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Prologue


Conrad and Eleanor have been seeing each other for eleven months when Eleanor becomes pregnant. It is 1975. They are at Cambridge.


‘Annie says the people at the university clinic are good,’ Eleanor tells him. It is sunny and they are sitting on the wall outside the pub looking down into the canal. Conrad watches a mother duck shepherding her brood in and out of the weeds at the water’s edge.


‘Good at what?’


‘Advice. Fixing it.’


‘Fixing what?’ he asks stubbornly, knowing perfectly well that his slowness will only make her more impatient.


‘Abortion, what do you think?’ Eleanor looks across at the gangs of other students sprawled around the tables. ‘Why are you being so dense?’


‘I don’t agree with abortion. I mean —’ quickly, as she turns to face him, squaring up for the argument, ‘yes, a woman’s right to choose and all that, but unless it’s a rape or something – I mean, within a relationship, shouldn’t it be discussed?’ His voice sounds craven in his own ears.


‘What will we discuss?’ she says in a reasonable tone. ‘How I’m going to look after it while I do my house job? Or you are, working eight hours a day in the lab? Or what we’re going to use for money?’


‘We can discuss it,’ he says doggedly.


‘Keep your voice down. There’s no need to tell the world.’


‘OK. Let’s walk along the canal.’ If this is the only time it will be discussed, then they will discuss it now, for good or ill. But Eleanor is objecting.


‘I’ve got to be back for a histology lecture at 2.’


‘Fine. There’s an hour.’


‘You’ve got to inject your mice.’


‘The mice can wait.’ He stands aside to let her go down the steps to the towpath. It is too narrow to walk side by side.


‘So what d’you think I should do? Give birth and have it adopted?’


‘Of course not.’


‘What then?’


He feels a sudden spacey unbalancedness, as if he were starting across a tightrope. Head up, one foot in front of the other; don’t think of the drop. ‘We could get married.’


‘Married?’


‘Yes.’


She keeps on walking in front of him, he can’t see her face. The silence extends.


‘Why not? People do. They – they get married and have children.’


‘What for?’


He pretends to laugh. ‘Because they want to.’


‘Do you want to?’


‘Yes.’


She turns. ‘You really want to get married?’


The spark of anger he feels is a relief. ‘Yes. Is that so strange? We’re going out together, you’re expecting my child, I want us to get married.’


‘But it never entered my head.’ She begins to walk on. After a while she says, ‘I don’t think it’s a very good idea.’


‘Why?’


‘We’re too young. I mean we’ll both probably meet other people we like.’


He knows she will.


‘And in terms of our careers the timing’s terrible. If we were going to get married and have kids, in five years’ time might be about right.’


‘Yes, but this has happened now.’


‘OK. But I could have an abortion now and we could still choose to get married and have a family in five years’ time, if we really wanted.’ Her tone shows him how unlikely she thinks that is.


‘In five years’ time one of us could be dead. The abortion might lead to sterility, you might never conceive again —’


‘You’re being ridiculous. The whole point is, women can have control of their fertility.’


‘So what went wrong here then?’


‘I don’t know.’ El is on the pill.


‘I rest my case.’ He can see what is going to happen as clearly as he can see the rubbish clogging the canal up ahead. If she has an abortion it will lie between them. A mucky connection. She will use it to move herself on. But the more he cares, the easier it is for her not to. He has a vision of two kids on a see-saw, one clinging on fearfully, and the other, at the extreme end, gleefully bumping and jolting up and down. He forces himself to speak lightly. ‘You just had a proposal of marriage.’


‘My third.’ She turns and smiles at him, then leans in and touches her lips to his. ‘I’m honoured. I’m going to histology, but I’ll think about it.’


He wonders who the other two are. Philip Marlin would be one. But he doesn’t know the other.


‘Four actually,’ she says, ‘if you count Timothy Evans at primary school.’


‘Fine. I’ll see you tonight.’


When they meet after dinner Eleanor has already called at the counselling centre. ‘I was cycling past at 5 and they were still open.’


‘And?’


‘If I said I didn’t know who the father was, it would be simple.’


He can’t think of a reply.


‘You would never have considered marrying if this hadn’t happened.’


She’s right. Why is he thinking of it now? He hates her. Let her do what she wants. With every word he says to her he is exposing himself further. ‘Yes, I would.’


She sighs theatrically and folds her arms. ‘Oh yeah.’


‘Look —’ His mind is blank.


‘I’m looking.’


‘Look, it’s simple. You’re pregnant, let’s get married.’ He feels his hot blush rising.


‘Is it some antiquated notion of honour? You’ve ruined my reputation so now you must do the decent thing? Is it that?’


‘No. The reverse.’ At last, lucidity. ‘Exactly the reverse. I want us to make a commitment. I want to live with you. I want it to be permanent. It’s not cool, it’s not what any of our friends are doing. But you being pregnant – gives us the excuse.’


The tiny silence before her reply is encouraging. ‘You were waiting for this to happen.’


‘No. I didn’t know it would. Of course not, you’re on the pill. But now it has happened, I can see it’s what I want.’


‘What about me?’


‘I don’t know.’ There is a relief in having said it. Whatever happens. In having stated his position.


‘Neither do I.’


Gathering out of his relief, swelling with the force of it, comes a magnanimity which astonishes him: he can pity her. She doesn’t know what she wants. He does. He loves her and that makes him vulnerable, she could damage him with her not caring. But now in a swoop the positions are reversed: he is fortunate, knowing what he wants. She is the lost one. In the safety of his secure footing he can wait, and whatever happens will not be all loss. ‘OK. When you know, you can tell me.’


After a moment she bursts out laughing. ‘Thanks. What if I never know?’


Her laughter has broken their immobility – it is possible to reach for her and pull her into a hug. Their bodies are warm together. ‘You haven’t got that luxury. You’ve got – what’s the cut-off point? Fourteen weeks?’


She shakes her head. ‘If I go in the next week they can do suction. I’d be in and out within the hour.’


‘Like cleaning a car.’


‘What?’ She is laughing.


‘Suction. One of those vacuums they have at garages.’


‘That’s disgusting.’


