
[image: Image Missing]


The Sleeper

EMILY BARR

[image: missing logo]


Copyright © 2013 Emily Barr

The right of Emily Barr to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook in 2013 by HEADLINE REVIEW

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Cover photograph © Daniela Lombard/Arcangel Images

eISBN: 978 0 7553 8801 1

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London  NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Also By

Praise

About the Book

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Prologue

Part One: Lara

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Part Two: Iris

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Part Three: Lara’s Diary

March 21st 1999...

Part Four: Thailand

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Epilogue


About the Author

Emily Barr is the well-loved and bestselling author of Backpack, the original backpacking novel, and many other highly acclaimed novels. A former journalist, she has travelled around the world and written columns and travel pieces for the Observer and the Guardian. After living in France, Emily and her husband (whom she met backpacking) settled in Cornwall with their three children. To learn more about Emily and her novels, you can visit her website www.emilybarr.com.


By Emily Barr

Backpack

Baggage

Cuban Heels

Atlantic Shift

Plan B

Out of my Depth

The Sisterhood

The Life You Want

The Perfect Lie

The First Wife

Stranded

The Sleeper


Praise for Emily Barr’s novels:

‘A characteristically dark-hued tale, with unexpected twists’ Guardian

‘Beautifully written with engaging, emotionally complex characters and a great plot. I couldn’t put it down’ Daily Mail

‘A real page-turner with a plot twist worthy of Lost’ Cosmopolitan

‘Toothsome twists … a Daphne du Maurier vibe haunts the hinterlands of this unconventional page-turner’ Independent

‘Brilliantly written, tense and refreshing, you’ll devour this fantastic read’ Closer

‘This gripping novel will have you gasping in sympathy’ Company

‘A great read from start to finish … believable characters that are variously biting, insightful and sympathetic’ The Times

‘Barr has come up with the goods again: a buzzy, exciting work that refuses to bow to convention’ Sunday Express

‘We can’t praise Emily Barr’s novels enough; they’re fresh, original and hugely readable’ Glamour

‘Compelling’ Heat

‘Bright and breezy with a nasty little twist’ Mirror


About the Book

Lara Finch is living a lie . . .
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Everyone thinks she has a happy life in Cornwall, married to the devoted Sam, but in fact she is desperately bored.

When she is offered a new job that involves commuting to London by sleeper train, she meets Guy and starts an illicit affair. But then Lara vanishes from the night train without a trace. Only her friend Iris disbelieves the official version of events, and sets out to find her.

For Iris, it is the start of a voyage that will take her further than she’s ever travelled and on to a trail of old crimes and dark secrets.

For Lara, it is the end of a journey that started a long time ago. A journey she must finish, before it destroys her…


For James, Gabe, Seb and Lottie, as always, with lots of love.
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prologue

January

She should have been back two hours ago.

A person could not disappear from a train in the middle of the night, but apparently she had. She got on at Paddington (as far as we knew), but she did not get off at Truro.

‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ I told him. My words hung in the air, improbable and trite. I cast around for an explanation. Once you discounted amnesia and sleepwalking, there were really only two, and neither of them would give her husband any comfort.

‘I hope so.’ His face was crumpled and his eyes seemed to have shrunk back under slightly hooded lids. Everything was sagging as, gradually, he stopped being able to pretend that she might be about to walk in through the door. His face was, somehow, at once both red and grey, patchy and uneven.

I had no idea what to do, and so, once again, I started to make coffee. He was looking at his phone, checking again for messages that might, somehow, have arrived by stealth, even though he had turned the volume right up and called it from the landline, just to see.

‘Next train in seven minutes,’ he reported. I set the coffee pot on the stove, lit the gas under it and left it. I opened a few cupboard doors, looking for something easy, something that he might eat without noticing it.

It was strange being in someone else’s kitchen, flung into what I feared was the very early stage of the total breakdown of the life of a man I didn’t even know. He was halfway off the cliff already, clinging on with his fingers to a flimsy clump of grass.

I put some custard creams on a plate.

The view from here was spectacular, but the only part of it either of us could focus on was the little station in the foreground. As a squeal of brakes announced the imminent arrival of the train, he was on his feet, hands pressed against the glass of the full-length window, staring. He would have forgiven her anything if she appeared now, walking around the end of the train, pulling a little case (I was sure she must have had a little pull-along case; people like her did). He would not have cared where she had been, what she had been doing, and with whom.

It had been cold and crisp this morning, but now the sky was filling with fast-moving clouds. They massed above us, waiting for their moment; the light suddenly changed and, though it was still morning, it was instantly as dark as dusk.

