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For Georgia and Zoe





People go missing every day. They walk out of their front doors and out of their lives into the silence of cold statistics. For those left behind it is the cruellest of the long goodbyes, because for them there is only pain and doubt. Did that person whom you loved so much - and thought you knew so well - did they simply choose to go and not come back? Or was it darker than that and did someone do the choosing for them?

Missing rubs the soul raw. In place of answers all you have is your imagination. In place of reality, only fantasy. And the more you think about it, the more elaborate and the more consuming those fantasies become.

Stories from the edge.

Like this one.

 



 



Anna is leaving home. Bye bye.




Part One




Transit - Monday p.m.


Departure lounge, South Terminal, Gatwick Airport. A shopper’s paradise: two floors of superior retail space connected by gliding glass lifts and peopled by an endless stream of travellers, processed to have time on their hands and a permanent discount at the wave of a boarding card. If you are smart you come here with an empty case and do your packing as you walk: cosmetics, toiletries, clothes, shoes, books, perfumes, booze, cameras, films. For many the holiday starts here. You can see it in their faces. People shop differently, none of that suburban mall madness. Instead they stroll and browse, couples with their arms around each other, the beach saunter already in their stride, children dancing behind their parents in the hermetic safety of a controlled environment. When did you last read a horror story about a child abducted in a departure lounge?

Second floor, a cappuccino bar with tables out on the concourse, next to the Body Shop and Accessorize. A woman is sitting alone at a table, a small holdall by her side, her boarding card lying near to a plastic cup in front of her. She has no carrier bags, no duty free. She is not interested in shopping. Instead she is watching others and thinking about how it was twenty years before when she came to this airport as a teenager, on her first solo flight to Europe. None of this existed then. Before the invention of niche marketing, air travel had been a serious, more reverent affair. People wore their best clothes for flying then, and duty free meant 200 Rothmans and a bottle of Elizabeth Arden perfume. It seems as far away as black and white photography. At that time her flight had been delayed for three hours. Too young for cheap booze and too poor for perfume she had sat in a row of red bucket chairs nailed to the ground and read her guidebooks, mapping a city she had only ever visited in her mind, trying to quieten the tumbling adrenaline inside her. The rest of her life had been waiting on the other side of Gate 3 and she had been aching to walk into it.

It is not the same now. Now, though there is adrenaline it has no playfulness within it. Instead it burns the insides of her stomach, feeding off apprehension and caffeine. There are moments when she wishes she hadn’t come. Or that she had brought Lily with her. Lily would have loved the circus of it all; her chatter would have filled up the silence, her curiosity would have nudged the cynicism towards wonder. But this is not Lily’s journey. Her absence is part of the point.

She pushes the coffee cup away from her and slips the boarding card back into her pocket. When she last looked at the monitor the Pisa flight was still waiting to board. Now it is flashing last call. Gate 37. She gets up and walks towards the glass lift.

Twenty years ago as she made this last walk there had been a Beatles track playing in her head. ‘She’s Leaving Home’. It was dated by then, already ironic. It had made her smile. Maybe that was her problem. She was no longer comforted by irony.




Amsterdam - Friday p.m.


On Friday evenings I like to take drugs. I suppose you could call it a habit, though hardly a serious one. I see it rather as a way to relax; the end of work, the need to let go, welcome the weekend, that kind of thing. Sometimes it’s dope, sometimes it’s alcohol. Like most things in my life there’s a routine to it. I come in, turn on the radio, roll a spliff, sit at the kitchen table and wait for the world to uncurl. I like the way life becomes when I’m stoned; more malleable, softer at the edges. It feels familiar to me. Reassuring. I’ve been doing it a long time. I started smoking when I was in my teens. I got my first stash from the boyfriend of a friend; an early example of adolescent free enterprise. The first time I smoked there were other people around, but it didn’t take me long to discover solitude. I used to sit upstairs and blow the smoke out of my bedroom window. If my father knew (and it seems impossible to me now that he didn’t) he  was smart enough not to call me on it. I was never into rebellion, only into solitude. And being stoned. And so it has continued throughout my life. Though you probably wouldn’t know it from meeting me. I don’t look the type, you see. It has always been one of my greatest talents, that in the nine-to-five game I come over as the professional to my fingertips, brain like my clothes: sharp lines and no frills. Straight, in other words. One of life’s good girls. The kind you can depend on. But everyone has to slip off their shoulder pads sometimes.

Other Fridays I vary the mood and go for alcohol instead. This has nothing to do with any queasiness about legality. Among its many splendours this adopted city of mine boasts a remarkable tolerance for dope and a system of distribution that suits even the most discreet members of the community. No. It’s only that there are some Fridays when my brain yearns for another form of unzipping. On these occasions I indulge my appetite for frozen vodka. There is a singular pleasure to the way in which it flows out of the bottle, like heavy water, a thick viscous river of pure alcohol glugging its way over little chunks of ice. I keep a special glass for it; small, shot-sized, heavy - like the liquid. The sides go steamy with the cold as you pour and when you drink your fingers leave little wet prints on the glass.

