

[image: Cover Image]






[image: image]

[image: image]






Copyright © Marion Husband 2014

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

First published by Sacristy Press in 2014

This edition published in 2020 by HEADLINE ACCENT

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

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.

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 image © CollaborationJS/ Trevillion.

Planes © David Byron Keener/Shutterstock

Cover Design: Emily Courdelle

eISBN 978 1 7861 5969 4

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Praise for Marion Husband

About the Author

By Marion Husband

About the Book

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

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

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Ending

Preview of The Boy I Love

Look out for The Boy I Love series




Praise for Marion Husband:

‘As with all the best novelists, Husband’s talent seems to draw its energy from the experience of writing from perspectives far removed from her own as she inhabits other genders, other sexualities, other eras’ Patrick Gale

‘Husband’s writing is notable for an understated yet intense sympathy for the movements of the heart. Impressive’ Guardian
 
‘Winner of the Andrea Badenoch Award, Husband’s novels are compelling page-turners with hidden secrets and complex love lives that vividly convey the aftermath of dreadful conflicts’ Northern Echo

‘Marion Husband explores the morality of wartime Britain with intelligent and compassionate insight’ Mslexia

‘The writing is intelligent, and the emotions heartfelt’ Sally Zigmond, author of Hope Against Hope

‘A superbly written book, this is a poignant and very readable novel’ Historical Novels Review

‘Compelling and sensual. Well written’ Penny Summer




About the Author

Marion Husband is a compassionate and compelling writer exploring the complexities of human nature with great empathy. Her poetry, short stories and novels have won prizes, including the bestselling The Boy I Love series, which was awarded the Andrea Badenoch Fiction Award and the Blackwell Prize. She has an MA in Creative Writing and has taught creative writing for many years for the Open University and has lectured on Creative Writing MA courses in Newcastle and Teesside Universities. Marion is married with two grown-up children and lives in Norton in the Tees Valley.
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About the Book

In my more lucid moments I know I'm dead . . .

So begins Edwina’s story, a young woman whose spirit is trapped by guilt.

Set between the present day and the First World War, Edwina’s ghost tells the story of Gaye and David Henderson, the adulterous couple whose house she haunts. But she also has her own story to tell, gradually revealing the terrors that keep her from finding peace.




Chapter One

In my more lucid moments I know I’m dead. I’m frightened then; I panic over what is to become of me. I can’t keep still and quiet as I usually am so I go to the station and talk to strangers. I don’t have to say very much, a comment on the weather or the lateness of the train will do. The station is a safe place because I know I’ve done no wrong there, although it has changed, it’s not so busy nowadays and the soldiers that stand on the edge of the platform are fading. They are ghosts too, of course, but the kind that lack awareness, lucidity. I’m afraid of them; I hate their gunmetal stink. The urge I have to push one of them onto the tracks makes me clumsy with shame.

Often, however, the matter-of-factness of my death is easier to bear. Lately things have changed for me and I’m no longer as alone as I was. New people have come; they are called Gaye and David. I am becoming used to them; I am making them my interest.

Take today, for instance. Today I watched Gaye plant mint and chives and lemon balm in a terracotta pot outside the kitchen door. After she’d pressed each plant into the compost she crushed a leaf between her fingers and held it to her nose. I watched her chest rise and fall; her nostrils flare and her mouth turn down as it does when she’s satisfied. Her mouth turns down when she grasps a handful of sheet from the washing line and realises that it’s dry, or when the credit card bills torn from their envelopes are less than she’d expected. Sometimes her mouth turns down and she nods. She is happy. Gaye thinks happiness is simply an absence of remembering. I think she sets her sights too low.

The lemon balm she planted made me remember a field hospital in France. It wasn’t a bad memory; I had this feeling of tremendous calm as I saw myself smoothing sheets that curled my patients’ toes tight as fists. The smell of lemon in the air was warm and sharp and mixed with the spoiled meat stink of the lieutenant in the last bed. His name was Evans. I made myself remember that when Evans woke he spoke with a stutter and that I hoped his last word would be pronounced perfectly, that I would have the honour of hearing it, and that he would have the satisfaction of knowing that at least in this his life ended well. That was all I wanted for them: a satisfactory ending, for there to be no going on and on so pointlessly. There is no purpose in suffering, nothing to be gained or learnt. But perhaps I am being disingenuous and I shouldn’t make excuses for myself, because beside the beds of men such as Lieutenant Evans I was not a philosopher but a conduit. I can only say that I did what needed to be done.

When Gaye had finished her planting and had gone inside the house, I tore a leaf from the lemon balm and ate it, concentrating, my jaw working steadily. It tasted green, of nothing very much. Memories come and go; it’s no use trying to capture them.

