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Prologue



‘Good evening, my name is Kevin and you’re through to the Listening Line.’


‘Hi, Kevin, nice to meet you. I’m Ronnie and . . . Wait, should I give you my real name or a fake one?’


‘Whatever you’re most comfortable with. All of these calls are confidential.’


‘OK. You can call me Ronnie then,’ said Ronnie. ‘It’s not my real name though,’ he added, suddenly losing his nerve.


‘Not a problem at all. How are you feeling today, Ronnie?’


‘Not great, to be honest.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. Would you like to tell me about it?’


‘It’s a bit embarrassing.’


‘The Listening Line is a safe space. We don’t judge anybody here.’


‘Right. Well, that’s good to know,’ said Ronnie. ‘I just . . . The thing is . . . the thing is that . . . well, how do I put this?’


The line went quiet for a few seconds.


‘Hello?’ said Kevin.


‘I’m here. I was asking how I should put this.’


‘Oh. I thought you were being rhetorical.’


‘No, I really have no idea how to put this,’ said Ronnie.


‘Right. The thing is that I can’t really tell you how to put it if I don’t know what it is.’


‘I’ve lost my shadow,’ said Ronnie.


The line went quiet again.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Kevin. ‘I didn’t quite get that.’


‘I said I’ve lost my shadow.’


‘You’ve lost your shadow?’ said Kevin.


Ronnie cleared his throat. ‘That’s correct,’ he said. ‘Or it’s lost me. Either way, we’ve somehow become separated.’


Kevin didn’t say anything for a moment. Ronnie was just about to ask if he was still there when Kevin started to laugh.


‘Very funny, Mike,’ said Kevin.


‘Who’s Mike?’


‘Seriously, quit arsing about, I’m working here.’


‘I think you’re mistaking me for somebody else.’


Kevin stopped laughing. ‘You’re not Mike?’


‘No, I’m Ronnie,’ said Ronnie. ‘That’s not my real name though.’


‘You mean this isn’t a wind-up?’


‘This isn’t a wind-up,’ said Ronnie. ‘I wish it was.’


‘Right,’ said Kevin. ‘Sorry. I thought . . . Sorry.’ Ronnie could hear Kevin frantically leafing through a book of some description. ‘Lost shadow, lost shadow . . .’ he muttered. ‘This sort of thing happen often then, does it?’


‘No. Never. This is the first time.’


‘Right. And when did you last see your shadow exactly?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Ronnie. ‘It’s not really the sort of thing you pay much attention to, is it?’


‘No, I suppose it isn’t,’ said Kevin. ‘When you say it disappeared, did you actually see it disappear?’


‘No, I just suddenly noticed that it wasn’t there anymore.’


‘Were you by any chance sitting in the dark at the time? Because you can’t see shadows in the dark, can you?’


‘I was at work.’


‘And were the lights on?’


Ronnie sighed. ‘Yes, the lights were on.’


‘Right,’ said Kevin, sounding a little deflated. Ronnie listened to the sound of more pages turning. ‘It’s a shame Carol isn’t working today. She’s really good with this sort of stuff.’


‘You mean I’m not the first person to call about this?’ said Ronnie, his voice infused with hope.


‘Well, no, you are the first person to call about this, but, you know, Carol’s been doing this for years, so she knows a lot more than I do. I just started recently. This is only my third week actually. I’m just working part time while I save up for uni.’


‘What are you going to study?’ asked Ronnie, feeling guilty for talking about himself so much, even though the telephone line was specifically set up so people could talk about themselves without feeling guilty. That was Ronnie in a nutshell.


‘Engineering,’ said Kevin. ‘I wanted to study music, but my mum said there’s no money in it.’


‘I’m sure Barry Manilow would disagree.’


‘Who?’


‘Never mind,’ said Ronnie. ‘Is that what you want in life? To make money?’


‘Not really. I just want to make music. I mean, money’s nice to have, but I don’t think it would make me happy.’


‘Then you should do what does make you happy, whatever your mum thinks. You’ll only regret it later if you don’t.’


‘Yeah. Yeah, you’re right, I should,’ said Kevin, a newfound sense of determination in his voice. ‘Thanks, Ronnie.’


‘No problem. Anything else I can assist you with today?’ he joked.


Kevin laughed. ‘Sorry, we were supposed to be talking about you,’ he said. ‘I’m a bit rubbish at this, aren’t I?’


‘Not at all. You’re doing great.’


‘I’ll take your word for it.’


‘Anyway, I better be off,’ said Ronnie. ‘This shadow isn’t going to find itself.’


‘Good luck,’ said Kevin. ‘Sorry I couldn’t be more help. I hope it comes back soon.’


‘I’m sure it will,’ said Ronnie, trying to sound upbeat. ‘I mean, how far can a shadow get on its own?’









