



[image: cover]











Jenn Ashworth was born in 1982 in Preston. She studied English at Cambridge and since then has gained an MA from Manchester University, trained as a librarian and run a prison library in Lancashire. She now lectures in Creative Writing at the University of Lancaster. Her first novel, A Kind of Intimacy, was published in 2009 and won a Betty Trask Award. In 2011 her second, Cold Light, was published by Sceptre and she was chosen by BBC's The Culture Show as one of the twelve Best New British Novelists. Her most recent novels, The Friday Gospels and Fell, were published to resounding critical acclaim. She has also written a memoir, Notes Made While Falling. She lives in Lancaster with her husband, son and daughter.










Also by Jenn Ashworth


 


A Kind of Intimacy


Cold Light


The Friday Gospels


Fell


Notes Made While Falling










Ghosted


 


 


A Love Story


 


 


Jenn Ashworth


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_S_LOGO]


 


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Sceptre


An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Jenn Ashworth 2021


 


The right of Jenn Ashworth to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by her in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover design by Alice Laurent


Cover image © Frank Moth


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition


being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title


is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN  9781529336795


Hardback ISBN  9781529336764


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk










Chapter 1


That last morning the May sunshine had spilled into the room through a gap at the top of the curtains and woken me before the alarm. One of the curtain hooks had slipped its ring and left the top edge sagging. I had asked him – my husband, that is – more than once to sort it out. I turned over in bed, away from the window and the job still undone, and towards the sleeping shape of him: a mountain under the duvet, radiating heat. I put my hand in his hair. When we were first together I used to tell him he had hair like a bear. I made a fist and held the thick, dark ruff of it in my hand, then let go. I’ll admit I was pissed off with him, however unreasonable that was.


‘Are you awake?’


We were an odd couple. Me, short and slight – wispy somehow. Pale, like a ghost. Him, like a brick shithouse. I never found his size and solidity alarming. There was pleasure in it, still, even after fifteen years, twelve of them as man and wife. The feel of him. His weight. Ironic, really. I’d always put myself down as the insubstantial one.


I huffed, pulling at the duvet, and he opened his eyes. He lifted his hand from where he had it tucked between his legs, like a little boy, and put it on the back of my neck.


‘You didn’t fix the curtain,’ I said.


‘What?’ He blinked, baffled.


‘You said you’d fix it. I asked you. It’s too high for me. You said you’d get one of the kitchen stools and sort it out.’


He has always been slow to come online in the morning. I took advantage of this sometimes and used the moments he remained not quite with-it, wondering who this angry dream-wife was, to say things I wouldn’t usually say. I knew he wouldn’t remember, you see.


‘I don’t know what you were doing all day,’ I said. ‘Lying around surfing the internet while I’m up to my eyeballs. Me at work, you at home, doing God knows what. Nothing. You don’t do anything.’ I turned away from him. ‘You’re a lazy get.’


He squeezed my neck. Used his other hand to pull me towards him. It is instinct for him, in the morning, to want sex. We sleep naked. He nudged my thighs apart with his knee, pulled me in tighter and pushed himself, with some difficulty, inside. I was still quite dry.


‘Did you sleep all right?’ he said, properly awake now.


‘No,’ I said. ‘You were snoring.’ That was often the case, but he had slept peacefully that night, as far as I’d been aware.


‘Sorry,’ he said, automatically. He thrust into me. It was more of a burrowing really – a persistent pressure until he was all the way inside. He held me very tight. We lay perfectly still.


‘Nice?’


‘Hmm.’


It was better that we did it like that in the morning, his belly against the small of my back. We often had bad breath when we woke up.


‘What time are you in work today? Early?’


I nodded and he bit my neck gently. I made a little high-pitched growl – something like the noise a cat would make if you stood on its tail, but under my breath. Not a purr. The noise – halfway between a quiet yowl and a suppressed groan – had over the years become a kind of private joke between us. Or the remnant of a joke, the way the fossil trace of an ammonite pressed into a rock is not an ammonite, but only a reminder of one. The original joke was something to do with pussy, I think, and the doggy position. We used to be crude in the way we spoke to each other in bed and I suppose the cat noise was a way of reviving the atmosphere of those days. I wriggled my backside against him but his cock had gone soft already. I did what I usually did in those situations and pretended not to notice. We lay still for a few more minutes, not talking, until my alarm went off.


‘I’d better get up.’


He withdrew. Little sad mouse sliding out of its hole. He rolled out of bed and turned off the alarm on my mobile. He retrieved my glasses from the top of the headboard, where I always stashed them just before I went to sleep, gently opened them, then passed them to me, ready to wear.


‘I’ll make your tea,’ he said, just as he always did. I was extremely hung-over, just as I always was.


 


It’s hard to know how other couples live their lives, but all of this had become utterly ordinary for us. I told the police as much, later. I left for work while he was still in the shower. I don’t know what he was wearing that day. No, he hadn’t seemed unusual in any way that morning.


The officers – they sent two, a man and a woman who both refused a hot drink and made notes on a tablet instead of in a notebook – seemed frustrated by the fact that no matter how they phrased their questions I had nothing to add – no suspicious or out-of-the-ordinary behaviour on his part – to my account. I didn’t tell them I was pissed off with him, but I am telling you now.