The first hit is best taken on an empty stomach. I make sure that I lunch early that day so I’m already spacey with hunger by the time I arrive home. That way you can actually register the alcohol flowing into the blood, moving around your veins, making your hands tingle and your stomach burn. You mellow very fast. Then I start to cook. Timing is all here. Wait too long and you can lose the moment, find yourself too hungry to concentrate or too drunk to care. I put on music to focus me, and make something where the smell comes  quickly, mingling the juices with the senses. Then I sit and eat in front of a movie previously selected from the video store. I don’t watch television. Not so much a question of language as taste. Like the contemporary club scene, Friday TV schedules feel too young for me now, more like a waste of time than a passing of it.

I’ve become more aware of time passing recently. Not the day-to-dayness of it, but the bigger, structural stuff. Sometimes I have a sense of great chunks of my life floating, like space debris, in slow motion around me; three- or four-year bits that have got detached from the space station and can’t be recovered. There goes twenty-two to twenty-six, passing so close I can almost touch it. Then a little further off I see my late twenties/early thirties turning over and over in zero gravity; glimpses of a job and a half-empty flat in a Scottish town where it never stopped raining and where anything decent was always a train ride away. Maybe I should reel it in and work a little revisionism on it - Scotland on the cusp of its style triumph. But then I think, why bother? It’s done already, over, all the possibilities hardened into choices, of no interest now except as history. And anyway life seems freer without it. I am, I realise, fortunate in this respect. Unlike others I find myself growing less burdened with age.

Of course it helps to have been so bad at being young, though I had excuses enough at the time had I chosen to use them. While others were burning comet paths through the skies with their energy and ambition I was standing underneath brushing their sparks from my clothing, afraid even to look up in case I got their fire in my eyes. In recent years, though, I have found myself passing an increasing amount of debris from the burnout of faster, more colourful lives. Negative equities, second wives or husbands, the beginnings of double chins, the drain of the psychotherapy bills. If they are  coming unstuck this fast as they hit forty imagine the dropout rate in another ten years’ time.

But not me. I, against the odds, am doing OK. Maybe because I always asked for less I have got rewarded with more. It’s certainly the nearest I’ve ever got to contentment. I like this city. It has energy within its calm. Indeed the whole country feels laid-back. Being under water for so long seems to have imbued the land with an unholy sense of quiet, but since anyone who is anyone usually ends up in Amsterdam anyway you don’t need to worry yourself too much about the waterland outside. I have a life here. I live in an apartment in one of the old merchant houses on the canal (the wealth of nations has been stored here at some time or another; scratch the wooden floors hard enough and you can still smell the spice), I have a job that I like and, most surprisingly of all, a man who likes me but doesn’t need to live in my pocket (or my flat). I am satisfied. I could - and have - lived with less, and I have no wish for more.

It’s usually when I’m in this mood that I know it’s time to call Anna, if only to give her the pleasure of teasing me out of my complacency. In my more sentimental moments I think it’s our friendship that’s kept both of us from the fall. That while the married ones got bored and the single ones got bitter, good friends stayed alert to each other’s needs. Of course Lily has helped. But this system of checks and balances was in place before she came along.

Friday is our phone night. Not that we do it every week. Sometimes work or travel gets in the way, but as customs go it is an established one and that particular Friday, I remember, I was looking forward to the call, because recently we had missed a few and I felt the need to catch up. And because, I suppose, yes, I did have a residue of worry about her, a sense that there might be things happening in her life that I wasn’t  completely up-to-date with. But I was sure I would find out. Because in the end she would tell me. That’s how it was with us.

We usually try to time the call for around 10.00 p.m. We wait till then because Lily is almost certain to be in bed and we can talk more freely. More often than not Paul is there too doing something inspiring with chow pak and sesame-seed oil, but he doesn’t mind if she eats by the phone. So when the phone rang at 7.50 p.m. on that Friday night, the pan of finely chopped onions caramelising on the stove, the second shot of vodka misting up the glass and my mind, I knew it was altogether too early to be her.

 



 



‘Estella? Is that you?’

‘Hello, Paul. How are you?’

‘I’m fine. Listen, is Anna there by any chance?’

‘Anna? No. Why?’

‘Er . . . well, she’s been away this week. We thought she might have visited you on her way home.’

Out through the open windows the sky is beginning to bruise into a purple-blue twilight. From below I can hear the chug-chug of the first of the tourist barges starting off on the nightlife tour of the canals. ‘No. She’s not here. Where’s away?’

‘Italy.’

‘Italy? What for?’

‘I don’t know, exactly. Have you heard from her recently?’

‘No. We haven’t spoken for a couple of weeks.’ I held him snug to my ear as I carry the portable back to the stove and checked the pan. ‘You sound worried, Paul. Is something wrong?’ I ask quietly.

He doesn’t answer immediately, as if he knows that the words, once spoken, cannot be taken back.

‘Maybe, yes. She was due back yesterday evening. No one has heard anything from her. She seems to have gone missing.’

Anna. Missing. I take another hit of vodka and turn off the flame under the onions. I would not eat dinner here tonight after all.