Chapter One



The day Ronnie realised that his shadow was not where he’d left it – that is to say, attached to him – was an otherwise normal Wednesday. Not that it would have made any difference had it been a particularly abnormal Wednesday. Even if he’d woken up that morning to find that everything in his house had been stolen, including the bed in which he’d been sleeping, or he’d gone downstairs to find a Volkswagen Estate embedded in the wall of his living room with a semi-conscious badger slumped over the wheel, such scenarios would still seem comparatively normal if only for the fact that they were at least statistically possible, if not highly unlikely. Errant animals (if not specifically badgers) had been known to crash cars and nimble-fingered thieves had been known to steal the seemingly unstealable, but shadows were not known to abscond, evaporate, or whatever it was that Ronnie’s shadow had done. It simply wasn’t possible. And yet.


It all started with a snake, something that Bingham-on-Sea, like most towns in England, did not have a sizeable population of. Not wild ones anyway. There used to be a reptile house wedged between the joke shop and the games arcade on the seafront, but that had closed down years ago when the tourism dried up, much like the joke shop, the games arcade and most of the other small businesses in town.


Because of this, Ronnie was understandably alarmed to find what he thought was a cobra at work one day. He’d been hosing down the number 27 bus to Dibble Hill at the time, while his colleague, Carl, cleaned the inside. Ronnie was walking up and down the yard, giving the bus an even soaking, when suddenly something caught his eye. It was a shadow, projected onto the bus, of what looked like a snake reared up and swaying just inches from where he was standing.


Ronnie dropped the hose and stumbled backwards before tripping over a bucket and landing in the soapy suds he’d just upended onto the concrete. He looked around, his heart galloping, but the yard was distinctly void of wild animals, unless he counted Carl, who was busy picking his nose while simultaneously cleaning windows.


He stared at the spot where he’d just seen what he thought he’d seen, but all he saw now was the side of a bus. Ronnie smiled and shook his head.


‘You’re losing the plot,’ he said to himself as he climbed back to his feet and grabbed the hose. It was only then that he understood what had startled him so much. It wasn’t the shadow of a snake he’d seen but the shadow of the hose he’d been holding. This would not have been an easy mistake to make under normal circumstances. As Ronnie quickly realised, however, these were not normal circumstances because for reasons that were both mystifying and alarming, his shadow seemed to have disappeared. Not just a bit of it. Not just an arm or a leg of it. The whole thing, which meant that the hose he was holding now appeared to be holding itself upright, much like a snake, hence the confusion. Needless to say, whatever relief he felt about the snake situation was quickly overshadowed by the concern he now felt about the shadow situation.


He wiggled the hose and watched its shadow wiggle in return. He walked up and down the yard, raising and dipping his arm so the hose looked like it was slithering up and down the side of the bus. He did all of this with an expression not unlike the expression of somebody over forty watching a TikTok video for the first time.


‘Oi, Ronnie!’


Ronnie flinched as Carl’s voice snapped him back to reality.


‘You all right, mate?’ he shouted from the doorway of the bus. ‘You’re acting weirder than usual.’


‘My shadow,’ muttered Ronnie, pointing to the side of the bus.


‘You what?’


As much as he would have liked a second opinion on the matter, Ronnie knew that Carl would never let him hear the end of it should it turn out to be nothing more than a bizarre figment of his imagination.


‘Nothing,’ said Ronnie.


Carl shrugged. ‘Whatever,’ he said and went back to work.


Ronnie frowned and looked around like the unsuspecting victim of a practical joke. But how could a practical joke make his shadow disappear? How could anything make his shadow disappear? Not only was he shocked to learn that his shadow had vanished, he was shocked to learn that his shadow could vanish. He’d never read about such a phenomenon, he’d never been warned about it and he’d never been informed by internet ad banners about how to remedy it with one simple life hack involving an unexpected household ingredient. It was quite possibly the only problem in the world for which no YouTube tutorial existed explaining how to fix it. The only person who might have even the slightest inkling about what was going on was his GP, Dr Sterling, with whom he already had an appointment booked after work for an unrelated matter. He decided to bring it up then.





Chapter Two



First-time visitors to Bingham would no doubt question why such a little town required such a large bus station. They would also probably wonder why a place that even Google had a hard time locating was once a popular target for German bombing practice, and why rebuilding efforts had yet to begin almost eighty years after the war had ended. Anybody who paid a visit to the Bingham Heritage Museum (open 2 p.m. – 3 p.m. every other Tuesday) would therefore be surprised to learn that the town’s aesthetics could not be blamed on foreign artillery but were in fact a product of good old British industrial collapse.


