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MAGGIE


– i –





She wanted something to delay the start.


After a few minutes of waiting, the telephone rang. There it was. She edged her way around the study walls and descended the stairs. A stripe of sunshine from the kitchen window cut the staircase in two and she stepped into the light. She sat in the sunny half of the bottom step, in the place where the carpet was worn. She sniffed the air; the hall smelled of old orange peel. Occasionally she was able to recognize this house as being her own and her husband’s but more often it seemed to belong to the people who had come, stayed, and gone over the years. They left traces and they left odours. The carpet on the bottom step had always been thin, but she had not been eating oranges.


She lifted the receiver. ‘This is Maggie speaking. Hello?’


No one answered but someone was there. There was effort in the silence, the tightly held breath. She sensed quivering tips of hair, an unsteady hand. Somehow she knew that the person crouching in the void was female.


‘Leila, is that you? Is that Leila? Hello? Will you speak?’ Her fingers twitched.‘No? Who is it, please?’


The silence rippled for a few more seconds, and the line went dead.


She returned to her study. She shut the door and saw that two of the screws on the handle were loose. She should find a screwdriver and fix it but she’d had her postponement for the day and there was nothing for it now but to get on with her work. As her hand rested on the back of her chair, she remembered something from her childhood and stopped. She held the wooden chairback for balance – as they used to do in the church hall – and took up first position, then second.


Plié. Grand battement. Rest, and bras bas. Rond de jambe. It was still inside her. Plié. Bras bas. First position, second position, third and fourth. Her limbs seemed to remember them all. In fifth position, her legs shook. That never used to happen. She gripped the floor with the soles of her feet and checked her posture in the window. Perfect, almost. Bend from the waist and sweep the arm to the floor.


It might have been her sister, not Leila, on the phone. Bess hadn’t called for more than ten years. She might have dialled the number, then been too shy to speak. Bess had always been afraid of everything. She hid her fear behind pious disapproval but fear it was. If Bess hadn’t been such a prig and a coward, Maggie thought, and lived as though all that mattered was keeping safe from sin, Satan and danger, then I wouldn’t have had to be quite so much the opposite and I might have had an easier life, when all is said and done. I would not have had to be fearless just so as not to be Bess. Maggie twisted to the wall and raised her arms above her head. Not that she blamed Bess, not at all. Arms down. Rest. Bess had lost almost everything.


She felt better. Never mind the phone call. It made no difference. She didn’t want to talk to Bess or Leila now. Leaves were falling outside the window, almost as graceful as she was. She stretched her arms behind her back, said, ‘Mmmaaa,’ as they released. She moved to her table, sat at the computer, ready to begin righting. That was what she called it. Her day of righting the wrong that once happened. But her body was still dancing around the room. She saw it flit from wall to wall. She was wearing a tutu now. White and slender, she was a lily.


She tried to concentrate on the girl who had died. She drummed her fingers on the table edge. But what to think about her? The sweet girl appeared all around the room, photographed, framed and lightly coated with dust. Could the dead girl, somehow, have been the silent person on the phone? Was it possible? ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ she said. ‘Stop getting ahead of yourself and calm down. There is work still to be done and there will be time to listen to ghosts, but we are not there yet. You know you have hardly thought of anyone but the girl for years. You may as well be honest. You can’t put it off another day because tomorrow you are going back to the place where it happened.’


The ceiling made a crackling sound. She looked up. The mice were chasing each other under the attic floorboards, playing tag or Hunt the Crumb. One day soon she would go up there and lay a few traps, but not yet. The window-pane wobbled in the breeze. A curled sycamore leaf brushed the glass and came to rest on the sill. Now she was ready. She pressed the button on the CD player. ‘Sunday Girl’ by Blondie began to play.






