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‘I am what is reborn when a world is destroyed.’


Victor Hugo, Stella









One


STELLA


Your name is Connie James.


I know this from the letter in front of me. The knowledge of you was folded neatly into a plain white envelope and addressed to me in a measured, precise hand. It looked so ordinary that anything could have been inside. Had I known it was about you, I might not have opened it. It would have been left untouched, propped up on the mantelpiece, like a wartime telegram, while I sat beside it, quietly weighing up the knowing and the not knowing.


Although I didn’t know your name, there were three things I did know about you. One, that you are about the same age as me. Two, that you are a woman. Three, that almost exactly a year ago something happened to you that was every bit as devastating as what happened to me. Worse, in fact, but I don’t want to think about that now. Other than those three facts, I knew nothing about you. You were just someone I’d thought about every single day for nearly a year. Someone I built in my mind and then disassembled, as if you were a children’s toy. Brown hair one day, blonde the next. I wondered how tall you are and whether you’re beautiful, Connie. I know you’re more beautiful than me. However I imagined you, I always knew that we’re basically the same type, you and I. Of course, we are: he wouldn’t have chosen us both otherwise.


But now I have your name. It’s like a dressmaker’s dummy just waiting to be clothed in the real you. It’s too easy nowadays to find out about people. I need to think about how much I really want to know. There might be pictures of you and Mark. Do I want to see images of you kissing your husband, knowing that his mouth has been pressed against my lips too? Will seeing you on holiday – your face tilted up towards the sun, smiling at its warmth on your skin – make me think about what I have taken from you?


You begin as a flashing cursor. While the text box is empty, so is my mind. Those shifting images of you never stayed long. You were a chimera, but now I’m going to make you real. I type your name and hit return. It’s not an unusual name. There are lots of Connie Jameses buffering me from the real you. I’ll need to dig deeper, but before I can click my way through the layers of identities that are not your own, the doorbell goes.


*


I’m back now. It was just the DPD delivery guy. His name is Evgeni and he knows me better than almost anyone. That must sound odd to you, Connie, but there’s something I should tell you. I’ve barely left the house in fifty-one weeks. Anything I need – except my groceries, which are delivered by an endless variety of drivers – Evgeni brings it for me. When I first came home, I could hardly look at him. I opened the door a crack, and he turned the parcel on its side to push it through the space. As soon as I had it, I tried to shut the door, just as he was handing me that little black box. I’m sorry to say I trapped his wrist in the door. It wasn’t a good start. ‘Sign!’ he yelped, from behind the heavy wooden door of my mother’s house, and waved the box up and down. I still didn’t open the door, just took the box from him and stared at it.


‘On screen,’ said Evgeni, his finger jabbing through the gap.


There are two parts to my life now: the Before and the After. In the Before, I never ordered anything online. I preferred to go out to get things. That was when my life was the inverse of what it is now. I left the house for any reason. A newspaper, a pint of milk, a moment to sit on a bench and be surrounded by the reassuring sanity of a chaotic world. When was the last time you saw anyone under eighty doing that? I was just like an old person, Connie, but that’s what you do when home stops being a sanctuary and becomes a prison. So, anyway, I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with the device he handed to me.


‘With finger.’ Evgeni again, a strip of his face appearing at the gap, blinking at me with one doubtful eye. I pressed my finger against the screen. A tiny black dot bloomed in the corner. I wrote my name, Stella, although it came out as ‘St l a’, because parts of the screen didn’t work. Still, good enough. I handed it back to Evgeni, who snatched it through the gap and gave me a half-face frown. That was our entire interaction on that first occasion. I can only assume he left hoping never to see my address on his delivery list again.


I took the parcel upstairs to my bedroom and laid it on the bed. It was from one of those high-end retailers, a box within a box. Brown cardboard on the outside and sleek black inside, embossed with their logo. Inside that, tissue paper with a pale candy stripe, the dress nestling inside, perfectly folded. As I pulled it out it rippled through my fingers: silk, slippery as egg white. I pulled off my tracksuit bottoms, then my favourite mustard-coloured jumper with the hole in the elbow, and put the dress over my head, letting it fall loosely over my body. Then I pulled the old army blanket off the full-length mirror, took a deep breath, and stared at the approximation of the image from the retailer’s website reflected back at me. The model is 5’10” and wears a UK size 8. Hardly, but even so, I enjoyed that dress for quite a while, walking around in it, feeling the material swish against my legs as I turned. I looked carefully at the fit and was pleased that it tapered perfectly over my waist and hips. I just didn’t look at my face, because I no longer knew the woman staring back at me. Then I took the dress off, carefully repackaged it in the candy-striped paper, and requested the return.


Evgeni was back at my house three days later.