It hadn’t always been that way. Back when people could still suggest a holiday in a northern seaside resort and not have their spouses wait nervously for the punchline, when the idea of rummaging around for chips in a soggy bundle of newspaper while standing on a drizzly beach still sounded quaint and not like the catalyst for a midlife crisis, before low-cost airlines decimated home-grown tourism by giving people the chance to have crap holidays in other countries instead of crap holidays in the UK, Bingham was quite the draw. People came from far and wide to ride the Bingham Eye (once the tallest Ferris wheel in the northeast, now the rustiest in England), stroll along the pier (now reduced to blackened posts that jutted from the sea like Twiglets after the Great Bingham Fire of 1987) and eat deep-fried bacon sandwiches (AKA the Bingham Butty) in a time when calories were measured on a value-for-money basis and not by their impact on your arteries.


But those days were long gone and so too were the people, not just the tourists who used to pass through the bus station in their thousands every week but also the people whose livelihoods depended on them. The hoteliers, fairground workers, street performers and restaurateurs now did different jobs in different towns, many of them working in the car insurance call centre to the north or manning the production line at the silicone factory to the south. The only people to pass through the bus station these days were locals going to and from work, and the only people to visit were the ones who did so ironically, posing for selfies beside boarded-up windows or in front of the derelict Ferris wheel and posting them on Instagram with hashtags such as #urbandecay, #welcometohell and #ghosttown. Whereas people once dreamed of visiting Bingham, now people had nightmares about never being able to escape.


Doctors were also in short supply. Because of this, anybody with a medical complaint could either take it to a neighbouring town where the facilities were slightly better, ask the local priest to say a prayer for them, ignore the problem in the hope that it magically went away or, as a very last resort, visit Dr Sterling, Bingham’s only qualified medical professional, although ‘qualified’ was a word that people used loosely when referring to the doctor, as too were the words ‘medical professional’.


The doctor had wispy white hair and a thick white moustache that covered his lips and jiggled whenever he talked. He also had the most immaculate fingernails, which Ronnie had found reassuring on his first visit (‘I’d no sooner trust a doctor with dirty fingernails than I would a mechanic with clean overalls,’ his dad used to say, even though he didn’t trust doctors or mechanics, regardless of their approach to hygiene). He’d since come to learn that Dr Sterling’s nail care regime was the only reassuring thing about him.


‘Do you feel it?’ said Ronnie. ‘The round thing?’


He was stretched out on the oddly narrow bed that lurks in the corner of all doctor’s offices, lying on his front with his head resting on his folded arms and his trousers around his ankles. It was not a comfortable position, made all the more uncomfortable by the fact that Dr Sterling was roughly kneading his buttocks.


‘Yes,’ said Dr Sterling. ‘I can feel it.’


Ronnie swallowed and braced himself for the news. ‘What … what do you think it is?’


‘I think it’s your bum cheek.’


Ronnie sighed. ‘Not that round thing, the other round thing. What’s the other round thing?’


‘That’s your other bum cheek.’


‘I don’t think you’re taking this very seriously.’


‘You’re right,’ said Dr Sterling as he peeled off his rubber gloves and threw them at the bin in the corner. ‘I’m not.’


‘Well, that’s comforting,’ said Ronnie, pulling up his trousers and sitting on the edge of the bed.


‘I’m not here to comfort you. Watch The Golden Girls if you want comforting. I’m here to tell you whether or not you have a legitimate medical complaint, and as per usual, you do not.’


Ronnie had first met the doctor six months ago when he’d come to his surgery complaining of a lump in his armpit. The doctor had taken one look at the lump before asking Ronnie to stand on one leg. When Ronnie complied, Dr Sterling asked him to flap his arms like a chicken. Only when the doctor convinced him to start yodelling did Ronnie finally ask what any of this had to do with his armpit.


‘Nothing at all,’ replied Dr Sterling. ‘I just fancied a laugh. The lump’s a pimple, nothing to worry about.’


Failing to see the funny side, Ronnie had left vowing never to return, but two weeks later he was back, this time with a series of random chest pains that, according to Google, could only be stage four lung cancer, but was, according to Dr Sterling, nothing more than a mild chest infection.


Ronnie had seen the doctor several times since then. In fact, he’d visited Bingham Medical Centre more times in the last six months than in the previous forty-two years combined, but Dr Sterling had given him the all-clear every time. Ronnie never felt all clear though. Something always felt off, like the feeling you get in the hours and minutes leading up to the dreadful realisation that you’ve forgotten to lock your front door or turn off the oven or collect your grandmother from the supermarket.


Whereas he’d once spent his free time watching television or mooching about online, now Ronnie spent his Friday nights trawling WebMD and the NHS website for proof that he was dying. One time, he was convinced he had Crimean-Congo haemorrhagic fever, despite having never been to either Crimea or the Congo, and despite not having a fever. Another time, he feared he had a fatal case of leptospirosis after drinking a can of Fanta that he believed may have been peed on by a rat. And once he’d visited Dr Sterling complaining of various symptoms of botulism after eating a can of beans with a dent in it. According to Dr Sterling, however, the only thing that Ronnie was suffering from was an overactive imagination.