I followed Gaye into the kitchen. She lives in the house I lived in. It’s a square, detached house, Victorian, three stories and a cellar and a garden with lawns and a vegetable patch. There’s a summerhouse and a small orchard of plum trees my brother Peter and I planted the year before the war. Gaye keeps the garden tidy. She’s not a gardener but a labourer, a would-be killer of weeds and slugs that are, of course, immortal if she only knew. Gaye mows the lawn and plants the flowers her father planted: snapdragons and sweet peas and London Pride, dahlias that run with earwigs. She bought a sculpture for the centre of the lawn, two metal herons entangled with one another so that their gangling awkwardness is emphasised. She worries that she paid too much for the metal birds because now, without the gloss of the catalogue’s page, they are ordinary.

Much of Gaye’s garden becomes ordinary after her first flurry of enthusiasm. Often her plants melt into the ground and often she doesn’t notice their passing. She pays men to come each spring and paint the summerhouse, choosing a new colour each year. This year she chose a pale blue that sometimes looks grey and makes the summerhouse disappear in the rain.

In the kitchen I sat on one of the mismatched antique chairs at the pine table. Lately the table has been covered in an oilcloth patterned with blue and red cherries. It’s an ugly cloth, a lapse in taste, I think, old-fashioned and too jarringly cheerful for such a dark room. The kitchen faces north and has always been gloomy, although Gaye brought in other men to modernise it, knocking down the walls of the scullery and the sitting room so that it’s all one big, draughty space. The men painted the walls cream to soften the cold light.

Above the deep recess where the kitchen range used to stand she’s hung a print of Picasso’s coffee pot. Unfashionably, Gaye likes instant coffee – Kenco from the blue-lidded jar, almost the same blue Picasso used in his painting. Every morning she sits at the kitchen table in her dressing gown and drinks strong, milky Kenco from a mug decorated with childish drawings of Easter bunnies. Her cat comes in from its night’s hunting to become a pet again, curling innocently on her knee. Later, still in her dressing gown, Gaye will tour the lawn, noting the positions of headless mice or small brown birds that hardly have a mark on them but are just as stiffly dead. Her cat is quite a killer and there’s a part of her that takes pride in that. Dressed, protected in her gardening shoes and gloves, she will dispose of the corpses beneath the shiny, artificial-looking laurels. She imagines their quick decomposition, remembering the speeded-up film she saw of a rat breaking down into the earth. She thinks she remembers this film every time she throws a little body away but she doesn’t; often there are more pressing things on her mind.

Often enough she thinks about David. David is her husband. He’s a dentist, and he hasn’t time for any of this.

Seeing David for the first time is like coming across a masterpiece by a favourite artist in a junk shop. Like all beautiful men he seems familiar. You begin to imagine you’ve met before because the characteristics of beauty are always the same: square jaw, straight nose, full mouth, dark hair and eyes. Beautiful men have high foreheads and firm, clear skin. They have small, tight ears and are clean-shaven, although they need to shave often. They are intelligent and they don’t suffer fools; they are hard and driven and ambitious. Their shoulders are wide and their hips are slim, their bellies and backsides taut. David seems familiar, then, but only superficially; he’s quite singular, really, although his ideas of happiness chime too harmoniously with Gaye’s. Like her he would prefer not to remember; like her, he’s unsure if this wanting to forget is the right way to go on.

From my vantage point at the table I watched as Gaye prepared supper, a risotto to use up the dark chicken meat and the half-glass of Chardonnay left from Sunday’s supper. She doesn’t drink very much. Sometimes Gaye becomes hung-over after a single glass of wine. She would like alcohol to have the same effect on her as she imagines it has on others: a relaxed, pleased-with-the-world feeling that would make her body forget itself. Wine causes David to fall asleep. Stretched out asleep on the couch he looks earnest, as though something important is going on in his dreams, and she remembers how pompous he is. Years ago she would cover his sleeping body with a quilt. Now she thinks that such small, caring gestures were just play-acting.

She met David at a nightclub called Bentley’s in the summer of 1980. She was eighteen, dressed in a red, knife-pleated rayon dress she wore only that once. The dress clung to her hips and thighs and breasts; the disco lights made it almost transparent; sweat marks appeared beneath her arms as she danced. David watched her from the gold metal rail that separated dancers from drinkers. He liked her slim ankles and small breasts and the fact that she smiled as she danced. Also he liked that her face was flushed with exertion. He guessed she would be good in bed, lithe and uninhibited, and that she would care less about the trivial things he imagined most girls cared about. David was nineteen and anxious to lose his virginity. He put his pint of beer down on a nearby table and walked onto the dance floor just as the music changed. He stopped her as she was about to dance with someone else, tapping her shoulder and smiling shyly, old-fashioned, courteous; when she remembers that meeting now she imagines that he bowed.