But it may not have been the sagging curtain that caused me to be annoyed with him. I had been dreaming – one of my regular dreams about being accused of something very bad. The details were hazy – the dreams were more like emotions than pieces of theatre. There was some kind of courtroom or lecture hall and I was improperly dressed for the occasion. I knew I was supposed to speak and defend myself.


The stakes were always high in this type of dream. Sometimes I had been brought to stand before my accusers from a cell on death row and the courtroom was an American one – grafted into my consciousness from the televised O.J. Simpson trial. At other times there was a religious element, and the people I had to speak to were wearing the black robes of clerics. The implication was that either the stake or eternal damnation were waiting. The nature of the offence was never quite revealed to me and, under scrutiny, the inner certainty of my innocence gave way entirely and the inevitable guilt and terror flooded me with a kind of frozen clamminess. Yes, I thought, as I opened my eyes, I have done something terrible, and I must have forgotten what it was. I woke up and was teleported home to the marital bed in order to regard the cobwebs and warm morning light around the curtain rail, carrying the emotions of the dream world into this one.


I didn’t tell the police about my dream. They deal only in facts and a dream is not a fact. I didn’t tell them I was in a bad mood. A feeling is not a fact. Instead, the woman tapped the details I reported to them into her tablet while the man searched the flat. Unscrewed the bath panel and looked inside the suitcases that we stored under the bed, would you believe? Sinister, though I didn’t put it together until after they’d left. They were looking for his body in case I was reporting him missing to cover up the fact I’d actually murdered him.


Is there anywhere you can suggest that he might have gone? A friend? A family member?


I promised them I didn’t know anything that would help them. I emphasised again: his mood was unremarkable. Our interaction was commonplace: one morning in an entire series of them. I told them, truthfully, that his mother lived in Portugal and his passport was still in the kitchen drawer.


 


The police didn’t ask about the history of our relationship: it wasn’t like it is in the crime dramas, where the accused gets a good opportunity either in a police interview room, or in the dock, to explain. And it wasn’t as if I tried to tell them. It’s only now I am able to understand some of the strangeness that had been hidden inside our lives for a long time before he vanished. It had been there for months, through all our daily wakenings and couplings and comings apart. If I am trying to find a beginning, I need to go back further. Not to the day he vanished, but the day he arrived.


 


I met Mark at a wedding. I was only invited to the night do, being a colleague of the bride and not a member of the family or in her intimate circle of friends. Not that I minded. It was a relief, really, not to have to sit through a ceremony and a seated formal meal making polite conversation with people who I didn’t know, or to have to worry too much about an outfit. I borrowed a dress from my mother that I hoped would pass as vintage and turned up a little late, when the dancing was in full swing. I remember the cake: it was made of four square layers stacked between glass cubes filled with coloured water. This was fifteen years ago; things like that were fashionable then.


I avoided the dancing and made my way to the bar. The disadvantage of being a solitary evening guest is, I discovered, that the other guests have had time to strike up conversations and form themselves into groups and your task is to somehow break into those. Vodka would steady my nerves and prepare me for the task at hand. It was a cash bar, and while I was groping about in my borrowed clutch bag for the twenty-pound note I had tucked in there and giving my order to the barman – the DJ was playing ‘Brown Eyed Girl’ at an astonishing volume – I became aware of two people talking animatedly at the bar next to me.


‘She’s crying out for justice. She’s telling me everything. I don’t get a choice in when or where. It just comes to me.’


I took them for a couple at first. He was wearing a shabby suit and his tie was crooked. He was sweating heavily and kept pulling a serviette out of his pocket and dabbing at his forehead. She was a little older and was wearing a black sleeveless dress with a silver thread running through it. Her hair had obviously started the day in a chignon of some kind but had unravelled slightly. I accepted my drink from the barman and stayed at the bar, listening.


‘The murderer has some of her things. Her shoes. Her school bag. They weren’t found with the body. The police are going to find them hidden in his workplace, not at his home.’


I gathered they were talking about the case – it had been in all the local and national newspapers for weeks – of a little girl from our city who had disappeared from her own front garden two months earlier. The police had just found her body buried in a ditch beside a field near the Caton wind farm and were transferring their efforts from locating the girl to finding her killer.


‘You can’t know those things for sure,’ Mark – he’d introduced himself to me later, in the taxi back to his flat – was saying.


‘But I do,’ she insisted. ‘I’ve written to the detective inspector in charge of the case. I’m not just some nutter,’ she laughed, and another lock of her hair fell from the chignon. ‘I’ve done work like this before.’


‘With the police?’


‘Don’t sound so surprised. Lots of police forces use mediums to help them when their investigations on the material plane come to a dead end,’ she said patiently. I edged closer, unashamedly eavesdropping.


‘Name me one case you’ve worked on,’ Mark said, a little belligerently. ‘Name me one case where your evidence has been presented in court.’


‘Blake Barrett,’ she said, without hesitation. ‘York. The police force paid for my train ticket. I sat in their incident room holding his lanyard from work – his mother had brought it in for me because it helps me make a connection if I have something material from the deceased – and it came to me – where he was, what he’d been doing. They’d been looking for him along the route he was supposed to take – down the riverbanks and under bridges, places like that. They had a map on the wall with his normal way home marked out on it in a yellow highlighter. He wasn’t a well man. Still water, that’s what he told me. Still water, over his head and all around him. I told them to change tack. To check the canal. It’s out of his way, they said. Check it anyway, I said. A diving team costs a fortune, they said. Check it anyway, I said. And that’s where they found him.’