‘How do you know it’s not cancer?’ asked Ronnie. ‘Men get bum cancer all the time.’


‘No, they get colon cancer, or prostate cancer, or cancer of the anus. I’ve never heard of anybody getting cancer of the bum cheek before.’


‘I’m sure I felt something.’


‘Yes, you did. You felt me squeezing your bum. Still, you’re more than welcome to get a second opinion on the matter.’


‘From who? You’re the only doctor in town.’


‘From Doctor Socktor.’


‘Doctor Socktor?’


Dr Sterling opened a drawer behind his desk. His hand emerged inside a sock puppet with googly eyes and a miniature stethoscope around its neck. Ronnie had never seen the puppet in person before, but he recognised it from the various posters in the surgery waiting room. They were aimed at children and carried slogans such as ‘Doctor Socktor says eat your greens,’ ‘Doctor Socktor says get off your iPhone,’ and ‘Doctor Socktor says don’t stick things up your nose.’


‘I’m Doctor Socktor, and you must be Onnie,’ said Dr Sterling. He spoke in a high-pitched voice from the corner of his moustache, with his teeth clamped together like a ventriloquist. ‘Onnie. Onnie. Honnie.’ He sighed. ‘Sorry,’ he said in his own voice. ‘I always struggle with the Rs. Can I call you something else? Ian? Ian is an easy one.’


‘I’d rather you didn’t.’


‘OK, I’ll do my best. Hello, Onnie––’


‘No, I mean I’d rather you took that thing off your hand.’


‘He’s called Doctor Socktor.’


‘Whatever.’


‘Suit yourself,’ said Dr Sterling, removing Doctor Socktor and returning him to the drawer. ‘It was going to be the same opinion as mine anyway. Doctor Socktor and I don’t like to undermine each other’s professional integrity.’ He opened a jar of lollipops and offered it to Ronnie.


‘Do you treat all of your patients like this?’ said Ronnie, ignoring the jar.


‘Like what?’ said Dr Sterling. He popped a lollipop into his mouth and screwed the lid back on.


‘Like, I don’t know, a burden?’


‘I’m sorry you feel that way. Please don’t think of yourself like that. I never feel like my patients are a burden. I prefer to think of them as …’ Dr Sterling searched for the right words, but found the wrong ones instead. ‘A necessary evil.’


‘Is that what it says in the Hippocratic oath? Patients are a necessary evil?’


‘No, it says do not convert your neighbour’s wife.’


‘I think you mean “covet”.’


‘Yeah, that one.’


‘That’s the Ten Commandments.’


Dr Sterling drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘Oh, you mean that Hippocratic oath. Do no harm, blah blah blah? No, it doesn’t say that. I don’t think.’


‘Well then.’


The doctor plucked the lollipop from the corner of his mouth and pointed it at Ronnie.


‘You want to know what your problem is?’


‘Well, I’m not here for the conversation,’ said Ronnie.


‘I think you’re lonely.’


Ronnie laughed. ‘That’s your diagnosis? I come in here with a lump on my arse and you tell me that I’m lonely?’


‘You don’t have a lump on your arse, Ronnie. I think you have a lump on your brain.’


‘Wait, what?’ said Ronnie, suddenly panicked.


Dr Sterling chuckled. ‘Not a physical lump. Well, you might do. I have no idea without a CT scan. I mean a psychological lump. Your problem is in here’ – he tapped his temple with the sticky end of his lollipop – ‘not in here,’ he said, vaguely gesturing to Ronnie’s midriff.


‘Great, so you’re saying I’m mad. Is that it?’


‘I’m not saying you’re mad. I’m saying you’re a hypochondriac.’


‘Oh, well, that makes me feel a lot better,’ said Ronnie sarcastically.


‘Ronnie, you’re one of the healthiest patients I have. You must have been here at least a dozen times in the last six months, and I’ve never found anything wrong with you. What do you think that means?’


‘That you’re not very good at finding things?’


‘It’s a common trait among lonely people. I see it all the time. You substitute your lack of social engagement with an increased focus on yourself. You’re not ill. You just have too much time on your hands. You don’t need a doctor. You need Kindle.’


‘Kindle?’


‘Yeah. Get yourself on Kindle, start meeting people.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ said Ronnie.


‘Kindle. The dating app.’


‘That’s Tinder.’


‘Pretty sure it’s Kindle,’ said Dr Sterling.


‘Kindle is for ebooks.’


‘Oh. Tinder then. Why do they all sound so flammable? Tinder, Kindle, Firefox, Amazon.’