 





ISABEL


– I –





Almost the end. It’s past midnight, and in the morning I return to Istanbul. The room is cold. A wind sometimes catches the curtains and they billow over the dressing-table mirror till the empty window-frame sucks them back and holds them for a moment. Each time it happens I think someone is trying to creep in from outside and my breath stops in my chest, but I want the window open. I pull the covers up to my neck and tuck them under my chin. The bed is cosier and cleaner than the guesthouse bed I should have slept in tonight and I am glad. I have a friend on the other side of the wall, an old friend I found again this evening, so that is something good. In this sense, at least, my journey has not been wasted but I wonder if I have made any other progress today. My investigations have not led me to the answer I wanted, or indeed any useful answers, and I cannot see that I shall have another chance to find out the truth. If I leave tomorrow – I must leave tomorrow – I shall take the bus away from the village, down from the moors to London and the airport, and journey back from the past to the present. Mete and Elif will be waiting for me and we’ll be a kind of family again.


In the lamplight, I can see the books on the shelves. It is a comfort, in this unfamiliar room, to see books whose covers I know so well. There are several by Eva Carter, the pen-name of my aunt Maggie. Goose Island, The Missing Girls' Club, The Hotel on the Moor. I don’t think I’ve read any of these, not all the way through, but if I wake in the night, I may pick one up. They are romantic thrillers, all set around here, on the moors and in villages like this one, though Maggie moved to London years ago. When I was a teenager, she would press one of her books on me each birthday, with a gift of lacy underwear or a bottle of perfume. ‘Always a happy ending, in my books, Isabel,’ she’d say. ‘It always turns out well for the girl.’ And then I’d get a thickly mascaraed wink, so I guessed she was referring to sex, though I was never sure. I was embarrassed that my aunt wrote such racy stuff. Later, when I was working in Maggie’s second-hand-book shop in London, I used to hide in the basement thumbing through old copies of Anaïs Nin and Erica Jong, and I was no longer interested in Maggie’s romances of the moors. I avoided them for I had left the area, had no friends here and never wanted to think about the place again.


Now I’m back. One day has chewed up fifteen years and left them ragged. It’s almost as if I never went away, almost as if every year I have lived since then has been pretended, as if Mete and Elif were some preposterous and beautiful dream I once had before I was an adult, the perfect man, perfect daughter who would be posted into my life one day, gift-wrapped with a bow. Early this morning I was touching them with these hands and lips. Then we were separated, and for the next few hours I was lost. My fingertips, every moment, were itching to reach through the air and find the soft top of Elif’s dark head, and my voice ached to whisper her name. But time has passed. It is night, and I can hardly believe that she is even real any more. She is not with me and not away from me. Her essence is in the air outside the window, a membrane stretched across the black sky. It’s as if she is waiting some distance in the future, not ready yet to enter my life and so hers. This should feel wrong but it does not. When I think of things this way, it is a huge relief to me.


I should be sleeping at the Lake View guesthouse – my bag is there, next to the bed where I dropped it, and I’ll have to collect it in the morning – but, thank God, I’m here and not there. For one thing, there was no view of the reservoir. I had booked a room at the Lake View especially because I wanted to see the water. Since there is no other lake in the area, I took the hotel’s name to be a genteel reference to its situation. The reservoir was to be the starting-point of my search and I had imagined that it might be helpful to keep a distant eye on it, to look down from time to time, allow it to seep into my thoughts and bring fresh ideas. Everything that happened here, I believe, happened near the reservoir and I would find the answers nearby. I saw rooftops, telegraph poles, the ugly backs of dressing-table mirrors blocking bedroom windows, but not the water.


But what have I achieved even now that I have escaped the Lake View? I went to Owen’s funeral, said goodbye to my old schoolfriend. I breathed within centimetres of his coffin. I spoke to his mother and managed, more or less, to be polite, knowing that she would still like to kill me. What good it would do her, I don’t know. I cried through the hymns and smiled through the eulogy. I have spoken to many people during the day and asked the questions I could think of, for what use they were. I took a spade and dug a big hole in the ground, certain I had found the answer. But the mystery is still there, a black fingerprint smudge over every thought I have of Owen. I don’t know whether I am nursing a ludicrous suspicion, or holding the answer to a secret that everyone would like to know yet no one but I have understood.


