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CHAPTER ONE



Lorelei is leaving. Tom, my ex, and I drive her to the airport. A bright, blustery September afternoon. The sky a high dome of blue, chalk-marked with jet trails, the trees along the roadside heavy with leaves.


A cold, jittery feeling in my stomach, my jaw tense.


‘You’ve got your passport?’ I turn round from the front seat, an excuse as much as anything to see her, to see more of her.


‘Yes.’


‘Money?’ Tom says.


‘Da-ad.’


‘Well, it has been known, babe,’ he says.


‘Once,’ she huffs, ‘once I forgot things.’


‘Everything,’ he says. ‘Not so hot on the house keys either, as I recall.’


Lorelei laughs, a sudden peal of delight, then mock-outrage. ‘Like, you’re so organized,’ she says to him.


‘I’m here.’


‘Late,’ Lorelei says.


‘Ten minutes,’ he says. ‘You’ve got plenty of time – your flight’s not till eight.’


‘Eight forty-five,’ she says.


‘Jo – you said eight.’ He glances at me.


‘I lied,’ I say, ‘to account for your pitiful time-keeping.’


Lori laughs again.


The short-stay car park is busy; we find space on the very top, open to the elements. Lori insists on carrying her rucksack herself. It is nearly as big as she is. She looks like she’ll topple backwards, be stuck like a turtle. Tom takes her hand luggage.


‘Photo,’ I say.


She poses, hands on the rucksack straps. Her hair chocolate, shoulder length, with shocking-pink tips, choppy fringe. Leather jacket, pink T-shirt, skinny black jeans on skinny legs, purple Doc Marten boots. I take some pictures.


‘Tom?’


He stands beside her, dwarfing her. Hard to believe they’re related. Tom as fair-haired as she is dark, but they both have olive skin that tans easily. Down to some Maltese ancestor of his. I burn and peel at any lick of sunshine. Her dark hair, her petite frame, she’s inherited from me. Though I’m no longer skinny after having three kids and many years in a sedentary occupation.


‘Now you, Mum,’ Lori says.


We swap places. Tom does the honours. I chat away, fighting an urge to weep that makes my cheekbones ache.


‘You got your tickets?’ Tom says, in the lift down to the terminal.


She sticks her tongue out at him.


I promise myself I will not cry. It isn’t the first time she’s left home, after all: she’s been away at uni for three years. Back every ten weeks with washing and empty pockets and a ravenous appetite. Nocturnal, living in a different time zone from the rest of us.


But she has never been so far away. Tom is all for it. Big adventure, he says. And he’s lent her the airfare, with no expectation he’ll be getting it back anytime soon. His latest venture is doing well.


I’d wondered if it might be better for her to try to get some work experience first. Lori wasn’t having it. ‘If I go now, I can travel with Jake and Amy. I don’t want to go on my own later.’


As we wait at Check-in, the departures hall teems with travellers, queues snaking around the pillars, the clamour of conversation, of crying children and Tannoy announcements. Thailand, her first stop. Then Vietnam and Hong Kong.


Her phone trills. She reads it. ‘Amy.’ She grins. ‘They’ll meet me at the airport.’


Her bag is two kilos over.


‘Shit,’ she says, looking at me in panic.


‘I thought you’d weighed it,’ I say.


‘I did. Those scales don’t work.’


‘How much?’ Tom asks the check-in clerk.


‘That’ll be eighty-eight pounds.’


‘God,’ says Lori.


Tom has the cash. Crisis averted.


‘Thanks,’ Lori says.


‘Make sure it’s lighter coming back,’ I say.


‘I will.’


‘Yeah, no Christmas presents,’ Tom says.


‘We could get a cuppa?’ I nod towards the café, eager to delay our parting.


Lori screws up her nose. ‘I’ll go through,’ she says.


The pressure rises in my chest. Don’t go, I want to say. Stay, come home with me, don’t leave. Why can’t I just be pleased for her, excited?


Tom opens his arms and she walks into them. He bends and kisses the top of her head. ‘It’ll be great, Lollydoll. You’ll kill it, yeah?’


I look away, swallowing hard, eyes skimming the crowds.


‘Bye, Dad.’


He lets her go and she turns to me. I hug her tight. When I try to speak my voice turns husky: ‘Have a wonderful time.’ I want to say more. I love you. Be careful. Keep your money out of sight. Stay safe. But my throat is locked, my head full of tears. So I just hug her tighter, sniffing hard, breathing in the smell of her – orange-blossom shampoo and mint chewing gum and something like salt.


‘Bye-bye.’ She does that funny wave, like her hand and arm are rigid, no wrist joint. And all I can do is nod vigorously and smile, lips closed, teeth clamped together.


We watch her walk away, her tote bag over one shoulder, a quick stride as if she’ll break into a run at any moment.


She pauses where the ramp leads down to Departures and waves again. I wave back. Tom gives her a thumbs-up and a peace sign.


Then she is gone.


‘Oh, God.’ I let my breath out.


‘She’ll be fine,’ he says.


‘It’s not her I’m worried about,’ I try to joke but it comes out all squeaky. I find a tissue, dab at my eyes.


‘Jo?’


I shake my head. ‘It’s OK.’


Back on the top of the car park, the sky is changing: a red blush tints shreds of cloud to the west. The end of the day is coming. The hotels around the airport are visible, as is the railway station and, further away, the skyline of the city.


‘It’s just—’ I get no further. Tears come hot on my cheeks, making my ribs heave.


Tom puts his arms around me. I stiffen momentarily, the contact unfamiliar. Then I let go. The release helps, easing the heaviness in my chest, leaving me feeling raw and exposed.


‘Sorry.’ I blow my nose.


‘Home?’