‘Amazon?’


‘Don’t you watch the news? The Amazon’s on fire again. How does that even happen? It’s a rainforest. Wouldn’t it be too wet to catch fire?’


‘That’s your idea of professional advice, is it?’ said Ronnie, steering the conversation back to the topic in hand. ‘Online dating? Are you going to write me a prescription for that?’


‘Would you like me to?’ said Dr Sterling. ‘I could. Betty got the order wrong, so I have quite literally hundreds of these.’ He rapped the prescription pad with his pen.


‘No, I wouldn’t.’


‘Maybe I’ll put a few on eBay,’ he said, thinking aloud.


The telephone rang. Dr Sterling picked it up. He yepped and nodded and hmmed and then hung up.


‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘Mr Gilligan has come about his flatulence, and Betty wants him out of the waiting room asap.’


‘Isn’t that information private?’


‘If he wanted to keep it private, then he wouldn’t be farting all over the shop, would he?’


‘Well, I hope you don’t tell other patients about my confidential medical information.’


‘Of course I don’t. There’s never anything worth telling!’ Dr Sterling laughed. Ronnie didn’t. Dr Sterling stopped laughing. ‘Anyway,’ he said, adjusting his tie, ‘is there anything else I can help you with today?’


Ronnie stared at the floor where his shadow should have been but wasn’t. He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Nothing else.’


‘See you in two weeks then?’


‘What’s happening in two weeks?’


Dr Sterling shrugged. ‘I’m sure you’ll think of something,’ he said.





Chapter Three



Ronnie was soaked by the time he got home, the heavens having opened up the minute he’d left the doctor’s surgery. That was the thing about the rain in Bingham. It wasn’t just ill-timed – it was often downright spiteful.


Standing in the hallway, he listened to the drip-drip-drip of his clothes on the mat and thought how loud it sounded. Even after a year, he still hadn’t got used to the silence of living alone. It wasn’t the sort of peaceful silence that came with sitting in the park or the library. It was the awkward sort of silence that made him feel like the house had been talking about him right before he’d walked through the door. Today was worse than usual. Coming home to a quiet house was bad enough, but coming home without your shadow made the silence even worse somehow.


‘Hello?’ he shouted, half expecting his shadow to come galloping round the corner like an energetic puppy, but his greeting went unanswered, which was probably a good thing. If being reunited with his shadow came at the expense of having his shadow talking to him, then he wasn’t sure that was necessarily a decent trade-off.


He hung his wet clothes on the side of the bath and threw on some dry ones. Then, going from room to room, he went in search of his shadow. The search didn’t take very long because the house was small: a simple two-up two-down terrace like the vast majority of houses in Bingham.


Ronnie looked in all of the usual places that seemed to attract missing things – between the couch cushions, at the bottom of the laundry basket, behind all the doors, underneath his bed – but all he found was dust, fluff and a few dead flies. He also found a sock behind the washing machine that he didn’t remember losing. Only when he saw the words ‘World’s Best Dad’ stitched into it did he realise who it belonged to. He stared at the sock, wondering what to do with it. There were so many reasons why he should throw it away and only one reason to keep it, and it wasn’t even a good reason, not really. It was just a sock, and a tatty one at that, with a hole in the heel and another at the toe and a loose thread dangling from the cuff. But even though it belonged in the bin – what use was a single sock to anybody? – Ronnie couldn’t bring himself to get rid of it. At least not yet.


Best to put it to one side and deal with it later, he thought, ignoring the fact that he’d spent the last twelve months doing precisely the same thing with everything else that belonged to his dad, including his ashes. He’d vowed to scatter them the day after the funeral, but the urn still sat upstairs on the windowsill of his dad’s bedroom. Despite never having anything to do on the weekends, Ronnie somehow always managed to keep himself just busy enough to ensure that he didn’t have the time to give his dad his final send-off.


Returning to the living room, he turned off the lamp and stood very still in the hope that his shadow could be lured out of hiding when the lights were out, much like the common cockroach, but when he flicked the lamp back on a few seconds later, he was disappointed to find that everything still had a shadow but him, including the cockroach he’d accidentally coaxed out of the skirting board. Realising he’d been tricked, the insect scurried beneath the bookcase, while Ronnie flopped onto the couch and tried to make sense of his increasingly disconcerting situation.


He started with the most rational explanations. Then, concluding that there were no rational explanations, he quickly moved on to the irrational explanations.


His first thought was that he was having some kind of delusional episode. After all, if people could see and hear things that weren’t actually there, surely it was possible to not see things that were there? He grabbed his laptop and googled several variations of ‘shadow has disappeared/I have no shadow/why does my shadow hate me?’ but all he could find were some lyrics for a song called ‘I Didn’t Ask to be Born’ by a teenage metal band called You’re Not My Real Dad.