‘Yes. Don’t do it.’ He kisses her. He can feel the power. It has transferred from her to him. He can kiss her, he can pin her arms to her sides, he can walk her slowly backwards and lower her to the bed; raising his face from hers he can tell her, ‘Don’t move’, and undress her garment by garment while she lets him raise first arms then legs in his hands, watching him, her eyes almost blank with surprise and lust. For the first time, Con has the power.


Knowing it makes it happen. She says yes, as he knows she will. You can’t make happen what you want to happen. But when you shift from wanting it to knowing it, it happens. It comes to you, whatever you desire, it comes and offers itself up.









Chapter 1


Eleanor is late setting off for home on Monday, 10 February 2003. She has had to hang on at work for the phone call from the symposium organisers, who seem to have forgotten the time difference between Chicago and the UK. When she finally gets to her car it is encrusted in two days’ worth of melted and refrozen snow, with the de-icing spray locked inside and the lock iced up. She cannot remember what time Con’s flight got in but it was almost certainly afternoon – he will be home by now. Sod it, she will leave the car and take a taxi.


But on this bitter winter night everyone has the same idea; the streets of Manchester are crawling with cabs all cosily packed with passengers. She picks her way to the corner shop, buys a new can of de-icer and some milk, and walks gingerly back down the slippery street to liberate the car.


It is 9 by the time she gets home, but there are no lights on in the house. For a moment she’s bewildered. Then: good. Maybe his flight is delayed. Of course. Weather. There’re no messages on the answerphone. For an hour she works rapidly, drawing ­curtains, turning up the heating, defrosting soup and bread, clearing the weekend’s unopened post and newspapers, unpacking her bag and putting on a wash, making the house feel lived-in again. No one would guess she has spent a whole luxurious weekend with Louis. She checks Ringway arrivals; flights from Germany all seem to be on time, there was one from Munich at 17.05. By 10.15 it’s too late to wait any longer and she eats half the soup and has a whisky, before going to check her email. Maybe he met up with someone at the conference and is stopping over. Maybe she actually got the day wrong. There are quite a few emails but mostly junk and none from Conrad. She has another whisky and listens to Radio 4 news at 11 (no plane crashes) then goes to bed. It’s fine. It is as if she has been here all weekend.


In the morning she has a quick scout about to see if he left his flight times anywhere – on his desk? On the corkboard in the kitchen? She always leaves hers, it wouldn’t have hurt him to. Before she heads for work she scrawls him a note.


Thought you’d be back last night. Give me a ring when you get in. Dinner with health service bigwigs, home late.


El xx


When she gets home that night the note is where she left it. She taps in his mobile number and, predictably, it goes straight to answerphone. He never switches it on, it’s pointless him having a mobile. She sends a brief text: ‘Where are u? E x’, but he won’t pick that up either. He must have gone on somewhere. Their daughter Cara is the most likely person to know. El rings her in the morning.


‘Mum. D’you know what time it is?’


‘It’s 7.30 and I have to leave for work in two minutes.’


‘Well, I don’t.’


‘Sorry. Listen, d’you know when your father’s coming back?’


‘I didn’t know he was away.’


‘That conference. He went to that conference in Munich.’


‘Mum, I don’t know, I haven’t spoken to him – I’m going to have to pee now you’ve woken —’


‘OK, I’ve got to go. Call me if he rings, will you? Bye.’


That night she returns early, half expecting the house still to be empty. It is. But there’s a message on the answerphone. Tina, Con’s research student. ‘Hi Con, are you OK? Sorry to bother you at home but you said we’d go through my results today. D’you think you’ll be in tomorrow?’ So, he was expected back at work. El wants to talk to Louis, who she has not seen since the weekend, and she texts him but there’s no reply.


After Eleanor’s eaten she goes through Con’s desk more thoroughly, looking for conference hotel bookings, and then through his email inbox, looking for online flight confirmation. Nothing, it must be on his work email.


Who else was going? George and Anita probably went; she turns to their number in the address book then hesitates. If anything bad had happened she would have heard. What if Conrad never went to the conference?


The doubt only enters her head for a moment, teasingly. Of course he went. It’s likely that one of the kids at least knows where he is. She phones the other three in turn. Paul doesn’t answer his mobile. Megan is on a bus going home from a rehearsal and thought he was coming back on Monday. Daniel is in his room with a very loud TV on and all he knows is Dad was going somewhere last week.


She turns again to George and Anita’s number. It is 10pm; if she doesn’t ring now it’ll get too late. How stupid, what’s she fretting about? He’s a grown man; if he’s too rude or incompetent to tell her when he’s coming home why should she chase after him like a mother hen? She makes coffee and settles down to proofread her British Medical Journal paper. Paul rings back, he’s surprised Dad’s not home, he thought the conference ended on Sunday. ‘I was going to come round tomorrow night.’


She starts to say, ‘Well, you still can —’ then remembers she’s giving an evening lecture, but Paul wanted to see Con anyway about some new computer program Con is using at work. Eleanor puts the slight fractiousness of the conversation down to Paul’s having been drinking, and says goodbye without further chat; in his answering ‘Goodnight then’ she detects plainly that he is offended.


There is nothing for it but to phone George and Anita. Louis texts her back as she starts to dial. ‘Can talk at 10.30?’ Her whole being is resistant to phoning George and Anita. Cosy marital double act, George-n-ita. Who each know how many times that day the other went for a piss. Who will be politely astounded that she has no idea where her husband is, and are the last people she wishes to share that information with.


‘Hello George? It’s Eleanor —’


‘Sorry love, wrong number.’ The voice is male, impatient, slight­ly contemptuous. She slams the receiver down and dials again.


‘Hello?’


‘Anita, hello, Eleanor here – yes thanks, fine. And you? – Good. I was ringing about the conference last weekend – yes – did you by any chance take the same flight home as Con?’


‘We didn’t fly together – no – I don’t know when his flight was. George and I got a lunchtime flight back from Hanover on Sunday, it was my niece’s twenty-first —’


‘Oh.’


‘Why? Is anything the —’


‘Did you talk to him at the conference, Anita? How did he seem?’


‘Has anything happened? What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing – nothing, I just wondered.’


‘He was quiet. George and I both noticed that; we asked him if he wanted to have dinner with us on Saturday night but he said there was someone he needed to talk to and I said to George, poor Conrad does look a bit —’


‘I see. Thank you, Anita.’