We drive back into the city, against the flow of commuters leaving after their day’s work, the sunset a blaze of copper, the sky to the east darkening purple.


Tom drops me at mine, and once he’s gone, I sit on the front step for a moment, readying myself to go in to Nick and the boys.


Almost dark, and the insects are still busy among the carnations, cosmos and honeysuckle. The perfume from the flowers is sweet above the city smells of stone, exhaust fumes and food cooking. The evening star is rising. Higher above, I see a moving light, white then a flash of red. A plane. Not Lori’s, not yet. She’ll be through security control now, waiting in the departure lounge. Maybe doing some shopping.


A cat yowls in the back gardens and I hear Benji answer with a bark from inside. Further away there is the sound of glass breaking, then a slam. Someone putting their bottles in the recycling.


All I want to do is indulge my sadness, get drunk and pine for Lorelei, weep and eat more than I need to, sleep late.


Fat chance.


So I go back in to my husband and help get Finn and Isaac settled in bed and answer all their questions about their big sister’s big adventure for the umpteenth time.


And lie awake all night like an idiot.





CHAPTER TWO



Lori texts just as I’m starting work. All good. Just got thru Customs. Knacked. Love you L xxx I’m relieved. I can’t imagine Thailand, only images culled from pictures in the weekend magazines or movies like The Beach. All vegetation, palm-fringed sands, endless hills and deep diving pools. What it might be like, the atmosphere, the day-to-day life, the cities, socializing – I’ll be relying on Lori to broaden my horizons.


This morning I listened to the first jets taking off every few minutes from the airport, growls climbing to a roar, then fading. I’m still bereft. Lori going seems to fuel the grief I’ve been coping with since my mother died in June. The two things are muddled up.


The alarm went at seven, and Nick got the boys up while I made their packed lunches. The news about chemical weapons being used in Syria made my mood seem like an indulgence. Then came breakfast. No matter how well prepared I try to be, there is always a sense of impending chaos at breakfast time. Finn or Isaac will be missing some crucial item of clothing, their book bag or PE kit. There is a disaster with the food, one of them finishing the milk before the other has any, a cup of juice ruining a precious drawing (usually Finn’s juice and Isaac’s drawing). There is a squabble about toys. Or a sudden inability to reach the toilet in time. Things can get messy so I dress after breakfast, then chivvy the boys into footwear and coats, then herd them out of the door. Benji tries to come with us – he always tries it on even though he knows that Nick will take him for a turn around the park before going into work. And the boys and I will walk him again after school.


Finn is seven, Isaac two years younger and they both have places at the primary school where I work. It’s a C of E school attached to a parish church, which wouldn’t have been my choice (we’re not religious) if I hadn’t worked there. But sending them to another local school would’ve made all the taking and collecting so much more complicated. And, to be fair, I like the school: the head-teacher, Grace, puts her life and soul into it. She’s a good manager and most of the staff respect her. I’ve been secretary there since Lori was eight when I gave up child-minding. She was already at a secular school and I didn’t like to move her so we managed the hour before and after the school day when I was still at work with a patchwork of arrangements. I relied on other parents, the after-school club, child-minders, my mum and, when I ran out of all other options, Tom. These days, the pressures on parents seem even greater and our school, like many others, has a breakfast club as well as the after-school club where Finn and Isaac go.


Having Lori so young – I was twenty – put paid to any travel plans back then. While friends of mine were discovering Goa and Machu Picchu, I was by turns bewildered, exhausted and exhilarated in the world of nappies, baby sick and sleep deprivation.


I discovered I was pregnant partway through my second year but I was determined to complete my degree on time. It seemed important to prove to the world that I could do it all. And I did. Just. It was horrendous.


Now the phone is ringing with notices of absence, the mail is arriving and I’ve a tray full of work to get going on and a backlog of emails to deal with. It helps being busy: the demands of routine drive a juggernaut through any inclination to dwell on Lori leaving.


In the staffroom at break people ask me if Lori got off all right – everyone has been sharing in the build-up to her trip. We’re a close team and I know the problems other people are dealing with. Henry’s father has dementia – he’s become restless and agitated and hostile; Zoë had a miscarriage last term; Pam is going through a really acrimonious divorce; and Sunita has just been diagnosed with diabetes. It puts things in perspective.


As we walk back from school Finn holds my hand, swinging his arm to and fro and singing. He loves to sing but he makes an awful racket.


Isaac runs ahead and back, like Benji, a sheepdog driving his charges. He stops to examine anything of interest, a sock in the gutter, conkers, a worm stranded on the paving. He always finds something to bring home for his special box (currently the one that our microwave came in). Today it is a throwaway lighter. I check it doesn’t work and is empty of fuel before letting him keep it.


Even though we have Benji, Isaac is scared of dogs. As we near what he calls the Dog House, he runs back and takes my free hand. The yappy terrier there barks furiously on cue and Isaac flinches, his fingers tightening around mine.


‘Wait at the lights,’ I remind him, once we leave the danger zone and he lets go. He zigzags along the pavement, holding the lighter out as if it’s a lightsaber or a remote control or a magic wand, muttering something I can’t catch. He’s slight and dark-haired, skinny like Lori, pale like me. Both he and Finn have inherited Nick’s deep blue eyes with those flecks of gold. I never tire of staring at them. Mind you, with the lads that depends on them sitting still long enough, which is especially rare for Finn.


We collect Benji and head straight back out. Stopping for a snack invariably descends into a rerun of the morning’s mission to leave the house intact – things unravel so quickly – so I leave the boys in the drive and fetch the dog and his ball.


Finn throws the ball over and over, not necessarily in the direction he intends it to go but that doesn’t matter to Benji. We stop at the playground and tie Benji up at the railings while the boys mess about on the slide and swings. Isaac wants to go on the stepping stones but he isn’t quite brave enough to leap from one wooden block to the next so he jumps down onto the mulch between them, then clambers up again.