Owen’s death was an accident. He was in his car on the way home from a sales meeting and was hit by a drunken teenage driver who tried to do a U-turn on the M62 near Pontefract. There is no possibility that it was suicide or anything more sinister. I’m not sure why I need to reassure myself on that point but I found it odd, at the funeral, that the mourners appeared to accept Owen’s death with a kind of ease. There were tears, of course, but other than his mother no one seemed shocked and no one was angry. I am sure they should have been angry. Owen’s family and the vicar spoke as if an elderly person had died, not a young man in his thirties. They could not have expected him to die. Or am I wrong? Perhaps you don’t need to be sickly for people to assign you a short life. Perhaps they looked at Owen’s life, saw how difficult he had found it, and simply thought that he could not last a full seventy or eighty years. He had screwed up so many times, he was bound to die young.


However, this was just a feeling I picked up in the church and I may be wrong so there is no point in dwelling on it now. I came here to find out what happened not last week but almost twenty years ago. There are two deaths to consider tonight and Owen’s is only one of them. The other, the one that interests me more, is the death of Julia Smith. Julia was another school-friend – my friend and Owen’s girlfriend – and she vanished at the age of fifteen.


I have always been able to picture the scene of Julia’s disappearance with clarity. She was doing her paper round, visiting the cottages near the reservoir. A bright light shines over the landscape of that afternoon like the round beam of a torch in darkness, and I feel as if I must have been holding the switch when she opened and shut the brightly painted gates, slipped the evening newspapers through the letterboxes, reached bitten fingernails deep into her bag for the next copy. Of course, I saw nothing and this vision is based only on what we learned later. I finished my own round, returned to Grimshaw’s, the newsagent, to collect my weekly pay and wait for Julia. We usually bought sweets and ate them on the way home. After twenty minutes Julia hadn’t shown up so I left. I wasn’t worried. We didn’t hang around for each other every week. Mrs Grimshaw put the money aside for her at the back of the shop. Later the newsagent’s big canvas bag, almost empty, was found by the reservoir. Julia’s post-office savings never went down. She had had no belongings with her. At school, people – police, teachers, Julia’s relatives – started taking us out of our classrooms, one by one, to ask if Julia had told us anything, dropped any hints about being unhappy. It made us feel guilty, though we did not know why. A few weeks later, Mrs Grimshaw slipped the two pound notes into a brown envelope and dropped it through Julia’s letterbox for her parents.


We liked to make up stories among ourselves that gave Julia a happy ending. We invented relatives, penfriends, secret pregnancies. We exaggerated the postal romance she’d had with a soldier fighting in the Falklands. We reported sightings of her, saw her in city centres when we went on holiday, in photographs in magazines. She became outrageous and exciting to us: a junkie, a spy, a prostitute, a model in a photo-story. We were optimistic. The adults in the village understood what the rest of us wouldn’t accept, of course, that Julia had not run away and that she would never come back.


But her body was not found and, as far as I have always known, no one was ever charged with her murder. And so, eighteen years later, I left my flat in Turkey, while it was still dark, to come to Owen’s funeral. I must have imagined, stupidly, that I would climb off the bus from London, breathe the old air of the moors that had once belonged to me and, by magic, watch the answers flash up in my head like numbers on a screen. I thought I would know exactly what to do. I have talked to people in a fairly random way, filled up my head with a lot of conversations that I cannot now disentangle and that do not tell me what happened. I should have used the long journey to plan. I could have done it better. I am a journalist. I do know how to ask questions. I know how to tease answers from the unwilling or unknowing and weave them into a fabric that is more or less as helpful as truth. But today I might as well have been seventeen years old again as, it seems, I was too stupid to do anything properly.


I roll over on my side and look at the sky through the gap at the top of the curtains. It is thick and cloudy and its blackness has a dark green tinge. Was Owen strange? How strange? Why did he return to the village when he came out of prison? Did he like to visit certain places in the area, perhaps a favourite spot on the hills or near the reservoir? How did he react when people spoke of Julia? Did he want to talk of Julia when no one else did? Was he questioned at the time? Was he jealous in his relationships with women? Did anyone think that a boy of sixteen could have hurt a girl of almost the same age? Perhaps that never occurred to them. These are the questions I forgot to ask, or when I remembered to, I discovered that I didn’t have the skill to lead the conversation where I needed it to go. I found out about some bloodstains but am not sure what they meant or that the blood was real.