You’ll have to forgive me, Connie. Over-sharing has always been a fault of mine. It’s just that I hardly ever find someone I can talk to, so now I have, I feel I need to tell you everything. Today Evgeni has brought me an embellished wool-gabardine cape (it won’t be long before the weather turns) and a pair of cutout patent-leather pumps (to go with the lace-panelled satin midi dress that arrived a few days ago). Usually I open every package straight away, but I’ve left it in the hall.


Right now, I’m much more interested in you.


*


I can rule out anyone on Wikipedia: the actresses and composers. Mark told me precious little about you, but I know you aren’t well-known. Nor are you a fictional ‘Connie James’. I have evidence of that, something real that I can touch and feel. Every day of my life, there is no denying your existence.


Social media, then. A trawl through fifty or more Connie James profiles. It’s obvious who you aren’t. I can discard most of them based on age and location. Then suddenly there aren’t any left. I’ve run out of Connies. Not one fits the mould I’ve made for you. Maybe you aren’t on social media. I thought I was the only person left in the world who found the thought of connecting with numerous ‘friends’ and ‘followers’ deeply intimidating and faintly pointless, but perhaps we really are two of a kind. I’m about to give up and check another site when I notice something about one of the profile pictures. It’s of a woman standing on a beach, her back to the camera, a young child clasped in each hand. She’s wearing a floaty white dress with a rose print. It must have been windy that day because the hem is kicked out behind her. Arching over them in the distance is a striking rock formation. I skimmed over her before because she’s listed as living in Dubai, but I’m pretty sure that picture is taken on Durdle Beach in Dorset. I click on her profile, and her face in the banner photo looms large. It takes me by surprise. I wasn’t prepared for another photo so soon. I was expecting a neutral black background, giving nothing away. I almost close it down, because the sight of her terrifies me. I shut my eyes and ask myself again, How much do I want to know?


I open my eyes slowly and let her in. She rewards me with a film-star smile. Perhaps she’s on a night out. Sections of other faces cluster round her, like mismatched jigsaw pieces. She has nondescript colouring: skin naturally pale, but tanned by the sun or make up. Hair, pressed against her cheek by a pouting friend, blondish, darkening towards the roots. Her complexion could fit anyone from a prim Snow White to a beachy blonde, although I’m neither of those. I stare at the image, waiting for it to give me clues. I feel like a forensic pathologist confronted with a fresh corpse. What secrets can be revealed by those who cannot talk?


Her features are anime perfect. A small mouth with full lips, neat nose fading into her face, and large, wide-spaced hazel eyes. An ideal blank canvas. Classically pretty without being striking. I assess this woman’s face like a plastic surgeon, looking for the familiar and the flawed. Then something suddenly makes sense, falls into place. She has a mole just beneath her lower lip. I can see it clearly in the picture. If it were an eighteenth-century beauty mark, its placement would signal ‘discretion’. Don’t worry, Connie, your secrets will be safe with me.


How do I know for certain that it’s you? Your last post was fifty-one weeks ago.


*


I don’t really like stories that begin at the end, so I spool down through a life in rewind. Every so often, your past freezes as more of your memories load. I’m too curious to keep scrolling so I click randomly and halt the backwards march of your life in pictures. I don’t need to know you from the beginning. I only want a taste of you. I just want to make sense of what brought us together.


The picture is of two sleeping children. They are heaped together as if they were wind-up toys that have simply toppled once the keys stopped turning. You have captioned it, Peace at last! I’m touched and saddened to see your children. They make my regret almost unbearable. But, still, I can hardly take my eyes off the fan of lashes on their cheeks and their softly parted lips, in silent communion with their dreams.


There is nothing in the world more adorable than a sleeping child.


CONNIE


‘When are they gonna go the fuck to sleep?’


He asks her as if she’s a kind of oracle, all-knowing where their children are concerned. Mark is standing in the kitchen, still grouchy from work, a glass of freshly poured wine in his hand. Connie glugs water into a plastic cup and glares at her husband. ‘Don’t say “fuck” when the children are still up.’


He rolls his eyes, sighs, circles his head in an exaggerated fashion, every mannerism designed to convey his exhaustion, the overwhelming pressures of his day.


Something thuds above them, rhythmic, squeaky, a trampoline bounce.


‘Seriously, Con, it’s nearly nine o’clock. Why haven’t you got them into bed?’


Why hasn’t she? She’s been home all day, after all. She doesn’t work, has nothing else to do with her time. Mark has already been upstairs. He has hugged his pyjama-clad children and whizzed through the briefest of stories. He has told them he loves them and backed quietly out of the door, turning off the bedroom light with a final click. The silence lasted long enough for him to get back downstairs, pull off his tie, twist open a bottle of wine and reward himself with a large glass. He has done his bit. The fact that the children still escape, like smoke, round the door is nothing to do with him. When a small voice called from the top of the stairs, ‘I’m thirsty!’ he pretended not to hear, burying his nose in the liquorice spice of his favourite Syrah, until finally his wife yanked open the cupboard door and pulled out a bright plastic cup. Then the banging started.