‘See the heron?’ I say. The bird is almost overhead, coming from the pond. Isaac looks up.


‘Hey, Finn,’ I call across. He’s on his back, on the roundabout, his feet dangling over the edge onto the ground, slowly walking it around. ‘See the heron?’


We watch it fly out of sight. ‘Time to go,’ I say.


‘It flies high,’ Finn says, as I’m untying Benji.


‘Yes.’


‘Like Lori in an airplane.’


‘Aeroplane. That’s right. And where’s Lori gone?’


‘Thailand.’


‘Why’s it called Thailand?’ says Isaac. ‘Do they all wear ties?’


‘No. Nice idea but it’s a different spelling, a different word.’


‘I made a card for her,’ Finn says, ‘with all of us on, me and Daddy and you and Isaac and Lori and Benji.’ He grasps my hand. ‘Did she like it?’


‘She will. She’ll open the case and there it will be. And there’s a picture from Isaac, too,’ I say.


Isaac is crouched at the edge of the path. ‘A feather.’ He holds it out to me. Black with a metallic glint in the light.


‘That’s lovely.’


Nick gets back later than usual, staying at the office to make up the hours he missed the day before. I’ll wait to eat with him, feed the boys first. While the pair of them watch television and Isaac draws herons and pterodactyls over and over again, I go up to strip Lori’s bed.


The carpet is littered with scraps of paper, items of clothing, spent matches and torn Rizla packets. Several dirty cups stand on her bedside table, with a half-empty bottle of Coca-Cola and biscuit wrappers. I can smell the perfume she wears – Marc Jacobs’s Daisy that we got her for Christmas. The room is decorated in the deep green she chose a few years ago and one wall is a collage of photographs. Some of her own and others from magazines and websites. She’s built it up, sticking the pictures on with glue, and it now fills the whole wall. There’s never been any theme to it, as far as I know. It’s a mix of portraits, landscapes, nature photography and action scenes. I find it too busy, overwhelming the space, but it’s not my space. Not yet. If she moves out when she’s back from her travels then maybe we’ll redecorate. See what she wants to do with the photos. They’ll have to be stripped off the wall and they’ll likely be damaged in the process.


Finn and Isaac are happy with the bunk beds for now but eventually I think they’ll want their own rooms – at least, Isaac will. Before then it’ll be nice to have a guest room. But who knows what Lori will choose to do? Her plans extend only as far as Christmas when her travels end and it’ll be back to the harsh realities of job-hunting in a recession.


‘You got her text?’ The first thing Nick says when he gets back.


‘Yes.’


He studies me for a moment.


‘I’m OK. Just getting used to it. Hate goodbyes. And after my mum . . .’ The sadness is still there, close to the surface.


He nods, gives a small smile. ‘They asleep?’


‘Yes. And Isaac wants to know what feathers are made of. I’ll leave that one to you, something an environmental engineer should know.’


‘We know everything.’


I fetch the salad from the fridge, dole out lasagne. Nick pours wine.


‘She might not live here again,’ I say.


‘Jo, you said that when she went to Glasgow. If she moves out, new phase,’ he says, ‘that’s life.’ He raises his glass. ‘To life.’


I share the toast, comforted by his reassurance.





CHAPTER THREE



‘And how is Tom?’ Nick says.


It’s a few days later. We’ve not heard from Lori since she landed and I’ve just sent an email. A couple of lines. Hoping she’ll not feel I’m pestering her. Remembering my own experience when I was away at uni and duty-bound to phone home every week, knowing my parents worried if I didn’t.


‘Same as ever,’ I tell Nick, scrolling through the TV guide. ‘He always lands on his feet. The apartments are going great guns. So he’ll probably chuck it in soon,’ I add.


‘Getting bored,’ Nick says.


‘Lori told him off for being late,’ I say.


Nick laughs. ‘Seriously?’


‘I kid you not. I didn’t say anything.’


‘Pot, kettle, apple from tree?’


‘Not a peep. Game of Thrones or True Detective?’ I waggle the remote.


Nick shakes his head. ‘I’m going up. Site visit tomorrow. I’ll reset the alarm.’


Left on my own, I wonder why Nick asked about Tom or, more specifically, why he waited four days to ask about him. Nick and I have been together for eleven years and we’ve gone through a lot of manoeuvring to make sure Lori spends time with her dad. It’s been a rocky road but easier as Lori grew old enough to make her own arrangements with him. Nick still resents Tom, hasn’t forgiven him for the hurt he’s caused with his lack of organization, and the times his chaotic approach to life left us in the lurch or Lori disappointed. Nick is protective of me too. He’s been witness to me raging about Tom’s latest fuck-ups too many times.


Perhaps there’s some jealousy as well. Much as Nick is a great stepdad to Lori, she and Tom are even closer.


Tom and I were never a good match. It was his difference that caught my attention. He was flamboyant and opinionated and impulsive.


Our first encounter ended in a blazing row. I was staffing a stall signing people up to a petition and vigil in support of the Chinese students on hunger strike in Tiananmen Square.


‘What’s the point?’ he said. ‘Nothing we do here will affect what happens.’


‘With enough support and attention—’


‘It’s all over the telly – the whole world’s watching anyway. A few names on a petition is a waste of time.’


‘So we do nothing?’ I said. ‘This is a mass movement, a real chance at democracy.’


‘When the Chinese government have had enough, they’ll clear the lot of them out. Water cannon or whatever. None of this,’ he waved his hand at the stall, ‘will make a bit of difference.’


‘You’re talking crap,’ I said.