Owen spent most of his life in the village. After his short time in prison he could have left and started a life in a new place but he didn’t want to. I managed it after my own release, or thought I did. I see now that if I leave tomorrow, still not knowing, I will never have escaped. I rub my forehead, then the base of my neck. It’s stiff. There are tight knots of muscle under my skin. Perhaps I have found the answer but I don’t yet recognize it. I have collected spoken words all day and maybe I need to sift through them, again and again, until I identify it. But what? The only solution is to finish the job while I’m here and I’m going to need more time. I don’t know how much but I’ll start with tomorrow. So, then, I cannot return to Istanbul in the morning. I fumble on the floor for my phone and switch it on. I send a message to Mete. He won’t like it.





Can you manage if I stay one more night?





The little envelope in the screen tells me that the message has been sent. I stare at it. Any second now my words will pop up, still in their envelope, in a telephone at the edge of the Sea of Marmara and at three thirty a.m. I wonder if it will wake him.


So, let me try to salvage something from today. One feature of some of the conversations has been particularly upsetting. I knew that people here would remember and recognize me, and I knew that they would be surprised to see me and, in some cases, not especially pleased about it. However, several people have told me that they had believed me to be dead. I cannot make any sense of this since I don’t know where the rumour began. I know that it passed through Owen at one point, and on to his mother, but I don’t know that Owen started it. It’s possible. He might have been angry that I never replied to his letters after I left the village. The letters were messy and too disturbing to make much sense so I ignored them. What else could I do? It wouldn’t surprise me if he had decided to kill me off as a sort of revenge for this snub. If this is the case, it only confirms that he was, at best, confused, which may support my theory that he was responsible for Julia’s death.


I also heard that the rumour came from my own aunt Maggie, who knows perfectly well that I am alive. She might have started it to keep Owen away from me, though it seems unnecessarily heavy-handed, and that never appeared to be her intent. I am sure that, if it was Maggie’s idea, she only meant it for the best. None the less, to be told that I was dead – or ‘passed away’, as Owen’s mother kept saying – leaves me somewhat queasy. I keep looking at my limbs, touching my skin and pressing it to feel the bones underneath. I keep holding the back of my hand against my cheek to find warmth and measure it. I keep checking that I’m alive.


My phone vibrates on the bedclothes. A message from Mete.





OK. But what shall I tell Leila?





I smile. He means Bernadette. I send one back.





I don’t know. Why does she want to see me?





This bed is soft and white, comfortable. I wriggle around, pulling part of the duvet between my thighs and stretching it out, warm inside from this tiny piece of contact with Mete, beginning to feel aroused. I rest my head on one pillow and cuddle the other, meaning to think of Mete but my mind fumbles instead for a picture of Owen, a photograph I saw today in his parents' house. It was a recent picture so it was of an Owen I never knew. He was in the pub with a couple of friends. There was a pint of dark beer in his hand and his face was red. He was smiling. His hair had receded a centimetre or two since I knew him. The picture was nothing special but the smile has lodged itself behind my eyes and spreads and bulges, like the leering mouth of a clown. I try, but I can’t get Mete back.


This is not what I want at all. I climb out of bed, put my notebooks on the dressing-table, push aside the pots of cream, coloured jars of makeup and a hairbrush tangled with fine brown hairs. I peer behind the mirror to catch a glimpse of the narrow street. It is empty. The other houses are in darkness. The neighbours are sleeping. I can’t see the reservoir from here. I can’t even make out the shapes of the moors, but I know that they are there, just a mile or two away. I pull the window down until it is almost closed. I am still a little cold, wearing a borrowed T-shirt that hardly covers my thighs. I sit on the purple-cushioned stool and roll my shoulders back. I’m stiff an ex-dancer whose movements have become lazy and rough. If I flex my feet, the bones crackle. A quick gust of wind chills my face. My legs stretch out, blue-white gooseflesh. This is good. I don’t sleep when I’m cold. I shall stay awake.


This afternoon I arrived at the Lake View guesthouse, hoping for a view.