We both waited, suspended, for the seconds it took the two-carriage train to reach the end of the branch line and disgorge its few passengers. Most people had got off the train at Falmouth Town, the stop before this one.

In spite of myself, my heart thumped as four passengers emerged around the end of the platform. A grey-haired couple, all walking clothes, backpacks and hearty sticks, set off determinedly across the car park. They were heading, I was sure, for the coastal path. A young man with a skateboard under his arm sauntered after them, wrapped in heavy jacket, scarf and woolly hat. Finally, there was a woman.

She was about the right age, but she was small and hesitant. As we watched, she looked around and stood at the edge of the car park, waiting for something. She had a bag on her back. We both stared until a car pulled up in front of her, and suddenly she smiled and relaxed and opened the back door to lob her bag inside before sitting in the front.

It was not her. Of course it wasn’t. I no longer expected it to be.

Rain started to splatter, half-sleety, against the window.

‘We need to call the police,’ I told him. He pretended not to have heard.


part one

Lara


chapter one

August

He stands next to me on the balcony and hands me the green mug his horrible mother gave me for Christmas. A train pulls into the station below us. It has two carriages, and thus is the biggest train that will fit alongside that platform.

‘One cup of tea,’ he says, with mock ceremony, and I try not to flinch. ‘I hope it meets with madam’s approval.’

It does not, but I cannot, of course, say so. I cradle it in both hands and try to arrange my features into the right expression. He knows which mugs I like, and he knows that this is emphatically not one of them. I cannot tell him that I care about such trivialities. He would pantomime wide-eyed, reasonable surprise.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

Our forearms touch as we lean on the rail, and we look out across the town. The sun is shining on the train in the station, the docks behind it, the town curved beyond them, hugging the harbour. Light glints off the water out there, and tiny dazzling spots of brightness come and go with the movement of the waves. On the other side of the estuary, the trees and fields and mansions of Flushing are glowing in the heat, unusual even for August. Seagulls stand in formation on the roof of one of the warehouses down at the docks. They are doing the bird equivalent of sunbathing. The almost uncomfortable heat on my skin, the salt in the air which I normally don’t notice, the glimmer of the sun on the water all make me think, suddenly, of long-forgotten childhood holidays.

‘It looks like a picture from a children’s book, doesn’t it?’ I say. ‘Station. Container ships. Warships. Sailing boats. Cars. Lorries. There should be words written underneath it.’ I place them with my hand, under the station car park. ‘“How many different forms of transport can you see …?”’

He is staring at me, not at the things I am pointing at, so I turn my head to look at him.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘And those grabby things.’ He gestures to the equipment at the docks. ‘And the huge metal things that lift stuff. It’s picture-book heaven.’

I reach out and touch his arm. The hairs on it are springy and blond. Even this exchange has taken us too close to the topic that I am trying to avoid, just because there is nothing more to be said about it. I change the subject, sipping my tea (which, as it so often is, is about half the strength I would make it myself), and gesture at the houses over to our left.

‘And over there. How many different lives can we see? Thousands of homes. All those windows. All the things that go on behind them. I bet there’s weirder stuff happening out there than you could possibly imagine.’

He squints at the houses. ‘Than I could, or anyone?’

‘Anyone,’ I clarify, possibly too quickly.

Sam shifts his cup of tea into his other hand and puts an arm around my shoulders. I lean into him. He is big like a bear, broad but not fat. I have always liked that about him. While I recoil from the idea of being the sort of woman who wants a big strong man to look after her, I do, nonetheless, enjoy his solidity.

‘You remember that my friend’s coming over this afternoon?’ I say. ‘The one I met on the ferry.’

‘Oh yeah. You did say. What’s her name again?’

‘Iris.’

‘Yes. Iris.’

He disapproves. He doesn’t like anyone else being part of our life. We do not really have friends. I have invited Iris over precisely because I want to change that.

‘But this feels like the first time in ages we’ve just hung out,’ he says. He sounds nervous. ‘You know. It’s nice not to have the big conversations all the time. We made our plans and fate laughed in our face.’ I brace myself for the bit about everything happening for a reason. ‘Everything happens for a reason,’ he continues. ‘And I think all this has happened to bring us closer together, and because there’s a child out there somewhere, in China maybe. Or the Himalayas, like you always say. A child who needs us. That’s what’s meant to be, I’m sure of it.’

‘You just changed this into a big conversation.’

‘Oh. Sorry.’