Connie picks up the water and starts to go upstairs. When she turns midway at the landing, she sees her daughter sitting at the top of the stairs, hugging her knees, a little sentinel monitoring her approach.


‘Is it juice?’ Alice asks. ‘I want juice.’


‘No,’ says Connie, softly, ‘it’s water. You’ve cleaned your teeth.’


‘No, I haven’t.’


Connie sighs, exasperated. ‘Well, you should have.’ There were only three things Mark had to do. Teeth, story, get them into bed. Not rocket science for a structural engineer. It confounded her that he could ensure the world’s most ambitious structures would withstand earthquakes but, seemingly, be unable to herd a six- and an eight-year-old into the bathroom.


Alice peers up at her, eyes wise and solemn, blonde hair straggling over her hunched shoulders. She reaches up to take the cup Connie offers and slurps at it, her little mouth latching onto the rim, like a sucker fish.


The thudding starts again. Connie leaves her daughter and goes into the children’s bedroom. Her son lands heavily on his bed, then propels himself to Alice’s, jumping repeatedly between the two, a chubby, ecstatic missile.


‘Stop it!’ shouts Connie. ‘Stop it right now!’


Ruben allows himself one last leap, then collapses against the wall, panting and grinning.


Her first-born, the boy. The negotiated child. Everything about him had been brokered with Mark. His existence, the timing of his arrival, even his name. ‘I’m not calling our son Ruben,’ Mark had said, in those moments they had sat together during her pregnancy, idly discussing parenthood as if they were planning a road trip, with no idea how gruelling and arduous it would be. Then the baby was born and the names he had hoped for had fallen away in the face of his wife’s screaming sacrifice. ‘Okay,’ he told her, ‘we can name him Ruben, but day-to-day we’ll call him Ben.’


‘It’s not bedtime yet,’ announces Ruben-but-we’ll-call-him-Ben.


‘It is,’ insists Connie, through the fug of her own tiredness. How was it possible for a grown-up to struggle to get through a day while a child was still bouncing around at 9 p.m?


From the doorway comes a wail, fragile and wavering. ‘That’s myyyyyyyy bed.’ Alice runs across the room and launches herself at her brother, landing futile punches on his arms and chest. Connie is often astonished by her daughter’s bravery, her complete disregard of her own youth and toothpick limbs, a plucky David to her brother’s Goliath. Ben swats his sister away. She finds the casual violence her children inflict on each other rather chilling.


‘Right, in bed.’ She has a child’s arm in each hand, is trying not to squeeze too hard, but her own hunger, fatigue and the utter tedious repetition of this bedtime pantomime make her hands clench round their little wrists. She leaves Alice on her bed and takes Ben to the other. ‘In!’ she orders, and he does as she says, pulling the covers up to his chin and wriggling into the softness of the bed, relieved, almost. It will be better, she tells herself, when we move to a bigger place, where the children can each have their own bedroom. Divide and rule.


Their relocation to Dubai was sudden, a blur of frantic searches for school places for the children and a villa near by. A year on, they’re still in the same rather shabby villa in Jumeirah, constrained now not by time or money but inertia. The irresistible pull of the familiar. Every so often, Mark talks vaguely about moving to a better villa, as if that would cement their connection to this dusty city with its ever-changing landscapes.


As she leaves the room and turns out the light, she remembers their teeth. She should go back, she thinks, get them up again and make them brush them, but the calm darkness of their room is too precious to disturb, her own fatigue too overwhelming.


Later, when she goes back in to check on them, she sees that Alice has climbed into Ben’s bed and that the old adversaries are piled over each other, like kittens. She is so taken by their peaceful unity, the silent companionship of their sleep, that she takes the phone from her pocket and photographs them where they lie.









Two


STELLA


Breathe. Smile. Swallow. Blink.


I’m standing in front of the bathroom mirror, holding a lollipop stick between my lips. Press, release. Press, release. Five repetitions. This is what my life is now. It centres on the smallest of movements, and what should be the simplest of tasks. The face in the mirror is blank and expressionless. Facial sensorimotor re-education. I have been told to imagine the desired facial expressions occurring when I think of the emotion: joy, surprise, anger. The anger’s easy. Joy, less so. But the face stays the same regardless. It’s as if my personality has been erased, like I’ve been rebooted and returned to factory settings.


Can you be happy if you cannot smile? Have you ever thought about that, Connie? It’s called facial feedback theory. Our smile reinforces the happiness we feel. Without that expression, our joy has nowhere to go. Pleasure just dissipates out of us, like an exhaled breath.


Press, release.


I must try to think happy thoughts: the smile won’t come without them. I enjoyed seeing your children, Connie. I don’t have any of my own. Perhaps that’s a blessing, given what happened, but I can’t help feeling regret when I see children playing in the park or clutching their mothers’ hands in the street. Maybe it’s all tied up with approaching forty and the realisation that the chances of having a child are slowly dwindling.