‘Put money on it – the protest is quashed, the Commies carry on and you have a drink with me.’ His eyes were dancing. He was enjoying it, winding me up.


‘You want me to bet on people’s lives? Talk about shallow.’


His mouth twitched. I could tell he was fighting a smile. My face felt hot.


‘You wait and see,’ he said.


He wore a long duster-type coat, which emphasized his height, black denims, and I could see his jumper was shrunken and had holes in it. He’d sharp cheekbones, long hair the colour of honey, eyes of the palest blue.


I ignored him after that, feeling a smart of irritation each time I saw him in the union or a lecture hall. He’d always smile. Sometimes I felt I was the mouse to his cat.


Then came the massacre. We all watched in horror as the Chinese tanks fired on the protesters, mostly young students. Hundreds died. The world condemned the brutality but China’s leaders remained unrepentant.


About a week afterwards Tom came up to me in the corridor.


‘Come to gloat?’ I said.


‘I won the bet.’


‘I never accepted your stupid bet.’


He sighed, stuck his hands into his pockets, as if I was boring him.


I moved to walk around him and he stood in my way. My face grew warm.


‘What are you scared of?’ he said.


‘I’m not scared.’


‘You seeing someone?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘So?’


‘Why would I want to go out with you? We don’t agree on anything, I don’t even—’


‘What?’ I wished he’d wipe the smirk off his face.


Like you, I was going to say but that felt unkind.


‘It’s just a drink,’ he said.


‘Why?’


‘Might be fun,’ he said. ‘Tonight, the Lass o’ Gowrie at eight.’ He walked off without waiting for an answer.


I turned up feeling intensely awkward. We argued all evening.


I had a ball.





 


 


Lori in the Ori-ent


What’s in a Name?


Posted on 15 October 2013 by Lori


Hello, and welcome to my new blog.


A bit of background – I’m a Brit, from Manchester, photography graduate (yay, Glasgow!), taking a few months out with my trusty camera to see something of this amazing planet and report back. In my former life I never made it beyond Tenerife so for me writing this from a guesthouse in Thailand is beyond cool.


(Hi Mum *waves* still alive. Sorry I’ve not replied to your texts – bit of hassle sorting phones out.)


Lori in the Or-ient will be my working title. I was going to be Lori on the Lam but someone got there first, heads up to www.manonthelam.com. Then I came up with Lori’s Big Adventure but that’s been well and truly snaffled by many bloggers. So we are where we are. In my case Thailand. Whoop-de-doo!


My given name is Lorelei. It’s not very common, though Marvel comic aficionados and the fans of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes will know it. The name means either ‘alluring rock’ or ‘murmuring rock’ or ‘alluring temptress’. There is an actual rock called the Lorelei on the Rhine river in Germany. The story goes that it’s inhabited by a siren whose singing lures mariners to their death. In my defence I’d like to point out that


a)   No one asked me


b)   I’m really not the alluring type


c)   If I am called after a rock then so are the Jades and Rubys and Ambers out there, and maybe my rock has a little bit more character than theirs. Maybe. Granite, anyone? Millstone grit?


d)   My singing may drive people to distraction but I have never drowned a soul, mariner or otherwise.


Most people call me Lori, not to be confused with lorry (a.k.a. truck, for any US visitors).


And here are my favourite photos so far, most from Ko Samet, where we stayed in a cabin above the bay and lounged like lizards. The island gets its name from the Cajeput tree – related to the Tea Tree – and also called a paper-bark tree. You can see why in the pictures.


Next week we head for Vietnam. Come and see me there. Lxxx





CHAPTER FOUR



Four weeks after her departure we have an email from Lori with a link to a blog she’s started, where she’s posted some photos. Pictures of her, Jake, Amy and a couple of others, at the beach, having a meal in a beachside restaurant. She looks happy, laughing at the table, grinning on the sand, her skin already darker from the sun. The new friends are Australians, Suze and Dawn. Several more photos show off the landscape.


‘Still got her camera, then,’ Nick says. He thought she shouldn’t take it with her. We’d splashed out and bought it when she started at Glasgow. He worried it’d get stolen.


‘Don’t stress,’ Lori said. ‘I’ll be careful.’


That’s a first, I thought, but I didn’t join in.


Nick raised his eyebrows.


‘I’ll be insured,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I’ve had it for three years and I’ve not lost it yet.’


She has a wonderful eye for colour and composition. The sweeping beaches and vivid seascapes she’s posted might have come from a glossy brochure. Just looking gives me itchy feet. ‘We ought to book somewhere for next summer,’ I say to Nick. ‘What about those French campsites with all mod cons? Are they expensive?’ With my job we always have to take holidays when school’s closed and the prices are at their highest.


‘Find out,’ he says.


‘Finn and Isaac would love it.’


We’ve had a succession of wet summer holidays in Wales and the Lakes. The thought of another damp fortnight trying to entertain the kids, traipsing around petting zoos, going to unfamiliar swimming pools or sitting in family rooms in pubs with steamed-up windows and the stink of chips makes my heart sink. The prospect of fine weather day after day, the kids roaming free and making friends, four of us swimming in the sea, and watching the stars with no need for jumpers or waterproofs has the opposite effect.


‘Either that,’ I say, ‘or a cheap and cheerful package somewhere like the Algarve or Menorca.’


‘Be hotter there,’ he warns.


‘I’ll wear my hat.’


I reread Lori’s blog, which makes me laugh, and then we look up the places she’s photographed on Wikipedia, Chon Buri and Ko Samet. It looks like she’s having the time of her life.





 


 


Lori in the Ori-ent


Rule Number One: Don’t drink the water


Posted on 28 November 2013 by Lori


Everyone says this. It’s up there in travel advice for all Westerners entering Vietnam. But the water has a way of sneaking up on you. That apple you eat, the tomato, the pak choi – they need washing first. But NOT in the water.