The Lake View guesthouse stands at the end of the street, near the beginning of the sycamores. The shadows of the trees darken the garden and the far side of the house. The paint on the window-frames is chipped in places, but the small front lawn is neat and the gate is shiny green. Beyond the houses, the moors slope and curve away to the edges of the sky. There are two or three other small hotels nearby, smart bed-and-breakfasts with signs in the windows advertising vacancies – one even boasts a swimming-pool – but I chose the Lake View for its name.


I arrived two, nearly three hours before the funeral was due to begin. The sky was a mucky white and the damp moors were blurred out of focus. From the pavement outside the guesthouse there was no sign of the reservoir. I could see terraces of houses, telegraph poles, hedges of privet and leylandii, but no water. I knew that the reservoir was there, at the bottom of the hill behind thick rows of trees, but a stranger would not have guessed. I stood at the gate and wondered what I should do. A red tricycle sat in next door’s garden, its front wheel cocked, looking like a dog awaiting a homecoming. That might be the best welcome I could hope for, and I considered finding another place to stay. But I decided that it would be unwise to change my plans so soon before the funeral. Perhaps, I thought, if I have a room in the attic, the water will be visible after all.


I stepped up to the door and read the labels on the three bells. There was Lake View Main Bell, Lake View Reception and Lake View Private. There was also a large brass knocker in the middle of the door. I dithered between the top two bells, lifted the knocker, then put it back again. Paint fell away in dandruff flakes. Finally I pressed Lake View Reception and waited. The house was similar in shape and proportion to the one I had grown up in, a few streets away. It made me nervous and I found myself twitching and turning from the door to the street and back again. I had been travelling since early morning and was beginning to feel light-headed. Was I right to have come? I had no idea, but at that moment I wanted only to pull off my shoes and rest. I wanted to lie down for a little while, perhaps take a shower, before dressing for Owen’s funeral. After a few moments' silence, I heard feet stumbling from high up in the house down the stairs to the bottom. A large honey-coloured hairdo appeared at the other side of the glass. I stepped back as the door opened to about thirty degrees of its full swing. A pink, puffy face peered out. Soft bags of skin lapped gently around the woman’s dark green eyes. She wore a loose cardigan and long denim skirt that had slipped too far around her waist, as though she had come down the stairs spinning.


‘I have a reservation.’ I cleared my throat. I had hardly spoken all day and a thin film of ice covered my voice. I made a note to do some vocal exercises in my room before my next encounter to prepare myself for the conversations ahead. If I were speaking Turkish, it would be all right. I have developed a personality that operates well in Turkey. My Turkish self is used to haggling over prices and payments, striking up conversations with strangers in lifts and in queues to pay bills. She gets what she wants every time but I don’t think she’s here when I speak English. I wasn’t sure, before I set off, how this would work but now I knew. ‘It’s Isabel Clegg,’ I rasped.


‘Oh, right.’ She looked at me, then over my head at the path. ‘Come in, then. Did you drive here? Do you need parking?’


‘No. I walked from the bus station. I’m early. Is it all right? It’s just that I’m going to a funeral and I’d like to leave my bag, please.’


‘Yes, that’s fine, love. Your room’s ready.’


Her accent was local. She opened the door wide and stood back, as if there were several of me to let in. I didn’t even have a suitcase, just a small rucksack, and I slipped it off my shoulders, let it trail at my ankles as I walked.


The hall was square and dark. There was a shelf of ballroom-dance trophies, a payphone, a range of yellowing signs about keeping noise down and check-out time, and a bell for attention at night. The woman asked me to sign the visitors' book and pay in advance, no credit cards. She leaned against the wall, folded her arms under her heavy breasts and watched with narrowed eyes as I wrote a cheque and signed it. It seemed old-fashioned – Who do I make it out to? Doreen Fatebene, please – but somehow in keeping with the era I was travelling back to, the 1980s, my teenage years. She pushed a large key into my hand and told me to head for the top floor, to room nine.


‘The bathroom’s opposite. If the light doesn’t work there’s a bulb in the cupboard on the landing. There’s an extra blanket under your bed if you need it.’ She nodded towards the door. ‘It’ll be parky tonight.’


It was November but feeling wintry rather than autumnal. At least I would be indoors most of the time, except for one or two visits to specific locations. When I was half-way up the stairs Doreen shouted after me to ask what I wanted for breakfast.