In those days she drove a sky-blue Fiat 126. She drove him back to his parents’ house and took his virginity on a draylon sofa as chipped mugs of tea cooled on the floor and Donna Summer played quietly on the stereo and his mother and father slept in the room above. The parents were professors of history and philosophy and their house was dirty because what were houses, anyway? Who with any intellect cared about hoovering crumbs from carpets or buffing the stainless steel sink to a shine? The sofa creaked and sagged when David climbed on top of her. As he finished and she turned her face away from his, she inhaled a smell of stale biscuits from the cushions.

Driving away that night she knew that she would marry him. She knew without any doubt she would be Mrs David Henderson, that she would settle for being his wife and it would be OK. She knew he was steady and sure of the future, although she didn’t think he knew yet that his future would include her. She imagined it dawning on him gradually: he would believe it was his idea that they should be married. I know that she was happy then and it wasn’t only that she had less to forget.

I seem to have absorbed her memories as if they are my own. I know that when she was a child she was afraid of causing damage, a fear that made her timid. If she said too much, secrets might be given away: words were dangerous as a still-glowing match dropped into a waste-paper basket. She didn’t believe in accidents; everything, in the end, could be blamed on her wilful negligence. Someone might die because of her.

I know all about negligence, of course.

I was born in 1897. When I was a girl my father took my brother Peter and me to the seaside every summer. We’d take the train from Thorp to Saltburn, a little town with grand hotels and a long pier and a lift like a miniature railway carriage that carried holidaymakers down the cliff to the beach. Donald, my father, insisted that we three walk to the beach, carrying our picnic and seaside paraphernalia down the many steps cut into the cliff face. The steps zig-zagged gently, we were protected by a wooden rail that I grasped obediently, while Peter, older than me by three years, ran ahead. Peter galloped to the sea, hopping from one leg to the other to take off his shoes and socks as he got closer to where the waves sucked at the wet sand. I stayed behind to help Donald spread out a tartan rug and erect the windbreak. The sea had to be ignored for a while, my excitement at the sight of it subdued. My pleasure wouldn’t be snuffed out in a gush of enthusiasm as Peter’s was. Later I would swim in the freezing water, far, far out beyond the suicide cliffs where the only sound was my own steady breathing; I imagined how it would be to drown.

My mother drowned. She drowned in her bath when I was seven. Peter and I were alone in the house with her, as far as I remember. If memory serves me correctly, Peter and I were quite alone; she had left the bathroom door unlocked, as though she wanted us to find her.

What am I to make of this now? Sometimes I imagine how it would be if I was to see her around the house; I wonder if she would be dressed (not all of us dead are clothed – even shrouds are sometimes lost). Perhaps I would try to help her; or perhaps I would, as always, abdicate all responsibility, just as she did when I was a child.

I was a slight, gangling child. Other parents might have imagined I was delicate but Donald was not that kind of father, not when we were children. His practice took him to the poorest backstreets where children my age were stunted from malnutrition, their chests rattling beneath the carefully warmed metal of his stethoscope. Despite our mother’s death he told Peter and me we were lucky. Until the war it was this luck of ours that kept him distanced from us.

After a day on the beach we would climb the cliff to the promenade and stroll to the Queen’s Hotel for afternoon tea. There would be salmon paste sandwiches and cakes decorated with sugared violets. We drank pale, scalding tea from cups delicate as razor shells. The Queen’s dining room had a high ceiling painted with naked cherubs puffing at sailing ships and the white tablecloths seemed to take on the blue of the cherub sky. I was tremendously impressed; even my crush on the head waiter seemed noble in such surroundings. I ached to impress him but the only time I dented his fantastic aloofness was when I turned up in my WVS uniform in the winter of 1916. My new shoes creaked and gave away my half-baked intentions. He served me tea and smiled at me as I left, wished me luck and called me Miss. At once the stop-start train journey, the solitary walk along the November beach were worth it: he had noticed me. I wasn’t quite as invisible as I’d imagined.

Even in those days I looked in the mirror and saw a plain Jane whose eyes were too big and hungry, at odds with her mousiness. Beneath that decadent ceiling my greed could almost be excused, though it was there, in the Queen’s Hotel dining room, that I would catch my father watching me, his face ugly with concern. I remember my own face distorted in the silver teapot as I studiously avoided Donald’s eye, relieved that Peter was there to diffuse the embarrassment that surely would have been unbearable if we’d been alone.

During our last visit to the hotel together, Peter’s voice had risen as the tiered plate of fancies was brought to our table.

‘Pa, could we have teacakes, too? I could eat a mangy horse.’