‘But what’s the trouble? Is he ill?’


‘No. No. I – he didn’t say anything about meeting anyone – going on anywhere?’


‘But why don’t you ask —’


‘He hasn’t come home.’ In the brief silence she is amused by the vision of the cogs going round in Anita’s head.


‘Oh El! Where on earth can he be?’


‘He’s almost certainly stopped off with friends – he may even have told me before he left and it’s slipped my mind, that’s why I’m asking.’


‘Oh. Well, I’m really sorry, I don’t think I can shed any light – let me just ask George.’


Eleanor hears her palm clamp over the mouthpiece, the solidity of her flesh sealing up her conversation with her husband. Eleanor is ready when the hand lifts.


‘Never mind, thanks awfully, Anita, I’m sorry to have ­bothered you —’


‘If we think of anything we’ll —’


‘Yes, there’s nothing to worry about, I’m quite sure. Love to George. Bye now!’


OK, where is he? What has he done, the idiot? He was at the conference, he hasn’t come back. Tina was expecting him at work today. Eleanor leaves Con’s office and heads back to the kitchen, pacing the length of the room. He’s missed his flight, that’s the most likely – missed his flight and not got onto another and can’t cope, sitting in a heap somewhere like a sulky child. He will need rescuing. He was barely functioning at home – the complications of airports and shuttle buses have been too much for him. When she thinks of him she has that familiar sinking of the heart; he has gone downhill. Is this how Con will get old? Depressed, dysfunctional? Why oh why didn’t she leave him while the going was good? A little flare of excitement: what if something really has happened to him, and he doesn’t come back? It is the dutiful teacherly El who rounds up the sparkles from this firework and brushes them into a corner. For shame. Have you no heart? No no no! she laughs to herself, and her child-self kicks up her heels and cavorts. To be free of Con! To be free of Con without being the bad guy, without dragging them both through separation, without carving up the house, without the children’s recriminations (which would all of course be aimed at her) – a get-out-of-jail-free card, how good would that be?


At the expense of his safety, his health, maybe his life? chides teacher-El. For shame.


Then El suddenly remembers Con. She remembers him running along the beach towards her with toddler Cara perched on his shoulders, he’s a bull charging the matador, he’s ducking his head and shoulders and Cara is screaming with delight and El is laughing and dodging and her skin is tingling with anticipation for the moment he will catch her. It’s Con, who she loves. She slumps against the kitchen counter. What if he’s with someone else?


She’s already thought it of course but now concentrates. Who would want him? Bitch. Because he’s dumb and sullen with you that doesn’t mean he can’t be charm itself to another woman. So: he’s with someone else. Who reflects back to him a charming, funny, clever Con, instead of a depressing failure. The familiar clamour of exculpation starts up – OK, she tells herself, OK it’s not your fault but that doesn’t change the facts. He is a failure. If he thinks he is, he is. With someone else he won’t be. Of course he’s with someone else.


The punch lands. She crouches, back against the cupboard, arms clasped around herself, holding herself together. Con laughing with someone else, lightly touching her arm. Con alive and happy and funny and competent and not with her.


Slowly she pushes herself to standing again, ashen with self-­disgust. What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. As her mother used to say.


The phone rings. Paul again. ‘I’ve been thinking, when did you last speak to him?’


El can’t remember. ‘Last week sometime?’


‘But he’s phoned you since he went?’


‘No. Why should he?’


‘You haven’t spoken to him for a week, Mum? Or texted?’


‘No.’


There’s a pause. ‘Shall I come round?’


‘What can you do?’


‘I’m coming round.’


It’s getting late now. She remembers tomorrow. It’s the deadline for her grant application and there are still several questions outstanding. She hasn’t practised her evening lecture; there’s a research committee meeting. She’ll have to go in at 7am to prepare. What’s to be done about Con? Nothing. She’ll get her freedom because he’s found someone better, and it will serve her right.


She tidies the dishes, puts the kettle on, and turns on the outside light for Paul. She wishes he wasn’t coming. But then he arrives on a waft of cold air and alcohol.


‘Should you have driven? Aren’t you over the —’


‘Mother, stop.’ He peels off his coat and they head to the kitchen where El makes them tea. ‘Did you have a fight?’


‘No.’


‘He didn’t say anything about —’


‘Nothing.’


‘So where d’you think he is?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘So what you gonna do?’


‘He’s a grown man. If he’s choosing, for whatever reason, not to come home, presumably in the fullness of time he’ll let me know why.’


Paul puts his mug on the table and paces the kitchen.


‘Look, Paul, if something was wrong I’d have heard. He’s got his passport, his mobile, his laptop —’


‘How long you gonna leave it?’


‘Till what?’


‘Till you try to find him?’


El laughs. ‘How can I try to find him? He’s in Germany. Or could be further afield by now, if he likes. How can I find one man, in the world, if he doesn’t want to be found?’


‘But why would he go and not tell anyone? What’s he done?’


‘I’m assuming he’s with someone else.’


Paul stops. ‘Do you know?’


She shakes her head.


‘Did you guess? Did he act like —’


‘No.’


There’s a silence. ‘But why shouldn’t he, eh?’ says Paul. ‘You make me sick, you two.’


El drains her tea and stands up. ‘Me too. We make me sick too. But there we are. I’ve put clean sheets on Dan’s bed if you want to stay.’


‘What about the police?’


‘The police?’


‘They trace people who’re missing, don’t they?’


‘Not if someone has gone off on his own volition.’


‘Why wouldn’t he tell one of us? Why wouldn’t he tell Cara?’


‘Because he’s punishing me, I suppose.’


‘We can all keep a secret from you,’ says Paul drily. ‘I promise you, none of us knows where he is.’


‘Well, it would be a waste of police time. You ring the police if a ten-year-old doesn’t come home, not an independent adult.’


Paul is staring into the grain of the table.


‘Paul? I’m going to bed.’


He doesn’t answer. As El undresses she remembers she forgot to phone Louis.


El is asleep when her phone rings. She leaps up, knocking over her water glass as she grabs for the phone. This will be it. But the phone twinkles CARA at her.


‘Hello?’


‘You’ve bolted the door. I can’t get in.’


El pulls on her dressing gown. Paul appears in Dan’s doorway. ‘Is it —?’


‘Cara.’


