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“Thousands of people are reported missing each year, yet very little is understood about who they are, why they disappear and what happens to them. It is known that most people go missing intentionally, to escape family or other problems. Adults most at risk of going missing are those going through a crisis or a difficult transition.”

    “The likelihood of missing adults being traced and possibly reunited with their loved ones decreases over time. Among those who are ever found alive, only one in five returns.”

    Extracts from: Lost From View: A Study of Missing Persons in the UK by Nina Biehal, Fiona Mitchell and Jim Wade (Bristol: Policy Press, 2003), research undertaken by the University of York in partnership with the National Missing Persons Helpline 
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    When Ron was first released he discovered that prison had made him observant, as if he’d been reminded there, by its sudden absence, of the world’s surfeit of objects, its over-abundance of things to look at. Not beautiful things. It wasn’t a case of seeing the world’s wonders anew or anything like that; rather, it was the opposite. Observation didn’t sharpen his faculties, it stupefied them. He was dazed by the quantity and variety, the massive, compacted volume of it all; he noticed everything but had no idea what was worth his notice. People’s faces and brick walls, town gutters and ploughed fields, church towers and shopfronts, all claimed his attention equally. He couldn’t discriminate, nor could he find in himself a particular attitude to any of it beyond disorientation, sometimes mild alarm. He surveyed the burgeoning, seething material of other people’s lives, and very little moved him.

    After a while, his alarm grew. He began to think there must be some invisible force at work in the world, some unstoppable law of accretion filling up every surface and corner with streets, office blocks, rivers, factories, houses. Only he seemed to see it, this chaotic, impossible density, all this hoarding and flowing over; was nobody else concerned? If it went on like this, some day the whole planet would clog up and there would not be enough room in the sky for all the criss-crossing exhaust trails of planes, or on the sea for the countless interweaving, frothy wakes of ships. Swirling lines of traffic would spill off the teeming highways. Already there was no such thing as an unfilled space; it was impossible to see nothing. However deserted or arbitrarily spacious, every inch of the world was a place taken up and touched in some way, claimed for one purpose or another, even if it was, as he found in Scotland, to be left bare so that people could see it empty. But there was no true emptiness, no real nothingness, no desert stillness, a phrase that came into his mind and he now wished were more than a phrase. Everywhere – crowded and disorderly, or deliberately pristine – was somewhere, laden with the paraphernalia and expectation of some human design, and in not one of these places was his presence relevant. He tried not to think about it. He tried not to panic, and to concentrate instead on tiny things, one at a time.

    He practised on people. In cafés and checkout queues he would study them and take in only physical details: the curve of an ear, a ridged fingernail, the asymmetric lift of one eyebrow. Every feature was odd in some way, once he focused on it – not that this disappointed him at all, since he was not looking for perfection or hoping to find a special value in the unique. He simply noticed and remembered. He filed every detail in his mind disjointedly and without cross-reference, each alone for its isolated, particular, frangible self. He welcomed this dullness of perception in himself; it would have been unbearable to dwell on anything more than how precious and how breakable were these vulnerable, separate, flawed parts of other people’s bodies. Sometimes he knew he was staring at a stranger too hard and should apologize, but he didn’t know what to be sorry for. For not knowing how his own mind worked? For not being sure he bore more than a trivial surface resemblance to other human beings any more?

    He would have liked someone to tell it all to. He called his sister. She told him it would be fine for him to come for a few days if it was up to her, but Derek wasn’t ready to see him. 

    “Listen Ron, he accepts it was an accident,” she said. “So do I. But he’s just not ready, you know?” 

    Ron did know, but he said nothing.

    “I mean, Ron, criminal negligence is, well, what it says. You know?” 

    “I know,” he said.

    “And as Derek says, six children died. Plus the pregnant woman. Give us a few months.”

    “I’ve been in prison over five years.”

    “And then he says, it just makes us look at our two and think, you know? Anyway, the extension’s not finished.”

    He left her another couple of messages. Then she sent him a cheque with a note saying she trusted the enclosed would help him make a fresh start “somewhere new”. She’d be in touch, she wrote.

    He called his former neighbour Jeff and thanked him for the card. It had meant a lot, he said, on his first Christmas in prison. 

    “That’d be Lynne,” Jeff said. “She sends cards to everybody.” 

    He left the words even you unspoken, but Ron heard them nonetheless.

    “How’s Kathy? Has Lynne seen her?”

    Jeff hesitated. “They’re in touch, yeah. Doing better. Knocks you sideways, divorce, never mind everything else she’s had to contend with.”

    Ron said it would be good to meet up for a drink. They agreed on a day the following week. The next day Jeff sent a text message to say he couldn’t make it and he’d call soon, but he didn’t. 

    They’d found him a room for the first month, and a social worker, and he worked the night shift for a while in a bakery, standing on a line wrapping buns and cakes in a warm, yellow-lit factory that smelled of sugar icing and machine oil. His fellow workers were all women who spoke rapidly to one another in their own language and ignored him except to pass on commands about cellophane or cardboard boxes.

    To get away from all of that he cashed his sister’s cheque, bought an old Land Rover and reverted to his life’s previous pattern, the covering of distances. He knew how to measure a day or night in miles rather than in hours on a factory clock, and he found comfort in the old equation of roads travelled versus time spent equals a portion of his life somehow suspended in transit. As a boy he’d been fascinated by time zones, which he could hardly distinguish from time travel; if you went west crossing zone after zone, going always back in time, one day would you be a man of twenty-one in a high chair with a bib and a spoon? Or going always east and forward, would you find yourself stooped and white-haired and still ten years old? It couldn’t be so, of course, but he had concluded then that the secret was to keep moving. Forget about direction and destination, just keep moving, and surely your life would never be able to catch you up with restrictions and obstacles and all its weighty boredom. 