Mark had been looking at her sceptically all this time, but smiling too – as if this was a debate he took pleasure in having with her. Not a couple after all, I thought. A husband or boyfriend wouldn’t be so scathing about his partner’s profession in a public place, not when drink had been taken. He’d know better. This was different. It was almost like flirting.


‘He wanted to be found. To be put to rest. Everything that had been troubling his mind, his worries, his illness, the wounds from his childhood, it all lifts off when you pass the veil. They tell me – my spirits – that’s what death is like. All the earthly and material things that get in the way of bliss just lift away and dissolve. He was happy. But there was this one last thing in the way of his rest. He wanted his mother to know where he was.’


Mark shook his head, then looked directly at me. I looked away – feeling that I’d been caught out doing something wrong.


‘Have you heard of this guy? Blake Barrett?’


‘No,’ I said truthfully. There was a third stool near to them and he patted it. I sat down.


‘Joyce here is just telling me about her job. She sees things. Dead things. She talks to dead people.’ He glanced at my glass, waved a hand at the barman and ordered another round – vodka for me, a pint for himself, and a large glass of white wine for Joyce. I liked it that he bought her a drink, even if he thought she was a lunatic and was talking rubbish. I liked that about him.


‘Joyce,’ he said, once the drinks had been supplied, ‘are you telling me that if I went and looked up the court records or the police archives or whatever it is – public documents, they will be – that show how the investigation was conducted, are you telling me I’d find your name in there? Find out that the evidence you provided was central to solving the case?’


Joyce laughed. She wasn’t a bit rattled or embarrassed. In her shoes, I’d have been writhing.


‘Of course you won’t,’ she said, as if it was Mark who was missing the point. ‘Police forces only call me in when they’re struggling. It’s almost an admission of failure. They’re hardly going to advertise that, are they?’


‘And that’s what the Lancashire Constabulary have done? Found Connie Fallon’s remains then phoned you up to ask for the address of her murderer?’


That was her name. The little girl who had gone missing and been found dead. There were photographs of her everywhere, and of her front garden, her pink bike lying abandoned on the patio where she had been playing with it.


‘The police haven’t commissioned me this time,’ Joyce said gently. ‘She found me herself. They do that sometimes. She doesn’t understand what’s happened to her. She wants her mum to come and get her.’


Mark shook his head and looked at me – a ‘can you believe this’ expression on his face.


‘I’m going to get in touch with her mother. Offer my services directly. I can’t ignore Connie’s voice.’


‘Jesus Christ.’


I don’t know why I did this – it wasn’t like me at all – but I put my hand on his arm. I wanted to both comfort and restrain him, I think.


‘Mrs Fallon might find it a consolation,’ I said, in as conciliatory a manner as I could manage (for I too was more on Mark’s side of things in this argument). ‘It might help her with her grieving. People go and light candles in a church, don’t they, and there’s no science to that.’


Joyce smiled. ‘Maybe. Maybe it will work like that. But my work is with Connie. She’s the one asking for my help.’


‘How much will you charge her mother?’ Mark asked.


He was drunk and bolshy and this gave me a misleading impression of him, because Mark is not usually a brisk or argumentative man, even when he’s had a few. Even so, that night I admired his stridency and his outspokenness in defence of Connie’s mother. He was obviously imagining her as a woman made credulous and imbecilic by grief, about to open her heart and wallet to a charlatan. His protectiveness was attractive. I found Joyce’s calmness and unshakable faith in the reality of what she was saying appealing too. I had never been sure of anything at all, and I caught myself wanting her to put her hands on my head and tell me what was in there and what was going to happen to me next while Mark stood guard over both of us. I would have paid her for that, if I’d had any money.


‘I never charge for this sort of work,’ Joyce said. ‘None of us do. Not the proper ones.’


Mark shook his head again and I could see he had given up. I still had my hand on his arm and he placed his palm on top of mine, just briefly. He wasn’t brushing me away; he was acknowledging me.


Joyce clocked it – a little movement that Mark seemed unaware of himself – and smiled.


‘You two,’ she said, ‘you have a real connection. I don’t see it very often. Where did you meet?’


She had mistaken us for a couple. Mark leaned back and put his arm around me. My dress – which in comparison to Joyce’s was certainly not passing muster as vintage and could well be described as dowdy – rustled a little around my shoulders. It was that type of material – stiff and shiny, smelling like loft spaces and charity shop back rooms do. I became self-conscious about it.


‘Us two? We’ve been knocking about together for donkey’s years,’ he said. He leaned over and kissed my cheek gently. He smelled of beer and aftershave. I fluttered a bit. It had been a good while since I had been kissed and these things do have their normal physiological effects.


‘You look good together,’ Joyce said. ‘You’ve got complementary energies. Earth meets water. Soil and rain.’


Mark pulled me in tighter. I knew what he was doing but because I liked the feel of his arm around me I let him do it anyway, tucking myself in under his shoulder. Later, I’d see that the makeup I’d put on my face had applied itself to the lapel of his suit: a little pale impression of my cheek and nose impressed on the material, like the Turin Shroud.


‘I’m lucky to have her,’ he said. It was only pretend, but even pretend compliments are something.


‘There’s a special link between you two. No, there is. Soil and rain. It makes the flowers grow.’ Joyce lifted her glass and slid off her stool. ‘Now I have to go and congratulate Sharon. But I think there’s another happy couple in the room tonight. I’ve not seen anything as strong as this,’ she waved her hand at us hazily, as if to indicate an aura of some kind that only she could see, ‘in a very long time.’ She paused, put her head on one side and beamed at us. ‘You two really do love each other, don’t you?’


