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For every woman who has stood in her own kitchen

and forgotten her own name.

‘The most important thing a teacher does is notice.’

— Nora
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The Life She’s Living
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Chapter One
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Still Here

I woke up before the alarm, the way I always do. The room was the grey of early morning, that particular grey that belongs to no season, and David was breathing beside me in the slow, unreachable way he sleeps — like a man at the bottom of a lake.

I lay there and looked at the ceiling.

There is a crack above the window that has been there for three years. I have looked at it ten thousand times. I have thought, someone should fix that, and then thought about other things — Elena’s schedule, the shopping, whether I remembered to call my mother back. The crack is still there. I am still here. And this morning, for the first time, I could not remember why.

Not why the crack was there. Why I was.

It wasn’t sadness exactly. Sadness has a shape, a direction — it points at something, wants something back. This was more like standing in a room you’ve lived in for twenty years and suddenly being unable to find yourself in it. Everything familiar. Nothing mine.

I lay with it for a while. The feeling, whatever it was. Outside, a bird started up somewhere in the oak tree — that slightly hysterical optimism that birds have at five in the morning, the absolute conviction that the day will be extraordinary. I used to find it charming. Now it seemed like a small cruelty, all that insistence.

David’s hand was near mine on the sheet. Not touching. Near.

I looked at it. The shape of his hand, which I would know anywhere — the particular knuckle on the middle finger he broke playing rugby at nineteen, the faint scar at the base of his thumb from a kitchen accident in the first year of our marriage. A hand I had held in hospital waiting rooms and across dinner tables and in the dark of our first flat, when we were young enough to believe that holding hands solved things.

I thought: I love this man. I thought it carefully, the way you check for a pulse.

It was there. Faint, but there.

I got up. I put on coffee. I stood at the kitchen window and watched the garden do nothing in the early light, and I had the strangest feeling — quiet, almost peaceful — that something was ending. Not badly. Just ending, the way a long season does, without drama, without permission asked.

The garden looked the way it always looked in April — the roses just beginning, the lawn needing attention, the bench sitting empty and slightly damp the way it always sat. I had planted those roses the year Elena started school. I had thought, at the time, that I was planting something to mark the occasion. Now I saw them differently — as something that had kept coming back without being asked, year after year, more reliably than most things.

Elena’s trainers were by the door. Size six. She’ll be gone in four months.

I poured my coffee and held it with both hands and thought: who are you, Nora, when there is no one left to need you?

The question surprised me. Not its content — I had been circling something like it for months, maybe longer, in the way you circle a thing you are not ready to look at directly. But its clarity surprised me. The way it arrived without apology, without softening, like a letter that has been written and rewritten and finally just sent.

I didn’t have an answer.

For the first time in a long time, I was glad.

––––––––
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The morning it happened, I was making toast.

Not a remarkable thing. I have made toast ten thousand mornings — stood at the same counter, watched the same garden through the same window, listened to the same sounds of the house waking around me. David’s shower running. Elena’s alarm, ignored twice before she silences it. The particular creak of the third stair that I keep meaning to mention to someone.

The toast popped up.

And I stood there and could not move.

It wasn’t pain. It wasn’t fear. It was something quieter and stranger than either — like a sound you’ve been hearing for so long you stopped noticing it, and then one day it stops, and the silence is so loud it pins you to the floor.

I looked at my hands on the counter. They were my mother’s hands now, I noticed — the same knuckles, the same faint map of veins. When had that happened? I had been watching, I was sure of it. I had been right here, watching.

The thing about time is that it doesn’t announce itself. It doesn’t knock on the door and say: here is a year, and here is another, and here is the decade where you stopped being one thing and became another. It just goes, quietly, while you are loading the dishwasher and booking dentist appointments and ironing the shirt that needs to be ironed by Tuesday.

David came downstairs in his good grey shirt, the one I ironed on Sunday. He poured coffee, kissed the side of my head — warm, habitual, the kiss of a man who has kissed the same woman in the same spot for nineteen years and stopped feeling the particular miracle of it.

Me too, I thought. Me too.

‘You’re up early,’ he said.

‘Couldn’t sleep.’

He nodded, already reading something on his phone. The kitchen filled with the comfortable, terrible silence of two people who have run out of things to say and learned to call it peace.