Away - Thursday a.m.


On her last morning in Florence that Thursday Anna returned to the souvenir shop near to the hotel. It was one of those irrefutably Italian establishments, a mixture of Alessi chrome and upmarket kitsch: coloured-glass perfume bottles topped in filigree silver, papier-mâché putti out of Fra Angelico via Disney, cunning CD holders in the shape of the Leaning Tower of Pisa - all with prices to match their sense of mischief.

The wooden horse, though, was different: less precious, more alive. It had caught Anna’s eye on the first day she had gone walking. She had found herself returning later to check it out, though by then the sun had burnt the city into its afternoon siesta and she could only gaze at it through the window, trying to make out the price tag lying face down on the glass shelf. It looked like 60,000 lire, which at a good exchange rate - and it was - was still over twenty pounds.  Too expensive a gift for a child, though Lily’s obsession with horses already had an element of the adult in it, with any addition to her collection treated more as an object to be worshipped than a toy to be broken. Anna could already see the space on the shelf where this one would sit, pride of place, until it, along with the others, would be taken down for its daily exercise across the field of the bedroom carpet and out into the wilderness of the hall beyond.

Lily at play. She savoured the image. It was one of many she carried inside her. Even now when she was supposed to be exploring time alone, Lily kept muscling in on her. Aren’t I the most important thing in your life? How could you imagine the world without me? Her mental landscape was so colonised by her daughter that there were times when she wondered if there would ever be room for anything or anyone else. It was not that she was unhappy - life since Lily had been too vibrant for unhappiness - more that she was somehow impatient with herself. Which was partly what this trip to Florence had been about: the acting out of a serious whim, an instant strategy for revitalisation.

And for much of the time she had revelled in it, the quiet intoxication of being alone. She had walked till she had blisters, writing the city on the soles of her feet, its beauty and its elegance made more intense by the pleasure of her own company. While Lily would have tugged at her hand and her soul, demanding food and entertainment, alone she could go for hours gorging on air and fantasy. She had always been a good traveller and now she found herself to be the perfect single tourist. She had admired the dead through their art, the living through their style and communicated with no one save the hotel clerk and the odd waiter. And if this last fact disappointed her she did not allow herself to feel it. It was too crude to suggest that she had come away from home for  adventure (though of course she probably had). Nevertheless, it did occur to her that if this trip was in some way a pilgrimage to her past, then she had found precious little trace of the effervescent young woman who had walked these streets in her place twenty years ago. The memory of this different Anna, footloose, flirtatious, fancy-free, proved more painful than she expected. She couldn’t decide if she was simply mourning youth or something more profound. Just as when she thought about returning home, she didn’t know if she felt relieved or saddened.

By that last morning in the shop she had stopped trying.

Going back, she found it crowded with a mixture of tourists and locals. She picked up the horse and checked the numbers written in a neat tiny hand on a tag attached to its hoof. The six turned out to be an eight, which made it nearer to thirty than twenty pounds. She put it back on the shelf and moved over to the counter to browse further - maybe she’d find something cheaper - but it was obvious there was nothing of interest and she soon gravitated back to the shelf, holding the horse in her hand, weighing it up, trying to convince herself that it was worth the money. Lily wouldn’t know what it cost anyway, all she would know was the wrapping paper and the sense of expectation.

A few feet away she noticed a well-dressed man in his forties watching her. He was tall and stocky with dark thinning hair and he seemed strangely familiar. Maybe they had seen each other at the hotel, though if he was a guest he was Italian, of that she was sure; something about the suppleness of his skin, the way it kept its moisture under the sun, while English bodies reddened up and dried out, terrorised by the climate rather than nourished by it.

He smiled as their eyes met. She smiled back, because somehow it felt aggressive to refuse, then turned her attention  back to the horse. She was imagining it gift-wrapped, Lily’s little fingers poking and prodding, locating the sharp ridge of the legs, yelping with delight as she recognised what it was.

‘Excuse me?’

She looked up.

‘You are staying next door, yes? At the hotel Corri?’

‘Yes.’ The hotel then, that was where they had seen each other.

‘You are English.’

‘Er - yes.’

‘You like this horse?’ He pronounced the last word with a touch of the guttural, as if he expected to get it wrong and was compensating already. Oh, I see, she thought. He’s a salesman. She gave a polite little nod, then looked back down at the figure.

‘But this is a crazy price for such a thing.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Eighty thousand lire. It is - how you call it - stealing. They sell these in the market for under half the price.’

‘Do they?’

‘Of course. They don’t come from Italy. They are African. The boys from Senegal have them on their stalls. You don’t see them?’

‘No.’

She had seen the boys though. Beautiful young men, their skin gleaming like polished coal under the sun, startlingly in a city where the predominant colour palette was burnt ochre and gold. Their presence was one of the many ways in which Florence had changed since she was first here so long ago. If now was then, would she have wanted to woo one of them rather than the olive-skinned young Romeo she had pursued through that teenage summer of Italian verbs and Dante? Maybe not. These tender young men seemed in more need of  money than of love, their goods carefully laid out on brightly patterned lungis; soapstone figures and heavy carvings from the bush. She had seen elephants and the occasional wild cat but no horses. Surely she would have noticed.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘It is your choice. But you would save a lot of money.’