I breathe deeply. ‘That’s OK,’ I say. He has made that little speech hundreds of times before, and maybe he is right. Perhaps infertility and everything else happened for some fuzzy, indefinable reason. Perhaps there is a child on a mountainside in Nepal who is destined to be ours. We don’t have the option of getting on a plane to go and find out. Even Visa, lenders of money to all and sundry, are declining to fund our further adventures.

Sam is right: I always talk about the Himalayas. I always longed to go there, to rent a house on a mountainside and live for months and months in the crisp fresh air, to walk and look and exist. I would do it tomorrow; but even when we had more money than we knew what to do with, I never went because my husband never fancied it. He always diverted me to what he called ‘a proper holiday’.

Perhaps my baby is, indeed, waiting for me out there, but I cannot get to her, or him. The thought is unsettling.

‘I love you,’ he says. ‘We may be all out of money, and all out of options with no child to show for it, but I love you.’

‘I love you too,’ I assure him hastily.

‘Lara.’

We lean into each other, feeling the sun on our bare arms and the tops of our heads, and stare out at the view and drink our tea. There is not much else to say.

I want to scream, and sometimes I do. On occasion, I scream as loudly as I can, but never when Sam is in the house. When he is anywhere nearby, I keep the angst repressed and internal. I cannot tell him anything close to the truth, and so, I suppose, our marriage is not what he thinks it is. He thinks we are solidly in love, battered but optimistic, ready to start on our new journey, one we did not foresee but whose destination is all the more wonderful for that. He thinks we will always be together, here in Cornwall, hundreds of miles from our two difficult families. He thinks we are a unit.

I would rather be single. I cannot possibly say that. I am secretly glad that we didn’t manage to have that baby. He would be heartbroken to hear it. Nothing in particular has happened: neither of us has been unfaithful, and he has never been anything worse to me than incredibly, cringingly annoying. I married the wrong man, with an inkling at the time that that was what I was doing, and so it is my fault and I am stuck.

I wonder what he would say if he knew that I have always had an escape plan, always a bag packed and ready to go at a moment’s notice. It is not because of him, but all the same, it is telling.

I convinced myself that the baby, if it arrived, would solve everything by giving me a new focus and something to love. I knew, really, that life does not work that way. It is lucky for the baby that he or she never made it.

Half an hour later I laugh out loud as I realise I look like the world’s most submissive housewife: I am taking two halves of a cake out of the oven, using floral-patterned oven gloves and wearing a frilly apron, a cheap appropriation of the Cath Kidston effect. I feel like an interloper in someone else’s life. I am a creature from science fiction, wearing an earth body to disguise my true self. Inside is someone Sam barely knows at all. The creature within is ugly and angry, cold and frustrated and mocking. I strive to keep it hidden because Sam does not deserve what would come with its unleashing.

The truth is, I do not love my husband. I do not love him at all. I like him, on a good day. I can see that he is a far better person than I am, and this makes me despise him all the more. It also, somehow, stops me leaving him. I hate the tea he makes: it is warm watery milk, coloured beige by the briefest of flirtations with a tea bag. When I drink it I wince in secret, but I knock it back because after five years of trying to get him to make it the way I like it, I have given up.

When he calls a crane a ‘huge metal thing that lifts stuff’ with ‘a grabby thing’ on the end, I want to run, screaming, all the way back to London. I am married to a man who calls a phone charger ‘the pluggy-in thing’, and the remote control ‘the buttony thing for the telly’. This, once almost an endearing habit, is now an affectation that drives me to the brink of homicide. I have to clench my teeth and force myself not to say anything, again and again and again.

For years I suggested a trekking holiday in Nepal, but even though he knew it was the thing I wanted more than anything else in the world, he repeatedly found reasons why it couldn’t be done: a hypochondriacal ‘bad knee’, an aversion to altitude, not enough time off work to make it worthwhile. He always steered me towards beaches, to the Canaries or France; but we have beaches here, and anyway, beaches are boring. I want mountains.

The two halves of the cake are perfectly cooked. That is because when we moved to Cornwall from London we still had money, so we bought a top-of-the-range Smeg cooker. We had no idea that we were about to pour all our savings into three fruitless cycles of IVF. If we had, I would have made do with an oven that was thousands of pounds cheaper, and it would have been fine, though these particular cakes might have been a little less springy.

It never occurred to either of us that nature might not fall in with our plans. We were, in our own eyes, successful and fabulous super-people who made things happen. We were London professionals moving to a little house above Falmouth Docks, to start a family. Sam wanted us to have a girl, then a boy, and then a third child (no gender preference). They were going to be blond and wholesome, learning to sail in little dinghies and playing rounders on the beach.