When I was a child I thought I was made of glass. That I might shatter if anyone touched me. That’s how I grew up, a fragile icicle of a child. Women who are made of glass can’t have children, can they? Children would splinter us, break us into a million pieces, so that the fragments of ourselves could never be put back together. Or, at least, that’s what I always imagined.


Press, release.


I do know I’m not made of glass, Connie. I do know that. Most of the time.


Bad thoughts again. I can’t help it. Still, if I’m going to get to know you, I suppose you’ll want to know all about me too. The thing is, no one knows what really happened. No one at all. Not Mark, not the doctors, no one. Well, she knew, but she’s dead, and the dead always keep their secrets. Don’t they, Connie?


I shouldn’t call her ‘she’: it’s rude. It’s just that it wasn’t easy at the end. My mother had semantic dementia, which means she couldn’t remember familiar words, got them all mixed up. Horses became dogs and sofas became pillows. You get the idea. Sometimes, when things got really bad, the irony would almost make me laugh. My mother was a novelist, you see, and quite a successful one. Sixty-six romance novels over a twenty-five-year career. Hardly Barbara Cartland, but still. Can you imagine? A writer losing her words. It’s hard to beat, really, like a perfumer losing his sense of smell.


The lollipop stick is hanging from my lip, stuck to the moist inside that turns slightly outwards nowadays. I’m trying to do my final press and release but I can’t get the stick back between my lips. They feel numb and swollen, as if they belong to someone else. I look like a grouper with its thick-lipped gape, opening and closing its mouth, gasping to survive.


Do you enjoy romance novels? I have to say I’ve never cared for them, especially the ones written years ago. The endlessly repeating plots, the dark and dominant hero pulling the vulnerable heroine into his manly arms. That’s just not a world I can relate to.


The lollipop stick finally peels away from my lip and clatters down onto the vanity unit, becoming wedged in a cityscape of pill bottles of varying shapes and sizes; tacrolimus, prednisone, mycophenolate mofetil.


That’s what I hate most about romances, Connie. The inevitability of the happy fucking ending.


*


I’ve tried to stay away from you, I don’t know why. It’s been a few days since I saw the picture of your children, but I do want to know more about you. I started to look yesterday, but I got no further than the profile picture of you with your friends. There’s something uncomfortable about the way you’re looking at the camera. It feels as if you know, as if you’re staring right into my soul.


I’m going to try again. I whizz down the page with my eyes shut. When I open them, you’re gone. I’m on safer territory now. The occasional cake you’ve baked, inspirational quotes, marginally funny jokes. It takes a while to get back to that picture of your children. I suppose a lot must have happened after that. I see pictures of just you skim past, but I don’t stop to look closely at them. I need to avoid, just for now, the ones where I can clearly see your face. Then there’s a picture of a table full of people. You’re sitting next to a jovial-looking older man, but only half of you is in the shot. It looks like a family gathering, nothing very exciting, except that I’m drawn by your enigmatic expression. Unusual, amid all the perfect smiles you usually post, and somewhat at odds with your caption: So lovely to see Mark’s mum and dad for two whole weeks.


CONNIE


Connie is standing in the kitchen, pale, sticky chunks of chicken dropping from her fingers into yoghurt laced with spices, crushed and pummelled over the previous hours. She squishes the chicken into the mixture, inhaling the scent of cloves and cumin, garlic and ginger. She enjoys the methodical precision of measuring out the spices, dry-roasting and grinding them down to release their pungent aroma. The jars line the worktop, like silent little soldiers, neat and orderly, giving up their contents on request. So unlike the chaotic, endlessly brokered existence she has with her children.


The kitchen is quiet. The children are distracted by the novelty of their grandparents’ arrival last night. In the living room, they take one grandparent each, perching on their knees and enjoying the tight pull of familiar arms round them as they rip open presents and take out bright plastic toys, which are too young for them but still make them squeal with joy.


Julia and Frank settle back in the sofa and watch their grandchildren play. They feel tired, but satisfied. They’re glad they made the trip all the way out to Dubai, and take a moment to enjoy what that says about them as grandparents. They are ‘hands on’. No one could accuse them of not being part of their grandchildren’s lives, even after the family’s move to a place they find a little strange and hard to understand. They didn’t really approve of the move, found it unnecessary and disruptive to the children’s schooling.


‘But why do you want to go to Dubai?’ Julia had pleaded with Mark. ‘You worked so hard to get Ben and Alice into that lovely little primary school. You’ll never get them back in when you come home.’ She was careful to frame everything by reference to the children, suppressing the selfish thoughts of her own loss, which threatened to sour her words.


‘It’s a great opportunity, Mum,’ Mark had responded. ‘The architecture there, it’s incredible. When you and Dad come to visit I’ll show it to you, and there’s more going up all the time. I can get involved in building some world-class structures.’


Julia had nodded but remained tight-lipped. Not speaking, just withholding her approval. Just like when Mark was a child.