    Now, amused by a childish hope that was, if foolish, at least familiar, he took again to the road, sleeping most nights in the Land Rover, parking at the end of the day within reach of a pub and whenever possible near a fast-running stream or a river, whose sound in the night was perhaps a lulling echo of the flow of the daytime traffic. Occasionally he stayed in cheap places when he needed to shave and shower and wash clothes in a hand basin, and sometimes he halted for a week or two here or there and took casual jobs: kitchen portering, labouring, hauling timber, loading and moving, anything physical; it was surprising how often he got a few days’ work just by asking. But mainly he drove. As the first year passed, that was the task that kept him becalmed, though he had to get used to the absence of passengers. There could never be any more passengers. 

    There we were at breakfast in the Invermuir Lodge Hotel, on the last day when our distress was of a containable and ordinary kind. Colin was eating sausages at a table in the bay window, and I had gone to the sideboard for orange juice. The dining room was quiet, just us and a retired couple in hiking clothes, and a flat-footed teenage waitress going to and fro. I started to pour the juice, and suddenly the sugary scent of my shampoo as my hair fell over my face and the hot smell of the fried eggs the waitress was carrying past combined and attacked me, and I thought I was going to be sick. I had to put down the jug and steady myself with both hands and look away, and as I tried to swallow some air and breathe without drawing in more of the smell, I found myself concentrating on my reflection in the broad mirror fixed along the back of the sideboard. My face was not a good colour, but it did not reveal any disturbance, never mind dread. The hiking couple were squabbling about distances over a map unfolded across their table and did not look up. The waitress was waiting to set down their plates. So much is invisible.

    My focus in the mirror lengthened across the empty tables to the window and the moving silhouette of my husband feeding himself, his head as solid and bony as a calf’s, swaying down to the fork, his mouth opening and closing, working, emptying. I switched my gaze back to myself and saw all I expected to see: a nondescript woman over forty, her make-up slightly too determined and even a little clownish on a face sallow from sleep and perhaps also from some other cause – some new, active trouble. Then my attention flicked back as Col’s knife tipped off his plate, clattered on the table and hit the floor. He picked it up, scrubbed at the cloth with his napkin and then he licked his index finger and scrubbed some more, sighing and wincing as if it were all the fault of a vague, absent someone who had failed to materialize in time to prevent this latest blunder by an overgrown, under-supervised child. I faced myself in the mirror in time to see the expression in my eyes turn thin and resigned. I was used to the idea that the someone was me. 

    I returned to my place as if nothing had happened, and maybe nothing had. We beamed at each other. Not even the briefest of dubious marriages foundered ultimately on a matter of dropped cutlery, did it? We smeared our toast from tiny unfolded packs of butter and miniature pots of jam, our faces puckered by the strain of being together on holiday at all, as well as in a worn-out hotel in mid-February. I’m sure we looked unremarkable, perhaps slightly formal, sitting up a little straighter than other couples about to enter a slow-moving middle age in a way that suggested they had never felt young or led rapid, excited lives. The hiking pair folded their maps and got up to leave, wishing us a good day as they went. 

    As their boots creaked across the floor, I thought well, maybe it could still be a good day or at least, like other days in the past five months, a good enough one, a day whose course would offer up to us any number of chances to overlook the disenchantment of our late and incongruous marriage. I poured my husband more coffee. We had already learnt to fill the place of love with an obscuring politeness; we observed the etiquette of keeping our disappointment quiet with upbeat conversations over practicalities, like optimistic gardeners keeping an unpromising surface raked and hoed in the hope that a flower might be growing underground. Above all, we extended to each other self-serving magnanimity in the granting of opportunities to spend time apart. On this off-season budget break in Scotland (which we were not calling a honeymoon, it being as near as we would ever come to one and yet nowhere near enough), we were keeping our voices bright, trading all the usual clichés to excuse ourselves from each other’s company: not wanting to “get in each other’s hair”, we were each “doing our own thing”. Col was doing “guys’ stuff”, I was “chilling out at my own pace”. Col had rented a car, an expense he could barely afford, which made our separate agendas easier and perhaps almost natural. On this particular day he was “getting his money’s worth” out of it by letting me drive myself up to Inverness to window-shop and visit the museum, while he went kayaking. We were, in fact, on two quite different holidays.

    The hotel was built at the top of an incline, and the bay window looked down over the beer garden, still dank under dawn shadows, as the sun was not fully risen. Rain and melting frost dripped from a black monkey-puzzle tree onto the twiggy roof of a gazebo filled with stacks of empty bottle crates and drifts of dead leaves. Banks of chilly-looking cloud weighted the sky above the main road going north past the garden railings; beyond the road, the river flowed over rocks into glossy brown pools that spun with curls of froth.

    “I’m afraid it’ll rain on and off all day,” I said. “I hope the weather won’t spoil it for you.”

    “A bit more rain won’t hurt,” he said. “If it rains, it rains.” He cleared his throat. “It might dry up in Inverness.” 

    “It might. I won’t mind,” I said, my eyes still on the river. “That current’s very fast. You wouldn’t want to capsize in that.”

    “Well, if it’s raining, I’ll be wet anyway, won’t I?” he said. “That would be quite funny.” 