And what about the bean sprouts? They grow in the water, they are full of the stuff. So avoid all water-based veg. In fact, ditch salads altogether.


Make sure everything you eat is cooked until it is unrecognizable. Not hard here. Below I’ve posted a selection of dishes we’ve had over the last week or so. Can you identify anything? (Rice doesn’t count.)


Another thing to remember is that water can be disguised – as ice. So sling the cubes. And don’t suck up steam either if the opportunity presents itself. The heat might make the vapour sterile, but a scalded face is so not a good look.


Don’t use water to brush your teeth. Duh, right? You need to use bottled water for that too. This was my downfall. The habit of turning on the tap is so deeply ingrained that after making this mistake, following a suitable period of illness and recuperation, I found the safest thing to do is brush my teeth far from any sinks. It can get messy but not half so messy as the results of breaking the rule. I won’t dwell too much on that except to say it was like a cross between the movies The Lost Weekend and Cabin Fever interspersed with outtakes from the UK show Embarrassing Bodies (does what it says on the tin), that I lost eight pounds, four days of my life and that I LEARNED MY LESSON. Lxxx


PS Some people will tell you the water is fine. They lie.


PPS Mum, don’t worry, I’m fine. Just a lot thinner than you remember. #Notdeadyet.





CHAPTER FIVE



Autumn is the busiest term in school – new admissions, appeals over school places as well as all the celebrations – harvest festival, Diwali, Hallowe’en, the Christmas fair and then the Christmas show. The tradition in our school is to involve all the junior children in the performance so it is usually an all-singing all-dancing version of the Nativity story. The infants learn the songs so, although they’re in the audience, they can sing along.


It is early December and most of the children have gone home. I’m printing out song sheets, just two waifs and strays with me: James Porringer, whose mother relies on the bus to get here and is often late when the service is delayed, and Courtney Collier, who can’t remember who is picking her up today, Dad, Mum or Nana. I suspect one of them has forgotten too. Courtney has gone very quiet, and looks close to tears, so I ask her and James to count out some song sheets into piles of thirty.


I like the feel of the place outside hours: it’s not spooky, like some old buildings can be, but has a warm, slightly worn, homely feel to it. As though it’s soaked up the affection and energy of all the generations of children it has seen come and go.


I’m sending another batch to the printer when my phone beeps: email. It’s from Lori.






	From:


	loreleimx@gmail.com







	Date:


	6 December 2013 23:08







	To:


	joannamaddox70@hotmail.com; NickMyers@firenet.co.uk; tombolmaddox@aol.com







	Subject:


	New Plans








Hi, I’ve had an awesome offer to go to China with Dawn. She’s really nice and she’s been once before so she can show me the ropes. The plan is to go on to Hong Kong from here, have Xmas and New Year there and get our visas then get to Chengdu sometime in January (it’s near where they have the pandas). It’s a really big city, but supposed to be laid-back compared to Beijing. We’ll have a month there. It means I won’t get back until Feb so tell Finn and Isaac I will bring them special late presents then.


I’m a bit low on money so Dad is there any way you can send me some via Western Union? I need to buy plane tickets soon. We’ve found some for £700 – Dawn says that’s cheap because it’s three flights altogether (includes my return from China). Tomorrow would be good. Thanks soooo much!!!


Suze had to go back to Oz her dad is very ill so she can’t go with Dawn as they planned. Dawn did journalism at home and she’s hoping to make documentaries in the longer term. I told her she should do some pieces for my blog.


Lxxx


I feel a clutch of disappointment that Lori won’t be here for Christmas, that it’ll be another month after that. And then a flare of irritation: everything was arranged, agreed – why couldn’t she just stick to that? Impulsive. The words ‘like her father’ hover in my mind. Maybe Tom won’t send her the money. As soon as I think it, I feel ashamed. If Tom can’t or won’t then we’ll find it, increase our overdraft if need be.


There’s the noise of someone arriving: James’s mum, red-faced and breathless. ‘Sorry,’ she calls to me.


‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘He’s been helping me.’


James goes pink and his mum smiles, kisses his head and bundles him off.


Then the office phone rings and it’s Courtney’s grandmother full of apologies and promising to be there in five minutes.


The first chance I get to call Tom is after tea. We haven’t spoken since the day we took Lori to the airport.


‘It’s all a bit last-minute,’ I say to him. ‘Anyway, can you transfer the money?’


‘Sure, there’s a place up the road does it nowadays,’ he says. ‘Have you been reading her blog?’


‘Yes. You heard anything else about this Dawn?’


‘Only what she said in the email.’


I wonder if Dawn is more than just a friend but don’t particularly want to speculate with Tom. Lori’s impulsiveness sometimes extends to relationships. She falls hard and fast and can get hurt. The worst was a girlfriend she had at school. Saskia went on to a different sixth form and broke up with Lori soon after. Lori messed up that school year and had to repeat it. There were a couple of relationships at uni but they seemed fairly casual. As if she was protecting herself from anything too deep.


‘Be strange not seeing her at Christmas,’ I say.


Tom grunts.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Nothing fixed yet,’ he says. ‘Got a couple of offers.’


Of course he has. He’s never short of friends, or invitations. I don’t know if he’s seeing anyone new – Lori used to keep me up to date and the last I heard, in July, he’d broken up with his latest girlfriend. I don’t know if Tom will ever settle down. He has lived with a few women since we were together but never for very long. I don’t know whether that’s something he hankers after or not. We’re just not that close any more.





CHAPTER SIX



We Skype Lori on Christmas Day. Isaac is exhausted – he’s been up since four, desperate for his big presents. I sent him back to bed but he didn’t sleep. We’ve had our ritual opening and the boys clutch their gifts to show Lori. Finn has a mini-scooter and Isaac another Lego kit, City Coast Guard Patrol.