Google suggested he read up on Carl Jung, who claimed that the shadow was the animal side of oneself, like Freud’s id. Ronnie didn’t know what an id was. Nor did he feel like he’d ever had, or recently lost, anything resembling an animal side. Also, it turned out that Jung wasn’t even talking about actual shadows, but rather a subconscious element of the personality that he referred to as the shadow, which gave Ronnie no greater understanding of his condition but did at least succeed in giving him a greater understanding as to why he never read much psychology.


He closed his laptop with a sigh and stared into the void, or what would have been the void had his television not been in the way. The screen was blank, though, so it looked a bit like a void. His reflection stared back at him.


‘At least you’re still here,’ he said. That was something. Losing his shadow was bad enough, but losing his reflection would be infinitely worse, mainly because it would mean that he was a vampire. Ronnie really didn’t want to be a vampire, partly because he wasn’t charming enough, but mainly because he couldn’t stand the sight of blood. Even a rare steak was enough to make him woozy. He also didn’t want to live forever. Sometimes even this life felt like an eternity.


He wiggled around on the sofa and tried to locate the lump that was, until a few hours ago, very much present and very much terminal cancer, but it was clearly that super rare strain of terminal cancer that terminated itself instead of the host because all he could feel now were the bony bumps of his ischium. It had definitely been there, though. He even had a photograph to prove it, although the picture was far from flattering. The only mirror in his house was situated above the sink in the bathroom, which meant that he’d had to perch awkwardly on the edge of the basin in order to take the photograph, and such a pose was not becoming for a slightly out of shape forty-two-year-old man, especially one with his pants around his ankles.


Ronnie took out his phone and looked at the image while trying to ignore the oddly coquettish pose he was striking. He frowned and then zoomed in a bit. Then he frowned a bit more and zoomed in a bit more until his screen was nothing but buttock, but he could no longer see whatever he’d thought he could see and feel when he had taken the picture. Still, thought Ronnie, it must have been the lighting or the angle. He wasn’t a hypochondriac. Dr Sterling was wrong about that.


The doctor was right about something else he’d said though. Even though he didn’t like to admit it, Ronnie was lonely. It wasn’t an active sort of loneliness. He didn’t go through life mourning his solitude in the same way that others went through life mourning their hard luck, or their misshapen ears, or their hideously hairy backs. The sight of a happy couple did not evoke a dewy-eyed desire to have somebody to hold hands with and wake up to and share spaghetti with like the dogs from Lady and the Tramp. Nor did the sight of a group of friends in a pub make him want to buy them a round of drinks in the hope that the gesture would compel them, no matter how reluctantly, to pull up an extra chair and ask him to join them.


Loneliness for Ronnie was more of a peripheral concern. Like the thinning hair around his crown or the leftover Chinese food he’d hidden behind a wall of condiments because he was too afraid to touch it given how long it had been living at the back of his fridge, he didn’t need to see it to know it was there, lurking like expired noodles at the back of his mind.


But now that his shadow had disappeared, his loneliness no longer felt peripheral. It felt very real, not to mention very personal. How could it just abandon him like that? What had he ever done to warrant such betrayal? It was hard not to feel just a little bit insulted by the whole thing.


Ronnie yawned and rubbed his eyes. Perhaps a good night’s rest would do the trick. He hadn’t been sleeping well recently. Maybe he was just overtired.


‘That’s probably it,’ said Ronnie, trying to reassure himself. ‘A good sleep will sort me out.’


But when he woke up the following morning, his shadow was still nowhere to be seen.





Chapter Four



Ronnie didn’t take pride in much – he didn’t think he had much to take pride in – but if he had to choose something he was good at, say for a job interview perhaps, ‘taking care of things’ would probably be that something (although further context would no doubt be required so that the interviewer understood that this wasn’t some kind of sinister metaphor).


Whereas many people couldn’t get through the day without temporarily or permanently misplacing their phone, their keys, their wallet or some combination of the three, Ronnie knew where everything was at any given time. His phone was always snugly encased in the little holster with the Velcro flap on his belt, the Velcro as stubborn as the day he’d bought it because he rarely made or received a call; his keys were always at the end of the curly plastic bungee cord that once belonged to his dad and now lived on his belt loop; and he never worried about losing his wallet for the simple fact that he didn’t own one. Instead, he chose to distribute his valuables throughout his various trouser pockets, with his money going into one pocket and his cards going into another. It was, he reasoned, much harder to lose your trousers than it was to lose your wallet, a theory that Ronnie stood by despite Carl categorically disproving it during one particularly boisterous Christmas party.