    I cast him too bright and grateful a smile, as if capsizing into rivers were some huge amusement I’d forgotten about. We went quiet again. Our table was crowded with white china and over-large spoons and knives that made too much noise, beneath which our silence seemed delicate and even meaningful, which it was not. But nor was it desolate, I thought. Incongruous it certainly was, after a year of Internet romance via an online chat room for housebound caregivers, finally to meet and within six weeks get married, all in a rush. But was it such a mistake to be in a hurry to ignore the undertow of something missing, to prove ourselves still marriageable before the notion of being in love, fast receding, could vanish utterly? After all, no marriage was ever spontaneous, and most between people over forty were arranged, somehow or other and for any number of fragile reasons, among them a fear of loneliness. That was by no means a small thing. Col’s parents had been dead for three years (he had kept up his membership in the caregivers’ chat room, out of familiarity), and he stayed on alone in their house in Huddersfield; my father had just died, leaving me with no reason to stay in Portsmouth. These seemed good reasons, not bad ones, to chain ourselves to the mediocre but likeable real forms of each other that we encountered face to face, and put aside our hankering for the early, impossible, younger-seeming versions of ourselves we had come to know at our computer-aided distance. 

    His mobile phone burbled, and he took it out to read the message. “That’s them telling us to bring waterproofs,” he said. “We’re in for a soaking. Time I was going.”

    “There’s something I should tell you,” I said, quickly. “I’m pregnant.”

    “What?” He flinched, then looked away.

    “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

    “Oh, God,” he said, blowing out his cheeks. He pushed himself back as far as he could get without moving out of his chair, and then, of course, the first thing that would spring to anyone’s mind sprang to his.

    “God. I mean, but aren’t you—”

    “I thought I was too old, too! It is a surprise. A mum at forty-two!”

    “But you’re supposed to be getting a job in Huddersfield.”

    “Well, and I will, when I can. Is that all you’re going to say?”

    He looked at me hard, as if searching for something to admire. “You know we both need to work. It’s not my fault I don’t bring in enough.”

    “Col, I know, but I can’t help it. It’s happened.”

    “I don’t make enough for two, never mind three. You’re supposed to be looking for a job.” He gulped from his coffee cup and crossed his arms. “Anyway, I don’t want kids. I told you from the start. I told you, for God’s sake.”

    “Yes,” I said, “but that was before. Ages ago, online. Before we’d even met.” 

    He tipped his head and gazed at the ceiling for a while. His face was just as it had been when he was rubbing at the tablecloth. Was this the same to him as a dropped, greasy knife – an accidental mess, not much to do with him? Another blunder? 

    “It is a shock, I didn’t expect it, either! But I didn’t do it on my own. Please don’t act as if I should say sorry or something!” I said, trying to sound light. “It must happen all the time. Other people manage it.”

    “I said I didn’t want kids. I said so. I said so right from the start, when we were getting to know each other.”

    But we didn’t get to know each other, I wanted to say. That wasn’t knowing each other. This is.

    “We said lots of things then. We hadn’t really met, that was just online chatting. It was the Internet, it wasn’t real.”

    “It was real!” he said. “It was real as far as I was concerned. I meant what I said. I don’t want kids. They ruin your lifestyle.”

    “Lifestyle? Have we got a lifestyle?”

    He glowered at me. “I don’t want kids.”

    “But why not?”

    “Why not? Because I don’t. For a start we can’t afford it. Anyway, it’s not why I don’t, it’s why all of a sudden I’ve got to want a kid just because you’ve changed your tune. Why should I change my mind just because you have?”

    “Why? Because I’m having one! And because… well, because most people have them. They aren’t all miserable about it, are they? They manage!” 

    He shook his head from side to side and glanced out of the window.

    “OK, so, money. Have you got money?” He placed his fingertips on the edge of the table as if he were changing the subject.

    “Money? For today? Oh, yes. I’ll be fine, I don’t need much, just enough for lunch and the museum. I’m not planning on buying anything. And there’s plenty of petrol.”

    “That’s not what I mean. I mean for this. I haven’t got the money, and neither have you.”

    “But it’ll be fine, we’ll manage! Because people do. You’ll see!”

    “Even suppose you live off me for the next nine months, what about after? You haven’t got any money.”

    “Babies don’t need all that much to begin with,” I said, arranging my ideas about it on the spot, allowing pictures from the back of my head to press forwards. “People might give us things. I bet we can get good stuff second-hand. On eBay.” There was a silence. “I’ll knit!” I said, happily.

    “The bit you got when your dad died. That’s gone, isn’t it?”

    “More or less. But look, Col, please.” 

    I had less even than he thought I had. Back when I never dreamed it could matter, I’d told him I would inherit my father’s house when he died; it was the only thing I could say to the Internet Col, lest he think me a gold-digger and vanish. I didn’t tell him until later that I’d remortgaged and remortgaged the house so my father and I could go on living in it. When it was sold, it had paid off the debt and left a little that I’d spent on getting married and small expenses since then. If I’d had even a little put by, I could surely have persuaded him it would be enough to see us through until the baby was born.

    “Well, then. Even if you went back to work after, we’d be shelling out for the rest of our lives. Kids don’t live on air. I’m nearly fifty, I don’t want to work my backside off for the next twenty years. I can’t afford it.”

    Why do we assume that ponderous, plain, clumsy people are more loving than everyone else, that what slows them down is a hidden burden of tenderness that does not encumber those who are quick and thin? I stared at him, this man who was now my husband, with his sullen voice and broad, shiny face and the bulky body I knew so well now. But I knew nothing, I realized, of these reserves of hostility – that they existed in him at all, never mind that they were so easily tapped, so available to be sent spilling into his dealings with me.

    “Look, Col, it’s a shock, of course it is. But when you said you didn’t want kids, that must’ve been the idea of kids. Of course you didn’t want them when you were single, on your own. Now it’s different. OK, we didn’t plan it, but it’s real, it’s actually happening. A real baby.” I couldn’t stop my face breaking out in a smile. “I thought you might have noticed something.”

    He looked at me blankly.

    “It’s for real,” I said, encouragingly. “This isn’t the Internet now.”

    “Don’t I know it,” he said. 

    “I’ve been feeling pretty sick. But that’s normal.”

    “Look. Are you really sure? It’s not like it shows,” he said.