‘Hi, guys.’ She waves. She looks relaxed: she has a turquoise vest on and cargos, her hair is shorter – the pink has gone – and she’s sitting on a single bed. I can see the metal bars of the headboard.


The lag between speaking and hearing adds to the chaos of four people trying to talk to one.


Lori makes a fuss of the boys, responding with appropriate excitement to their presents. Isaac wants to list all of his, including the trinkets in his stocking, but Finn keeps butting in. Eventually Isaac loses it, shouts and shoves his brother off his chair.


Nick pulls the boys aside for a talking-to and I get a chance to concentrate.


‘What did you do today?’ I ask her.


‘A meal, then cocktails.’ It is seven o’clock in Hong Kong. ‘We’re going out to a bar in a bit – there’s a party.’


‘It’s going well?’


‘Brilliant. See the room?’ She swoops her laptop up and swerves it round. Green-painted walls, piles of her clothes, her backpack, a lamp and a mirror. Her face again.


‘Is Dawn staying there?’


‘Yeah, next door. She’s sleeping. Heavy night.’ Lori laughs.


Isaac yelling afresh at Finn makes further conversation impossible. I twist round. ‘Isaac, do you want to talk to Lori or do you want to go to bed?’


‘Talk to Lori.’


‘Right. Two minutes.’ I swing him up and plonk him on the chair directly in front of the webcam. ‘And then Finn two minutes,’ I say. Finn nods.


Isaac goes through his list, then Lori tells him about the aeroplane she’s been on, the snakes she’s seen and the flying squirrels.


‘Time’s up,’ I say.


Isaac and Finn swap over and Finn shows her his scooter, then asks Lori when she’ll be home.


‘A few weeks,’ she says.


‘I miss you,’ he says.


‘I miss you, too, but it won’t be long. Have you got any new certificates?’


‘Yes!’ He flies out of the room.


Nick sits down. ‘Missing anything apart from us?’


‘My bed,’ she says. ‘They’re all like concrete here.’


‘We like the blog,’ Nick says.


‘It’s fun.’


‘And the photos,’ he says. ‘Lovely stuff.’


‘Here!’ Finn is holding his latest swimming badge. He waves it at Lori.


‘Awesome,’ she says. ‘You’re a champion, Finn.’


A howl goes up from Isaac who, down on the floor, has managed to clout his head on one of the chair corners. Lori pulls a face, ‘So, I’d better go.’ She smiles, a dimple on each cheek.


I pick up Isaac so his face is against my shoulder and rub the back of his head with my hand. It comforts him but it also muffles the crying.


‘Anyone special on the scene?’ I say, before we get to goodbyes.


Lori grins. ‘Maybe.’


‘Dawn?’ I say.


‘Maybe. It’s—’ Then she’s tongue-tied.


‘Jo,’ Nick chides me, ‘leave her be.’


‘Only asking.’


‘Digging.’


‘I’m going now,’ Lori says. ‘Happy Christmas.’ She waves both arms and Finn copies her. Isaac digs deeper into my neck.


‘Bye-bye, Isaac,’ she calls. He glances back to the laptop, shakes his hand.


‘Happy new year,’ Nick says.


‘Love you,’ I say. ‘Have fun.’


‘Will do. Love you too.’


She waves again, blows kisses and cuts the connection.


‘You going to have a nap?’ I murmur in Isaac’s ear. He shakes his head.


‘OK.’ I swap a glance with Nick. ‘Milkshakes and Kung Fu Panda, then.’


‘Whooo!’ Finn dances, his approximation of martial-art shapes.


‘I want to play Angry Birds,’ Isaac says.


‘You can do that after the movie or you can do it on my phone now.’


‘I don’t want to do it on your phone,’ he whimpers.


‘That’s fine. After the movie.’ I brace myself for more crying or a full-on tantrum but he gives a sigh of resignation.


The day stretches ahead. I work out we have another seven hours until they’ll be in bed. Another three till the turkey will be done.


‘Lori had cocktails,’ I say to Nick, as I line up the DVD player.


‘Cocktails.’ He catches on immediately. ‘Now there’s an idea. Not sure what we’ve got, spirit wise.’


‘Surprise me,’ I say.





 


 


Lori in the Ori-ent


China


Posted on 20 January 2014 by Lori


First impressions. It is big. It is incredibly busy. Everyone is Chinese – does that sound daft? It’s just there are very, very few non-Chinese faces in the crowds. I can’t understand anything. At all. It is really, really noisy. Like everything is turned up to eleven.


Everyone stares at me. It’s like living in one of those embarrassing dreams where you’re onstage and have no clothes on, except you’re awake and it’s happening even though you’re dressed. People laugh at me too.


Thailand and Vietnam felt new and totally different from home but China – it’s like another planet, not just another country.


And I am the alien.


The most important thing I have learned is how to say ‘No – don’t want it’. Loud and proud. ‘Bú yào.’ Because everyone is hustling and you can’t walk along the pavement without getting hassled to buy stuff.


In these first photos you can see the view from my room. There are three ring roads in Chengdu and this is the middle one. The tower blocks around are enormous, over thirty storeys high, and at street level there are shops and bars and street stalls. I love the old architecture, the teahouses along the river, the beautiful pagodas and bridges. There are lots of parks but there’s also loads of building work everywhere (more tower blocks). The pictures of the park make it look old and peaceful. Maybe I’ll add a soundtrack sometime so you can hear how loud it all is. It’s a bit overwhelming but my travel mate Dawn says to go with the flow. So that’s what I’m doing. Lxxx





CHAPTER SEVEN



The new year doesn’t bring all those things we hope for – health, wealth and happiness. Things start to unravel at the end of January. Nick is standing in the kitchen, his face several shades paler than usual, his eyes darker, inky, angry.