What could I have? I was flummoxed. I don’t live in this country any more. I’m almost a foreigner now and need a little more help. I was afraid of saying the wrong thing, of saying cake when the answer should be bread.


‘It’s just easier if I know in plenty of time.’ The woman tried to sound relaxed but it was clear that not knowing in advance would trouble her. ‘You can change your mind when tomorrow comes, within reason.’


‘Of course.’


A sign on the wall opposite me boasted English breakfasts so I asked for this.


‘Full?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘And would you like a map of the village or have you been here before?’


‘Oh, I used to live in this village.’ It sounded like an apology. Perhaps it was. ‘I was born here.’


And then I didn’t know what to say so I pushed my hair from my face and continued up the stairs to the top floor.





I lifted the key and unlocked the door. I stepped into a long thin room with a single bed and coffee-coloured walls. It smelled of detergent. A television was mounted high on the wall, like a closed-circuit surveillance screen. The window was open and a little sunlight spilled across the carpet. I hadn’t noticed any sun at all when I was outside and I peered out to see where it had come from. There was a small crack in the clouds, just a graze, and a pale lemon light seeped through. Lake View. Even from up here I couldn’t see the reservoir. I saw grey rooftops, chimney pots, the paths leading out to the moors, brown and cold behind the village. And there was the tower of St Peter’s, dark grey and shiny. I put my head out of the window to breathe fresh air.


I had known, without having to read all of Maggie’s message, that the funeral would be held at St Peter’s. It is the main Anglican church in the community. Owen and I sang in the choir there when we were children, along with our friend Kath. We wore purple cassocks, white ruffs and surplices, and in our treble voices we sang through practices twice a week, communion and evensong on Sundays. We did puzzles and read joke books together in the choir stalls and I have no recollection of ever having heard a sermon so we must have been busy daydreaming when we were not singing. We were perfectly at home in that church. If God was present too, we expected Him to fit around us. We had a sense of ownership, popping in and out of the vestry, putting the hymn numbers up on the boards, lighting and snuffing out the candles. The smell comes back to me sometimes, when I am near old wooden furniture, dusty books, the place where a flame has just been extinguished. It reaches me with a poke in the face, as if it’s a memory that must belong to someone else. It doesn’t seem like me and it doesn’t seem like Owen. We weren’t angels. Kath is the only one who fits that memory still.


I hadn’t been inside the church since my childhood. Soon Owen’s body would be lying just a couple of metres away from where he had stood, and knelt, more than two decades ago. I swallowed hard, took big breaths of cold air and let them out slowly. I could not afford to be squeamish now. I had to keep a clear head so that I could observe and understand. When I felt steady, I forced myself to picture both the coffin and the choir stalls again. I needed to measure and understand the space in between.


Then I closed the window and pulled back the bedcovers to check for spiders, mice or monsters, a tic from childhood that I have never shaken off There was just a sheet, blue and bobbled. Its roughness under my fingertips made me wince. A key went into the lock of the room next door and the wall shook. Voices came through, both male. If we’d come up the M1 we wouldn’t have got stuck and had to take the M6. It probably added half an hour to the journey, if not a whole hour, and we wouldn’t have had to eat at that place. I’ll choose the bloody route tomorrow. The walls were just flimsy partitions. Strangers would be opening and closing doors to the other rooms and I would miss Mete all night. Doreen Fatebene was moving around downstairs, clattering crockery in the kitchen. I listened to her, feeling both irritated and ashamed that I was staying in a strange hotel in my own hometown. Surely, I thought, there should be a friend’s house, some old haunt where I am one of the family and there is a bed or sofa that is as good as mine. There should be a place where I slip through the back gate and tap on the kitchen window to be welcomed in, where someone knows me and we share a meal together, at least. There should be something better than this.


If this were the house I’d grown up in, I would be in a corner of the spare bedroom now. The wall between this room and the next was more or less where their bed started. I wondered who would be living in my parents' old house now. They may both have had their own funerals, for all I know. They left the area some years ago and gave no forwarding address. I suppose that if they had died, someone would have had to tell me, but I can imagine Aunt Maggie not quite getting round to the job, not wanting me to know if she thought it would upset me, or interfere with some plan she had of how I ought to be feeling. Maggie would say, Goodness, Isabel. Surely I told you that. You must be in denial. But I am sure they are alive, somewhere, and one day we may even see each other again.