    Just then his phone burbled again. He read the new message and then stretched back and stabbed in a reply.

    “They’re waiting for me,” he said, standing up and pocketing the phone. “So, how far gone are you?” 

    “Oh, there’s bags of time to get used to it,” I said. “It’s not due till the beginning of October.”

    “No, I mean, how far gone?” 

    “Only about five weeks. Did you really not notice anything? I probably haven’t been all that much fun to be with!” 

    He shrugged. 

    “Don’t worry, it doesn’t last long, the sick stage. I’ll be right as rain in a few weeks,” I said.

    He hesitated, his hands on the back of his chair, then jammed it in under the table. “Listen. How many ways do I have to say it? I don’t want a kid. You can’t spring this on me. I’m not prepared to have a kid. So you’ll just have to do what you have to do. Deal with it.” 

    “Deal with it? What are you saying?”

    “I’m saying if you want to make a go of it with me, fine, I’ll make a go of it with you. But not with a kid. A kid was never in the plan, there’s no way we can afford it. If you get rid of it, fine. If you keep it, also fine, but you’re on your own.” 

    “You’re telling me to get rid of a healthy baby? To have an abortion?”

    “I’m telling you I don’t want a kid. I’m not telling you what to do, it’s up to you. I’m not forcing you.”

    He left before I could say any more. A few moments after he had gone, the waitress padded forwards to remove our breakfast dishes. “Take your time,” she said to me. “No rush.” 

    I did take my time. For several minutes I stared out of the window. The waitress returned and began wiping the sideboard. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again it was like arriving back in the room after an absence to find it bigger, or at least empty of something it had contained before. The yellow electric globe lights on the walls shone with an old, dusty warmth. The sun was rising higher, burning proud of the horizon and casting streaks of silver light across the garden and in over the windowsill. The waitress set to work with a vacuum cleaner. I fancied she started at the farthest corner of the room so as to disturb me least – that was sweet of her. She smiled as she finished up and left, trailing the vacuum behind her on squeaky casters. Then a different waitress came with trays of glasses and cutlery wrapped in paper napkins and began to set tables for lunch. 

    I had no idea what I was going to do. When the sun was shining small and high and pale through a veil of rain above the river, I got up and walked away.

   

  

 
  
   
    He missed the passengers, not for their company but for giving his journeys purpose. Alone, his travelling was just driving. That was why, summoning all his courage, he stopped outside Doncaster one rainy day in early September for two hitch-hikers, Canadian students heading for Scotland. They were trying to get to Edinburgh in time for some festival whose name they couldn’t pronounce but which, they assured him, was an ancient Celtic celebration of the end of summer. 

    “It’s her that really wants to go. She’s really into folklore, aren’t you, sweetheart?” the boy said adoringly, and wrote down the name of it – Samhraidhreadh – on the back of his girlfriend’s hand while she laughed because the pen was tickly. He pulled her wrist forwards to show Ron, and Ron had never heard of it and couldn’t pronounce it either. But something about their journey touched him – its pilgrim zeal, its pointlessness – and in a demonstration of goodwill that he did not really feel he took them all the way to Edinburgh, thinking that to perform, however disinterestedly, an act of kindness might bring flooding back a former true impulse to be kind, the way he might swing a numbed limb to and fro hoping that movement would restore sensation.

    So began a habit of stopping for hitch-hikers and offering to take them wherever they were heading, since the direction or distance didn’t affect him much. That winter, drifting farther north on the main tourist routes, he came across more of them than he expected, and once or twice in bad weather he slowed down and offered lifts when none was being asked, until he realized how that might look. He told himself it was a way of meeting people – people distinct in his mind from fellow prisoners – though it was really only practice at being in proximity to them again. 

    Their company was easy because, he soon discovered, young people were curious only about themselves. He just had to keep quiet, as he was anyway inclined to do, and within minutes his youthful passengers would launch into an account of themselves that kept them chirping on for miles, as if Ron had demanded some justification for their being where they were at that precise point in their lives. Unless the journey was very short, Ron would soon know pretty much all there was to know about whole extended families: the birthday parties, the funerals, the divorces, the day the dog had puppies. A hundred personal philosophies were explained to him in all their complexity and variation; he learned of ambitious and intricate life plans based on a faith in something or other or on recovery from the loss of it, and all of it was offered to him, he sensed, as barter, a diligent trading of autobiography for transportation. Not that that made them real passengers, certainly not. It was a symbolic reckoning only, a token proffered for safe passage. So he listened quietly, intending his silence to convey that his side of the bargain was that he would not trouble his companions to pretend they were in the least interested in him. For the most part they honoured the transaction, measuring out their disclosures like shining coins counted from palm to palm and expecting none in return. 

    But on the rare occasions anyone asked, he was always ready to say that he was just taking time out, he liked Scotland, and it suited him not to stay in one place for long. Sometimes he was tempted to volunteer a remark or two about himself beyond that, just to hear his own words cross the air between himself and his passenger, to test the link between that person’s life and his own. But when he rehearsed in his mind what those words would have to be, the temptation vanished.

    I used to be a coach driver. Seven summers ago I took a party of schoolchildren to Portugal. We were late for the ferry going back, and during the ninth hour of driving, in torrential rain, I must have fallen asleep. We came off the motorway. Six children and a teacher, who was pregnant, were killed. I went to prison.

    What link could there possibly be, after that, between him and, say, a happy young Canadian couple who were really into folklore? 

    During the evenings, and when he woke in the night, his passengers’ words would come back to him as intermittent phrases in a dozen accents, the sounds fragmenting in his head like the scrapbook of images of the small physical details he recalled: the back of a hand sore from an insect bite, a damp space where a tooth was missing, an ear lobe punctured decoratively in three places. He would remember the smells they brought into the car, of the ferny, rain-soaked hills and their sour trainers and wet nylon clothes, and he’d recall how secretly and greedily he had inhaled, once they got talking, their cigarette and bubblegum-scented breath. As he lay awake in the night, it made him gasp, the fear he had felt for them at journey’s end, setting them down blithe and undefended to fare again for themselves in this world crowded with dangers. He had no interpretation for any of these things.