I ducked my head against his shoulder again. I was blushing – blushing incandescently – and although Mark was laughing at me, I could see that he was feeling a little coy too.


Now I wonder who the victor was in that little skirmish. Maybe Joyce knew what she was doing all along, and just wanted to knock Mark off his perch of certainty and discomfit him a little. She drifted away to the dance floor, holding her glass up high as she weaved her way through the crowd and vanished from our sight, leaving Mark and me at the bar to get to know each other. He took me back to his flat that night and from then on, up until he disappeared, we were very rarely apart.


 


In the aftermath of that first visit from the police, I thought about the early days of my and Mark’s relationship often. I kept trying to work out when the pretence started and ended and which one of us ended up being the butt of the joke. Was it auspicious that we met at a wedding? I wondered about contacting Sharon, the colleague who was getting married that day. People make contact with old friends all the time. We could reminisce a little about Dorry and his strange habits. I could even find a way to ask about her friend, the medium who claimed to have good results working occasionally with the police.


‘Joyce?’ she’d have said, brutally, frankly, directly. She was that type. ‘What do you want Joyce for? Are you planning a séance?’


I talked myself out of calling Sharon in the end. We lost touch a long time ago. I no longer worked at the garden centre and I suspected she might be living an entirely different kind of life to the one she was living when we conducted our superficial acquaintance in the staffroom of Dorry’s Home and Garden Supplies. Her marriage would have lasted. She, no doubt, had several children and a house with a garden and a drive on which to park a respectable-looking car. I do not recognise that wedding guest in the borrowed dress, game enough to involve herself in a conversation that had nothing to do with her and to go home with a stranger. Today I live only in the present because the consequences of things going wrong are easier to see and more frightening to imagine than they were back then.


 


The police also wanted to know why I was back from work later than usual that afternoon. I thought it might have looked suspicious to them. I went to see my father. He’s unwell. I was afraid I was going to get into trouble. So I veered between clipped, short answers – name, rank and serial number only – or I babbled, uselessly.


I still had a key to my father’s house, which is on a hill to the south of the city. I passed it every day as I went to and from the university where I worked, and that day, because it had been a while, or because I was still feeling the remnants of my bad mood and wanted Mark to worry about me being later than usual, I stopped off to see him on my way back home. It would have been mid-afternoon. Around 4 p.m. That’s what I told the police.


Olena and my father were in the living room, the telly on too loud. I called through to them as I took off my coat and hung it on the overloaded hooks in the hallway. In better times my father had been a keen gardener, and his fleece and heavy jacket were still hanging on the hooks, slightly mud streaked and smelling of damp. Olena had taken the house in hand since she’d been coming more regularly, but there was still more to do, and I had to edge in between crates of the second-hand books that my father liked to collect and a stack of old coffee tins, the labels removed.


‘You’re here!’ he cried, looking away from the television. It was a documentary. Something to do with wind farms, if I remember correctly.


‘How are you, Dad?’ I asked, and held my breath.


I had a great number of fathers: an embarrassment of them, you could say. There was Angry Father, Disgusting Father, Happy Father, Shoplifting Father, Mournful Father, Unfounded Accusations Father, and – my favourite father of all – Doting Father. Since he’d become unwell I had been making the effort to see him more often, but I never knew which one of his incarnations would be sitting on the brown settee waiting for me when I arrived.


‘Never mind how I am, love. How are you? Are you healthy? Are you happy?’


Doting Father! I was relieved, sat up close beside him and held his hand. Olena kept him nice. He smelled like Nivea cream and Daz washing powder.


‘I am happy, Dad,’ I said. He squeezed my hand.


‘I can tell you are. You’ve got a look about you. You’re not pregnant, are you? Has that man of yours put you in the family way? You’re not going to make me a granddad, are you?’


We’d been through this before. I smiled and stroked his arm and put my head on his shoulder – he liked to be petted when he was in this kind of mood, and I liked doing it.


‘I’m too young to have a baby,’ I said, in my little voice. ‘I’m still your baby.’


Olena, who had been ironing in front of the television, laughed. ‘Your father has been asking after you all morning, Laurie. It’s so good you could come.’


Was there a veiled criticism there? Probably.


‘Where’s your mother, petal? I’ve been waiting for her. She neglects me, you know.’


Mournful Father made his appearance. Sometimes he thought Olena was my mother, who has been dead for six years, and sometimes she played along.


‘I’m here, Dad.’ I said. ‘Tell me about your programme. What are you watching?’


He squinted at me suspiciously. I wonder if we all have lots of versions of ourselves tucked up inside our heads – a whole choir of possible understudies in there, some more trustworthy than others, but all waiting impatiently for their turn onstage. I feel them inside me sometimes, flickering in a great silver shoal, arguing between themselves, never quiet, never unanimous.


‘I’m trying to watch the television but your mother keeps disturbing me. I don’t know how to cope with her. Did I tell you what she’s been up to?’


Olena and I looked at each other. She didn’t quite roll her eyes.


‘Amazing, isn’t it, how big those turbines are? Did you hear what the woman said, Dad? About all the geese getting caught in the blades? It’s a shame, isn’t it?’


‘She’s not herself, you know. She’s been acting up again.’