‘Come on, Mum,’ he chided. ‘Connie reckons the move will be great for the kids. Think of all the different children from all over the world they’ll meet.’


Julia could well imagine Connie saying something like that. Her daughter-in-law prickles with liberal values. It doesn’t surprise her that a perfectly good primary school in a nice London suburb wasn’t good enough for Connie’s children. No, they’d had to come here, to be educated in culturally enriching subjects, like Arabic, among a class of globally representative children.


‘Anything I can do to help?’


Julia has wandered into the kitchen. She eyes Connie slightly warily, taking in her obvious industry, the bowls of salads accumulating on the kitchen counter, the cake with its careful arrangement of sliced fruit.


‘Goodness, no,’ says Connie, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel. ‘You’ve only just arrived!’


Julia nods, unconvinced. ‘Well, if you change your mind?’


‘Really, it’s fine. Everything’s under control.’ Connie’s voice is singsong happy. They’re treading carefully, these two. Perpetually engaged in a respectful dance around each other, with Mark in the middle. The offers of help not always matching the need for assistance. The desire to be involved sometimes rebuffed. ‘Just relax and make the most of your time with Alice and Ben,’ she says.


Connie steps outside into the little courtyard patio, fretting that she hasn’t swept the floor. The desert gets everywhere in this place, settling over the cars like snow and creeping under doors. She feels the dust in her lungs and her eyes, almost tastes the sand in the arid air. The overhanging branches of an ancient frangipani have deposited browning yellow and white blooms all over the table. It’s been a while since they’ve eaten outside. Until this month, the heat had rolled in like fog every time she opened the door. She decides it will be comfortable enough to eat outside a bit later. She wipes the table, then the lid of the huge gas barbecue. She brushes the layer of fine sand off the concrete patio slabs and tidies up discarded buckets and spades. The bright plastic has faded and cracked in the relentless sun, red turning an anaemic pink and bright blue becoming grey. A flaccid inflatable water ring tears in her hand as she picks it up. Only the ocean and the desert are resilient under the Dubai sun. Sooner or later, everything else disintegrates.


‘I’m hungry.’ Ben’s voice is whiny as he leans out into the patio, clinging one-handed to the doorframe. Connie takes him to the kitchen and offers him a range of snacks, starting with a raw carrot to munch, and escalating through a glass of juice, before she finally thrusts a biscuit into his hand. She feels annoyed with herself as he turns away, triumphant, but she doesn’t want a healthy-eating confrontation with her son in front of Julia. Besides, she has too much to do. The marinated chicken needs to be skewered, and she still has to pound the coriander seeds, cloves and cardamom for the pilau rice. As she breaks fragrant cinnamon bark into chunks and drops it into the water with the rice, she remembers she hasn’t taken the lamb for tomorrow out of the freezer.


‘Any chance of a drink round here?’ Frank is in the kitchen opening all the cupboard doors, looking for a glass.


‘Of course,’ mumbles Connie, grabbing one before Frank starts on the wall units. ‘What would you like?’


‘Oh, just a Jack and Coke, thanks.’


Frank grins at her while she unscrews the whiskey specially purchased before his arrival. He is a solid man, with the big, hairy hands of a bare-knuckle boxer. The children adore him, flinging themselves at him and begging to be swung from his sturdy arms or lifted onto his broad shoulders. Connie hands him his drink.


‘And a G-and-T for Julia, if you don’t mind. Ice and a slice, if you have it. We’re on holiday, after all!’


There’s a hiss from the stove as the rice water boils over. Connie lurches over to pull it off the gas. Frank starts telling her about their flight, about the screaming baby they had to sit next to, about how he bets she’s glad to be past all that. She looks behind Frank, with his whiskey and Coke grasped firmly in his thick fingers, and wonders where on earth Mark is. She turns the heat down under the pan and grabs half a lemon left over from the skewers and hacks off a slice. Once Frank has his drinks she manages to shepherd him back towards the living room.


It’s 6 p.m. when they sit down to eat. The October sun still lurks behind the spiky leaves of the date palms, and the night-scent of the frangipani has begun to build, alongside the timbal song of the cicadas. Connie has laid the table with the salads and rice, and Frank and Julia are sitting at it, asking the children what they would like to do the next day. Connie lifts the tray of kebabs off the kitchen worktop, ready to take them out to the barbecue. This is the bit she enjoys, the bit that makes all the hours of preparation worthwhile.


As she reaches the patio doors, Mark appears. He glances at the tray in her hands, laid out with colourful skewers of alternating wedges of chicken, lemon and peppers.


‘Here,’ he says, reaching for the tray, ‘let me help you.’


‘Help me?’ Connie finds herself repeating his words, as if she can’t quite understand them.