    Towards the end of the second winter, he noticed that most days he thought about stopping. He was still in the north, mainly because nothing was drawing him in any other direction, but he was running out of places to go. The landscape was beautiful, he could see that, but he had had his fill of the more or less stultifying succession of glimpses taken from the road, the amassing of the same mental snapshots over and over. On the night of his fiftieth birthday, he washed and shaved in the Gents of a pub called The Highlander’s Rest, ate the mixed grill and chips alone in the bar, and slept parked in a lay-by. He woke tired. He wanted a spell of quiet away from the engine drone and diesel warmth of the Land Rover, to be in one place for a while. He had no idea where or how it was to be found, but he longed for somewhere to stay.

   

  

 
  
   
    Silva, the geese are back, you said as you stepped into the trailer. Hundreds of them. You can see their shapes but not their colours yet, it’s too misty. They’re downstream over on the far side of the river on that long black rock you can see at low tide, just down from that old ruin you like, the cabin with the little jetty. 

    You left the door open. It was still early, and you let in the cold. 

    They must have found a whole family of fish down there, you said, waving your hands. All around the rock where the water’s glassy, they’re feasting. You should see them, they’re landing and diving and dipping their necks and sending ripples all the way across, beautiful slow ripples lapping all the way over onto our side. You can hear them. Listen, can you hear the water? 

    I whispered to you to shut the door. Anna had kicked her covers off, and I was afraid the chill on her legs might wake her up. Then I listened and shook my head.

    No, Stefan, I don’t hear anything. 

    Well, of course you don’t, not with the door shut, you said, coming over and sitting down. But it’s a nice noise when you’re outside. Want to come out, lazybones? 

    I hushed you with a finger placed on your lips. 

    What’s the time? I whispered. She’s still asleep. We’ve got a little time, haven’t we?

    You glanced over at Anna and back at me, pretending to be puzzled. You’re awake, I’m awake, why would we want Anna to stay asleep? Then you rose and quietly drew the blanket back over Anna’s curled little body and tucked her giraffe in beside her. You came towards me, smiling. I still remember precisely how the mattress tilted as you clambered onto it. We didn’t have a lot of time. When you entered me, I wanted to cry out, but I trapped the sound in my throat and pressed my mouth against your neck. 

    Not long afterwards it was Anna who broke the silence with her creaky, waking-up noise that was not exactly crying but a test of her voice, a call of emergence. Although she was nearly two, when she fell asleep it really was still a fall, a sheer drop into that fathomless well of baby sleep; it turned her body solid, so her chest hardly rose and fell and her eyelids did not even flicker. It seems fantastic to me now that I could watch her like that without feeling panic at how far away from me she went in her sleep. I loved her waking-up noises, like the snuffling of a small creature returning from the lost, clambering back up through undergrowth from a foray a little too far from the nest. The real crying would start a few moments later, when she was awake enough to know she was hungry. 

    You tried to ease yourself away from me, but I caught hold of the chain around your neck and pulled you back for a kiss. 

    Oh, you’ve got me on the end of a chain, you said. Haven’t you? A chain that I’ll never take off. 

    Good. That’s why I gave it to you, I said, as I let you go. 

    You stepped back into your jeans and went to her, laughing softly. You lifted her up high and crooned – oh, Anna, Anna, Anna – and the crying stopped at once. You carried her outside, sending me a single look over her head that signalled you were giving me some time, a moment or two to shake off the thought of any more of you for now, to get out of bed and dressed and ready to balance myself against the day. I sat up and watched you through the trailer window. You put her down on her feet in front of you and walked her along, holding both her hands. Her arms were raised and outstretched and you were edging her along on her wobbly, sleepy legs, her bare feet curling on the cold stones. You were asking too much of her. Sometimes you did that, forgetting she was so little. You wanted to show her the geese, but she had other ideas, she wanted her breakfast. 

    Look, Anna, look, you said, lifting her up again and pointing across the water. You made the wark wark noise of the geese against her cheek, and she laughed and twisted away, patting the stubble on your chin with both hands. I pulled on clothes and walked down to the end of the trailer and set out bowls and cereal and milk on the table. I put a pan of water on to heat for coffee. I got out spoons, juice, cups. I stood in the trailer doorway for a few minutes longer, watching you before I called you in.

    You never knew I did this. Every day I watched you together, keeping myself apart while you were absorbed in each other and busy with this or that little thing around the place. I liked to study you, your resemblance to each other, with that identical tangle of dark hair, so different from mine. I liked that simple evidence of how much you belonged to each other, the everyday fact of it. The mother is blonde and the father dark, the child inherited her father’s colouring – it’s the kind of remark that gets made about families. It helped me pretend our life was like other people’s, easy and regular. 

    I tried to keep them all in my mind, these pictures I made of you then. You feeding Anna, carrying her about talking nonsense, drawing pictures and singing songs. She gazing so seriously with her giraffe in her mouth and then chuckling back, reaching for your hands, tugging your hair. She left the wet trails of her kisses all over your face. Each of these pictures had to stand for something, a sign that our life would go on being possible, so I could say to myself, look at this life we have, so natural and loving, we are not defeated, we are not despairing. 

    That day I watched you. You dipped her hand in the river and waggled her wrist, sprinkling water drops from her fingers all over your face. You spluttered and screwed up your eyes, she laughed and laughed. You turned her hand and sprinkled her own face, too. I memorized you both for later that day, to bring you to mind when I was at work at Vi’s general store over the bridge on the other side of the river. I needed to save you up like this, it was the only way I could spend the day away from you. 