I put the kettle on and dropped a teabag into a mug on the floor. I kicked my shoes into a corner and spread out my clothes on the bed. I had brought a couple of black tops, black trousers and a black skirt, but I didn’t know which to choose. I hadn’t been to a funeral since I was a child. Did people still wear black to funerals, these days, or were you supposed to wear what you felt comfortable in, or what the deceased would have liked? I had no idea what Owen would have thought about this. My only aim was to be inconspicuous.


The kettle boiled and clicked. I made the tea and sat on the floor by the bed. When I let Owen’s face into my mind, his deep, narrow eyes and shy, freckly frown, I didn’t have any sense that he was dead. I believed he was still somewhere in the world, living his life with people I didn’t know and couldn’t see. ‘Sorry, Owen,’ I said aloud. ‘I’m thinking of you. I’m trying to think of you.’ I had a letter in my rucksack, one that Owen had sent to me fourteen or fifteen years ago. Most of the letters made no sense. They were strange expressions of rage directed at no one except, possibly, himself and sometimes me. I threw them away, half knowing, even then, that I would want to see them again. But there was a letter that referred, briefly, to Julia and I had kept that one. I had brought it with me in case it helped. I did not need to unfold the soft, yellowing scrap to remind myself of what Owen had written.





You accused Mr McCreadie of hurting Julia but that was wrong. He never did it. Julia did it to herself and made her body disappear, maybe with somebody’s help. Maybe with God’s help. It was what she wanted. I’ve thought about it and I understand. She didn’t want to be alive any more. No one could have murdered her because she wanted to die.





I fell onto the bed, lay on my back and thought, in spite of the swirling blue butterflies on the bedspread and the breeze through the window, how it resembled a cell. The walls and ceiling were just a little too close to me. The thought was followed by dark clouds gathering, a sick sense of travelling backwards and downwards, a weight on my chest. I had to stop myself falling so far that I would never come up again. I shut my eyes tight and let the clouds move around above a picture of the reservoir. I rose up, as if to the water’s surface, and there, around me, were the boats, bobbing in the sun. I dreamed myself into the nearest one, lay in the warmth and let the water’s ripples rock me.


I thought I might clear my head by working for twenty minutes or so on an article I was writing for an English magazine in Istanbul. I took out my laptop and began to type. It is part of a series called ‘Millennium People’. Every month I’ve been writing a profile of a foreigner who lives in Istanbul and will be there in December for the millennial celebrations. The editor of the magazine is Turkish and his original idea was that I should write pieces in which foreigners told of their great happiness since giving up their lives in other countries for the sun, the friendliness and the good food of Turkey. To the editor, it was obvious. In practice I have found that it is never quite so simple: though these elements may be relevant, there are often secrets and darker stories underneath.


Accordingly, I have moved away from the brief somewhat, and he has not complained. This month I interviewed a cosmetic surgeon from New York who came to Istanbul to take up painting. She had made a fortune from her work so had an income to finance her new studio. She talked for a while of downsizing, of taking a break in life, but soon I asked her about the deep scars across her face. They were the result of a car crash, she told me, and would be so easy to fix with cosmetic surgery that she couldn’t be bothered to get it done. She had come to like them. ‘I lost my appetite for chopping up human faces. I want to see them as they are. I wish I could have my old skin back, the sagging one, but since I can’t, I’m fortunate to have these scars.’ She lived in a large apartment looking out over the Bosphorus and painted nothing but the faces of strangers, mostly women. I tapped this into my computer. I had taken photos of some of her paintings but had left them in Istanbul. I forgot where I was and, for a second, thought I could stand up, go into the next room and find them.


Just on the other side of the partition, a man began to cough. I switched on the television to disguise the noise. There was some interference and then an attractive young woman’s head appeared on the screen, talking with great enthusiasm about a broken-down bus near Wakefield. I liked the sound of her voice and left it on in the background, but found I couldn’t concentrate on the article. I saved what I had written and switched off the computer.