‘Fuck’s sake.’ He retreats and slams the door.


Cara is dragging a wheelie case. She stands in the hall looking tragically at El as she locks up again. ‘You haven’t heard anything, have you?’


‘No.’


Cara’s eyes are welling up; El wonders if she has been kicked out by her nasty boyfriend. Stiffly she holds out her arms and after a moment Cara leans against her and lets herself be enfolded. It is like hugging an empty coat on a hanger. El remembers sickeningly that she has forgotten to worry about Cara for quite a long time. Why didn’t Con tell her Cara was bad again? ‘It’s very late,’ she murmurs.


‘I can’t sleep.’


‘I think he’s fine, love. I think we’ll hear from him tomorrow.’


Cara steps back, shaking her head, raking a sleeve across her wet face. ‘I’m going to Munich.’


‘That’s silly, that won’t —’


Cara moves along the hall to the kitchen. ‘I’ve booked it, 10.15 tomorrow, but I need to borrow some money.’


El trails after her. ‘I’ll make us a milky drink.’


‘I don’t want one. I feel sick.’


‘Cara, you’re in no shape to go haring off —’


‘He’s still there, I can feel it, he’s in a hospital or prison or – or kidnapped, he’s there, he needs help.’


Paul barges into the kitchen. ‘Thanks for waking us up.’ He opens the fridge and glares at the contents then slams it shut.


‘What are you looking for?’ asks El.


‘Something to drink.’


‘I’m making cocoa.’


‘Not that kind of drink.’


Cara persists. ‘If it was one of us he’d already be there, he’d be the first —’


If it was one of the kids, he would. He’d be at it like a terrier digging up the dirt. If it was Eleanor herself ? She thinks not. ‘You can’t even speak German.’


‘I can go to the hotel. The conference centre. They’ll speak English.’


‘I’m going to ring them in the morning, there’s no point —’


‘He’s there. I can sense it, OK? And when I arrive I’ll know what to do. I’ve got to follow my instincts.’


‘With her supernatural powers, Cara Evanson confounds —’


‘Shut up, Paul.’


‘Shut up yourself, you loony.’


‘Don’t tell me to shut up, you bastard.’


‘Please,’ says Eleanor automatically. They fall silent. ‘Why did you say kidnap?’


‘He could be kidnapped for money.’


‘Or by animal rights people,’ offers Paul. ‘They might have been targeting the conference.’


‘He’s not important enough,’ says El. ‘Anyway, there’s no ransom demand.’


‘Yet,’ says Cara. ‘You don’t know.’


‘We should tell the police.’ Paul’s contribution.


‘You shouldn’t go on your own. And it doesn’t make sense for me to —’


‘I want to go on my own.’


‘Where are you staying?’


‘His hotel, if I can. Or somewhere near.’


‘We’ll book you a hotel in the morning. One missing person is enough.’


‘Can you drive me to the airport?’


This is pure Conrad. The children are grown up but they still rely on him to ferry them to station and airport. ‘I’ll pay the taxi.’


Paul has unearthed a bottle of brandy last used to light a Christmas pudding. He’s filling a tumbler. ‘I’ll have some, please,’ says El. If only to stop him drinking the lot.


Eventually El heads upstairs, and sets her alarm for 6, by now four and a half hours away. She needs to sleep. But finds herself pulling open Con’s drawers in the big chest they share. His clothes are all there; he can’t have taken more than a couple of pairs of underpants and socks, maybe a T shirt. In the wardrobe his shirts hang in an accusing row. He’s got too many, so certainly two or three could be missing. But he’s not taken enough clothes to last five days. All his underpants look strangely new. She thinks of him as wearing black Marks and Sparks, but these are blue and green, there’s even red – Calvin Klein. Why d’you get new underwear? She closes the drawer carefully, silently.


If the woman was pregnant. She’ll be younger, obviously. If she was pregnant, he’d leave.


This time contempt – for both Con and herself – tempers the pain. She needs to feel the pain, to bite down on it like an aching tooth, to remind herself of its reality; but it is wearisome, really. He will try a re-run with another woman, because having young children makes him happy. He will try to repeat. Which only men can do, of course. And she will be the stereotypical abandoned wife. All their shiny hope and this is what it comes to – clichés, staggering through their Punch and Judy roles. Pathetic. Contemptible.


El realises she won’t sleep, and creeps downstairs to her office again in search of her glasses. But the kitchen door is ajar, and when she hears Paul’s words it is impossible not to stop and listen.


‘You know she’s having an affair?’


‘Louis?’ asks Cara.


‘Yes.’


‘I sort of knew. I tried not to. But does Dad know?’ asks Cara.


‘I have no idea.’


‘You think he’s left her?’


‘Why won’t she call the police?’


‘You think she doesn’t want him to be found?’ Cara sounds incredulous.


‘Look – look at the facts. She’s in love with someone else.’


‘Is she really? Do you know that?’


‘All right, she’s having an affair with someone she doesn’t even love.’


‘Paul —’


‘She hasn’t got time for Dad. Say he won’t give her a divorce.’


‘She could leave him, if she really wanted to,’ Cara offers.


‘But where would she go? They own this house jointly.’


‘Louis is married! This is ridiculous, he lives with his wife.’


‘Right. So neither of them has anywhere to go. If Mum could get Dad out of the house —’


‘Then she and her lover could live here? What about us?’


‘None of us lives here, my dear little sister, it’s not our house.’


‘It doesn’t make sense. You think Mum has kicked Dad out and is pretending he’s missing – why would she do that?’


‘If she’d kicked him out, he could still contact us. No. Maybe something worse.’


Eleanor wants to move, she wants to go back to bed and block her ears. But she is frozen to the spot.


‘Like what? Like she murdered him? Is that what you’re saying?’ demands Cara.


‘Don’t shout. It could have been an accident. What if they had a row and things just went from bad to worse? What if accidentally something happened to him, because of her?’


‘Like what?’


‘I don’t know. But I can imagine, can’t you?’


‘No, I can’t imagine. I think you’re mad.’


‘Cara, listen to me. People don’t just vanish. And when someone does, nine times out of ten it’s the spouse.’


‘Why would she say he was missing?’


Paul laughs incredulously. ‘He is missing. The only thing she’s pretending is that she doesn’t know where he is.’