Ronnie liked to think that this was the reason he’d been put in charge of the lost property office six months ago, that his higher-ups had noticed his propensity for orderliness and rewarded him with a job that best suited his skill set. It wasn’t an easy illusion to maintain, however, mainly because his boss, Alan, had explicitly told him that he was being assigned the job for one reason and one reason only, and that was because the previous lost property manager, Kendrick, had died unexpectedly while fixing his television aerial.


‘It’s a real shame,’ Alan had said while adding several sugars to his tea in the break room.


Ronnie nodded solemnly. ‘It is a shame,’ he agreed. ‘He was a good man.’


‘No, I mean it’s a shame he couldn’t have given me any warning. He’s really buggered up the roster this week.’


‘He fell off the roof. I’m not sure how much warning he could have given you.’


Alan took a sip of his tea. He winced and added another spoonful of sugar. ‘Do you think it was …’ he trailed off, hoping that Ronnie would fill in the blanks, but filling in blanks was not Ronnie’s forte.


‘Do I think it was what?’ he said.


‘You know,’ said Alan. ‘Do you think he did it on purpose?’


‘What? Like … jumped?’ said Ronnie. Alan nodded almost enthusiastically. ‘No. No way. He wasn’t that sort of bloke.’


Alan shrugged. ‘Never know what’s going on inside people’s heads though, do you?’


‘Well, no, I suppose not.’


‘Anyway, here.’ Alan handed Ronnie the key to the lost property office. ‘Don’t lose it, it’s the only one we’ve got. And let me know if you’re planning on falling off any roofs.’


Ronnie didn’t get paid any extra for looking after the lost property office. He didn’t particularly mind though. It wasn’t exactly a difficult or time-consuming addition to his regular workload, after all. In fact, it didn’t necessitate any work whatsoever. All he had to do was guard the key to the office and return anything to anybody who came to collect whatever they’d misplaced.


The room was filled with the humdrum things you’d expect to find in a lost property office. There was a whole shelf dedicated to umbrellas of all shapes and sizes and another to gloves, which Ronnie had sorted into left and right piles in the hope that at least one pair would match (they didn’t). There were enough hats and scarves to keep an army of snowmen warm, and there were so many pairs of glasses that you could melt them all down and make a giant monocle for the Bingham Eye. There were various earrings, bracelets, necklaces and rings, some of which looked like they might be worth something, until the station had them valued by a local jeweller (‘mostly shite’ was the verdict). One shelf held a box containing several pairs of tangled headphones, and another shelf housed a collection of books – romance and thrillers mostly, no doubt because life in Bingham was about as romantic and thrilling as a colonoscopy.


The only other person besides Ronnie who had any interest whatsoever in the lost property office was Pearl, sixty years old and of no fixed abode. Pearl had been banned from the premises for repeatedly attempting to claim things that didn’t belong to her. The staff were under strict instructions to escort her off the property if she ever stepped foot inside the bus station, but Pearl always managed to evade detection. It wasn’t because she was a master of disguise – with her bright pink fake fur coat, her chequered black-and-white skirt and her shock of multicoloured hair that reminded Ronnie of the multiple layers of wallpaper he’d discovered while decorating the bathroom with his dad one time, she was, if anything, a master of making herself stand out like a mangled thumb. Nobody wanted to kick her out for the simple reason that kicking her out meant approaching her, and nobody wanted to approach her because nobody wanted to get bitten. Not by Pearl, who didn’t have enough teeth to pose a threat to anything other than a piece of paper in need of a hole punch, but by the various ferrets that lived inside her coat.


Nobody was quite sure how many there were exactly. Some said two, others said three, and when a rookie police officer had made the mistake of trying to apprehend her after she’d kicked his vehicle and told him to drive more carefully (he’d been sitting in his parked car eating his lunch at the time), Zelda the cleaner, who happened to be passing by at that very moment, swore blind that she’d seen at least five of the critters drop from Pearl’s coat and scurry up the officer’s trouser leg while he hopped around and screamed into his radio for backup. Bicycle clips had become standard issue for the Bingham police force since then.


Sometimes Pearl would turn up on one of Ronnie’s days off. Sadly for Ronnie, today wasn’t one of those days.


‘I’ve come to collect my umbrella,’ she said with a straight face. She always opted for the straight face, as if the business of claiming other people’s belongings was a highly serious matter.


‘OK,’ said Ronnie, knowing where this was going but obliged to go through the motions anyway. ‘Do you have a picture of the item?’


‘Yes.’


Ronnie waited. Pearl waited. Ronnie stopped waiting.


‘Can I see it?’ he said.


Pearl tapped her temple with her gnarled finger. ‘It’s in my mind.’


‘Right. Well, could you describe the item for me then?’


‘Yes.’


More waiting. More nothing.


Ronnie sighed. ‘Will you describe the item for me?’


‘It’s got a handle and you press a button and these metal things pop out and it keeps you from getting wet when it rains.’