    When I had put my hair in a ponytail and brushed my teeth, I still had some time before I had to set off to get the bus. 

    Silva, come on out, you called. 

    Anna was sitting on the ground with an old spoon in her hand, digging into tufts of grass that sprang up between the sand and stones of the shoreline. You led me a little farther down so I could see the geese bobbing on the river. The sun was up by then and still bright through a mist of cloud. I had to shade my eyes to see. On the far side, the old wooden cabin looked silvery-grey as if it were made out of water rather than from pine trees like the ones that grew steeply all around it. It shimmered like something wet, scooped out of the current and set up on the bank, solid but made of water all the same, shining in the sun just like the sheeny membrane of the gliding river. The white rowing boat moored at the little jetty sat as it had always sat. It hadn’t moved in all the time we’d been there.

    Stefan, see? That cabin, it’s still empty. Nobody’s even been there in over a year, that boat never moves. It’s deserted. We could find the way down to it through the trees on the other side. Why don’t we? It would be great to live there. At least for the summer. 

    You tugged on my hair. And then what? you asked. You think next winter we’ll be better off there? First storm that comes, the roof blows off, then what? We’ll have nowhere at all. 

    But the trailer leaks anyway. And the roof doesn’t look so bad, it looks OK. We could do repairs. It’s bigger than the trailer.

    Don’t keep going on about it, you said, tugging again on my ponytail. You can’t even tell if there’s glass in the windows. And it’s not that much bigger. 

    I caught hold of your hand and pulled your arm around my neck, wrapping myself within a circle of you. You curled your other arm around my waist, and we stood swaying together, gazing across the river. Behind us Anna was talking to herself in a singsong and scrabbling with her spoon in the shingle. 

    Anyway, you said in my ear, it must belong to somebody. Any day they could just show up. We’d go to jail. 

    I know, I said. Worse. They’d send us back.

    Then what about Anna? 

    Oh, I know. Don’t talk about it.

    I raised your hand to my mouth and kissed it, then I nipped at your fingertips. I didn’t want you to start on again about borrowing money to get us out of our trouble. We’d been over and over it. You drew away, cupped your hands around your mouth, and hallooed, and the call rolled across and startled the geese off the rock in the river, all in a flurry. This was our way. We kept ourselves restless on purpose, distracting each other with these innocuous forms of disturbance: making love, sudden bursts of song and silly games, scaring geese into the sky. Anything that kept us from talking about it too often, about living in a leaking trailer hidden from the road, never having enough money to change anything. Being illegal in a foreign country, such a beautiful country but one that could give us no resting point, one we occupied like flies on the surface of a painting. 

    The geese were gliding back down to the rock. I clapped my hands, and they rose up again, flapping their wings. 

    Silva, I’ve had an idea, about the car.

    I wouldn’t let you speak. I shook my head and clapped and hollered across the river, and then I walked over to Anna and picked her up. I didn’t want to hear it again. No jobs for illegals that pay enough, you kept saying, we should get a car, run a cab, you knew guys who’d lend cash and do false papers, you’d work nights. You’d pay the loan back, we’d get a proper place to live. And I kept saying, the kind of people we’d have to borrow from, the amount they charge, you don’t get out of trouble that way. I kept saying we had to be patient and save up the proper way, owing nothing, we already had just over three thousand, I’d remind you, and then you’d lose your temper and tell me that way it would take ten years to get enough. We never got anywhere, did we?

    So we would chuck pebbles and call across the river to the birds, we’d make childish jokes, make love, pull on each other’s hair, play clap-hands with our daughter. Sometimes I was afraid our whole life was getting to be like a silly guessing game we were both secretly sick of. But still I hoped it could last. We needed it to keep going long enough for an answer to come. 

    The bus will be along soon, I said. Give me your phone. Here’s mine. 

    Just another of our little survival rituals, swapping phones so I could plug each of them in, every few days, under the counter at Vi’s, and that morning also a way back from the dangerous subject of how to go on living.

    You walked me up the track to the road and a bit of the way along, until Anna got heavy. After you turned back, I watched you for a while, walking away. The noise of the road and the bridge traffic was too loud for me to shout out to you, and so I turned, too, and set off to the bus stop at the service station.

    We’d got another day started, I thought. And if in ten hours or so I got off the bus and walked back along the road and down the track, my long shadow cast behind me, carrying a bag of groceries from Vi’s past their sell-by date, and if I heard your voices as the rumble of evening traffic on the bridge died away, I would be able to count this one as another day that had let us stay together. Another day done and it still hadn’t all come to an end, a day that would let the same day, with luck, come again tomorrow. A good day was one when nothing got worse. 

   

  

 
  
   
    I didn’t go as far as Inverness.

    The road from the hotel followed the river for several miles. I switched on the car radio and drove, singing along raucously with one song after another, refusing to cry, trying to drown out Col’s words in my head. From time to time rain fell, not in spiky drips like English town rain but in milky currents that wet the air with cold, gusting sprays. Between showers, and seeming more liquid than the rain, sunlight poured down through gaps in the clouds onto the rocks and larch and pine trees across the steel-bright river. When my throat was so tired I could hardly make a sound, I turned the radio off and kept driving. Just as, when my father was dying, I used to absorb trivial details while waiting for bad news – every stem and leaf on the wallpaper in the doctor’s surgery, every scratch on the floor by his hospital bed – I concentrated now on the sunlight, how it spilled over the landscape into refracting pools of sharp, unfiltered silvers and russets and greens. This was not my country, and I was glad I could numb myself with touristic gawping; I felt no tug of ancestral pride, found nothing revelatory or significant in its beauty. Each bend in the road and new angle of the landscape consoled me with a distracting kind of un-belonging; I travelled with the lulling detachment I might have felt thumbing through racks of postcards.