‘And where do you imagine? The garden? The freezer? This is stupid. He’s in Munich and I’m going there tomorrow to find him.’


‘I can imagine it,’ persists Paul. ‘It needn’t even have been deliberate on her part.’


Paul isn’t the only one who can imagine it. El forces herself to move away and on up the stairs. Paul has no sympathy for her in this situation: well, why should he? She has no sympathy for herself. But still her son’s harshness brings stinging tears to her eyes; tears for him, for Paul, that he can think so badly of her. What has she done to him? What kind of a mother is she? Lying in bed staring at the darkness, with the distant murmur of Paul and Cara’s voices in the kitchen, El allows herself to fully re-­enter the wretchedness of her and Con’s recent dealings.


She is remembering a night a couple of weeks ago; she has spent the evening with Louis, and come home shockingly late. She lets herself in quietly. It is 2.15 in the morning. The night is cold and clear with stars, and she almost can’t bear to step into the stuffy house, with its coagulated smells of old food and un-vacuumed carpets and the sour odour of Con’s depression. It closes in on her, how can she breathe? If he won’t clean they’ll have to get a cleaner, she will have to have that fight again. It is disgusting to have to walk into this. She has a glimpse of them in old age, in their stinking pen. No wonder the children don’t visit.


Louis’ wife is away looking after her mother, so Eleanor and Louis have been at his place. His clean and tasteful, childless, housewifed house. She meant to come home at 11 but she fell asleep. Now she’s wide awake. She makes her way to the kitchen and closes the door silently before switching on the light. Con’s dishes are in the sink, no wonder it stinks; since when was he too low to even put them in the dishwasher? She puts a pan of milk on the greasy hob and surveys the kitchen, feeding her own irritation. The paper is spread open on the table. Con’s coat and scarf are slung over a chair, his shoes in the middle of the floor, the bin is overflowing. He has not even pulled down the blinds. She does so. Silently she tidies, pressing down the contents of the bin, scraping his dirty plate into it, loading the dishwasher.


Why is he like this? It is his job. His work with monkeys is going nowhere; all the work on transgenic transplant monkeys is stalling. He has been marking time for months. She has given up trying to persuade him to get out. She stands by the table thinking about this house; the big family home, the attic, the empty children’s bedrooms, and how Con wants to stick to it like a snail in his shell, and how dead a space it is. She has been pushing for them to sell it and move on. And then she thinks, I should have tried to get him away. Found somewhere else where we could get out of what we are in this house, where we could sit for whole evenings with nothing to do but talk. There have not been any proper holidays for a long time. It has seemed hard to see the point; she has dragged him on the odd weekend city break, where they have done galleries and concerts. But they have not been somewhere with empty time, time to allow the place to change them. She has been too busy for that. And in her own defence, he has never suggested it.


She has automatically taken the brush and dustpan from under the sink and is sweeping up the spillages from the bin. Suddenly he opens the kitchen door. He’s wearing the multi-coloured dressing gown Cara got him from a charity shop, for a joke. It is miserably inappropriate. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Clearing up your mess, as you can see.’


‘What are you doing at this time of night?’ he persists.


‘I couldn’t sleep.’


‘I heard you come in from outside.’


‘OK, I came in.’


‘Where were you?’


‘You know where I was.’


He pulls out the chair she has just pushed under the table, and sits. She turns to her milk. ‘D’you want a drink?’


‘No.’


‘Did I wake you? I’m sorry.’


‘I was awake.’


She mixes her cocoa, noting the tea-encrusted edge of the sugar bowl, the lidless marmalade. ‘How are you sleeping, generally?’


He shrugs.


‘You ought to go to the doctor.’


‘For insomnia?’


‘For depression.’


He does not reply, and she glances at him, stirring. ‘Con? I know how you feel, but the tablets work. You know they do. You need something to give you a lift —’


‘Don’t tidy up after me,’ he says. ‘It’s insulting.’


‘It’s dirty in here. It smells.’


‘Because of me.’


‘If you leave dirty plates overnight they’re bound to —’


‘I wash them in the morning.’


She is unwilling to sit. She wants to take her cocoa to bed.


‘Why d’you come back?’ he says.


‘Con, it’s late. Let’s talk tomorrow.’


‘Why d’you come back?’


‘For God’s sake. Because I live here.’


He shakes his head, running his fingers along the underside of the table. He’s like an ox, she thinks, a dumb ox stubbornly refusing something it doesn’t even know. ‘Why do you want me to go to the doctor?’


‘So you’ll feel better, Conrad.’


‘So I’ll put my plate in the dishwasher.’


‘For fuck’s sake. You’re depressed. You’re creeping about like an old man. You don’t need to be like this.’


‘Well, if you left it wouldn’t affect you.’


‘I’m not leaving. If you want to talk, let’s talk tomorrow.’


‘When? Before you go to work at 7? After you get home at 2am?’


‘I’ll come back early. We can have dinner together.’ They can’t because she’s meeting Li, her Chinese Ph.D. student at 7, and has promised Li they’ll grab a bite together while El gives Li her feedback. There was no other time this week to slot her in. But he doesn’t need to know that now.


He is shaking his head. ‘You don’t want to talk to me. I’m depressed. Everything I say is stupid.’


‘Con, stop it.’


‘Why don’t you get a place of your own? Then you wouldn’t have to deal with me being smelly.’


‘I didn’t say you were smelly.’


‘I probably am. I haven’t had a shower for a while.’


‘For God’s sake.’


‘For God’s sake indeed. Sauve qui peut.’


‘I don’t want —’


‘But why?’ he says insistently. ‘That’s what I don’t understand. Why? The children? You think you’re going to turn Dan around by staying in the same house as his smelly father?’


‘Dan doesn’t need turning around. Dan is perfectly self-sufficient.’


‘Right. By which you mean, Cara isn’t.’


‘Are we going to go through every old argument you can rake up?’


‘You think I indulge her.’


She strains for a conciliatory tone. ‘Each of our children is different. They are fine. Paul is fine. Megan is fine. Cara is fine. Dan is fine.’


‘Don’t patronise me. And Dan is not fine. He hasn’t got a friend in the world.’


Like you, she thinks. ‘We both know what’s wrong with Dan. For God’s sake, shut up!’ Why doesn’t she leave him? It is true her heart sinks every time she opens the front door.