His English was good, far better than her Italian, eroded by decades of neglect. She couldn’t decide if she was flattered or irritated by his pinpointing her so clearly as a woman travelling on a budget. Maybe the hotel had given her away, the lower end of the scale, though - God knows - that didn’t exactly make it cheap. ‘Actually I’m leaving Florence today. I probably won’t have time to get to the market.’

‘Ah. You go back to England?’

‘Yes.’

‘And from where do you fly? Florence Airport or Pisa?’

‘Pisa.’

‘At what time?’

She hesitated. ‘Er . . . around eight o’clock.’

‘OK. The reason I ask is because of the trains. You must catch the six o’clock. It is direct to Pisa Airport and will get you to the plane in good time. Also I make you a suggestion. You get to the station early and there in front of the main entrance you will find some of these boys with their horses. Very cheap. And then you will have a good buy, an easy journey and enough money for an espresso and a pastry at the airport.’

She laughed, charmed despite herself. ‘Thank you.’

He shrugged. It was a gesture that on an Englishman would have sat too theatrically. Here it seemed no more than what was called for. ‘It is nothing. Just a - how you call it - a tip for the day. Have a good journey home.’

She started to thank him again, but he was already turning  away, his attention on something else. She was sorry she had been so stand-offish now. It struck her that this was part of her problem. She had got so used to having her defences up over the years that she had started to read kindness as manipulation. She should learn to trust people more, to take the time to enjoy them. She took one more look at the horse, but her mind was made up and she left soon after, without having bought anything.

 



 



A few moments later the man went up to the cash desk and laid down two fifty-thousand lire notes. Next to them he placed the wooden figure of the horse. As the sales assistant picked it up he leant over and said something to her. She reached underneath the counter and took out a length of silver wrapping paper.




Away - Thursday a.m.


On her last morning in Florence that Thursday, Anna didn’t leave the hotel at all. Instead she breakfasted upstairs, waiting for the telephone to ring.

The room was small and stuffy with a window that looked out on a dingy inner courtyard and allowed for no wind, a place to sleep in rather than to live, cheap, although in high season it wasn’t. She lay on the bed and watched the ceiling fan rotate lazily.

Eventually she got tired of waiting and fell asleep fully dressed on the bed. When she woke, bruised and confused from dreams she could barely remember but which she knew involved her in some vast and silent danger from which she couldn’t save herself, she had rung through to the switchboard in case she might have missed a call. But there had been none. Why hadn’t he rung? Had something happened to stop  him getting away? He was now two days late. It didn’t make any sense.

To begin with she hadn’t minded the silence. On the contrary she had found herself grateful for the space. She had come out a couple of days early deliberately, needing to be calm when he arrived, so that she would know what to say and not allow herself to be blown off course by desire. She had used the city to centre herself. She walked for hours, choosing routes away from the tourist haunts, to churches that only rated a sentence in the guidebooks, squares which history had largely passed by. In every place she could feel echoes of her younger self; eager, unformed and in love, with a city and her own sense of omnipotence within it. The idea of this earlier Anna was so powerful that once she thought she might even have seen herself, small and plump with funky look-at-me sunglasses and cropped punk hair - but it was only an illusion of fashion, evidence that the wheel was turning ever faster somersaults into retro.

It was one of the things she liked about the city: the way it vibrated with conflicting styles. Middle-aged Florentine women gilded and painted against age brushed shoulders with the latest breed of hippy travellers; the boys studded and tattooed, the girls with bare midriffs and backs the colour of roasted chestnuts, their stick-thin bodies still clinging to childhood. It was holiday season and the surrounding countryside was full of local fiestas. A buskers’ paradise. But they always came back to Florence. In the mid-morning heat you could find them at a pump by the side entrance of the Duomo, guys with dreadlocks thick as bead curtains stripped to the waist and washing themselves like puppies, water splashing everywhere.

She stood and watched them, mesmerised. They awoke a vivid memory in her of a night many years before when she  had been travelling and arrived back from Rome to find the hostel she had been staying in full. She had ended up sleeping on the steps of the Baptistery, then washing in the toilets of a café nearby. It seemed inconceivable that she could do it now. Where had all those years gone? Places, people, lovers, jobs, Lily. The neck of the hourglass seemed to have widened since Lily, time gushing away more like liquid than sand. These Duomo kids were probably nearer in age to her daughter than herself. How did that happen? It didn’t seem possible.

Lily. She hadn’t thought of her much in these last few days. In her guilt she realised that the connection between them was becoming fainter. She had called home the night she had arrived, but Lily had been engrossed in a video and didn’t want to talk. She could hear her munching on crisps, her attention elsewhere, still following the pictures on the screen. She was having a good time. She didn’t need her.