‘They say there’s no need to panic,’ he says, ‘but everyone’s tarting up their CVs and rediscovering LinkedIn. Fuck, Jo.’ He refills his whisky glass.


‘They’ll keep some people on,’ I say, ‘surely, even if the merger goes ahead. The project will still need finishing.’


‘I don’t know. Andy’s not giving anyone straight answers.’ Andy is his boss, the project manager. ‘He probably doesn’t know himself,’ he adds, still anxious to be fair, even though he might be getting shafted. ‘It’s an awful time to be looking for jobs.’


‘It might not come to that. We’ll manage,’ I say.


‘How? On what you earn? On bloody benefits?’


‘We’ll have to,’ I say. ‘People do.’ I’m being optimistic. I’ve seen families at school go through the mill, plunged into free school dinners, shocked at the reality of life on the welfare system. And others who, despite all their efforts, have never been able to escape from it, now shamed and hounded by the rhetoric of blaming the poor for poverty. But I’m determined to remain positive, ignore the way my stomach dropped when he announced the risk of redundancy.


‘Besides,’ I say, ‘you’ll get some money.’


‘Yes,’ Nick says, ‘twenty grand.’


‘Breathing space. Then you could look for—’


He holds up his hands, he doesn’t need any more blithe reassurances.


A week later I get a call from Sunita, Isaac’s teacher. Can I come to the classroom?


She sounds strained, or am I imagining it?


The rest of the class are playing out. Isaac is there and his best friend Sebastian. Sebastian is in tears.


‘What’s the matter?’ I say.


‘I’m afraid Isaac bit Sebastian,’ Sunita says.


‘I didn’t,’ Isaac says.


Crouching down so I’m level with the two boys, I say to Isaac, ‘What happened?’


His face is tight, a scowl scored deep on his brow. ‘He’s stupid,’ Isaac says.


‘Calling people names is naughty. What happened, Sebastian?’ I say.


Sebastian’s lower lip is quivering and his eyes well up again. He talks in hiccups. ‘He bit me.’ He shows me the evidence, tooth-marks on his forearm.


‘You need to say sorry,’ I tell Isaac, ‘and you’ll have to go to time-out.’


Isaac looks murderous. If he could bite me too, he would.


‘He said Benji was a pig,’ Isaac says.


‘I did not,’ Sebastian retorts. ‘I said he was big. You didn’t listen.’


‘It doesn’t matter what he said,’ Sunita tells Isaac. ‘You do not hurt other people. If someone is mean to you, you tell a teacher.’


Thank God it was Sebastian, I think. His mum, Freya, won’t make a big deal of it. I hope the boys’ friendship will last. Isaac needs all the friends he can get.


‘Say sorry,’ I say.


Isaacs spits out a ‘sorry’.


‘Isaac,’ Sunita says, ‘that doesn’t sound like you mean it.’


It takes two more attempts but we get a halfway decent apology and Isaac spends the rest of the morning in time-out.


There’s a darkness in Isaac I don’t understand. It’s not just the biting – that’s one of the ways he expresses it. While the world is Lori’s oyster and Finn’s happy home, for Isaac it often seems to be a place of treachery and shadows. Glass half empty and witches under the bed. Where does it come from?





 


 


Lori in the Ori-ent


Food: the good, the bad and the . . . What is that?


Posted on 12 February 2014 by Lori


Sichuan province, and Chengdu in particular, is known for its spicy food. If you are lucky enough to stumble upon a waiter who has any English you might be able to negotiate a mild version of the day’s dish. For mild read fiery.


The cuisine comes in three levels of spiciness. Spiciness is a bit of a euphemism. We’re talking chilli at industrial concentrations. But also Sichuan peppers – little round peppercorns that are like culinary grenades, zapping the nerve endings and destroying all sensation in the mouth. Raised in Manchester, I am quite familiar with the delights of the curry house, and can scarf down a vindaloo with the best of them. I had no idea.


Here the meals are


1)   hot


2)   blazing hot


3)   scorching.


It would be handy to have some sort of rating system on the menus, sticks of dynamite, maybe, or little bonfires. Until that is introduced (don’t hold your breath) the dining-out experience can best be described as a minefield. One advantage of this custom of drenching everything in fiery, sweat-inducing chilli sauce is that while I am trying to tell if my tongue has melted or there’s any enamel left on my teeth I am less anxious about what lurks within the sauce. Whether it is lamb or pork or chicken or, to be more precise, a bit of the animal I have ever allowed past my lips before. Armpits, eyeballs, testicles, toes? Or any of those inside bits I prefer not to think about? Nothing is wasted.


There is no bread. There are no chips, no mash or jacket potatoes. There is always rice or noodles – as long as you ask for it. I have never been so hungry in my life. You’d think three honey buns would fill up a girl with an appetite but the effect lasts for about ten minutes.


On Saturday I was out with friends (you can see us in the last picture). Bradley, Dawn and Shona. Bradley has better Mandarin than me (hah! everyone has better Mandarin than me), and by the end of our meal, with a little help from an app on his phone, he’d worked out that among our dishes of baby lamb and big pig we had also enjoyed sea slug.


I could’ve lived without knowing that. Lxxx


PS Mum, send cheese. And baguettes. Now. *joke*





CHAPTER EIGHT



Saturday, and Nick has taken Finn to his swimming practice. Benji and Isaac are lying sprawled on the floor. Isaac has been drawing – his pictures are astonishing for his age: intense, accurate, forensic in their detail. This morning it’s been pirates, pirates and their ships, cutlasses and earrings, rigging and sharks in the water. Now he has one hand on Benji’s chest and is murmuring.


