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Hannah-Fleur Fitz-Gibbon grew up in Putney and now lives in Brixton and has been writing since she could hold a pen: her first stories were set in woodlands and featured woodland creatures named after herbs. She’s not sure why. Hannah-Fleur love kittens, puddings, University Challenge and all fiction by Justin Cartwright. Because of her full-time job, writing time is squeezed into evenings and weekends. She is married to Alex who is very good at letting her disappear into cafes to write while he stays at home making amazing pies and cleaning the bathroom. This is her first ghost story.
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The first time I heard it, I didn’t know what it was.

If I’d been upright, I’d have collapsed into the nearest chair. Or straight to the floor perhaps – I was trembling that much. But the first time it happened I was already lying down. It was the middle of the afternoon; a weekday. There was no television on and no radio. No laptop out, no book open.

I was lying on the sofa, half under a blanket, half out of it. Half awake, half asleep.

And then it happened.

My eyes snapped open and I jolted upright. Sweat broke out at my hairline and under my arms; my pulse thudded in my ears. For a few seconds I stayed like that, heart hammering, then slowly, I lowered myself back down. Slid my hands under the blanket and under my thighs; pressed my palms flat to the sofa and gripped with my fingers until I felt the leather creak.

The last thing I did was close my eyes.

And wait, skin prickling, for the sound to stop.

Some of the time I slept on the sofa, some of the time in the bed. Occasionally I slept in the armchair that neither of us had ever used, except to pile up clean washing. The distinction between bed and sofa became blurred and unimportant, as did the distinction between night and day. I slept when I felt like it, or rather, when I didn’t feel like I could do anything else. Mostly I slept without dreaming, but when I did dream it was piecemeal; fragmented.

A foot, narrow and bare, tapping the tiles of a floor I didn’t recognise.

A fingernail, bitten low, painted in a colour she had never worn.

An eyelash, falling.

After that one I awoke in a rage. An eyelash! Of all the things! When there could have been an eye or a face or a voice. What a fucking waste.

But afterwards I went looking, all around the house. I looked for eyelashes and fingernail clippings; I looked for long brown hairs. I crawled on my hands and knees throughout every room, combing the carpet fibres for particles of skin, and from time to time I would sit back on my heels and peer into the corners of whichever room I was in. As if she was some sort of snake or spider. As if I might find her empty shape sloughed off in one of those corners. A brittle, papery twist of what had been.

I took to taking walks.

As with sleep, I no longer differentiated between night and day. I walked during the short, cold days and the long, cold nights. It was always wet. Never raining somehow, but always just rained, or just about to rain. I walked across slippery yellow leaves, glistening tarmac and sodden black earth. I walked, and the things around me dripped.

When I got home I couldn’t always remember where I had been.

The second time I heard it I was in the bath. I stood up quickly, suds slithering down my legs. But I didn’t get out or reach for my towel, just stood in the tub and listened while the water slapped gently around my ankles. By the time the bath had stilled, the sound had stopped. I sat down carefully, glancing at the bathroom door as I did, and the rational part of my mind wondered how the sound had carried all the way from the living room to the bathroom, through that closed door.

Over the slap of the water.

Over the pulse of my own blood.

My toes poked through the bubbles, pink and obscene. It was her bubble bath – I had studied the bottle and bought more of the same after I used it up. I bought a dozen bottles and stacked them in the cupboard under the basin. I used a quarter of one at a time, drenching the room with scent. I told myself it was how the bathroom had always smelled, but the truth was I had no memory of this scent or any other. Perhaps she had used it every time she ran a bath, perhaps it had indeed been her favourite. But for all I knew it was just one she’d bought because it was on offer; one she didn’t even especially like.

I hadn’t paid attention to her bubble bath and now I would never know because she wasn’t here to ask.

And that –

That was truly obscene.

So I did what I could, I took what was left, and I told myself it was how the bathroom had always smelled.

After I finished my bath I went into the living room, but there was no trace of course. How could there be? Sound does not leave a stain.

I walked slowly back the way I had come, my wet footprints vanishing into the carpet.

A little while went by before I heard it again. I wasn’t sure how long; I was no longer governed by time as I had once been, unlike people who truly lived in the world.

But I was there for it this time. Right there in the living room.

I had just picked up the remote control and pointed it at the TV. Another second and I would have pressed the button and the room would have been flooded with sound.

But in that moment it was quiet and still.

First, a soft click –

I had time to turn, to start to turn, then –

Ring Ring!

That’s how it’s always written of course, how the sound is invariably translated into words. Here I am! Answer me! But the reality was more muted than that; less of a demand, a call to action. Take away the exclamation and you’re closer – ring ring – but even that is too confident, too – complete. This was a half sound; rueful, wondering.

nng? nng?

I stood in the living room that day and I looked at the house phone that never, ever rang, and I knew it was her. I knew it with a certainty that calmed my breath, slowed my pulse, and dried the sparks of sweat on my skin. And because I knew it, I wasn’t afraid when it stopped. Because I understood that she would call again.

*

We had bought the phone together after we’d bought the flat, wandering into a vintage shop to appraise things fully at odds with our new, modern home. Look at this, she’d cried out over and over, grabbing my arm and pointing to blackened oil paintings, heavy, burnished cutlery, a dented copper jug. I had nodded and looked but said little, wouldn’t let myself be drawn. It was the kind of activity that always soured me a little. I couldn’t share her joy in beautiful things we couldn’t afford, precisely because our being unable to afford them neutralised the enjoyment for me. I remember how I had moved away from her that day in the shop, left her to delight and exclaim on her own while I stood mutely in a corner, looking out past the cluttered window display to the dust motes drifting in the light. It was selfish of me – selfish and stupid. It wasn’t even as if I could complain about her behaviour; she didn’t try to cajole me into buying things
















































































OEBPS/images/9780349134338.jpg
HANNAH-FLEUR FITZ-GIBBON *






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
B I ACKERIAR S