But what was I supposed to do? How should I go about solving the mystery of Julia’s disappearance? How does one investigate secrets when one is neither invisible nor anonymous? Talking, I guessed, as always. I had not brought my tape-recorder or my camera. I didn’t know whom I should approach. I had to make a list. There must be people who could help me and some of them would still live here.


The first was Kath. I knew from Maggie that Kath lived in her parents' old house, passed on to her when her father died and her mother moved into a nursing-home. She was my best friend but I never saw her after I was taken away from the village. I had no idea whether she would want to talk to me now. If she was not at the funeral I would knock on her door later, see if she would let me in. What could she help me with? We would talk together of the days around Julia’s disappearance. We’d put it together one more time. We both saw her at school. We knew about her love letters to the soldier in the Falklands, and we had watched as she dropped her dull boyfriend, Owen Carr. I had never had time to tell Kath of my suspicions about Mr McCreadie, my boss, I went away too soon afterwards, but I could tell her now and perhaps it would jog something in her memory.


The next was Mr McCreadie himself, manager of the supermarket. He must have retired by now. I had no idea if he still lived in the area but he had been a public figure so someone would know. He might have died, of course. If he was still alive, he would be old. Apart from Owen, he was my only suspect.


There was Aunt Maggie – if she showed up – for, though she hardly knew Julia, she knew Owen’s mother well and may have picked up pieces of information about Owen.


Who else? Owen’s immediate family would be able to tell me things, though they might not want to. I would have to tease very carefully to find out what kind of life he had lived since I last saw him. I knew that he had an older sister. He must also have had other relatives and friends.


There was Julia’s family, but her parents had moved away a few years after Julia disappeared. Maggie told me that after staying at home every day, not having a holiday in case Julia turned up looking for them, they had decided to set themselves free and start afresh in another town, I forget where.


It was not much of a list but this did not bother me. At the funeral I would see a lot of people from the old days, friends from school, people who lived locally, worked in the shops, taught at one of the schools. It is a small community and someone would be able to help. Julia would not have been forgotten. If the older generation had never wanted to talk about it, mine would be different.


I sat up on the bedspread, drew my knees to my chest, sipped hot tea and pulled apart a soft custard cream from a complimentary packet of two. I scraped the filling from the biscuit with my teeth and savoured the synthetic sweetness. I rocked slightly, side to side, as I often find myself doing when I’m in the foetal position. I hadn’t eaten all day. I had almost missed my flight from Istanbul and then the bus from Victoria coach station, so there was no time to change money. There would be food after the funeral, of course, if only I had the courage to attend. What would Owen’s mother say if she saw me? The last time we had met was in a crowded market-place. She was screaming at me. Her son’s funeral was hardly the occasion for reconciliation, not that I wanted to be her friend. If I could just sneak into the back of the church and not be recognized, it would be all right.


A knock on my door. I opened it to find Doreen Fatebene with an armful of dark brown towels. ‘Not sure I remembered to put towels on your bed before.’ She gave them to me.


‘Thanks very much.’


‘Funeral at St Peter’s, is it?’


The woman on television was still talking. I picked up the remote control and turned it off. ‘Yes, it’s later this afternoon.’ Then I realized she wanted more. ‘His name was Owen Carr. I was at school with him.’


‘Didn’t know him. He’ll have been young, then.’


‘Yeah. It was a road accident.’


‘Would you like me to make you a cup of tea?’


‘I’ve just had one, thanks.’ Did I look upset?


‘You just say if you want one.’


For a moment she reminded me of my mother.


‘That’s very kind of you.’


‘Is there a wake as well?’


‘I think everyone’s invited back to his parents' house. After that I might go to the pub with old friends, depending on who I bump into.’


‘Well, if you’re going to be late, get a taxi. Don’t walk home on your own.’


My mother again. I picked up my sponge-bag and one of the towels to show that I was about to have a shower and perhaps encourage Ms Fatebene to go back downstairs. She took the towel from my hand and gave me the other. ‘This is the bathsheet, if you’re having a shower. That one’s just a hand towel.’


‘Oh, thanks.’


‘And if you wash your hair, come to me for a hair-dryer you can borrow. Don’t go out with damp hair. You’ll catch a chill.’
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