‘We could get Olena to take us on a drive sometime, if you like. There’s loads of them on the way to Heysham. We could take a look.’


‘The man from the Prudential was round yesterday. He brought the paperwork to go over our policy. Your mother was sitting in that chair – right there,’ he pointed at the armchair under the window. Olena became engrossed with her ironing, smiling under her breath.


‘We could go right into the village. Get an ice cream from the café,’ I said desperately.


‘She had her going-out skirt on. Her knees aren’t what they were but all the same. No tights. She looked the poor man in the eye and uncrossed her legs. You could see everything.’ He clutched at my arm for emphasis and raised his eyebrows. ‘Everything.’


‘Dad, you know that’s not right. Stop it.’


‘Tell your mother. She was the one . . .’ he lost his thread. His eyes flicked towards the television, then back towards me. ‘You could see it. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?’


‘You’re being disgusting, Dad.’


He took this personally. ‘I won’t have you speak to me like that,’ he said, his bottom lip trembling. He kept hold of my arm and shook it, as if he was trying to convince me of something.


‘Your mother . . . she . . . where is she?’


‘You’re getting yourself worked up. Mum didn’t do any of those things. That’s Basic Instinct. It was on telly the other week. Did Olena let you watch it?’


‘I don’t know why you’re doing this to me!’ he said, his eyes full of tears. The broken veins in his cheeks reddened and darkened and I worried about a blood vessel in his head or neck exploding and damaging him permanently, or even worse. That was how he got Olena to let him have his own way all the time, I suppose.


‘Mr Spencer! Gerald. Gerald!’ Olena loomed over him. She’s fat and has an enormous floss of curly bleached-blonde hair and tits that are, even in the blue and white tunic she wears for work, frankly obscene, and I think her physical appearance – so much more present and vivid than mine – was one of the things that helped her take charge of him when she needed to. She takes up space. I mean that as a good thing.


‘Gerald. You’re missing your documentary. You’ve been asking for it all afternoon and now you’re spoiling it for yourself.’


‘Have I?’


He looked doubtful. And ready to trust. She nodded decisively.


‘You have been bothering me to death about it.’


He let me hold his hand again and I patted and squeezed it, but he waved me away.


‘Give me half a minute, Laurie,’ he said, ‘I’ve had an awful day at work. I’m bloody done in. All I need is five minutes. Go on and pester your mother, will you?’ he gestured towards Olena, who was back behind her ironing board.


‘Everything’s fine, Gerald,’ she said lightly. She never called him ‘Mr Spencer’ when he had her mixed up with my mother because it upset him. ‘You have a rest now. You deserve it.’


He settled himself back against the settee cushions and, mollified, turned back to the television screen.


‘I don’t want you to let him talk about my mother like that,’ I said quietly.


‘He doesn’t know he’s making it all up. It’s not like he’s deliberately lying to you,’ she said. My father, engrossed by the television, showed no signs of hearing. Still, I lowered my voice because it felt strange to talk about him when he was sitting right there.


‘My mother wasn’t like that.’


She shrugged. ‘And I don’t suppose your Prudential man comes to visit any more, either. It is what it is.’ She had a little plastic spray bottle of water: the kind used for dampening the leaves of houseplants. She used it to moisten the cuffs of my father’s shirt then took the iron to them.


‘It doesn’t do him any good to go along with it.’


‘What’s the harm? Would you rather he knew how much he’d forgotten?’


‘My mother wouldn’t want him remembering her in that way,’ I said. His stories, unchallenged, were contaminating the past.


‘Your mother is dead. She isn’t wanting anything.’ She used the pointed nose of the iron to get between the buttons. She was good like that. Every day a clean, ironed shirt for my father, and a tie too, if he felt like wearing one. It made extra work for her but she seemed to like doing it. And I did pay her by the hour from his savings account or the cash he kept lying around the house for emergencies.


‘He’s obsessed with sex,’ I said.


‘Your father is very innocent. His past is all gone,’ she made a ‘pouf’ gesture with her hand. A magic trick. Disappearing rabbits. ‘It doesn’t matter what he fills the gap with, does it?’


Olena isn’t a nurse – she’s just a cleaner, like me, who started with mopping and hoovering but took a liking to my dad and began doing his meals when she noticed he was getting a bit too unpredictable to handle the cooker. It grew from there. We’d got to the point where she fancied herself the lynchpin of his care and read articles about vascular dementia, which is what he had, in her spare time. I worried constantly that she was buttering him up so he’d leave her the house and assumed that the mad old bastard had made a new will out to her benefit.


‘I better get going.’


‘Why don’t you stay, Laurie?’ I have always liked the way she says my name. Something exotic about the vowels. ‘I’m going to make chops.’


‘I’ve got to get back and see to Mark,’ I said, though in truth I was still interested in being noticeably late in order to get him wondering: the little revenge I’d concocted over the business with the curtain. I loitered for quite a while in the kitchen, checking my father’s stocks of tea and coffee, going through the unopened mail and inspecting the seedlings he had planted the week before and left to germinate in trays on the kitchen table.


It was past five o’clock when I finally left Olena to finish her ironing. My father, in his Pervert Aspect, was beginning another story – the one he liked to tell about the time he lost my mother on holiday in Spain, and found her on a pleasure boat, fucking a local.


‘Did she really?’ Olena was saying, as I closed the door. ‘And you hit him? That sounds brave.’