I watched him read. The slight furrow of his forehead, the way he held the phone at exactly the distance that told me he needed glasses and wouldn’t admit it. I knew every version of him. I knew his morning face and his work face and the face he made when he was trying not to show that something had upset him. I knew the sound of his key in the lock from three rooms away. I knew that he took his coffee with exactly one sugar and that he’d been taking it that way since we met and never once asked for it differently.

I knew him the way you know a piece of furniture — completely, without seeing.

Elena appeared in the doorway, hair undone, blazer half on. ‘Has anyone seen my—’

‘Counter by the microwave,’ I said.

She found it without looking. Grabbed an apple. Paused long enough to squeeze my arm — love you, Mum — and then she was gone, the door swinging shut behind her, the house exhaling.

David finished his coffee. Gathered his things. Another kiss, same spot.

And then I was alone.

I picked up the toast. It was cold. I buttered it anyway and stood at the window and looked at the garden — the roses I planted the year Elena started primary school, the bench no one sits on, the patch of lawn that needs seeing to — and I thought, with a clarity so simple it almost made me laugh:

I have been disappearing. Slowly, quietly, the way glaciers do. And I am the last one to notice.

I put the toast down.

I didn’t eat it.

I went upstairs, sat on the edge of the bed, and for the first time in longer than I could remember, I asked myself a question I had no answer to:

What do you want, Nora?

The room said nothing.

But I stayed there, in the quiet, and waited — as if the answer might be coming. As if it had been on its way for years, and had only now found the right address.
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Chapter Two
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Fine

The Hendersons had a new kitchen.

Everyone said so as they arrived, cycling through the same words — gorgeous, stunning, what a transformation — and Claire Henderson stood at the centre of it all, flushed and pleased, accepting compliments the way a person does when they have been waiting a long time for something to be noticed.

I understood that feeling. I said nothing about it.

There were eight of us. David and I, the Hendersons, two couples we had known for years in the way you know people in your forties — through children’s birthday parties and street barbecues and Christmas drinks, proximity mistaken for intimacy. We had never chosen each other, exactly. We had simply ended up in the same radius and stayed there.

I had bought the wine. A good bottle, the kind I actually knew something about, once, before I stopped having opinions about things. I had stood in the wine shop for ten minutes reading labels, and for a moment — just a moment — I had felt like myself. Someone who knew the difference between a Rioja and a Tempranillo. Someone with preferences.

‘Nora, you look wonderful,’ said Mark Henderson, kissing my cheek. He said it the way men say it to women of a certain age — warmly, conclusively, as if wonderful were a category you graduated into and didn’t need to think about any further.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘The kitchen is incredible.’

It was. It was also exactly what I would have chosen, had anyone asked. The particular shade of sage green on the cupboards. The pendant lights, warm-toned, the kind that make food look like it belongs in a painting. The island with the marble top, which was impractical and beautiful and which Claire had clearly wanted for a very long time.

I moved through the room touching things lightly in my mind, cataloguing them, noting what I would have done differently and what I would have done the same. Then I stopped, because it occurred to me that this was a strange thing to do, and that I did it constantly, and that I had a kitchen of my own and couldn’t remember the last time I had looked at it the way I was looking at Claire’s.

We moved through to the sitting room and I found my place in it — the place I always find, slightly to the side, the one with the good sightline to the whole room. I had learned, over the years, to find these positions automatically. The spot from which I could see everyone, from which I could track who needed a refill, whose glass was running low, who had just arrived and needed to be folded into a conversation.

It was a useful skill. It was also, I was beginning to think, a way of never quite being in the room.

David went straight to the drinks and fell into conversation with Rob Castle, their shoulders angling toward each other the way men’s do when they’ve found a subject they can stand inside together. I watched him. He laughed at something — a real laugh, full and sudden, the laugh I had fallen in love with at a party twenty years ago when it had seemed like the most alive sound I’d ever heard.

I tried to remember the last time he’d laughed like that at something I’d said.

We sat for dinner. I was between Claire and a woman called Susan whom I’d met twice before and would meet again and never quite remember. Susan was lovely. She asked me how I was.

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Really good. Busy, you know how it is.’

She nodded, already turning to the person on her other side.

I picked up my fork.