I tip the two cakes on to the wire cooling rack, and put the tins in the sink to soak. I am good at this Earth stuff. No one watching me would ever suspect. It is lonely, being an evil alien in disguise.

Iris has a boyfriend she’s ambivalent about, too. That was what drew me to her. We recognised it in each other; I am sure we did. That is why I have baked her these cakes.

I sometimes wish I loved him, but if I loved him I would not be myself. I would rather be myself, living a lie, trying to screw up the courage to do the right thing, than the simpering housewife he needs.

When the kitchen is tidy, and Sam, I see from the balcony, is in the garden below, cutting the grass, I rush to check my email. Once again, the only contact from the outside world comes from my trusted friend moneysupermarket.com.

I sit down and start typing. My heart pumps so hard that I feel it throughout my whole body.

Leon, I write. Any news? L x

Then I send it, and delete it from the sent messages folder. Sam would never go through my email account, but I like to be safe.

The doorbell rings at exactly half past three, and when I open the door and see Iris, I grin, suddenly happy. If I do not talk properly to someone soon, I will probably murder my husband in his sleep.

She is wearing a floaty skirt with bare legs, and a bicycle helmet is swinging from her arm. Her hair is long and thick and tangled. It is dark brown, but blond at the ends.

‘Did you cycle in that skirt?’ I say, instead of hello.

‘You know, I didn’t even think about it. If anyone was at all interested in the view, good luck to them. I’m pretty sure, though, that they weren’t.’

‘Come in.’

I see women out in town, school-mum types, the sort of arty women who can manage to live here and scrape a professional living as a designer or a writer or an illustrator, and I think, often, that I would be immensely happier if I had a group of friends like that. We could sit in the Town House bar, just at the bottom of the hill, and drink cocktails and bottles of Pinot Grigio, and laugh about our annoying husbands. That is what people do.

Iris is my first step in that direction. She is, I think, around my age, or possibly a little older. I like her eccentricity. I know she has that boyfriend, the one she finds exasperating. I have not met him yet, but I would like to.

She is looking at me with a small smile, and I wonder what she sees. Does she see the perfect little blonde housewife, wearing her cotton dress and leggings, putting the kettle on and carrying an impeccable Victoria sponge to the table next to the window in the house with the view? Or does she glimpse the evil murderous alien? I want to ask.

‘How are you?’ I say, since I can’t.

‘Oh, fine,’ she replies. ‘Great, actually. The bike blows the cobwebs away.’ She puts her fingers through her hair and tugs at a tangle.

‘It’s quite hilly, isn’t it?’

She nods. ‘That’s the point. You kill yourself getting up some precipice, then have the joy of freewheeling down as fast as you dare, and you’re halfway up the next one before you slow down. It takes nerves of steel in the traffic, but it’s worth it. I didn’t cycle for years, because I was afraid, and then I thought, you know, sod it. Who cares? I just did it one day and it’s been brilliant.’

I look around. Sam is still outside.

‘Look, I’ve made a cake. All those years of university paid off. We could have a cup of tea, or would you prefer a glass of Prosecco?’

I know that she can tell what I want from my expression, and happily she obliges.

‘Well, Prosecco would be lovely,’ she says, ‘if you’re sure.’

‘Oh, I am.’

‘No one seems to mind if you’re tipsy in charge of a bike. There’s almost certainly a law against it, but the only person you’re going to hurt is yourself, I suppose. The police, luckily, have better things to do.’

‘Does your boyfriend cycle?’

She nods a little nod. ‘Used to. Not so much these days. He’s … well, he’s a bit of a recluse now.’

I want to know more, but instead I open the bottle, which gives a pleasing ‘pop’, and we sit down. When Sam and I bought this house, our future family home, it had swirly carpets and a gorgeously dated seaside feel. We did the minimum of work, because I liked it the way it was. All the same, the carpets had to go, and varnished floorboards arrived. The Artex went, and plasterwork took its place. The horrible fireplace was wrenched out (slightly against my better judgement: it was so nearly horrible enough to be cool), and the inevitable wood burner now occupies its space. The house is lovely, as prisons go. It is nice to show it to someone.

When we had children we were going to extend, to make more bedrooms and a playroom and a tree house and all sorts of other things. Sam used to fantasise about sticky fingerprints on the windows; but the windows have remained pristine.

‘This is glorious.’ Iris is looking at the view.