Except of course she did. Before this thing with Samuel had threatened to blow her world apart, Lily’s presence had vibrated inside her whenever they had been separated. She had imagined the bond between them as a kind of emotional chewing gum; the substance of love stretching out, malleable, tensile, pulling ever thinner until the moment when you choose to loop it all back into your mouth and chew it together again. But was there a chance that if you stretched it too far it might snap? Was that what the pursuit of this obsession was doing - weakening the thread?

In the hotel room the hours bled away. He wouldn’t come now. A part of her felt almost relieved. Whatever his excuse this would be the beginning of the end. If she were going to make the plane she would have to leave by mid-afternoon. She had had the desk clerk check the times. The trains to Pisa turned out to be erratic. Not all of them went directly to the airport. The 5 o’clock would be too early, the 7 o’clock too late.

She had already packed, the clothes folded away, the wooden horse she had found in the market on the first day rolled carefully inside a T-shirt to protect its sharp edges from damage in the overhead locker of the plane. At least Lily would know that she had been thinking of her. She zipped up the holdall and got off the bed. He would not come now and she needed to get out of there. Maybe it was for the best. She left her bag on the bed and went down to the hotel lounge to get something cold to drink.




Home - Friday p.m.


I am good in a crisis. Something about my DNA. I caught the last shuttle by twenty minutes, but even with all the right connections the journey from Amsterdam to West London took three and a half hours. Still, I didn’t allow the time to unravel me. No sir. Instead I spent the trip constructing scenarios of her homecoming. If Anna hadn’t come back when she said she would, there had to be a reason. The most likely was that she had called to say she was delayed but that the answering machine hadn’t taken the message. She was probably on her way even now. I pictured her getting out of a taxi, bursting through the front door, throwing down her bag as she ran upstairs to Lily’s bedroom to wake her up to say goodnight . . . I did such a colourful job with the pictures that I had to call Paul from the Heathrow arrivals hall just to check I’d got it right. He answered within the first ring. He was still waiting.

I took a taxi. London was even warmer than Amsterdam. The grass on the motorway verges was dry as a bad perm and the air rotten with exhaust fumes; the sort of day where Casualty departments would have been counting out the oxygen masks as the asthma patients checked in. Halfway to Chiswick the sky got so heavy that it cracked open and a wall of rain came down. The road steamed like a hot plate as the water hit and the windows of the cab instantly misted up.

England. I had forgotten how dramatic weather could be.

By the time we got to her road the shower had passed, soaking up the worst of the heat. Out through the window the air smelt of green. I hauled myself out of the cab. Paul must have heard the engine because he opened the door before I had time to reach the bell.

He beckoned me inside with a finger on his lips and a quick gesture upstairs. On the first landing Lily’s door was ajar. I nodded and we moved quietly down to the kitchen. First things first. I rescued my London bottle of vodka from the freezer (a ship in every port) and poured us both a drink. He refused his. It made me look at him more closely. In his time I have seen Paul drop-dead gorgeous enough to turn every head in the room, but he was not at his best now. His skin had a tight, ironed-on quality to it - Christopher Walken in one too many psychotic roles - and his eyes were slightly blood-shot. He looked as if he wasn’t sleeping well. But whether from sex or worry you can never tell with Paul.

‘Still nothing?’

‘Not a word.’

‘What have you told Lily?’

‘That she missed the plane and she’d be back when she could get another one.’

‘Does she believe you?’

He shrugged. ‘What’s not to believe? Why else would her mother not be home when she said she would?’

He sat down at the table and closed his eyes for a second, using his thumb and middle finger to massage into his eye sockets. No, I thought, not sex this time. ‘Have you been here all the time?’

He shook his head. ‘Patricia, the child minder, called me this morning. I pick Lily up most Fridays anyway, but Patricia had to go to Ireland today for her niece’s wedding this weekend and obviously she was beside herself that Anna wasn’t home.’

‘When exactly was she due back?’

‘Yesterday evening.’

‘You called the airport?’

He shrugged. ‘All the flights from Florence came in on time. No cancellations, no delays. They wouldn’t give out passenger lists.’

‘Florence?’

‘Yep. That’s where she went.’

‘What was she doing there?’

He shrugged. ‘Search me. The last time I talked to her was last week. She didn’t say anything about going away. Apparently she only asked Patricia to baby-sit two days before she went. Patricia thinks it was something to do with work, but when I called the paper this morning the features editor said she didn’t know anything about it and neither did anyone else.’ He paused. ‘I thought she might have said something to you.’

But she hadn’t. The vodka slid from cold to hot down my throat. I wanted another one. I was trying to remember our last phone call two - no, three - weeks before. She had been busy, something about an article she was working on but she didn’t tell me what. She had sounded, well, a little distant, but  I had put it down to work. She’s always expended too much energy on such things. Unlike her best friend. But Florence? If she had known she would have told me. No question. Though it had happened before I met her I knew all about Florence. Everybody has a story of being eighteen and the city which you finally grow up in, or at least that’s what you’d like to believe happened. She hadn’t been back for years. If she had been going to Florence she surely would have told me. ‘What about a contact number?’

