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This one is for you, M, because I am happy that you finally made it...

To my female readers, as always, I wish you happiness.

What If It Were You?

“The characters and situations in this story are purely fictional. Any resemblance to real persons or situations, past or present, is purely coincidental.”

––––––––
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PART 1: THE PRESENT
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Chapter 1 – Alika
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“Mom, Mom, there’s a ghost in the living room! Come see!”

“Jade! Come lie down next to me. You had a nightmare.”

“Mom, I’m telling you there’s a ghost in the living room. Wake up.”

“I’m tired, sweetheart. We’ll play later, okay?”

“MOM! You never listen to me. I’m telling you there’s a ghost in the living room. He’s tall and he’s mean.”

At that point, I have no choice but to open one eye, then the other, and face the truth: my daughter didn’t have a nightmare—she needs my attention.

Reluctantly, I get out of bed, slip on my slippers, straighten my nightgown, and decide to follow her. Instead of holding my hand like she usually does, she stays behind me and pushes me forward, shoving me in the back. We finally reach the living room, lit by the blinking garland of the Christmas tree. The clock on the wall says 5:30 a.m.

Just as I’m about to tell my daughter that she didn’t need to invent a ghost story just because she was eager to open her presents, a hoarse, otherworldly voice growls:

“This house will never change. Yes, yes, that’s right—never! No one ever thinks to clear the table on Christmas Eve before going to bed. Everything’s left in a mess, probably hoping that by some Holy Spirit miracle, it’ll all be clean the next day without any effort! Honestly, the dishes should be put back in the oven and the plates stacked in the sink. Is that so hard to understand?”

My eyes widen. I rub them. I shake my head. I pinch my right arm to make absolutely sure I’m not dreaming.

It’s really him.

“Simon!!! Is that really you?” I say.

“So what? Is there a problem? I don’t have the right to come home? It’s Christmas, as far as I know.”

It is Christmas. Christmas in the third dimension...

“Simon! What are you doing here?”

“Keep asking pointless questions. I’m going to take a bath. And I’d like to sleep until at least 9 a.m. I know your family will show up like usual to finish the leftovers, so please—let me get at least three hours of rest.”

I stare at the man talking to me. He gets up from the armchair where he was sitting and heads down the hallway toward the bedrooms. My daughter, still clinging to my leg, whispers:

“It’s a ghost, Mom. He’s mean.”

I try to stop the so-called ghost, but he disappears quickly down the hallway, insisting he doesn’t want any noise during his nap.

I’m speechless.

SIMON!?

I must be dreaming. I’ll wake up. This is a dream. A bad dream. I’ll wake up.

My daughter is trembling with fear and begs me:

“Mom, we have to chase the ghost away. Mom, the ghost is going into your bedroom.”

I bend down and take her in my arms. At five years old, she looks even more lost than I am.

“Calm down, sweetheart. Everything’s fine. The ghost is going to leave.”

What am I saying? Since when do ghosts exist?

“Sweetheart, it’s not a ghost—it’s Simon.”

“No! Simon is dead. You said he was dead, Mom. Chase the ghost away, I’m scared.”

I use the same trick as always. My finger turns into a magic wand.

“Abracadabra—shoo! The ghost is gone!”

That reassures Jade. She smiles at me and agrees to wait patiently on the couch, facing the Christmas tree.

Moving quietly, I go into her room and lift the suitcase where I packed our things. I grab her doll Chrissy along the way. On my way back, curiosity pulls me toward the door of my bedroom—where the ghost is sleeping.

He’s settled comfortably in the bed, under the sheets. Just like before, he’s turned on the radio, the one he used to fall asleep to while listening to nonstop news on RFI. He’s there, peaceful. Snoring.

He didn’t snore before. No. He didn’t snore. The man who entered my life twelve years ago didn’t snore.

I watch him, staying in the doorway. I have no intention of entering that room. I’m afraid of waking him. I don’t really want to hear him. I just need to look at him to make sure I’m not dreaming, that I’m not crazy.

It’s really him. Six years later. So much water has flowed under the bridge. He’s here. Six years later... as if it were yesterday. Yet I counted the days until my head ached.

Can he erase the tears I shed, the worries I endured? Can he make me forget the questions I asked myself and the insults I took from his family?

Can he?

NO.

So instead of standing there like an idiot watching him sleep, I decide to act like nothing is happening. Don’t they say you answer madness with madness? Mine pushes me to leave this house before my family starts thinking I’m hallucinating.

At 6 a.m., I lift my daughter and get into the car without even locking the front door. I make sure to take all my personal documents in my tote bag. It’s unlikely I’ll ever come back to this house...

My name is Armani Alika Azizet Essingone. My “father” loved designer suits, and my mother played with words to give me my first name, combining the names of my two grandmothers: Alice and Catherine. Anyway, nobody cares.

The ghost lying in my bed right now is my ex-husband. He pretends to be crazy so he doesn’t have to admit that between him and me, it’s over. I assume he hasn’t heard about the court ruling issued two years ago. That’s his problem. He’s my ex-husband.