‘You never really get used to it, because it’s different every day.’

‘I bet. If I lived here I’d just stare out of the window all the time.’

‘That’s pretty much what I do.’

She laughs, but I am serious. I have nothing else to do. I haven’t even been able to find an admin job. Every time I apply for anything, they come back with the same word: ‘overqualified’. Yet there is nothing for which my qualifications would be any use. Every job in my field, in property development and architecture, is already taken. I have flirted with the idea of Asda, but Sam has stopped me.

‘How’s the proofreading going?’ I am pleased that I remember that. Iris and I met on the ferry to St Mawes one afternoon. We got talking in an idle way, and discovered that both of us were going over there on a whim, just for the boat trip. When we got there we walked around in the harsh wind, and her hair blew all over her face and even mine started to escape from its grips and pins. Then we went and sat in a dark little pub up a side road and drank bottled lager. It was random, and transgressive, and I liked it.

‘Oh, fine,’ she says. ‘I like working from home. Being able to set my own hours, take control of my work life.’ Her face creases right up when she laughs, and this makes me think of a baby laughing. ‘That sounds like I’m operating sex lines, doesn’t it? Or posing on the end of a webcam. I specialise in legal books. Rock and roll. But it’s going fine, thanks. I should keep a diary. It would be the world’s most boring document. Every day just precisely the same.’

‘I used to keep a diary,’ I tell her. ‘Back when my life was interesting. You can’t reread a diary, though, can you? Not without cringing mightily. But your work must be satisfying, in a way?’

‘Yeah. Some days. You have to get in the right frame of mind. I have the radio on all the time, BBC 6, so there’s music going constantly, but also – and this is a key thing for me – my boyfriend’s around too. Laurie. He works from home as well, so there’s just enough company. We both like the music. It’s a cosy little world. You could say boring, but it suits me.’

I hand her a glass of Prosecco. ‘Cheers,’ I say.

‘Cheers,’ she responds.

I sip the drink, and in that instant I know that I could become dependent on alcohol too easily. It would be so logical, to slip into a habit of drinking every afternoon.

‘So it’s just the two of you?’ I say. ‘Like us. Sam and me.’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You get pulled into your own little world, don’t you?’

‘Do you find it gets stifling?’

‘I think I’m a hermit at heart, and Laurie is more so. Me and him and the cats. It’s not for everyone, but it works for us. If I’d been born in a different era, I’d have been great as a nun in a closed order, or a wild woman living in a cave on a mountainside.’

‘You live in your cave in Budock.’

‘I do.’

‘But not on your own.’

‘No.’

‘How many cats?’

‘Just two.’ She looks at me. ‘Did you think I was going to say eighteen?’

‘I wondered.’

‘Happily things haven’t got to that point. Desdemona and Ophelia. Our tragic heroines. They like a bit of drama. That’s enough for me.’

Sam clumps into the room.

‘Afternoon, ladies!’ His plain white T-shirt is sticking sweatily to him. Only Sam would wear a plain white T-shirt. It worked on John Travolta back in the day, but on my husband it signals a lack of imagination.

‘Sam.’ I stand up and put a hand on his arm. I often, I realise with a flash of insight, put a hand on his arm. It is a way of showing willing, as far as contact is concerned, while keeping it as minimal as possible. ‘Sam, this is Iris. Iris, my husband, Sam.’

He reaches out to shake her hand, but she stands up and kisses him on the cheek.

‘You two met on the boat,’ he tells her. ‘Lara said. You’re hitting the stuff with the bubbles, I see!’

Iris is making a polite reply of some sort when I hear my mobile ringing. Its old-fashioned ringtone cuts through the air, and I run towards it. My phone rarely rings.

I look at the name on the screen. Then I snatch it up and run outside on to the balcony. My heart is pumping.

‘Leon.’ I close the door firmly behind me. The air is cold but crisp. ‘How are you?’

‘Lara,’ says my godfather, the man who knows me properly. ‘Skip the small talk. Are you sure this is what you want?’

He has got it. I know it from his tone.

‘Yes. Please, Leon. I have to. I can’t carry on like this.’

I stare at Sam, watch him take a nervous sip from my glass, cut himself an enormous slice of cake. He sits down and visibly racks his brains for questions to ask the strange woman at his dining table. I wish he wouldn’t resent her presence quite so obviously.

‘Then I’ve got something for you.’

‘Tell me,’ I say.

As I stare out at a purplish cloud advancing visibly up the estuary, he starts to speak, and a future begins to unfurl.
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