‘Yes,’ says Mark, lifting it out of her hands. He walks out onto the patio and over to the barbecue and begins to lay the kebabs on the hot grill rack. Julia gets up and joins him, resting her arm on his shoulders and exclaiming, ‘Oh, don’t they look lovely!’ Frank opens a beer and hands it to his son as he turns the kebabs.


Connie stands at the patio doors for a moment, watching them as if they are a little tableau in which she has no place. She wonders when they will even notice she’s not there. Somehow, Julia and Frank manage to make her feel like an outsider in her own home. She joins the children at the table, preparing them to eat, asking if they’ve washed their hands and depositing slices of cucumber and carrot on their plates, ignoring Ben’s look of disgust.


Julia finishes her gin and tonic with a flourish. ‘Right then,’ she says, ‘time for a photo.’ Everyone returns to the table. Frank settles himself into the chair next to Connie’s and pulls one of the children onto his knee. Mark leans in behind them. All of Julia’s nearest and dearest crammed round one table. Then she takes the picture and Connie wonders whether she’s even in it.









Three


STELLA


‘Please don’t contact me again.’ That was the last thing Mark put in his letter. Just before that, he told me he doesn’t understand my fascination with you, that he can’t deal with being in touch with me. I’m rereading his letter now. I’ve read it so many times it’s beginning to curl at the edges. I see his personality in it, in the clipped sentences, frank to the point of being abrupt. He doesn’t pull any punches – this man who connects us – does he, Connie? He likes to be in control. Even his vowels and consonants are neat and ordered, each perfectly spaced, one from another. Not like the jumbled letter I sent him, with my breathless words skidding across the page. In my defence, I was confused and anxious when I wrote it. We had a history by then, Mark and I. There was so much between us, yet the distance seemed more than could be bridged by just a letter. Am I glad I wrote it? I’m still not sure, but I do know that I’ll respect what he has asked of me. All I will ever have now is what I’m holding in my hands: his letter and another, smaller, sealed, envelope. On the front, Mark has written, Open if you want to know more.


I put the letter, and the sealed envelope, on the kitchen table, splay my hands over the knotted wood, close my eyes. It’s as if I need to be anchored, connected through touch to my past, not my uncertain future where I don’t even know who I am any more.


Do you think it’s strange that I still live in the house where I grew up? It might be unusual, but life doesn’t always turn out the way you think it will. We both know that, don’t we, Connie? I didn’t always live here. I moved out once, laden with bags and guilt, to a pretty little terrace only a few streets away, with shutters on the windows and terracotta pots full of flowers by the porch. I came back every Sunday and sat at this table, warming my hands round a cup of tea, while my mother served up tales of loneliness and isolation with her perfectly crusted Bakewell tarts. My mother incubated grudges, like they were eggs, and her friends had come, then gone, over the years. I used to encourage her to get out more, hoping that if she socialized with real people, rather than the characters in her head, she would be less lonely. But she preferred to spend time with those she could control completely. In the end, it wasn’t her complaints, or even her sadness, that brought me back to her. It was a Victoria sponge.


The kitchen table was laden with bowls, jugs and ingredients. My mother bustled round it, a set of measuring spoons jangling at her fingers, like a jailer’s keys, laying out caster sugar and flour. I had my nose in a cupboard retrieving the strawberry jam.


‘Where is it?’ asked my mother.


I turned round with the jar in my hand. She was standing by the table looking agitated, plucking at her apron and searching the kitchen table with her eyes.


‘Where’s what?’


‘The thingie,’ she insisted.


‘What thingie?’ I was almost laughing now, as if this was some kind of childish guessing-game.


My mother’s face was serious. ‘The thing for jumbling up eggs.’


‘You mean the whisk?’ I picked it up and offered it to her.


‘What is whisk?’ she asked simply.


‘Come on, Mum,’ I said, wondering if she was teasing me. But her face was blank as if she was so busy searching inside her own mind that she had nothing left to show on the outside. She brushed wisps of greying hair away from her face, brusque, as if she had no patience with herself.


‘Give whisk,’ she said, holding out her hand. I gave it to her and watched while she beat the eggs with a concentrated fury, as if they had humiliated her deliberately.


It was just the whisk that day. The bowls and spoons and the Old Country Roses chinaware all behaved themselves. But, in time, more and more objects seemed to flummox her. One minute she would be fine, the next baffled by a toothbrush, quite unable to name it. I should have seen it coming sooner. There are other signs that are harbingers of this kind of dementia. It was just that lack of empathy, insensitivity and rudeness weren’t easy to spot as symptoms in my mother.