Ronnie pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to count to ten. He got to three. ‘You’ve just described an umbrella.’


‘You asked me to.’


‘I asked you to describe your umbrella.’


‘I just did.’


Ronnie looked at his watch. It suddenly felt like it must be home time. It wasn’t.


‘What colour is it?’ he asked.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Pearl with a shrug. ‘I’m not fussy.’


‘That’s not how this process works, Pearl. You can only claim something that actually belongs to you.’


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll buy one then.’ She rummaged around in her pocket and slapped her hand on the desk. Ronnie stared at the items that Pearl was attempting to pass off as currency, namely a dried kidney bean, a large button, an even larger button and a Uruguayan peso.


‘That’s also not how this process works, Pearl. This isn’t a shop. These things belong to other people.’


‘But nobody’s using them,’ said Pearl. ‘And it’s raining.’


The office didn’t have a window, but Ronnie could see from Pearl’s sodden coat and the way her hair was plastered to her forehead that it really was raining quite heavily outside. Either that or she’d just been for a swim in the local duck pond. It wouldn’t have been the first time. He wondered how long a coat like that would take to dry out. Even somebody who had the luxury of a radiator to drape it over could not expect it to take any less than a couple of days, and Pearl didn’t have a couple of days because it was, as far as he knew, the only coat she owned. Nor did she have the luxury of a radiator because Pearl didn’t have the luxury of a home.


Ronnie looked down at the random items she’d dumped onto his desk. He was pretty sure there’d been a kidney bean there a minute ago, but now there were just the buttons and the peso. Suddenly, a ferret popped out of her pocket and snatched one of the buttons before disappearing into the coat. A second later, it re-emerged and spat the button back out. It was hungry but clearly not that hungry, unlike Pearl, who looked like she hadn’t had a decent bite to eat since ASDA had stopped giving free samples at the deli counter (due to Pearl eating them all).


He was just about to ask how many more ferrets she was harbouring so he could put that argument to bed once and for all when he heard Alan yelling from the other end of the corridor.


‘Is that Pearl? Don’t tell me that’s Pearl!’ he shouted, as if it might not actually be Pearl, as if Pearl were just one of countless women who roamed around Bingham in pink fur coats and hair the colour of Michelangelo’s overalls.


‘Uh-oh,’ said Ronnie. ‘You better get out of here.’


Pearl turned to leave, but Alan appeared in the doorway before she could make her escape.


‘How many times do I need to tell you?’ he said, careful to keep a safe distance from Pearl for fear of entering The Bite Zone. ‘You’re banned!’


‘I’m taking a bus!’ said Pearl defiantly. ‘You can’t stop me from taking a bus. It’s a basic human right, like the right to a fair trial and the right to party.’


‘Oh yeah?’ said Alan doubtfully. ‘Which bus are you taking?’


Pearl scanned the forecourt. ‘That one,’ she said, pointing to a bus that was idling nearby.


‘Better hurry up then,’ said Alan. ‘It leaves in a minute.’


‘Right,’ said Pearl. She lingered for a moment. ‘Where’s it going?’


‘Fingle Bridge,’ said Ronnie. Pearl frowned. ‘It’s miles away,’ he added.


‘Right,’ said Pearl. ‘Yes. Of course.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Actually, I just remembered that I left my purse at home.’


‘Not a problem,’ said Alan, digging into his pocket. ‘I’ll get you a ticket. Come on.’ He gestured for Pearl to follow him.


‘Wait,’ said Ronnie. Pearl paused. ‘What did you say your umbrella looked like again?’


‘It … well, it had a handle and … this thing you pushed up and then … then these metal things popped out and …’


Ronnie leaned down and grabbed something from behind his desk. ‘Did it look like this one?’ he said, holding up a black compact umbrella. Pearl looked at the umbrella and then back at Ronnie. He smiled and nodded almost imperceptibly.


‘Yes,’ she said, reaching out and taking it. ‘That’s the one. Thank you.’


Ronnie watched Pearl board the empty bus while Alan had a quick word with the driver. The bus departed a minute later and Alan waved as it left the forecourt.


‘That should get rid of the mad old bag for a while,’ said Alan with a grin.


Alan was thirty-six, but he was one of those thirty-six-year-olds who looked old enough to have thirty-six-year-old children. His face was worn and devoid of features, like the ground-floor button in a high-rise lift, and he swaggered about with a bravado that was more transparent than the armpits of his shirt after even the mildest of exertion. Also, if the rumours were true (and they probably weren’t because the rumours generally came from Carl, who was well known for making stuff up), Alan wore a toupee. When Ronnie had pointed out that Alan clearly wasn’t wearing a toupee because he was clearly half bald, Carl had told him that the toupee was designed to look like that so nobody would suspect that it was in fact a toupee. Sometimes there was no winning with Carl.
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