This was the thing about fine. It worked. It was a perfect social instrument, smooth and frictionless, it moved conversation along without snagging on anything. People heard fine and felt reassured and moved on, and you sat there in the middle of a dinner party in a beautiful sage-green kitchen and no one knew, no one could tell, that you were running on empty.

Across the table, Rob’s wife Catherine was speaking — animated, sitting forward — and the table had gathered around her the way tables do when someone has something. She had handed in her notice, she was saying. After sixteen years. She was going to spend three months in Portugal, writing the book she’d been talking about for a decade. Just like that. She’d just decided.

The table erupted. God, how wonderful. You’re so brave. I’ve always wanted to do something like that.

I watched it happen. The particular electricity that moves through a group when someone says the true thing, when someone does the thing that everyone has quietly imagined and not done. The women especially — leaning forward, something lighting up behind the eyes, a recognition that was almost painful to watch.

I watched it. I smiled when they smiled. I said, ‘That’s amazing, Catherine,’ and meant it.

And somewhere in my chest, very quietly, something shifted.

And then someone — Mark, I think — turned to David and said, ‘What about you two? Any big plans?’ and David said, ‘Oh, you know, same as ever, keeping the show on the road,’ and laughed, and everyone laughed, and the conversation moved on.

Same as ever.

I thought about the crack in the ceiling.

I thought about Elena’s trainers by the door.

I cut my chicken into small, precise pieces and ate them and refilled Claire’s glass when it was low, and when someone made a joke I laughed, and when someone needed the story of how David and I met I told it — the short version, the party version, the one with the funny ending that makes people smile — and I watched their faces warm with it and thought: I am very good at this. I have been very good at this for a very long time.

The skill of it frightened me, suddenly. Not the performance — the ease of it. The way it required nothing of me at all.

On the way home, David drove. The streets were quiet, orange-lit.

‘Good evening,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Catherine’s thing was a surprise.’

‘Was it?’

He glanced at me. There was something in the glance — an attention, brief and careful, the look of a man who has noticed something he isn’t sure how to ask about.

‘You alright?’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Just tired.’

He nodded. Looked back at the road.

Fine. The smallest, flattest word in the English language. I have said it ten thousand times. I have built a life inside it, arranged all the furniture, hung pictures on the walls. It had become so automatic that I wasn’t sure I could stop saying it even if I wanted to. Even in the car, in the dark, with just David, the word came out before I could examine it.

What would I have said instead? I don’t know. Something true, maybe. Something that started with I’ve been thinking, or I’m not sure, or just: I watched Catherine tonight and felt something I can’t name, and I’m frightened of it.

We pulled into the drive. The house was dark. Elena was out.

I sat in the passenger seat for a moment after David got out, just sat there, and looked at the front door — our front door, with its particular colour that I chose ten years ago and have stopped seeing — and thought: when did I stop having anything to announce?

Catherine was going to Portugal. She was going to write her book. She had handed in her notice after sixteen years and everyone at the table had looked at her like she’d performed a small miracle.

What would I announce? What had I been doing with the years that I could stand up at a dinner table and offer?

I didn’t have an answer.

I was beginning to think that was where everything started. In the questions I’d stopped asking. In the answers I’d stopped waiting for.

I got out of the car.

I went inside.

I said I was tired and went to bed and lay in the grey-dark and listened to the house settle around me, and somewhere in the middle of the night, without quite deciding to, I began to think about leaving.

Not David. Not the house. Not any of it, particularly.

Just — somewhere. Elsewhere. A place where no one would ask how I was and already be looking away. A place where I could be a woman at a table without a role to perform, without a glass to refill, without the careful management of other people’s comfort.

I fell asleep thinking about it.

For the first time in years, I dreamed about something that was only mine.
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Chapter Three
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Mirror

She was at the kitchen table when I came down, her university application spread across it in that particular Elena way — organised chaos, three highlighters uncapped, a cold cup of tea she’d made and forgotten.

She didn’t look up.

‘Mum, how do you spell ‘perseverance’?’

I told her. She wrote it down, frowning slightly, the tip of her tongue just visible at the corner of her mouth the way it had been since she was four years old and learning to hold a pencil. Some things don’t change. Some things you don’t notice changing until they already have.
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