And if he’s back, then the world has gone mad.

Who leaves one December morning, says goodbye to his wife to go to work, and comes back six years later wearing the same jeans and the same polo shirt?

What happened in between?

I must be crazy. Or maybe I’m hallucinating. Yet when I pinch my left arm, I feel pain. That means I’m alive, my eyes are open, fixed on the gate, and the man in my bed is a ghost.

Yes—little Jade is right. That man is a ghost.

How do you deal with ghosts? I don’t know. And I’d rather not ask myself.

I can continue—but I need one practical thing first: your excerpt is very long, and in this chat I can’t reliably output an entire book-length continuation in one go.

I move toward the exit; I get out of the car to open the gate. I drive my Toyota RAV4 out, then I come back to close the gate. I don’t lock it. I tell myself the ghost inside the house will probably want to leave when he wakes up. If the legend is true, ghosts are afraid of mirrors. I hung one on the back of the bedroom door. If that ghost looks at himself, he’ll be scared out of his life. Because someone who abandons a woman who loves him without any explanation doesn’t deserve anyone worrying about him. Let him look at himself in the mirror!

Half an hour later, I arrive at my best friend Liselle’s place. I ring her doorbell. She opens the door, her face still heavy with sleep.

“Alika! I wasn’t expecting you for at least another hour. Come in. I already prepared everything. Just let me drink a cup of milk and I’m yours.”

Then she notices little Jade in my arms.

“Come, come. Put her in my bed. But why didn’t you leave her with your mother, since you knew you were coming early this morning for the treatments and makeup?”

**
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I WAS BORN ON AN OCTOBER day. I’m an adulterine child—born from an affair. My biological mother, Paméla Essingone, had a fling with a certain Albert Del Rico, her CEO, an Italian. A passing story, she would tell me one day. The kind of story that happens during a week-long seminar abroad. Hard work being an executive assistant, she added. If I’d had enough nerve when she told me all that, I would’ve said: “Is it really that hard to stay faithful to your husband?”

So I was born one sunny morning. When she saw my very white skin, one of the midwives exclaimed:

“Madam, is your husband white?”

The husband in question was waiting outside. He carried me for the first two weeks. After that, it became impossible to deny that the child—the little girl he had awaited with joy—wasn’t his. So he gave my mother an ultimatum: either she got rid of me, or the two of us got out of his house.

The couple, married for twelve years, already had five sons. I had no place in all that. That’s how I ended up in the arms of the woman I consider my mother—my confidante, the woman of my life, my “exogenous”: Albertine Azizet.

Two years later—maybe to make up for it, if that’s even possible—my biological mother gave birth to twins, Paula and Paméla. And my life was meant to unfold as the only child of a woman who was forty when I entered her life. She had raised a son, Thierry, who was seventeen when I arrived in the house.

So: I have a loving mother named Albertine. I have an older brother who always played tough, named Thierry. My best friend—the one I’ve thought of as my sister since I was five—is none other than Liselle Ogala. And then there’s my daughter Jade. I’ve always been very close to Paméla and Paula, the twins of my biological mother, whom I’ve always called Aunt Paméla. That’s the world I lean on. The world I managed to keep despite youthful stupidity, love affairs, jealousy problems, my troubles as a married woman, the tears caused by Simon’s departure.

And if we talked about it?

Rain was pouring down on Libreville the night he left. I imagined my dear mother cursing the weather—she can’t stand the rain. She was surely looking out the window, wondering what people can possibly find romantic about it. The only thought in my head as I came back from my mother’s house on Christmas Eve was: “Spend a dream evening with my husband.”

It was December 23. I had planned everything: a candlelit dinner and scandalously sexy lingerie. I wanted him to melt for me again. I wanted him to forget our argument the day before. I wanted... and when 8 p.m. came, he still wasn’t there; and when 11 p.m. came, I fell asleep alone in that bed scattered with rose petals. And when morning came, I understood something had happened. But I didn’t expect that...

**
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MY FRIEND SHAKES ME hard by the shoulder:

“Move it, Alika. You’re dreaming with your eyes open! I’m telling you, your wedding is at ten!”

Yes—my wedding is today at ten. I’m going to say yes to the man who reconciled me with love. I met Justin six years ago. He was there to support me when Simon left me. He stayed by my side every moment when I became a mother. He waited for the divorce ruling. And three months ago, one evening, he came to my place. I could feel his nerves. I was far from imagining what would follow.

A meal cooked by him.

Champagne, drunk sitting in front of a movie.

A foot massage, orchestrated by him.

A box placed on my pillow containing a pink, perfumed envelope.

A note inside the envelope that said: Alika, will you marry me?

What woman would have said no?

I’d lived with a man who was allergic to the idea of going near the stove. For Simon, cooking was a woman’s business. He got headaches at the thought of clearing the table. You couldn’t count on him to clean. Everything with Simon boiled down to this: “I’m the man, I bring money home; you’re the woman, it’s your job to take care of the house and make sure it’s always clean.”
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