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         Furfur, I said, and the name echoed because no one was there. But earlier Furfur had been on top of the bus before springing to the shelter where he kicked down a load of rainwater that had gathered on the roof. The people walking past gazed up to see the mini cascade’s origins. Furfur pressed the yellow bell for the length of the journey, the passengers getting irritated at the supposed malfunction. The driver had to keep stopping.

         Furfur was so excited to get into the house, jumping up and down while I fumbled in my bag for the key. Once inside he hung warm and close to my leg like a cat. I liked it. Eventually he took a spot by the window and looked out. That first night Sam’s mum Anita called round with a batch of scones she had baked. I thought you might like some, she said. They were on a tray covered in a tea towel. I knew that Furfur wouldn’t want her around, so I kept her on the doorstep.

         I’d invite you in but I have to go out soon, I lied.

         Are you alright? she said.

         Oh yeah fine.

         You sure?

         I’m fine. I’m great.

         Well hopefully I’ll see you soon, she said, and handed over the scones.

         I closed the door.6

         Furfur was happy and the air in the living room turned a dancing golden. I was wrapped in a bandage of honeyed warmth.

         Bandage of honeyed warmth? Yes, I know. But I’m trying to tell this as best I can because even now it is hard to understand it. All I can do is lay it out as it seemed. We had gone for a coffee that day, Anita and I, after visiting Endor. Anita left but I sat on and ordered another one. It was the café in the bookshop. The people at the next table were reading in an ostentatious fashion, holding up the covers so that everyone could see what they were. The woman, however she moved, hit herself in the face with her book. Startled, she rubbed her nose. I couldn’t help laugh to myself. There was a pile of celebrity sports biographies constructed into a pyramid. They slapped onto the wooden floor as if pushed over. The next coffee arrived and I settled into my seat.

         And then it was as if the air grew impatient in front of me. It seemed muscled. I looked at an empty table where, yes, there was the trace of something jumping on and off it with the energy of a child. On and off, on and off. Then, whatever it was hopped on to my knee, light and warm, before moving off and onto another table. It felt like Christmas when I was a kid and there was a new and complicated toy. This one wanted to go with me. Its outline, or the sense of it, was always changing. It was a deer up on its hind legs; a little girl in, what was it, knee socks; a lithe little pick-pocket, a monkey. Everyone around me was serenely unaware of this thing.

         I thought, what a total acid trip.

         And then the word came. Furfur. Furfur.

         When I had gone to the house to be the bridesmaid it was clear that even the make-up artist knew. All the others got lavish eyes, whereas I had nothing more than a little taupe tight-line. The hairdresser was the same: just a low pony tail for me.7

         They whispered, so brave. Even the corks of the sparkling wine didn’t pop with any extravagance. There was just an abortive little sound and then we all drank it as if it was tea. The dress, when I put it on, was far too big. There was so much fabric across my chest. Jacqui had said she’d understand it if I didn’t want to come but I insisted. It was fine. I would be there. But as my hair was pulled into that low pony tail, I knew I should have stayed at home.

         When I appeared in the church, as many people were looking at me as looking at Jacqui making her stately procession towards Jonesy in a dress that had cost almost two grand. They had seen the newspaper front pages and the updates online. I had been interviewed on the TV; they wanted to do it outside the house but it was windy and so our hair kept whipping across our faces, Anita and me. There were so many dopey rumours, that he had been drugged up, that he’d been doing crazy stuff with a prostitute, that he’d been depressed for ages and had finally decided to end it all.

         You look lovely, Jacqui said. The make-up really suits you.

         One night when we were out with our crowd Sam put his arm around me and I didn’t resist. He was warm, solid and a person not prone to issues. That was it: a few meals, a few nights out, a few weekends away and we moved in together. Competent’s pretty pejorative, I know. The dull diligence of it. But Sam was so competent at everything: any sport he tried, any exam he did. He could cook, could help a neighbour build an extension. He was always the same. No complications. So it was ridiculous that he could go missing.

         The wedding photographer wore a tweed suit complete with waistcoat. He arranged everyone in various configurations and said to me on one occasion, Hey Smiler. I ignored it. But somebody must have had a word with him because he then stopped asking me to be in the photographs altogether.8

         It sounds mundane maybe, but in the early stages one of the remarkable things about Furfur was the way that he could tidy things up. It was quite amazing. The kitchen was transformed after Furfur had worked his magic. The noise he seemed to make while doing this was like the chase scene from a cartoon, a madcap play of glockenspiel sounds. In just a matter of seconds there was order and a kind of clean lemon smell. That’s how it was, anyway, when Furfur first came.

         Back then there was so much fun to be had. Furfur made sure that programmes I hadn’t seen since being a kid could come on; there were times when the people in the programmes would slip out of the screen and into the room and then back again. The first time it happened it was a dopey rom-com where people were having brunch. My living room became the diner; I could smell the coffee and the waitress lifted the plates high as she negotiated the sofa and the little table. Sometimes, if the TV wasn’t on, the contents of the room just moved like a kaleidoscope, glittering and absorbing. A slow blink and it would all disappear. It was wonderful, beautiful really. If I had a bath, the rainbow bubbles would be floating up and around the room, bursting with delicate little pops to reveal puffs of pastel powder. Colours glowed. I could stare at something like a mug for hours, marvelling at its perfect cylindrical form and the flower design that seemed to bloom.