‘It is possible to talk in the night, you know. Don’t you talk to Louis?’


Cradling her mug, she moves away from the sink. ‘Dan still needs to be able to come home. The others are in and out. We still have a life here —’


But he rises to his feet, heavily. Like an ox. He is standing in the doorway.


And now El allows the memory to blur, to waver into dreaming, to imagining whatever it is that Paul may imagine. So Conrad does not step aside to let her pass, as he did in reality.


‘Let me go to bed, please,’ she says.


‘No, we don’t have a life. I’m here. On my own. Night after night…’


‘If you saw your friends, joined something, did something, for God’s sake – it’s a vicious circle, can’t you see?’


‘You have a life,’ he says in the same heavy, bewildered voice, ‘but it isn’t here.’


‘Please move. I’m going to bed.’


‘No.’


‘Con, move!’ She makes a grab for the door handle but he bats her arm away and the cocoa spills down her new wool trousers, scalding her leg.


‘No!’ she shouts. ‘Bastard!’ Hopping about in pain she flings the mug at him and it hits him smack on the side of the head and he dodges heavily, too late, and bumps the other side of his head against the corner of the bookshelf behind the door, the corner she has told him about a dozen times. He crashes to the floor.


El rips off her boots and trousers and holds a tea towel under the cold tap then wraps it round her scalded thigh. Pressing her legs together to hold it in place, she runs a bowl of tepid water and puts the pale grey trousers in to soak. They are probably ruined.


When she turns back to Con he is lying blocking the doorway. ‘For fuck’s sake.’ She picks her barefoot way across the shards of mug and crouches beside his head. He’s bleeding where the mug hit him but it isn’t deep. He’s out cold, though. She staunches the wound with her tea towel and scrapes away the broken china so she can pull him out to full length. His head lolls to the other side. Now she can see. The injury to the other temple is serious. It’s deep and white and livid. The tissue around it is already swollen. How has he —?


She looks up in panic. The old iron shoe-scraper which they use as a doorstop when the kitchen door needs holding open – the old iron doorstop lies, toppled on its side underneath the bookshelf. It has an edge like a cleaver. She snatches a clean tea towel, runs more cold water, presses it to the swelling. His body twitches convulsively and his bowels open. His eyes roll up in his head.


‘Con! Con! Conrad, listen to me.’ She leans into his face, searching for breath – grabs his wrist and fumbles the stupid multi-coloured sleeve out of the way. She can’t feel a pulse.


Is this what Paul imagines? Or worse, that she attacked him with intent to kill him, with a knife or a brick? What is she supposed to have done with the body? Con is six foot four. Does Paul imagine her sawing his father into chunks on the kitchen floor, then secreting them round the garden? Or dragging his weight into the boot of the car (she wouldn’t have the strength, though, so again she’d have to dissect him first) and unloading him at some conveniently isolated landfill site, or popping him in a sack with stones and dropping him in a river?


Eleanor is sweating. She opens her eyes. It seems entirely plausible; if she were Paul she would probably think it too. But I didn’t do that, she reminds herself. I didn’t do it. It could have happened but it didn’t.


There is not much comfort in the thought. She wonders if Conrad too has imagined such a scene. No wonder he has left her. No wonder.









Chapter 2


Conrad has not been murdered by Eleanor. He has gone to the conference in Munich. Where he has been greeted with friendliness by colleagues from universities around the world, and where he has slipped into his work persona as easily and comfortably as a man sliding his feet into a well-worn pair of slippers.


It is a short walk from the conference centre in Munich to ­Conrad’s hotel. His Korean colleague, Park, is staying with friends a tram ride away. After the Sunday night dinner, Con walks with him to the tram stop then turns the corner towards his own hotel, away from the brightly lit main thoroughfare.


This is a quiet residential street; on the corner there’s a building site enclosed by hoardings, then well-to-do houses, with brass nameplates of dentists and lawyers, shuttered windows, small coiffured shrubs in planters. The streetlamps are heritage, resembling gas lamps and giving as little light. As he moves towards the end of the empty street Conrad hears a lighter step behind him. He glances back. There’s a squat tree between him and the nearest streetlamp, and the shadows of the branches reach across the street. A woman is coming towards him through the shadows. Her.


He’s running before he knows it. Running for the corner, running past the dark shopfronts, running up the steps, through the open door, into the lobby of his hotel. He slows to a walk, and nods to the receptionist while moving quickly towards the stairs. Once out of the receptionist’s view he’s running again. Up the stairs, round and round to the third floor. Along the quiet corridor, fumbling his key card, and into his room. Where he manages to not-quite slam his door, and leans against it, breathing hard.


How did she know he was here?


Leaving the lights off he moves to the window and looks down. A few cars pass, but no pedestrians. What is she doing? Why is she waiting in the street, what is she planning? Something moves at the pavement edge and he cranes to see. A cat.


Eventually he turns from the window and moves to sit on the bed. It is neatly made; his washbag on the bedside table has been tidied and straightened. Anyone could have been in here. He runs his fingers over his face, as if the softness of his eyelids, the slight friction of the day’s growth of stubble, are new; his face, his head, his whole body feels fragile as an egg. He will have to go to bed. But his bowels have turned to water.


He can’t bring himself to switch on the bathroom light. The fan comes on automatically; he won’t be able to hear someone at the door. There’s nothing he can do if someone does come to the door, beyond not answering it. But he needs to know. He lifts the lid and lowers himself gingerly onto the toilet in the dark. When the hot liquid has shot out of him he wipes himself, pulls up his trousers, and moves towards the door so he’s grasping the handle with one outstretched hand, and reaching for the toilet flush with the other. He has to force himself to press the flush and get out of the bathroom on the roar of sound, pulling the door closed behind him. Outside the bathroom door he waits, listens: nothing.


She knows where he is. He can’t go back to the conference tomorrow. He undresses in the dark, keeping his underwear on, and crawls into bed. He can listen better when he is lying flat. He can see the shape of the windows, he can see the crack of corridor light under the door. He is keeping an eye on the entrances and exits. Maybe he’ll get some sleep.