 


Mark wasn’t at home when I got back from visiting my father. The bed was unmade. The mug I’d drunk from that morning still on my bedside table. I called out for him, even though the flat is so small there was nowhere for him to hide. I assumed he had gone to the garage on the main road for more tobacco or milk and I considered walking around the block a few times, just so he could have the experience of returning, as I had, to an unexpectedly and unpleasantly empty flat. I didn’t worry. And when night came and I caved in, tried to call him and heard his mobile phone ringing in his jacket pocket, which was still on the dirty-clothes chair in the bedroom, I only thought he was out drinking and teaching me a lesson over the business with the curtain. In the morning when I woke I cried a little in my loneliness, then got pissed off at him for causing it and vowed to carry on as usual, by way of revenge. I deleted my call from his phone, so when he got home he wouldn’t know I had worried about him.


The morning after that, even though I’d never known him to be the type of man to go out on a spree or a bender, I called the hospital – in case, like Blake Barrett, he had fallen in the canal on the way home from the pub. The woman on the switchboard asked me what he’d been wearing.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. I opened the wardrobe door and looked, mystified, at its ordinary contents. Many of the hangers were empty, our clothes draped over the backs of chairs or heaped on the bedroom floor.


‘Jeans, probably?’


‘Right,’ she said. I heard the sound of typing. ‘And you’re really sure you have no idea what else he was wearing?’


I felt stupid and neglectful when I couldn’t answer. He was in the shower, I wanted to say.


‘No,’ I said. ‘Just ordinary clothes.’


‘I see,’ she coughed lightly. ‘Well, there’s no unidentified man been admitted in the last week, I’m afraid. But I only do accident and emergency and referrals. If you want the mortuary, I’m going to have to transfer you.’


‘No. No, it’s all right,’ I said hastily. I was embarrassed more than distressed. If Mark and I were having a skirmish, then he was winning.


‘You can phone back in a few hours,’ she told me, ‘we update the systems at the end of every shift.’ I thanked her, but I didn’t call again.


 


I didn’t call the police for another five weeks, and when they arrived at the flat they were very interested in this time lapse. At the time I found it almost impossible to satisfy them with my account for the delay, or for the fact that I’d gone to work as usual in the meantime and spoken to nobody about Mark’s disappearance. I appreciate this was unusual behaviour: I will try to illuminate it now.


It is true that during that period nobody would have been able to tell what was happening – or not happening – in my personal life. Apart from my private crying jags on the balcony at home, I lived as if Mark was somehow always watching me. I don’t mean this in a spiritual way, as if he was a ghost or a guardian angel checking up on me and even standing by to comfort me or protect me from harm. That’s not the feeling I had at the time. And it was more of a feeling than a fully worked-through belief, but if I could try to put it into words now, I would say that during those early weeks I had the general impression that Mark was very close by and observing how I reacted to his nasty little vanishing trick. That, because of the business of the curtain, he was determined to punish me and see me upset, so he would be hovering behind a hedge as I waited for the bus for work, looking for a sign that I was in turmoil.


Each morning I stood in the bus shelter exactly as I usually did, impassively staring at the street before me, sometimes listening to true crime podcasts on my phone, because that was what I always did in the morning. I took care to dress as normal, and some mornings – when the impression he was watching me was particularly strong and I was almost convinced he was about to leap out from behind a parked car or artfully placed wheelie bin – I decided to hum a little, or whistle. ‘Oh What a Beautiful Morning!’ or ‘What a Wonderful World’ were my particular favourites, and sometimes I would dissolve into laughter while murmuring the words to these songs in the shelter, the warm spring rain streaking down the window and dripping off the roof.


While it would have been difficult for Mark to follow me all the way to work and discover where on the large concrete campus I had been assigned to perform my duties then to navigate the twists and turns of the labyrinthine passages between the lecture theatres, seminar blocks, offices and halls of residence, the impression he was nearby remained with me. On the assumption that pretending to be happier than I really was hurt nobody and might just show him what I was made of if he had happened to work out my rota, I carried on with my plan. While I cleaned and vacuumed and emptied bins and cleared away screwed-up pieces of paper and dried-out whiteboard pens and empty water bottles from seminar rooms in the morning dusk or late-night dark, I still acted as if he could see me, smiling as I worked and generally looking cheerful and unperturbed by his disappearance.


But the truth was, no matter how she looked to the outside world, poor daft sap Penelope had a terrible existence waiting for her wandering husband to come home and so did I. I didn’t plan to inhabit her indeterminate life – faithful wife to an absent lover – for the rest of my fertile years. I won’t go into that first five weeks further except to say I finally told the police because the pain of the not-knowing had become greater than the fear of finding out, and when I did call them, it was with a sense of both fury and humiliation: Mark had won – he had managed to continue his stunt to the point where I had really no choice but to report it to the authorities.


 


‘There was no argument?’ the woman officer had asked, for the third or fourth time. ‘Not even about him losing his job?’ I had told them it was perfectly normal for him to be home in the day when I was at work because he’d been made redundant from his job at the power station and they got a bit fixated on that.


‘No, nothing like that. He brought me a cup of tea in bed,’ I said.


She raised her eyebrows.


‘But you thought he’d left you?’