‘She left a number, but Patricia thinks she must have taken it down wrong. When I called this afternoon I got some woman running a dress shop.’

‘Still,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t make sense. Why would she just not come back? She’d know Patricia was going away. You’re sure she didn’t leave any kind of message?’

‘There’s nothing on the machine.’

‘Maybe it didn’t record.’

‘And maybe she didn’t ring.’

Neither of us spoke for a while. ‘I’ve been waiting till you got here . . .’ He paused. ‘I’m wondering if we should call the police.’

‘It’s too soon,’ I said. Though I had no idea if it was or wasn’t.

He shrugged. ‘If she’s not here by tomorrow morning that makes two nights. I don’t see how we can avoid it, do you?’

‘Well, I don’t see how we can avoid telling Lily if we do.’

‘So what do you suggest? Are you ready to move in here and field the questions till she turns up again?’

‘Wait a minute, Paul. You’re not saying you think this is deliberate?’

‘No. I told you, I don’t know any more than you do. I think it’s suspicious, that’s all. She doesn’t say anything to anyone about going in the first place - I mean, not to you or me. She just walks onto a plane and doesn’t come back. I think if we  don’t hear from her by tomorrow we have to assume something’s happened to her.’

‘Like what?’

‘Jesus, Estella, I don’t know. Like . . . something.’

Something. Take your pick. I read a statistic the other day that on average around the world 2090 people die in traffic accidents every day. There must be another statistic about how many of those are in a foreign country at the time. But morgues have regulations whatever the culture, and where would her passport or credit cards be if not in her handbag? Forget it. Anna wasn’t the kind of woman to die under a bus in a Florentine side street. That couldn’t happen to her. Or to me. What do they say about lightning not striking twice in the same place? Or within the same family. My family. I felt myself oddly reassured by superstition.

Through the open kitchen door we both became aware of the guttural sound of a diesel engine in the street. I glanced down at my watch. 0.48 a.m. Last planes from Europe are usually in by 10.00 p.m. But not everybody flies. What if she had stayed on, then found all the Friday planes were full and that she had to go overland? I had a sudden ridiculous Vera Lynn image of her, standing full into the wind, looking out to sea as the ghost-grey shadows of the Dover cliffs loomed into view. Then from Dover to London on a slow train. Or even, if it was too late, a taxi. Outside, the engine was still turning over while someone paid their fare and got out their house keys. We heard a door slam, then another. After a while the taxi drew away. We deliberately didn’t look at each other. How long could we wait?

He sighed. ‘How long can you stay?’

‘As long as it takes,’ I said. ‘What about you?’

‘Mike has tech rehearsals over the weekend. First preview on Tuesday.’

It wasn’t really an answer, but it helped to get away from it for a while. ‘How is he?’

How long had this one been? It had to be nearly a year now.

‘Mike? Fine. Great. Busy. How about you? How’s work?’

I shrugged. ‘You know the tax business. Moving A to B to avoid paying C. To my surprise I appear to be rather adept at it.’

‘That’s because it’s not your money.’

‘Possibly,’ I said.

‘Anyway, you’re looking good on it.’

I tapped the glass. ‘Must be the stimulants.’

‘She’s probably got some dope somewhere if you want.’ Like many people it amuses him to think of lawyers breaking the law. He doesn’t seem to understand it’s an occupational hazard. In fact, as gay men go Paul is in many ways really rather straight, which is one of the things that makes him so charming. I wondered if he was as diligent towards Lily now Mike was on the scene. In the past he always kept them separate, the boys and girls in his life, but from what I’d heard from Anna this one was different.

‘Thanks, but I’ll stick to what I’ve got.’

We sat for a while longer, but it somehow made it worse, waiting together. He stood up from the table. ‘I’m going to go to bed.’

‘You sleeping in the spare room?’

‘Yep.’

That left Anna’s bedroom. ‘Does Lily know I’m here?’

He nodded. ‘After I spoke to you I told her you’d be coming for the weekend.’

‘Do you think she’ll mind if I sleep in Anna’s bed?’

‘If she does she probably won’t tell you.’

‘No.’ She wouldn’t. Some people say that only children are good at keeping their own counsel. I would know about that,  of course, though I don’t always feel like talking about it. Like Lily. But then that’s a long story . . .

He was standing by the table as if there was something more to say. I pulled the bottle towards me. His eyes followed the movement. I’ve seen you legless enough in your time, mate, I thought. I suggest you don’t make a thing about it. ‘It’s a tradition,’ I said. ‘Friday night. She wouldn’t want her absence to spoil it.’

He shrugged. ‘You know me. One man’s abuse is another man’s pleasure. Sleep well.’

‘I will. And Paul -’ I said firmly. ‘Don’t worry. There’ll be a reason why she hasn’t called. She’ll be back tomorrow, I’m sure of it.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I’m sure too.’




Away - Thursday p.m.


Anna took the stranger’s advice and got to the Central Station with time to spare. But although there were a number of market stalls laced around the outer edge of the square, there was no sign of any Senegalese boys selling horses. The discovery annoyed her. She should have bought it when she had the opportunity. It was too late to go back to the shop now. She would have to risk finding something suitable at the airport.