It is two hours later, after he has lain quietly breathing, staring at the passing illumination of headlights across his ceiling, marking the sounds of the hotel and its inhabitants, including two sets of feet moving along the corridor to a door beyond his own, which duly opens and closes; it is after this that he realises what she is doing. Keeping him dangling. It is her intention that he will lie awake, jumping at every shadow; that the drip drip drip of what she might do will slowly unhinge him.


He has already given himself up to it. So why didn’t he simply turn and face her in the street? The answer is a spasm of nausea; fear and self-disgust conjoined. The idea of facing her cannot, itself, be faced.


He thinks about going home. He thinks about Eleanor. She sometimes accuses him of playing the victim. She has accused him of that when she has done something which makes him unhappy. ‘Don’t play the victim, please.’ There is no reply, because he is the victim, or has been, of what El has done, and she knows it. He understands her to mean, ‘Don’t ask me for sympathy’ or ‘You are as bad to me as I am to you’, or simply, ‘Don’t feel sorry for yourself.’ He understands her to mean that his response to her behaviour is tiresome.


He is playing the victim now. He is the victim. He should go to the police. But he is embarrassed by his own naivety. Also he doesn’t speak German. And he doesn’t believe they would protect him anyway. ‘Don’t play the victim,’ he tells himself. Don’t go back to the conference. Don’t go home. Don’t lie here in the hotel where she knows you are. Go somewhere else, give her the slip.


He imagines leaving the hotel, dragging his wheelie case, crossing the road to the tram stop. No. He imagines asking the receptionist to call a taxi. Skulking in the lobby till the driver calls him. Hurling himself into the passenger street and shouting, ‘The station, quick!’ The bahnhof. All he needs to do is get on a train before she can get on. That’s all he needs to do, leave on the soonest train.


He sees himself vanishing down the line, diminishing to a dot. He sees himself gone. He can’t make himself be in that dot, to know where he is. But he sees himself gone. It might work; it would at least be active rather than passive. Ever since the evening in Malmaison, she has been in control. At least if he vanishes, it is not playing the victim.


The sludge of his responsibilities stirs and clouds up around him, muddying the view. If he disappears, how will it affect the children? Cara especially, on the point of splitting up with her pig of a boyfriend – who can she turn to? If he disappears, what will happen at work? If he disappears, who will take the car for its MOT next Tuesday, who will be there to let the plumber in? Who will know where he has put the key to the shed? If he disappears…


If he disappears, where will he be? There is a click outside his door. He holds his breath. No further sound. He exhales. He remembers how he felt on the plane coming here; the lightening, the relief. Escape.


He gets up at 6 and moves silently round his room, gathering his things into the case. When he looks out the street is still. She can’t have waited outside all night, it was freezing. But if she has, he will handle it. A kind of calmness has seeped into him. Something has been set in motion and now he can follow it. Or maybe it’s just the animal lifting of the spirits at the passing of the night. He splashes water on his face and cleans his teeth, though he still doesn’t turn on the light. He opens his door carefully and steps out, case in hand, into the silent corridor.


His taxi takes him past the conference centre. Its front doors are closed, its interior dark. She will be expecting him to be there today. Maybe whatever she is planning will happen there today. The speed of the taxi through near-empty streets is like flying, winging his way above trouble. He has his case, his phone, his laptop, he is self-contained, extricating himself from the scene. What can she do when he’s gone?


He knows, of course. She can target El and the children, and blackmail him with the threat of that. He should close his email account. Then her emails would bounce back, wouldn’t they? Close his phone and email contracts, render himself incommunicado. It would be part of vanishing. He cannot put himself out of the reach of the children, he thinks, but simultaneously knows that he can and will. They are adults, all they need of parents now is cash and Eleanor has plenty. They don’t need him. It’s over, he tells himself. It’s over. So what are the choices? To huddle in the shell of his own life, playing the victim, or to strike out into the distance. His fear, his concern for his own safety, is nothing. There are many other things which are more important and which should now direct his movements. The monkeys, the animal house – despite all this sound and fury he has done nothing yet, nothing has changed. His work, El, the children, the house, all still wrong, all unresolved, all in need of – in need of — a figure outside the station snags his attention, as the taxi slows and pulls in. The up-and-down gait, the forward angle of her head… but then the movement of the taxi allows him a glimpse of profile; of course it is not her, it’s a young girl. And how will he ever resolve El, the children, the house, work? This ludicrous crowd of impossible things, this unending list of his failures, of his ‘playing the victim’, of his being at the receiving end of undeserved random events which buffet him from one buffoon-like position of imbalance to the next, which knock him down like the wobbly man the children used to play with, bobbing back up idiotically ready for the next blow. Of course he must disappear. Or the painted smile will be battered right off his face and he will be nothing but a scarred plug of wood tottering into and out of balance, taking longer each time to regain the upright, a kicking stool, a whipping boy, a victim.


This as he pays the driver with the note ready folded in his clasped palm, as he hefts his case and runs into the cavernous noise of the station, as he scans for her, for the destinations board, for the ticket office, for the exits, as he gauges the 08.04 departure for Paris against the time, 7.59, against the size of the queue at the ticket office, against the next departure, 08.07 to Rome, and the next, 08.09 to Berlin. He won’t make the Paris train, and anyway Paris is too close to home. He scuttles to the ticket hatch, waits with his head sunk between his shoulders, pays cash for a ticket to Rome, forces himself not to run to Bahnsteig 12, validates his ticket, moves swiftly down the platform. All the time he’s on the platform he is visible. He should get on immediately. But he hurries past carriage after carriage, hunting for an empty one. As he mounts the steps he permits himself one quick glance back. On the other side of the rails which lie between this platform and the next there is a woman facing his train. As he looks she starts to run, up towards the ticket barrier. He dodges into the carriage and peers through the window, holding his body sideways out of sight, but a train is pulling in on the neighbouring rails, she is already obscured. He’s lost her. If it’s her. If it’s her and she’s running for this train – he checks his watch. 8.06. If it’s her she has time, if she has a ticket. But why would she have a ticket? She was on the wrong platform. She thought he was getting a different train. Or was she just there on spec? It wasn’t her. It’s nothing, he tells himself furiously, moving down the carriage, aware of other passengers’ glances. It’s nothing. Even if it is her, even if she gets on this train – what? What is the worst she can do? And why wouldn’t he welcome the worst? If he is tired of playing the victim, if he is vanishing into a dot, then what? Why not embrace the consummation of these two? Allow her to vanish him, her victim.