They’re trained to be incredulous because most of the people they talk to will be lying to them. I tried not to take it personally. Did you know that over the course of a normal life all of us come across seventeen murderers? That each of us is lied to at least forty times a day – even, or especially, by those we’re in a close relationship with? It isn’t surprising to me, and probably accounts for most of the discomfort I feel when I am around other people – that sense that I am on thin ice, about to fall through. But how much worse it must be for a police officer. It must drive you a bit mad, being lied to the whole time. I tried to say something to that effect. They wouldn’t let me make them a tea or a coffee. Did I mention that already? It was very strange. On the television they always let you make a cup of tea so they can look around your living room and talk about you when you’re in the kitchen and I wanted to give them the opportunity to do that.


‘It was just an ordinary morning,’ I insisted.


‘But you thought he’d ended your relationship, which is why you didn’t ring us?’ she said. ‘What made you think that?’


‘It seemed more likely, at first. Statistically it was more likely than him just walking off without telling anyone.’


‘Or coming to harm,’ she added. It was like sitting the French oral exam, the teacher making heavy-handed hints as to what topics she wanted me to cover next. She looked puzzled. As if I should know all this already.


‘Yes.’ I tried again. ‘It seemed statistically more likely that he had ended our relationship, which is not a police matter, than he had decided to walk off somewhere or disappear, or that he had come to harm. Which is why I didn’t call you.’


It all felt impossible. To explain about the trick I thought he was playing on me. About why I’d phoned the hospital, then regretted it.


‘I think I must have been in a kind of shock,’ I said weakly.


She frowned slightly and tapped at her screen to make a note.


‘For five weeks.’


‘Yes.’


‘Any history of mental ill health?’


I shook my head. Did she mean Mark, or me? I didn’t ask.


‘Family problems? Issues with money? Drugs?’


It was hard to concentrate. We were sitting on the settee, our knees nearly touching, while her companion was crashing around in the hallway, opening doors and checking inside the wardrobe.


‘Any children?’ she asked, as the other one opened the door of the small room.


‘No,’ I said. She paused, as if that was something else I should explain. I said nothing.


‘Is he a drinker?’


I shook my head.


‘And is he under the doctor for anything? Regular medication he needs to be taking?’


‘No.’


She swiped at her tablet, revealing the next set of questions she was supposed to ask me, I think.


‘You’ve phoned his friends? His work colleagues?’


‘I already told you, he isn’t working right now. There wasn’t really anyone to—’


She interrupted me, bored. ‘So you’re worried about him now. You’ve,’ she looked at the screen in front of her again, ‘finally decided to call us in. After five weeks.’


Every time she said ‘five weeks’, it sounded less like a statement of fact and more like an accusation. I clenched my fists on my lap, saw she had noticed it and forced myself to relax my hands. Under her gaze, that didn’t look right either.


‘Why is that? Why did you call us today?’


‘I had a change of heart. A chance to think things through more clearly.’


‘I see. And what do you think might have happened to him?’


I shrugged. ‘I really couldn’t tell you. I wondered if he’d fallen and lost his memory. Or was lying in a coma. People fall, don’t they? Into canals?’ I was thinking about Blake Barret again, and had the sense not to elaborate. Instead, I told her about calling the hospital. I was trying to redeem myself. If whatever Mark had done, or had been done to him, was my fault – which I was afraid was the conclusion they were coming to – then I’d hardly have called the hospital, would I? This seemed to surprise her.


‘So you did think he might have hurt himself?’ She looked at me sharply. As if I’d tripped myself up, which in a way I had.


‘An accident,’ I said vaguely.


‘You’re going to have to slow down and go over this again with us, Mrs Wright.’


I wanted them to look on their computers or do whatever they did with the security cameras in town and find out where he had gone. And I wanted them to bring him home. But I didn’t want Mark to know I had made it happen. I didn’t want him to know how worried I had been, just in case he was still trying to upset me. It was not possible to explain this to her.


‘I thought there might have been an accident. But someone would have called me by now, if that had happened, wouldn’t they? So then I thought, probably not.’


‘We’ll check the hospitals again,’ she said. ‘And we’ll need a list of his bank accounts. Can you do that?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


I jumped then, because a clatter from the next room startled me. The noise was actually the other officer taking the panel off the side of the bath to look into the dusty cavity underneath, though I didn’t know that at the time. I thought instead that a bird had flown into the house through an open window and was fluttering around the kitchen, knocking jars off the spice rack in its fright and panic and haste to be away. That happened now and again, when we left the door to the balcony open late at night.










Chapter 2


Penelope? Don’t you dare be surprised, just because of what I do, that I read. Please note: when I eventually got bored of working at Dorry’s and the cleaning job came up at the university, there was another one going at the hospital, which was both nearer to my house and very slightly better paid. I chose the university position because I thought that as a ‘valued part of the campus community’, I would also be entitled to a library card, although in fact it turned out that I was not.


You’d have thought that the uncomfortable, unsettling and largely disappointing experience of seeking help from the police would have knocked me off balance. I will admit that I expected and hoped for much more in the way of sympathy than I actually got. But afterwards, I did the washing-up and emptied the bin and carried on carrying on as usual at work. What other choice did I have? The end of the exam period was upon us, the graduation ceremonies were looming and, however I felt, there was a lot to do. I told myself I was far too busy to sit around brooding.


In the summer term it worked like this: just as we – by which I mean the domestic facilities and estates teams – needed the campus to be looking its shining and pristine best in time for all the parents and relatives to descend, dressed up as if for a wedding, and wanting to know, for sure, the investments they had made in their child’s education had really been worth it, the children themselves, finally released from lectures, seminars and exam preparations, went a bit mad and started having parties and collecting road signs and traffic cones and vomiting and pissing down the banisters in the communal areas. We were – students and domestic and estates teams – pulling in two different directions, each party’s effort cancelling out the work of the other, until the only sensible thing would have been for both parties to just down tools and leave things as they were.