Mildly Donald said, ‘Don’t call me Pa, Peter. It makes you sound affected.’

To the waitress he said, ‘Could we possibly have toasted teacakes? Three rounds?’

Peter watched the waitress walk away. She had been making eyes at him, as many girls did. When she’d disappeared through the swing door into the kitchen Peter grinned. ‘I heard that if you tell them you’ve joined up they throw themselves at your feet.’

It was August 1914. I remember how tanned Peter was, his dark hair still damp from the sea. His long brown fingers tap-tapped his teaspoon against his cup and he bowed his head, his grin slipping a little because he was shy, really. I dared myself to look at Donald and was relieved to find he’d turned his concern onto my brother.

‘We need to think about what you might need when you go away, make a list.’

Peter glanced at me as though I might share his amusement at our father’s faith in lists.

‘There’s bound to be something you’ve forgotten,’ Donald said.

‘Hankies, headache powders, syrup of figs.’ Peter laughed. ‘What else? Vests. Ear muffs? Damn noisy, those guns.’

Donald poured the tea. ‘We’ll go shopping before you leave.’

Peter said, ‘Wilson and Tilsley have joined up, Duggan, too.’

I thought of Wilson and Tilsley, that double act of dullards. Duggan too, captain of the rugby team, squat and vicious. I pictured them killed and lingered on the image of their corpses and their fat, weeping mothers. Peter kicked me under the table.

‘University will seem pretty dull with all this going off, Edwina.’

I looked at him, a look I had perfected only recently, a coolly interested gaze. It only made Peter grin.

‘Think of it, Eddie – all those men in uniform – you’ll hardly know where to look first –’

‘Peter, that’s enough!’ Donald’s face had coloured. I don’t think I’d ever seen him so angry. Only the arrival of the teacakes saved us.

Gaye doesn’t know about me. There are some that are sensitive, those who glance towards me when I enter a room; those who shiver theatrically and rub their arms. Years ago a little girl used to talk to me. ‘I know you’re there,’ she’d say, ‘I’m not afraid of you.’ Once she laughed, surprised at her own perceptiveness, ‘Are you afraid of me?’ I sat on the floor beside her, amongst the furniture she’d taken from her dolls’ house and arranged in doll-sized rooms on the rug. She looked a little to the left of me, as the blind do. ‘Daddy says I make you up.’

Her Daddy had white streaks in his hair. He’d lost half a leg at Dunkirk. He dragged memories after him weighty as a sack of limbs.

When Gaye first came here I had been alone for years. I remember watching her from the attic as she stood on the drive and looked up at the dark windows. I willed her to go away, just like all the others who had trailed after the estate agent. Most of them had only liked the idea of such a broken house, the idea of making it whole again, wholly theirs. Prospective purchasers had to wear yellow hard hats supplied by the estate agent whose name was Martin. Martin blushed as he handed out the hats, all the same insistent that they should be worn. ‘Health and safety,’ he’d say, almost the only words he’d utter. He led them up and down stairs, from cellar to attic, thinking of his lover, Graham, who only called in the early evening, an unromantic, unsatisfying time of day to Martin’s mind. As he watched his clients tap pointlessly at the flaking plaster, he thought about things he’d said to Graham the evening before and cringed, all the time keeping his face dully polite. He hated these clients, these wasters of time; he believed the house should be demolished. No one was more surprised than Martin when Gaye and David bought the house, no one except Gaye herself.

On the day Gaye and David moved in, after the removal men had left and the house resounded with silence, Gaye slumped on the stairs, imagining she might cry. But it seemed too self-conscious an act, too mannered and too much expected of a woman in her position. She could hear David walking from one bedroom to another and she thought of a cat marking its territory, acknowledging the ordinariness of the thought even as she wished him dead. I sat beside her and she stared straight ahead, her face blank. Then she turned to me and for a moment I believed that she had some understanding, that she had recognised me. She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself; she began to rock back and forth on the stair. ‘It’s all right,’ she said softly, ‘all right, all right. Everything will be all right,’ and I thought for a moment that she was talking to me because her voice was wheedling, the kind of voice the living use when speaking to the dead.

I was so convinced that she saw me that I touched her face. She jerked away, shocked for that instant it took for rational thought to return; and then her expression became that of someone who does not believe in ghosts, only in draughts or the twitching of nerves below the skin, disconcerting but ultimately explainable. All the same, she went on staring at me. I found it hard not to speak her name, to test her further, because some of the living are like tightly folded buds, clenched against what they won’t acknowledge until finally they allow themselves to see. With some of the living it is only a matter of timing.

I’m not sure that I want Gaye to recognise me. As I said, I am making a study of Gaye and her husband, they are my subjects. It’s best they behave normally, without the distortions of suspicion.
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