She ran up the stairs into the entrance. The central hall, with its fake monumental architecture, was choked with people. Along the left-hand wall ran a set of ticket windows, all of them sporting queues three-deep, the occasional Florentine lost in a mass of tourism; the seasonal crush of the long vacation. Thank God she had got here early. She joined the shortest line (which wasn’t short at all) and checked the timetable board high above her. It told her that the last train  to Pisa Central had left twenty-five minutes before. There was no 6.00 p.m. service listed. The next airport train was at 7.00 p.m., an hour and a quarter away and too late for her to make her flight. She looked around for an information window, but was concerned about losing her place in the queue, which was already stacking up behind her.

She was frantically thinking about buses when a voice behind her said: ‘Hello?’

She turned to see the man from the shop that morning standing before her, his jacket off and a worried look on his face.

‘Oh, thanks God, it is you. I am so pleased to find you. I have been looking all over the station. You remember me, yes? From the shop this morning?’

‘Yes. Hello. What—?’

‘I am so sorry. There is a change with the trains. There is no more six o’clock service to Pisa Airport now. They are running on - what is the words? - summer times. I did not realise.’

‘You came all this way to tell me that?’

He laughed. ‘No, no. A friend was going to Rome. I brought him to the train, but when I checked the board I remembered what I said to you.’

‘So I can’t get to the airport from here?’

‘Not in time for your plane, no. Your flight is - what - eight o’clock, you said?’

‘Seven forty-five. How about a bus?’

He made a clicking noise between his teeth. ‘No. There is a - how you say? - a dispute. The drivers for the airport don’t go. They want more money. There is a sign outside. You must have passed it. That’s why there are all these people.’

‘Why don’t they run more trains?’

He said nothing, confining himself to one of those gestures that tell, in any number of languages, of the unfathomable  stupidity of the authorities. No trains or buses. If she missed this plane it would be a nightmare: the flights were packed, it had been a stroke of luck to get space on this charter as it was. But if she took a taxi from here it would cost a fortune. She would have nowhere near enough Italian currency to cover it. She looked around for an exchange office.

‘Please . . .’

In her anxiety she had almost forgotten he was there.

‘You must let me help. I have my car outside. The autostrada is quite fast and we can get there in one hour. Plenty of time, yes?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s OK, I’ll take a taxi. But I have to change some money first.’

She was already moving away, but he stepped into her path. ‘Signora. Please. This is my fault. I give you the wrong information and now you are in trouble because of me. Let me help. I live near Pisa. I go that way now. The airport, it is not far from my home. Please. Let me help you.’

It wasn’t that she didn’t think of refusing. On the contrary, the advice she had already drilled into Lily - never accept anything from anyone you don’t know - she had taken instinctively. But there was another imperative at work here: the need, this time, to accept the kindness of strangers. After all, wasn’t that partly why she had come back, to rediscover some spontaneity in herself, some sense of the possibility of life? ‘Only connect.’ Like many grand-tour teenagers she had first come to Italy with A level E.M. Forster novels singing in her head, sporting his exhortation to life as a badge of romantic courage. Twenty years on it might seem cheap to apply a literary aphorism to something as mundane as a lift to the airport. Nonetheless—

‘Well,’ she said. ‘If you’re sure it isn’t out of your way . . .’




Away - Thursday p.m.


The message light was flashing at the bottom of the phone, a small foggy yellow button, on/off/ . . . on/ off, like a shallow-water warning to sailors coming too close to the land. She had seen it from the moment she opened the door, but she had been waiting so long that now it was here she suddenly couldn’t bear to go near it. Instead she busied herself with last-minute packing. Even as she was in the bathroom gathering up her toothbrush and creams she could feel it pulsing on and off through the wall in between. It’s too late, she thought. You’ve left it too late. The spell is broken. I’m going home now. I’m going back without meeting you. It’s better for everyone this way.

She picked up her bag and walked to the door. She still had plenty of time. The flight didn’t go till after seven. She could answer the message and still make it out of there. But somehow she knew that the temptation would be too great.  She closed the door and walked down the corridor, the key clasped in a tight fist in her jacket pocket. The light would continue to flash as she took the lift downstairs to the desk, then out to the foyer and to the street to hail a taxi to the station. Soon after it would stop, as her checkout registered and the phone wiped itself clean in preparation for the next guest. The message would be lost. Gone. Over. No meeting. It was that simple.

As she stood waiting for the lift, it seemed to her that her life had become like a puzzle from a children’s book: a figure - her - standing at the corner of the page with a set of different paths snaking out away from her, interweaving and overlapping until one emerged onto a cliff edge and a sheer drop, and the other to a green and pleasant land. Heidi has to take her grandfather’s flock up to the summer pastures. Which path should she choose to avoid disaster?

The lift came. The doors opened. And closed again.

She turned back along the corridor, her fist uncurling from the key.