I was sharing this theory with my friend Eddie, as we stood behind the bin store, smoking.


‘You’d think so,’ he said, ‘but you’re not factoring in the natural process of entropy. Even if every single Wanker in the place,’ (we called the students ‘Wankers’ and the academics ‘Staff Wankers’, just to distinguish them from each other, though in practice, there really wasn’t much difference at all) ‘ceased their efforts to make our lives utterly miserable, the universe itself would carry on fucking us. The dust would still settle. The rain would still streak the windows. The leaves would still blow in through the doors and crumble into the carpet on the communal stairwells.’


He waved his vaper around. I liked it when he talked like this. It made me laugh. In my heart of hearts I knew that Mark was not really watching me and as telling the police had won me not sympathy and condolences, but merely humiliation and suspicion, I decided to tell Eddie too.


‘Mark’s gone,’ I said. Just out of the blue like that.


‘Gone where?’ he said.


‘I don’t know. He’s just fucked off.’


‘Temporary?’


I shrugged. ‘It’s been over a month.’ Precisely, it had been forty-four days.


‘Laurie. You never said.’


I looked at my feet. Eddie paused for a few seconds, playing with the settings on his vaper. I got the impression he was weighing up what to say next. How could he show an interest without prodding me so hard my composure would fall apart and he would have to deal with my tears and hysteria by himself? I wanted him to prod me. A good cry and the associated coddling that would come with it would do me good.


‘Did he say why?’


‘He’s not said anything.’


‘What a cunt.’


‘I’ve had the police out,’ I added. Eddie was not reacting as I had hoped he would.


‘Shit,’ Eddie exhaled vapour into the air between us. It smelled like strawberries.


‘There’s not a lot they can do,’ I said. ‘It’s not illegal to go missing. Unless they think he’s particularly vulnerable, or mixed up in something dodgy . . .’


‘They’re not going to do anything?’


‘Check his bank accounts. He left his phone behind. His wallet. So it looks as if he didn’t plan it.’


‘And?’


‘I’m waiting to hear.’


‘You told Shaw?’ (Shaw was our supervisor.) ‘You’d get compassionate, wouldn’t you?’


‘I want to be busy,’ I said.


‘I don’t blame you. It didn’t do you any good before, did it?’ he said. I shook my head.


Eddie was delicately – by his standards – referring to an extended period of sick leave I’d been forced to take at the beginning of the year. Shaw, to give her credit, had been reasonably sympathetic. But Eddie was right. In that case the time off had done me no good at all and I had no intention of repeating those endless days cooped up in the flat, staring at the television and mindlessly drinking. In practical terms, with no wage from Mark coming in, I simply couldn’t afford it.


Eddie vaped meditatively. ‘I can’t get my head around it.’


‘Me neither.’


‘Are you worried about him?’


‘He’s either a cunt, like you say, or he’s dead in a hedge. I’ve to be either furious or grief stricken. And until I know which it is, I’ve got to wait.’


‘Can you do both at once? Multitask?’ he smirked. I laughed smoke out of my nostrils, in spite of myself. No sympathy would be forthcoming from him, but he was certainly going to do his best to cheer me up.


‘Not yet. I’ve been practising though. Best I can do is to flicker between the two.’


‘You oscillate.’


‘I do.’


‘I’ve always suspected. You dirty bitch.’


‘It’s exhausting.’


He laughed. I didn’t join in. He put his hand out, tapped my shoulder, then put it back in his pocket.


‘And after everything you’ve been through,’ he said, and shook his head. ‘I’m going to go for cunt.’


‘I hope he is a cunt,’ I said, ‘and not dead in a hedge.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ he said, ‘he’s just . . .’ Eddie let the sentence trail away and I think his inability to complete it helped him to realise how I was feeling and how it might be to live in the space at the end of that unfinished sentence. Just down the shops? Just in a different city, living with someone else? Just pretending? Just . . . what?


The silence grew awkward and I couldn’t look at him. I wiped my eyes with the heel of my hand.


‘Fucking hell. That’s pathetic.’


‘Course not. Anyone would be in bits.’


‘Don’t,’ I said. I thought I’d wanted the sighing and patting and condolences, but even the hint of them had released something I did not have the wherewithal to deal with. He stepped towards me and I waved him away. It would have been excruciating to be caught embracing behind a bin store by a couple of Staff Wankers wafting past on their way to the library.


‘Don’t you cry. Don’t you dare,’ he said, helplessly.


‘I won’t. I won’t.’ I said.


‘He’ll be fine. I read an article about this. Ghosting. That’s what they call it. He’s ghosted you. Sign of an immature personality. You’re well rid.’


‘You read an article about it?’


This was a lie so transparent as to be almost laughable. Eddie, although one of the cleverest men I have ever met, is also – due to what I suspect is probably undiagnosed dyslexia – barely able to read. For the first year that we worked together he used to bring me his rotas and payslips and asked me to read him the ‘headlines and main points’ because he had a headache, or had forgotten his glasses, or was too hung-over to focus on the print. I caught on after a while and though we’ve never addressed it directly, that little unspoken truth between us stuck us together and we’ve been friends ever since.
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