I am ironing.


‘What are you saying, Isaac?’


‘A story.’


‘He likes it,’ I say.


My phone sounds an email. Lori.


‘Mummy,’ Isaac says, ‘I feel sick.’


‘Oh, no – come on.’


There are no false alarms with Isaac. We reach the downstairs toilet just in time.


When he’s done I clean his face, give him water to drink. His forehead is dry and very hot.


‘Bed,’ I say.


He doesn’t argue or even ask for any toys.


‘Isaac’s poorly,’ I tell Finn when they get in, ‘so play down here.’


‘Why?’


‘So he can sleep.’


‘What’s wrong with him?’ Finn says.


‘I don’t know. He’s been sick.’


Finn grimaces. ‘Yuck.’


‘How was swimming?’


‘Good,’ he says.


‘He was great,’ Nick says. ‘The teacher says he’s good enough to try out for the shrimps but he has to be eight.’


I pick up Lori’s message.






	From:


	loreleimx@gmail.com







	Date:


	21 February 2014 01:08







	To:


	joannamaddox70@hotmail.com; NickMyers@firenet.co.uk; tombolmaddox@aol.com







	Subject:


	News








Hi guys, amazing news. I’ve got a job! I’m working for an agency – Five Star English – as a private English tutor. They sorted out my visa, I had to fly to Hong Kong and back, but it’s all done and I can stay for a year. And so many people want lessons that I’ll soon have enough money to get a decent place to live. The only thing is I can’t get a refund on my return ticket for next week. Sorry Dad, but I should be able to pay my own way home when the time comes. It’s all happening so fast!


Lxxx


‘God!’


Nick looks up from the paper.


‘Lori,’ I say.


I hand him my phone.


‘Another year,’ he says. ‘It’s a fantastic opportunity if she can make a go of it.’


‘I know.’ I’m still disconcerted, adjusting to the fact that I won’t see her for twelve more months.


‘And one less mouth,’ Nick says.


We share a look. He’s received his redundancy notice and has started applying for jobs.


Changing her plans again. Then why shouldn’t she? She’s not beholden to anyone. It’s not as if I was relying on her to come home for any particular practical reason. So why do I feel so let down?





 


 


Lori in the Ori-ent


What’s in a Name 2?


Posted on 9 March 2014 by Lori


Call me Bird’s Net Jasmine. Those of you who landed here before will know I’ve already posted about my name, Lorelei, and its meaning here. It’s a common custom in China for people to work out a Chinese version of their name and likewise for Chinese people who work with Westerners as guides and translators or teachers to take on an English name. Among the Chinese friends I’ve made are Rosemary (Mo Li) and Oliver (Zhong Pengfei). Looking online, thanks to www.wearyourchinesename.com, I came up with these suggestions for Chinese versions of Lori. Lori is made up of two characters. The first means ‘net’ or ‘bird’s net’ or ‘sieve’ or ‘twelve dozen’, among other things. The second comes from the word ‘jasmine’. I could go for Li instead, meaning ‘plums’ or Lei (pronounced Lee), a ‘flower bud’. This might be a slight improvement on ‘alluring rock’ (see earlier post). My surname is Maddox. This is not a reference to a deranged bull but apparently comes from the Welsh name Madog, meaning ‘goodly’. Maybe I should just call myself Manchester or I could double up on the Lei and call myself Lei Lei, or Lilo? Lo means ‘dredge’. ‘Plum dredge’?


The jury’s still out. All suggestions gratefully received in the comments below.


Lxxx





CHAPTER NINE







	From:


	loreleimx@gmail.com







	Date:


	11 March 2014 22:19







	To:


	joannamaddox70@hotmail.com







	Subject:


	Hello








Hi Mum,


Tell Nick I hope he gets something soon and that it’s way better than his old job. Yep, I’m busy. I have some school-age students, little ones that I teach in the evenings, three different families on different days. Then a graduate who wants to improve his spoken English, and I’ve just taken on a friend of his too. There’s a couple who are learning together (Saturday) and some high-school students – their parents clubbed together. It’s quite a big deal here if they can speak English: more opportunity for jobs in tourism and business. I get stopped all the time by people asking me if I can teach them.


I found some lesson plans online. It’s hard for us to learn Chinese, the way one word can have so many different meanings, depending on the tones, on how it’s pronounced. I’ll never get used to that. But English is hard for them too – all the tenses we have and they just don’t. Dawn is fine. She is working full time at an English school out near the 3rd Ring Road (more lesson plans for me!) and is looking for an apartment there. It’s still cloudy here and it would be nice to get to a beach sometime and catch some rays but she’s not sure what holiday she can take. It’s pretty restricted.


I’ve been thinking about a photo project I’d like to do – Chengdu is growing all the time, malls and skyscrapers going up, everyone studying and working and trying to get ahead, get an education, get a good job to buy the shiny things in the shops. Sound familiar? But there’s also surprises, hidden bits, weird hobbies people have on the side. One man I know races pigeons. Someone else is restoring a vintage bike. Shona makes jewellery out of waste material, like crisps packets and so on. Anyway, if I can find a few more examples I’ll give it a go. Watch this space.


Big hugs to Finn and Isaac.


Lxxx


It occurs to me that while the unemployment situation is still so precarious, especially in the north where we live and even more so for young people, then Lori is better off where she is.


Nick is withdrawing more every day. He’s always been a calm, sociable, happy character. I was attracted by his sense of equanimity as well as his looks, and the way he laughed so freely at my jokes. His attitude to Lori, too – she was twelve when she first met him.


In the past, when Nick and I had problems, we had at least been able to talk about them, argue even, but now in the wake of his redundancy he is increasingly sullen and tight-lipped.
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