This is not the point. This is white noise, nonsense, gabbling, all he needs to do is find a seat and conceal himself in it. But there are no empty doubles. He can’t sit beside someone, he can’t sit exposed in the aisle seat, he needs a corner, the end corner of a carriage. People stand in his way, rifling through their open bags for tickets, books, spectacles, shoving luggage into overhead racks, stowing and settling, blocking up the aisles. There are people at his back, he can’t move. The train will stop, he thinks. He can get off anywhere, suddenly, just before it pulls out. If she’s on the train, she can’t know where he will get off. She can’t, she’s not superhuman, she can’t know.


He is in the last carriage: the last carriage is bad, nowhere to run, but finally there is an empty double, he ducks into it and heaves his suitcase onto the seat beside him, blocking himself in. He lowers the tray table, buries his head in his arms on the table and feigns sleep. Which is of course idiotic because he has to know who it is now coming down the aisle in his direction, who it is now hesitating beside his seats, shuffling tickets and seat reservations – he opens his eyes, he raises his head. A queru­lous elderly man holds out his seat reservation, obliging Con to move. The train pulls out at the same time. He staggers on down the carriage with his bag, finally stowing it in the end-of-carriage luggage rack and slumping beside a skinny youth with headphones, who appears not to notice him. He has a clear view down the aisle, at least. He can see anyone approaching. And everyone is seated now. The train gathers speed; he lays his head back against the seat and allows his burning eyes to close.


He is in the monkey house. He recognises the nightmare before it even materialises, recognises the lurch in consciousness, the fall. He knows what’s coming; it should be possible to turn, to wake, but he is powerless, limbs weak as trailing underwater weeds. The first cage swims up at him, the small grey inert body, the yellow vomit. He is holding his breath against the stench of the place, the filthy oranges, he can feel the air sticky on his skin, penetrating every orifice and pore, inhabiting him, staining him. With a gasping cough he is awake and sucking in a breath – the comforting recycled still slightly chilly air of the carriage, with its smell of carpets and burnt dust, its decent anonymity. The youth beside him stares ahead, jerking his feet to the sounds in his ears.


So, to Rome. Conrad has once been to Rome. He has a memory of El with Paul and Megan, laughing beside some towering ancient column, then realises he is remembering a photo. The real Rome is unimaginable. He will be nothing. A wraith, a ghost, a negative. With no reason to be there, no work, no children, no family, no friends, no holiday. Why should he be there? Why should he be anywhere?


Now the panic over being pursued has receded (irrational – she could still be on this train) his own insubstantiality looms. What will he do? For money, accommodation, food? And what is his purpose? He realises he is in free fall. He is making this journey as a result of a perfect storm of negatives. He is on the run from his wife, whose life is as remote from his as that of the twitching boy in the next seat. But what is he running towards?


The vanishing point he imagined earlier now induces giddiness. He’s hungry, that’s the thing. He counts the money in his wallet: 112 euros. He makes his way to the buffet car, glancing through the passengers as he goes, but there are too many of them, and of those who are facing the wrong way, several have brown hair the same length as hers, so it is impossible and he can only keep going mechanically putting one foot in front of the other, propelling himself forward. He pays for coffee and a ­mozzarella and tomato panini which needs heating so he has to wait, exposed, leaning against the bar, while the barman serves other customers. He is bewildered by their confidence, by their questions and comments about the food, and the way the barman responds, smiling or shaking his head.


Con stays in the buffet car to eat, staring out towards the flat winter countryside. There is an air of normality here – conjured perhaps by the barman, whose engagement with his work suggests that it is real, that the difference between a cappuccino and an Americano matters to him. As Con chews the comfortingly tasteless cheese, the starchy dough of the bread, he is momentarily oblivious to all other concerns.


None of this is new. Apart from Maddy, the threat of Maddy. None of the rest is new, and what seems at this precise moment to be the central thing – the key, though it will shift again, he’s well aware of that – is Eleanor. His marriage, which has already transformed so many times that no one could see it straight. Hasn’t he gone from loving her to hating her and back again so many times that the path between them is worn out? There is no love. There is no hate. There is only exhausted and exhausting familiarity, stalemate, they ignore and do not know each other because they have known each other too well for too long, invested too much, watched each other become incomprehensibly different and still the same, dealt each other the most deadly wounds, they have flayed each other alive and who cares about the rest, who cares what happens next? All that could conceivably remain might be kindness, a form of respect. But that’s gone too, of course.


The present does not erase the past. The present does not erase the past. The mantra aligns itself with some rhythmic sound in the train’s motion – he can almost empty his head. The present does not erase the past. Cara.


No, try not to think of Cara. But why should he not think of Cara? Of Paul, Megan, Cara, Daniel? Why shouldn’t a man think of his children, his own flesh and blood? Of Cara. Of Cara’s blood.


Not of her blood. Of Cara. Cara in the snow. How many times over she is his. Oh the comfort of family myth; the time Cara got lost in the snow.


He can see her chubby baby face. The fine golden down on her head, still not quite hair, an ethereal promise of hair, transparent, translucent; her ecstatic smile. Now she wears the purple snowsuit that used to be Megan’s, with the hood pulled tight over her naked head, and she toddles through the snow in her wellies like a spaceman in different gravity, tottering, tilting, tumbling, laughing in amazement at the cold. She is flickering with life.


He’s leaving her with El for the day – leaving them all, fourth day of the group holiday, leaving the women and children together while he goes off for a day’s serious skiing with the men. He doesn’t want to, but Ian’s booked their holiday and he’ll be offended if Con doesn’t come on one of his macho expeditions. Con doesn’t want to leave the kids, he doesn’t want to leave El. She’s twelve weeks pregnant with Dan and she’s tired and not quite herself; her timing’s a fraction slow, her focus isn’t sharp. All his protective urges, his big-hearted territorial instincts. (Don’t – don’t sneer at this. Do not destroy the innocent past.) His instincts tell him to stay and protect his family. Which is ridiculous, because what harm can they come to, in the company of two other mothers with their children, in a cosy farmhouse surrounded by a splendour of snowy Swedish countryside? The low sun gilds the slopes, the sky is violet blue, Ian and Morris are calling him. He goes.
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