*


My finger slides over the flap of the envelope, tentative, like I’m stroking it across the skin of a first love, unsure how far to go, whether I should even be doing it, but doing it anyway. Open if you want to know more. It has lifted at the edge, almost as if Mark wants me to see what’s inside. I hold it up to the light, just for a clue, no more. It looks like a folded document, stubbornly opaque, revealing nothing. I go to slip it back into the bigger envelope, but I see that I’ve missed something. I tip the envelope upside down and a photograph falls out, face up now on the table, unavoidable. I have to look at you, and when I do, you seem to flush through me, like a drug injected straight into my vein. For a long time I just stare at you, taking in the curve of your lips and the smooth landscape of your face. Your hair falling in waves almost over one eye, smoky with makeup. You look lovely, Connie. I know that’s why Mark has chosen this photo to show me. And he is standing next to you, his arm round your shoulders, pulling you towards him. You’re both dressed up as if you’re going out somewhere.


I want you to be glaring at me. I want you to be confronting me with a fierce expression, demanding that I face up to the role I’ve played in all of this, insisting that I see you stand next to your husband and know that there never should have been three of us. But you’re not, and that is what I cannot cope with. It’s your vulnerability, the look of complete trust on your face, that sends my hand sweeping across the table and your photo spinning onto the floor.


CONNIE


‘Stand over there,’ directs Julia, ‘in front of the frangipani.’


She pronounces it frangeepangee, and Alice, already in her favourite ballerina pyjamas, giggles. ‘It’s not frangeepangee, it’s fran-jip-arrnie,’ she says, picking up the ends of her tutu between her fingers and pirouetting on a freshly bathed foot in the middle of the dusty patio.


‘Goodness, what a clever girl you’re becoming,’ says Julia, a little tersely. Alice smiles, then perches on the edge of the patio table to watch her parents shuffle sideways so that they stand under the branches of the magnificent shrub. She loves to see her mother dressed up, enjoys watching her in the bathroom mirror as she lines her eyes with kohl and coats her lashes with mascara. When Connie puts on lipstick, Alice mimics her, pressing her lips together and rubbing them against each other, instinctively, almost without realizing she’s doing it.


Connie is wearing a new dress, a pale blue vintage-style tea dress with a pattern of tiny swallows. The material is flimsy and the skirt floats round her knees in the hot breath of the Dubai night. Mark glances at his wife, almost taken aback by the hair loose round her shoulders and the unexpected redness of her lips. Since the children were born, she has seemed almost to fade away, becoming a paler, tenser version of herself, often makeup-less, with her hair pulled back into a severe ponytail. He puts his arm round Connie and draws her closer to him. Once Julia has taken the photo, he asks his mother, ‘Will you send it to me, please?’


It’s Friday. The weekend in the Middle East – like Saturday in England, or maybe Sunday, Connie could never quite decide – and almost the end of Julia and Frank’s holiday.


‘Do go out, just the two of you,’ Julia had implored. ‘We’ll babysit!’


So a taxi ride later, they’re face to face in a hotel restaurant by the turquoise waters of its subtly lit swimming pool, sitting under a terrace of cascading bougainvillaea. Connie shifts in her seat, peeling her dress from where it has already begun to stick to the backs of her legs, wishing they had sat inside, while Mark fields a final email on his phone as they wait for their drinks.


Date night. She wishes he would put his phone away, idly wonders what happened to those nights before they were married, when dinners out were fuelled by cocktails and lust, and the conversation never stalled.


‘Almost done,’ he says, glancing up at her, his fingers hovering over the screen. He sees the expression on her face and smiles, wanting to appease her. ‘Here, look at this,’ he says, tapping on the screen, then twisting it round to face her. It’s the picture of them Julia took before they left. ‘Lovely, eh?’ She nods, looking more at Mark and the boyish way he’s grinning at her than the picture.


The waiter brings wine and fancy breadsticks pressed with rosemary and olive fragments. The outside of her glass is already damp with condensation from the humid air and she traces a line in it, waiting for Mark to finish what he’s doing.


‘Right,’ he says finally, slipping the phone into his trouser pocket. ‘Cheers! Here’s to us, Con.’


They clink glasses and Mark leans back, hanging his arm over the back of his chair. ‘Nice place.’


She looks round, taking in the couples sitting at the elegant tables and the waiters bustling round them, busy serving alcohol to Westerners in the middle of this dry Islamic state. She takes a sip of her Chablis and tries not to think of the children at home, but an image comes to mind anyway. It’s of Julia leaning over the back of the sofa, attempting to grab the iPad out of Ben’s hands while he hides, wedged against the wall. Julia stands up, pushing her glasses up her nose, and exclaims to Frank, ‘Are there no rules in this house?’ Then she imagines Alice, eyes brimming with tears, twisting the threadbare ear of her rabbit round her finger, refusing to sleep until Mummy tucks her in.


‘We should do this more often,’ says Mark. ‘You know, make it a regular Friday-night thing.’


She knows what’s coming. His forehead has begun to wrinkle in the way it does when he’s going to say something he knows she won’t like. He turns the stem of his glass in his fingers. ‘It would be so much easier if we had a housemaid.’


Connie bristles, taking another large mouthful of wine. How many times have they had this conversation? ‘It’s not right,’ she says. ‘It’s taking advantage of someone because of their nationality and socio-economic status. Who would choose to live in a box while spending every day cleaning someone else’s house?’