    There were dozens of places to pull the car off the road and admire the views, and I stopped often. In some of them there were souvenir vans festooned with tartan flags and pennants, blaring out disheartening bagpipe music over the roofs of parked cars and caravans and food stalls. Sometimes I loitered, reading billboard warnings about forest fires and litter and threats to wildlife, watching people come and go, all of them in pairs or groups, never alone. I saw a family of seven disgorge themselves from a camper van and claim a damp picnic table; the mother and grandma spread plastic bags over the benches, the dog crawled underneath and lay down. The last of the four lanky children ran back to the van for a football, and a loud, hazardous game began at the side of the car park. The father got in the queue at the burger van and began a long relay of shouts to the others. He brought an armful of boxes back to the table, and the children darted into place, mauling the packaging, snapping open cans of explosive drinks, pushing torn-off lumps of pizza and burgers in their mouths, feeding the dog from their fingers. I made my way back to the car. I wanted to get away from them, from my envy of their messy, uncomplicated pleasure and from the shame they aroused in me. I had married a man who shunned the very idea of that noisy, easygoing acceptance within families; surely I must be at heart the same kind of person. I was at the very least someone who would consider aborting a child rather than be abandoned by its father. 

    But I have no choice, I said to myself, as if the family at their picnic were challenging me. I have to stay married to him. He is all I have. 

    After that I stopped only in deserted places. I would turn the car onto verges choked with scrubby thickets of undergrowth, and into lay-bys filled with sagging piles of gravel and sand heaped there for highway repairs. I parked and wandered for a while in the rubble-strewn forecourt of a boarded-up and derelict filling station until from an outbuilding came a hissing, spiteful-looking cat and two scraggy kittens.

    Still some way before Inverness, I felt sick again and pulled over. I got out of the car to feel the rain on my face and breathe in its cold-water scent; there on the roadside, at the top of a bank of fields sloping down to the river, the air was mixed with a sharp, shelly, salt wind blowing in from the coast. Below me, the estuary flowed along white-flecked and bright under a sudden patch of clear sky. To the east about a mile downriver, a bridge arched across from the city to the north shore, black and permanent against the smoky, distant blues and greys of the horizon where water and sky melded at the start of open sea. 

    The nausea passed, and to stop myself thinking about the baby, I unfolded the road atlas over the boot of the car and began to trace the contours and place names dotted along the route I had followed, incredulous that the mountains, and swathes of forest, the concrete and steel bridge and the river running beneath it could have transmuted from the actual, touchable, physical vastnesses before me into printed words and shapes on a map. I stared at the page now softening under spattering drops of rain and felt, strangely, that it should have been the other way round, that really their first existence must have been as scribbles and marks in ink on paper and, only then abstracted and set down, had the land risen up and taken form out of nothing more than the idea of itself, to amass and flow and come alive with air and light, and sprout crops and trees and bridges, and teem with creatures. And I longed to apply the same sense of impossibility to the surely still notional little lump of ectoplasm growing inside my body; if I disallowed any connection between that act of cellular multiplication and a real baby, maybe it wouldn’t become one, a terrifying, wondrous, real one. Maybe an abortion wouldn’t be necessary, maybe I wouldn’t have to make a decision at all. Maybe by the simple force of its mother’s incredulity, a putative human being could be so belittled and denied as to be fatally discouraged from coming into existence. Suddenly I was filled with horror that this might be so. 

    I folded the map up and got back in the car. I waited for a while, observing time flickering along by the numbers on the dashboard clock and wondering how long I could stay like this, enclosed and contained, halted. I wanted to arrest any further forward momentum in time or space; although stranded on the edge of a road with traffic thundering by and looking down on a river flowing fast and deep towards the sea, I was, however improbably, in the only place of safety and stillness I had. As long as I remained there, I could put off my next move which, whenever it came and wherever it led, would take me nearer to my decision, whatever that was to be. For the future must have its location; if I refused it that, if I just didn’t turn the key in the ignition and go forwards, if with every thought and breath I reduced the baby inside me to less than baby, to mereness, to nothing, perhaps I could will it not to be. I wanted its end to be painless and unknowing and without violence, and afterwards I wanted to be left quiet and unnoticed. I wanted to be left alone to carry on living as before. How could it be that I would afterwards suffer the loss of something I had never quite had? 

    But I gazed at the bridge and saw in the span of it over the water an inevitability, as if the points on each opposing bank had cried out to be joined, as if the flow of the river beneath the bridge was dependent upon each side’s throwing out its great black steel arch to connect across it. Events must reach forwards to meet their consequences, consequences must throw backwards in time bridges linking themselves to causes; where else is the meaning of all the things that happen in the world to come from, if not from connection with what happened before and what will happen next? How unbearable otherwise, if human activity were no more than a succession of haphazard little incidents exploding at random all the time over the planet, arising from and leading to nothing. The commission of even a single action surely sets in motion somewhere a yearning, distant and reluctant maybe, for its outcome eventually to have a point. However oblique or delusory the link with past or future, the connection must be attempted, for one thing must be seen to lead from or to another; we prefer a rickety and unreliable bridge between events, if that is all we can have, to none at all. I started the engine and drove on. Even after all that has happened, I do not believe anyone can behold a bridge and not feel a compulsion to find out what lies on the other side of it. 

    Yet I would not go across. I parked at a service station a short distance further on, just before a large roundabout where one road led off left to the bridge approach and another went straight on towards the outer edge of Inverness. I went into the café and sat there for a long time under the swimmy piped music, sipping water, pushing my finger into a little mound of crumbs on my opened biscuit wrapper and pressing them onto my tongue. It was quiet, the flow of customers sporadic: one or two truck drivers with deliveries for the city, I supposed, and a few people in suits, slightly self-important, travelling on business. Occasionally families came in; usually the men paid for fuel while the women hauled little children to the bathrooms. Between customers, two waitresses in striped conical hats conversed in a clipped, private lexicon of phrases and low murmurs, and exchanged looks full of knowing. They could have been telling each other secrets, or complaining about the boss, or speculating about me. 