         It was entirely possible from my sofa to travel back in time with Furfur if I wanted to. I saw my legs clad in thick grey wool stockings and black boots when I went to the Great Exhibition. I tried out Laurel Canyon. It wasn’t that you could see it exactly, but you could feel it, the atmosphere. I could always still see my own legs dangling off the sofa. But it was odd: when faced with the opportunity to go anywhere or see anything what I picked was sometimes clichéd. I went to Woodstock, saw the Stooges, went to the building of the Pyramids, Paris 1968, and to the 9ceremony where Hattie McDaniel won an Oscar. I watched Lenny Bruce on stage a couple of times. I watched Valerie Solanas shoot Andy Warhol. I went to my own 4th birthday party. I liked my parents in the memories from when I was a kid. They were always trying to phone me but I only contacted them back when I knew they were likely to be out. I left cheerful messages on their answerphones. People knocked on my door, including them no doubt, but I tended not to answer. Why would I, when I had all of this going on?

         I thought that I wanted to see the most beautiful woman in the world but Helen of Troy looked kind of plain to me, her hair just hanging down limply and so I saw Kim Kardashian too and marvelled at her ass and the smoothness of her skin. I saw Claudia Cardinale and Monica Vitti, both beautiful too. At that time Furfur was all laughter. He loved to see my reaction to things, would jump up and down in delight.

         But then—then Furfur started to get moody, teenage. It was hard to keep him happy. He would mope all day when I had to go to work. He wanted to be brought along and although I recognised that it was boring to be alone for hours, I didn’t want him there. They had been so good about everything to do with Sam, I didn’t want them to be inconvenienced by Furfur’s possible antics. And then the house started to feel damp all the time. I had got into the way of wearing Sam’s clothes, but when I put them on, they never felt dry. I started turning the heat up full, but it made no difference.

         The hen night was in Mullingar, at a hotel that specially catered for hen nights. At the next table in the restaurant there had been a group with matching T-shirts: Big Muff, Cute Muff, Crazy Muff, Grumpy Muff. Crazy Muff got so drunk that when she fell off her chair, she pulled half the food from the table with her. Ours was a more sedate affair. We felt comparatively demure in our little pink 10headbands. Later the talk turned to men and with all of the petty jealousies and attempts at control I felt lucky that I had Sam. He’d only had one serious girlfriend before me. She was called Jodee. What in the hell type of name is that anyway? I’d said to him. They’d gone out right from when they were at school. She still texted him to say Happy Christmas. It annoyed me. Well good you can enjoy yourself now you’ve got the little message from the love of your life. Not really Christine, he’d reply. She’d been really sporty; she’d captained a women’s football team and she had been a gymnast. The first time we had sex all I could think about as I lay there was that what had just happened must have been so fucking boring compared to gymnast Jodee who could contort herself into such intriguing and exciting positions. I imagined her at the end of the bed as though it was an Olympic beam. Every sex-worker or pole dancer that I envisaged in Amsterdam was in a leotard, was Jodee. Because that’s where the stag night was the next weekend.

         
             

         

         At lunchtime on the Sunday I got a call from Jacqui. She said that she didn’t want to panic me or anything because most likely it was totally explainable, but no one had seen Sam since the night before. The rest of the guys now needed to go for the plane but he wasn’t with them.

         So when did they last see him?

         About two in the morning, Jacqui said. After they’d been to wherever they’d been. They were going to try one more place and if they couldn’t get in, then they were going back to the hotel. Jonesy says that he wasn’t with them any more at that point.

         Well don’t panic, I said. Maybe he’ll meet them at the airport or something. It’s so not like Sam to miss a flight!

         Should they contact the police do you think? Jacqui asked.11

         No, I said. What would be the point? I was imagining the hard time I was going to give him. Oh yeah well you are not Mr All That because do you remember the time you got so wasted in Amsterdam you missed the flight. You too can be a dick you know!

         I phoned Sam but there was no answer. Again and again, no answer.

         
             

         

         The day after, Anita, Jonesy and I flew to Amsterdam. The only time I was ever at the airport was for a holiday. It was always connected to a sense of expectancy. There were the things that I always did when I was there, like buy a couple of magazines and go for a coffee, contentedly look out at the planes. From Sam’s big sweatshirt and his grey jogging bottoms that were way too big for me I could smell his warmth and that outdoors, buttery scent that was his. It was strange to know what to do. It didn’t seem right to sit where we normally would have done to have a coffee. I phoned my parents to say that we couldn’t find Sam. They wanted to come too, make the 80 mile journey to the airport but I said no. Because I still felt at that moment that he was just stuck somewhere—he’d bumped his head maybe, had gone to a party and maybe got sick. I could see him lying in a hospital bed somewhere, the relief and laughter when we came in and said, what are you like? Didn’t you give us all such a scare?

         On the plane Anita got a small bottle of wine and Jonesy got a beer.

         You not having a drink Christine? Anita said. I am beside myself. This is hell on earth. And you don’t want a drink?

         No.

         You could get a gin and tonic.

         I don’t want a drink, Anita.12

         Anita thought the Airbnb was costing a lot of money. Wouldn’t you think, she said, that under the circumstances they would have reduced the price? I told them what happened. When I emailed the woman, I told her. But she didn’t even mention it.
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