 



 



As the message activated in her ear she closed her eyes and listened as his voice scooped bits of her innards out. Then came an address. There was a notepad and pencil by the phone, but she made no move to use them. Forget this and it wasn’t meant to happen, she thought, with one last careless nod to fate.

In the back of the taxi it was so hot that her skin stuck to the seat through the layer of linen. She hesitated for a moment when he asked her where she was going, then opened her mouth and heard the address sing out, clean and clear, word-perfect. When she enquired how far it was he told her it was in Fiesole, on the other side of the river. She looked at her watch. She would be cutting it fine to get to the airport  in time. Maybe she’d have to take a taxi. He would have money. She would borrow from him and write him a cheque. She opened the window to let in some air, but it only served to funnel the heat back in. A few streets on they drove past the market where she had bargained for Lily’s wooden horse on that first morning. It seemed so long ago. Her fingers closed over the holdall on her lap.




Home - Saturday early a.m.


Paul’s footsteps went up the stairs, then stopped next to Lily’s room above. She must have been asleep because almost immediately he climbed the next flight. After a while I heard the toilet flush and then a door close.

If I picked up the phone now might I hear him on the line to Michael? Anna says they keep night hours, regularly staying up till two or three. She says it’s only a matter of time till they move in together. I thought it might make her feel strange, seeing Paul enjoy domesticity with someone else, but she likes Michael, says he’s older than his years and that he doesn’t let Paul get away with stuff. She approves of him. So does Lily apparently. It seems he has the secret of not trying too hard, and that he knows how to make her laugh. Which in my experience means that she has decided to let him. So does this mean Paul is a man with two families now? Probably.

I sat and drank in the kitchen. Through the windows I  could make out the shadows of the little garden; its patio stones, its borders, its coloured climbing frame. It had been such a tip, a builder’s scrap yard to judge from all the crap we had moved out of it the weekend after she moved in. It had been summer then too, though nowhere near as hot as now. She had had no money to buy help, so she called in friends; free beer and food and all the pickaxes you could wield. We had filled two skips. Lily was slung in the hammock nailed between the clothesline and the elder tree at the back. Every time she cried whoever was nearest rocked her to and forth. We ate lunch standing up, hunks of bread and cheese and salami. Paul said it looked like a bad Italian movie; sweat, sunshine and the rich pleasure of working the land. It was one of those days that everyone there would remember, something about the way it summed up a generation and an age.

Where and who were they now, all those people? Successful enough to have their own gardeners, no doubt. I had liked them well enough then, though they had been her friends rather than mine. Did she still see them? Did they exchange Christmas cards? She didn’t talk about them, or not that I could remember. Come to think of it she didn’t talk about anybody that much any more, except for Lily of course, and Paul, and more recently Michael. Presumably I would find their numbers in her phone book if I needed them. At what point do you start checking with acquaintances rather than friends?

I was beginning to hear the vodka talking, the telltale signs of maudlin creeping in, like reaching the worm at the bottom of the mescal bottle. In Amsterdam it was nearly 3 o’clock in the morning and I would be a long time gone by now. Night shadows. I turned off the light and went upstairs.

Her bedroom was unnervingly tidy, the bed made and the cover unrumpled. It looked almost planned: the room of  someone who had packed knowing that they were going to be away for a long time. Then I remembered that Patricia would have been here since, would have hoovered the floor, hung up the clothes and generally cleared away the worst of the mess naturally associated with Anna’s lifestyle. I opened up the cupboards to reassure myself. A great crush of clothes burst out at me, bringing with them the unmistakable scent of her, leftover perfume and body odour mixed together. A person’s smell: it is such a powerful statement of them. I turned, almost expecting to find her standing behind me. But she wasn’t there.

I went into her study next door. It was a mean little space, the famous ‘extra bedroom’ of estate agents’ jargon, in this case not helped by all its furniture; a desk, a filing cabinet, a computer terminal, and everywhere paper and books. Not even Patricia would/could penetrate this jungle.

I sat at the desk and switched on the light. If there was something to find it would surely be here somewhere. I sat back in the chair. On the notice board above the desk a group of photos was pinned at eye-level. There was a picture of Lily in a playground, hands up above her head, caught in the split second of pure exhilaration before the descent down the slide. Then one of me looking younger and more serious with a baby, the baby, in my arms, and then Paul and an older Lily sitting opposite each other in some American fast-food diner, both in profile with their mouths open, teeth sunk into two gigantic hamburgers. The year before, Anna had done a freebie fly-drive travel piece for the paper in Montana, and Paul had joined them on his way from LA and they had spent a week touring the Rockies. The last picture was of the three of them sitting on the bonnet of the car with the desert stretched out behind them, grinning into the lens in a delayed-action shot: happy family on vacation, seeing the  sights, clocking up the miles, spending nights in motels where they slept three in the bed, curled around each other like the petals in the inside of a flower bud. Spot the difference between this and the perfect family. No sex please, the man’s gay. Well, why not? Why should the hand that rocks the cradle always be attached to the penis that helped put it there? As surrogate fathers go Paul had turned out to be better than many originals. And anyway, I know enough couples who hardly bother to have sex any more.
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