    I hadn’t until that moment felt conspicuous, but I realized then how intently I must look as if I were waiting for something, perhaps for a purpose either to stay or to leave. A person with nowhere to go could go anywhere, of course, but this was not the freedom I might have supposed. I still had to be somewhere, and this seemed to bring with it an obligation either to explain my remaining where I was or to keep moving. Apologetically I bought a cup of tea and took it back to my table. 

    The fact was I did not have to sit here in this way, as if under some vague suspicion, wondering where to go. There was a place on this earth where someone would be waiting for me this evening. Albeit on his terms, after his fashion, my husband wanted me. Not everybody had that. I had waited so long for‌‌ it, and I need not lose it. Why should I lose him, for the sake of a child I never thought I would have and that he, to be fair to him, had never led me to imagine he would want? If we had money, it would be different, but we didn’t. Col was just being honest and probably more realistic than I was. And since I hadn’t been expecting to have a baby, if I didn’t have it, I wouldn’t be continuing without anything I had been hoping for. 

    But I had set out in married life hoping to stay married, and if I did not, I could not shrink back into my old life. When I sold the house near Portsmouth and moved to Huddersfield, I disposed of every trace of it – not a difficult thing to do, in fact, with a life so small as to have gone almost undetected. In any case, I had grown so tired of it, tired of myself, tired of getting on my own nerves, tired of the thoughtless, overlapping, blurred accre‌‌tion of years going nowhere; I had been desperate for greater distance from it, in any direction, even towards a mirage. If a mirage was what marrying Col turned out to be, it was still the first attempt I’d ever made to escape the person I had let myself become. 

    And escape her I had, so successfully that, except as Col’s wife, I no longer really existed. My dutiful care of my father (though I loved him) had arisen not from goodness but from a lack of vitality and imagination about myself; I stayed at home because I was diffident and unadventurous. I had not, as I had told Col, sacrificed a promising career in local government. I had been made redundant at twenty-five from a dull administrative job in Traffic and Highways in a restructuring simultaneous with my father’s first stroke, while three colleagues, including my fiancé Barry, were kept on and retrained. Within six months Barry was my ex-fiancé and engaged to somebody in Payroll. I may then have “devoted” myself to my father for sixteen years, denying myself the chance to meet someone else, but for most of that time I had been too isolated and easily discouraged to imagine any such thing, anyway. I did not, as I had also told Col, “enjoy my life”, and if he left me I would spend the rest of it mourning the expense of my error and trying not to think too much about what it had displaced. It would be incalculable. 

    I would have to get rid of the baby. I could make arrangements as soon as I got back. A month from now, it would be over. As soon as I thought this I felt sick, and suddenly wanted my tea sweet, though I didn’t usually. I reached into the sugar bowl and noticed a folded slip of paper, crammed among the packets. It read, in handwritten letters,

    Cash for 4 door saloon in gc. Private Text CAR to 07883 684512 Discretion guaranteed


    I drank my tea. I fingered the piece of paper, turning it over and over. Practicalities flooded into my mind: all the reasons why this was an outrageous thing to contemplate. What its consequences would be in the next hour, the next twelve hours, in a day’s time. I thought of a month from now, a year, ten years. I thought how simple the next step would be. Merely texting one word to a telephone number, such an insignificant thing to do. How could a thing so small affect very much? I thought of my baby and the decision I had just reached. I thought of the need to make this effort to survive. I could settle the matter quickly. I drained my cup and went outside.

    I texted the word CAR to the number. My telephone rang, and a man’s voice, foreign, harsh and breathless, asked me where I was calling from. When I told him, he demanded I call him back in exactly half an hour. I hung around shivering and then I did so, and when he began to interrogate me, my voice shook. I realized I didn’t know anything about the rental car except that it was a Vauxhall. I read him the registration written on the key tab.

    “I don’t know the exact model or the mileage. It’s pretty new, I think,” I told him. There was a silence. “It’s silver,” I added.

    “Yes, I see it’s silver,” he said. “You sell or not? You waste my time?” 

    I stared round at the car park, the fuel pumps, the café windows, the scrub and farmland beyond, but I couldn’t see anyone.

    “You sell or not?”

    “It’s just, the car… I don’t know if you … if you…” I said. “I mean, I haven’t done this before. The thing is, I need money. The car doesn’t actually—”

    “That’s none of my business. You need money, I need car. You got a car, if I want it, I pay you cash. No papers. That’s it. OK?” 

    “OK. But I don’t even know who—”

    “No names! No documents, you understand? No papers. That way it’s all private, OK?”

    “Yes, but how much—”

    “Listen. You come back here tomorrow. Just you. You understand?” 

    Just then I heard the cry of a young child in the background. “Wait,” he said. He spoke a few words in another language. A pause, then I heard him speak in English. “Ssh, hey, hey, Anna? It’s all right, wait just a minute, Papa’s busy…” 

    I caught my breath. His voice had grown musical and soft.

    There were some noises of movement and murmuring from the child and then, “Good girl, Anna. Papa’s baby…”

    He would think me insane if I began to cry. 

    “OK, listen,” he said to me. “So you come back tomorrow. Exactly same place. Then you call me again, same time, I tell you where you bring me the car. If car OK, we agree price, I pay, you get cash, we both get discretion. We don’t say to nobody.”

    His voice was changed, young and rounded and cadenced. I was certain this gentler, slightly shy voice belonged to the person he really was.

    “I’ll be here tomorrow,” I said.
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