“He was killed when I was a kid. Dumper rolled over him.”


“I’m sorry.”


Fargo shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I still think about him, but there’s not a lot I can do about it.”


“And your Mum?”


“She died a couple of years ago.”


“So you’re on your own?”


“I’ve got a sister. Lives in Manchester with her bloke.”


“You see her?”


“Not for a while. We don’t have a lot to say.”


Anne ran her finger around the rim of her coffee mug and made a little whistling sound through her teeth. “Sometimes…” she said, and she let the word hang in the air, watched it twist and fade, listened to its echo bounce, wished she hadn’t said it, wished she’d said more, went to the sink and poured the dregs of her coffee away. Fargo stood up, took his shirt off the back of the chair, joined her at the sink, put his mug on the draining board and slipped the towel off his shoulder.


“Thanks for the coffee,” he said.


She took the towel. Their fingers touched. He turned to leave. She reached out and put her hand on his arm. He looked at her. Her eyes were big and wondering, and he thought that if he reached out and put a hand on her dressing gown she would tip her head back and show him her neck. She reached up her other hand and touched the side of her face. He moved closer and said “You smell great”.


“Thanks.”


“Really great.”


“I go… I go to a special shop. This is the perfume Marie Antoinette used to wear.”


“Who?”


“The Queen of France.”


They were whispering.


“Why doesn’t she wear it any more?”


“Because she’s dead.”


“What happened to her?”


“You don’t know?”


“I left school when I was fifteen. I was a kid. I had better things to do with my time.”


“I bet you did,” Anne said, and she watched as the rain lashed the window. Somewhere – maybe a mile away – thunder rolled over the sea and slapped against the cliffs. “The sort of things I should have been doing…”


“And what does that mean?”


“What do you think it means, Fargo?”


“I don’t know.” She squeezed his arm. “Doing stuff?”


A squall rattled the back door. It made her jump. Fargo wasn’t nervous. She moved closer. He put an arm around her, pulled her closer and stood like this for a moment. “I feel safe,” she said. “I feel safe with you.”


“You smell even better like this,” he said, and he dropped his hand and let it rest on her waist. She made a sound like a cat by a fire. She made a little movement with her hips that told him it was okay to do whatever he liked, so he did.


The storm blew for the rest of the morning and half the afternoon, wailing at the house, blasting draughts under the door and through the cracks in the windows, rattling the glass, blowing dust down the corridors, frightening birds, lifting slates and flipping them onto paths. Some of the paths were green and some of them were grey, and some of them led through gardens and woods and rain.


Fargo and Anne fed on the paths and met at crossroads, made a pact, returned with a song, played the song, burned the song and placed the ashes in a bottle. The bottle was clear and the message bright and when, after a couple of hours, the phone rang and the spell cracked, she nudged him off the bed, answered the call and said “Yes dear… not a lot…” as he pulled his shirt on and headed for the door. A black, old door. He waited there for a moment and watched her talking to Harry, nodding her head and running her fingers through her hair. The watery light spread from the windows and cut bars across the floor and the bed and her body. She reached up and pulled the sheet up. He smiled and she smiled back and then waved him away. A minute later he was outside again, dashing through the rain towards the greenhouse and Bert who had finished doing things with netting and was now sorting lengths of string, coiling them and hanging them from nails.
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