‘That’s not true,’ says Mark. ‘By employing them we’re helping support their families back home. They earn more here than they ever would in Sri Lanka or the Philippines or wherever.’


‘So I’m meant to have a woman I don’t know living with me, helping to look after my children while she’s separated from her own children back home. I can’t do that. It’s just awful!’


The heat, or exasperation, makes Mark blow air up towards his forehead, lifting the hair sticking to the skin. ‘Everybody does it, Con. Everybody. We are the only people I know who don’t have a housemaid. You know what the children are like. It would help them to be looked after consistently by the same person. Someone who has authority with Ben, and who Alice can feel comfortable with. I’m going to have to travel a lot, sometimes for days at a time. You need some help while I’m away. It’s not like we have family here to help out.’


‘I don’t want our children brought up by a stranger.’


‘Jesus, Connie, you need to let go a bit. No wonder we don’t—’ He stops, shuffles back, as if he’s come up against the sheer drop of a cliff.


‘No wonder we don’t . . . what?’ Her voice is slow, deliberate.


‘I don’t know . . . Spend time together any more. Do stuff as a couple. Maybe it would be good for you to have some help with the house and the kids. We could have more of a social life. We’ve been here a year already and, seriously, who are our friends?’


Connie hears his words as accusation, as if their social life was now her domain, something to be arranged and organized while he’s busy at work. Something he could step into, ready-made, at the weekend, along with a beautifully kept home populated by neatly turned-out children. Had she relocated, or stepped into the 1950s? Sometimes she wasn’t quite sure. But it was true that she had found it hard to settle, sometimes overheard the other mothers at school talking about parties she and Mark hadn’t been invited to. In England she had always worked. This world of playdates and pedicures was something new to be navigated.


Mark reaches across the table and takes her hand, squeezes it. ‘Having that kind of help is one of the perks of being here.’


‘Isn’t it enough that I’m here at all? Or do I have to abandon my principles as well?’


He drops her hand, leans back, rakes his hands through his hair and inhales deeply. Suddenly it’s the draping bougainvillaea that holds his interest and he studies it, looking for answers among its curved spines and papery flowers. ‘You agreed to come,’ he says, still staring at it.


It’s like they’re sitting on a cart, rumbling along the same dirt track. She tries not to go over old ground, but somehow the wheels keep getting stuck in the same muddy grooves, locking her into the same conversations.


‘I agreed because I didn’t have any choice. We had to come because of your job.’


‘Right,’ he says, drawing out the word. ‘I thought you said you were looking forward to spending more time with the kids. In fact, I’m sure you also said it would be a good experience for all of us, especially the kids, to live in a different country.’


‘I do think all those things, but I’m used to working and I miss my job.’


‘I understand,’ he says, although she suspects that he doesn’t. Not really.


‘We’re here now,’ he’s looking at her again, head slightly tilted, ‘and it’s only for three years, so we have to make the best of it. If we had some help at home maybe you could look for a job in Dubai.’


‘Maybe,’ she says, ‘but jobs in my field aren’t easy to come by.’ Especially not here, she wants to add, but doesn’t.


‘You could try something different – do voluntary work even. Something to keep you fulfilled and your skills current ready for when we go back.’ He pauses for a moment, takes a measured breath. ‘I know you loved your job, Connie, and you were bloody good at it, but you could see this as an opportunity. Whatever you want to do, I’m totally behind you, okay?’


‘I know you are,’ she says, and she means it. In England, when they had both worked, there had been a better balance to their relationship. It had been more of a partnership. It was only now, with her not working, that he had stopped helping so much with the children and around the house. It made sense – was fair, even. There was just a lingering feeling that she hadn’t quite signed up to this, a tiny bit of resentment that when Mark had been given this great opportunity her own job had seemed to count for so little.


Mark grabs the neck of the bottle of Chablis and pulls it from the ice bucket. ‘If you’re serious about getting some kind of work, we really are going to need a housemaid.’


She tilts her head back and laughs. ‘All right, you win.’


‘Don’t feel bad,’ he says, topping up her glass. ‘We need the help and they need the work, and I promise you, somewhere in the Philippines some kid will be getting a great education, just because you don’t do your own laundry.’ He stares at her straight-faced for a moment, then laughs.


‘That’s not even funny,’ she says, snapping the end off her artisan breadstick and throwing it at him.


*


They’re home by 10 p.m. Julia is on the sofa doing a sudoku and Frank is beside her, open-mouthed and snoring. Connie scans the quiet of the house for distant sounds of banging, or wailing, or bickering.


‘I hope the kids weren’t too much trouble, Julia,’ she says. ‘It’s just that they’re not really used to being left with other people in the evenings.’


Julia fills in the final square of her sudoku with a flourish. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she says, looking up. ‘They’ve been as good as gold with us!’


Liar, thinks Connie.
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