
		
			[image: 9781472299949.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Copyright © 2023 Paula Cocozza

			 

			The right of Paula Cocozza to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			First published as an Ebook in 2023 by Tinder Press

			An imprint of Headline Publishing Group

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may

			only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means,

			with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of

			reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued

			by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			 

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

			to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			eISBN 978 1 4722 9994 9

			 

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			Title

			Copyright

			About the Author

			Praise

			Dedication

			Prologue

			Phase One

			Phase Two

			Phase Three

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			Paula Cocozza is a Guardian features writer who has written for a wide range of publications from the TLS to Vogue.  She is the author of a previous novel, How to be Human, which was published by Hutchinson in 2018 and shortlisted for the Desmond Elliot Prize.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			‘There are three of us in this – you, me and your mobile. How many couples have said this to each other? Paula Cocozza’s witty, wry new novel is sharp as a skewer about the devices and desires in many modern marriages. I loved it’

			Amanda Craig, author of The Golden Rule

			‘A beguiling and unsettling modern love story, full of wit, bafflement and razor-sharp swipes at modern desperation. She loves her past; he loves his phone, the centre cannot hold’ 

			Louisa Young, author of A Year and a Day

			‘A meticulously composed novel about getting and paying attention. Paula Cocozza peels back the screens of modern life to explore different types of distance – from those we love and from ourselves, in a marriage and back to a lingering youthful relationship. Cool, compelling, Speak To Me is both timeless and vividly contemporary’

			Richard Beard, author of The Day That Went Missing

		

	
		
			

			For all those who write

			in the scraps of time

			that the rest of life leaves

		

	
		
			

			It has become clear to me that I will have to take serious action in regard to Wendy. Ten minutes ago, when Kurt’s telephone vibrated with a wooden judder on the bedside table, his penis – there may be a more up-­to-­date word for it – winced. I received one small, sympathetic throb. Like a reply. I beg your pardon. I realise this may be too much intimacy when we’ve only just met, but the Forum is shut or empty, and there’s nowhere else to go.

			Kurt lay still. I lay still. The vibration stopped. A faint bluish patch landed on the ceiling above Kurt’s back. His head cocked towards the bedside table, where a corresponding blue box lit Wendy’s little screen. I pushed at his shoulders and unstuck my back from the sheet. This is exactly how last month’s incident started too.

			It makes my blood boil to think that earlier this evening I was the one who felt guilty. I carried my present from Kurt upstairs and hid it under the bed, where it would not bother me. Then I opened the window as wide as possible. I made sure it was fast. The street light flickered to life. Nothing else moved out there. No show at The Close this Sunday evening. I looked down on the front garden, on the crab apple and the borders of perfect, unpitted pebbles that edged the lawn, and my guilt grew. I wish I could shake this feeling, which is habitual with me. After all, tonight’s debacle has proved my fears about Kurt and justified my preparations. Even when I drummed my heels on his calves to remind him where he was (inside me, Kurt), he did not recommence his movements but continued to stare at the bedside table. I do resent being incapacitated to no purpose. I clamped my hands on his ears and swivelled his head to face me. ‘Look at me,’ I breathed. Bear in mind that today is my fiftieth birthday. Happy birthday, dear me.

			Kurt’s head dropped. Sweat silvered the folds of his forehead, the tight pleats that puckered his eyelids. Outside air, I won’t say fresh, slipped in through the window, a warm whiffle that blew on my toes, slinked up my shins and roused a few hairs I’d missed with the razor. That breeze was my call to action. Up bumped my hips, to jolt Kurt back – to me, in our master suite, at the front of the Beaufort, here in The Close. Third exit at the mini roundabout. You can drive straight over it. There’s never anyone coming the other way.

			Kurt picked up speed. I believe he wished to hasten to the end of our lovemaking. I squeezed my pelvis for all I was worth, to slow him, and to teach him the importance of being fully present during in-­person communication. He cried out, his head swaying wildly from phone to me to phone. I found it especially injurious that Wendy and I lay parallel, both on our backs. Might, be, ur, gent, Kurt puffed.

			I am urgent, Kurt, I thought. My urges are competing.

			He glanced askance from beneath his russet lashes. His right eyelid pulsed, and I knew what he meant to do. He propped himself on one forearm, and as he adjusted his weight, I went for it. I got there first. I handed Wendy over his back, to my right hand. Like ninety per cent of humans, I’m right-­handed. Alas, I had not allowed for the challenge of being horizontal. The phone bounced off the window frame, hit the sisal flooring – which I still think abrasive for a bedroom – and cracked apart.

			Kurt spluttered, a guttural choke; I felt it spatter my forehead. He shrank, backed away from me on his hands and knees, then wordlessly dropped off the end of the bed. Crouching naked on his haunches, he began to reassemble that dreadful Wendy as intently as a troglodyte sharpening a flint. His oblivious buttocks and the sole of his supporting foot glowed amber in the street light. A head-­to-­heel rear view of sad, naked man. I wanted to visit the Forum right then, but that would have made me as dependent as Kurt. So I got up and came in here to the family bathroom to sit peacefully on the toilet. Just jotting down these thoughts is a comfort – as if someone else is out there listening. And, who knows, may one day answer.

			Anyway, I don’t need the Forum. I can recite their replies.

			– Honey, you tried talking to him?

			– Yawn in his goddam face.

			– He’s probably just bored. (!)

			– When my gf did this I threw her phone out the window and said she gotta pick me or it.

			– Break up if he does it a third time.

			See, this is the problem, because tonight is the third time. When did it become not-­OK to expect a person’s full attention on a special occasion? I didn’t get that memo. I know. Nobody sends memoranda nowadays. I didn’t see the post, then. I wasn’t in the right chat. And while we’re at it, what sort of fiftieth birthday present is a briefcase? I know the leather is flawless, and Kurt has paid extra to have my own initials embossed on the lid. But when he slid the parcel across the kitchen table to me this morning, for a moment I thought . . . It was the right sort of shape. But it was too small, and too much, far too much, to hope for. And this is where I start to feel angry, because Kurt and I were fine. We were happy once upon a time, before the boys, before we moved here, before he became obsessed with his Wendys. Before I lost something I wanted to find. Oh, nothing major! Just an object I used to share my life with, which Kurt hates me to mention. I would like to discuss this with Kurt but as you can see, he is very busy and he ‘can’t not have a phone’. That’s a quote. Well, we shall see about that. Kurt, I need to talk to you.

			Too bad. His throaty snores drift evenly along the landing from our bedroom. Being holed up in the bathroom suits the occasion. I shall linger on the toilet and make the most of this chance to unpack my thoughts. It frightens me to think that we may have gone too far along our separate paths to get ourselves back to a good place together. I must recover my losses and find a way to free Kurt and me from Wendy.

			How did we end up here?

		

	
		
			Phase One

		

	
		
		

	
		
			 

			The day we quit our old house, something went missing. I knew this before I knew what it was. We emerged from a dark tunnel of trees on the main road and turned into our estate. The midsummer sun lit the pristine ivory surface of the new roads. I narrowed my eyes against the glare and took my foot off the pedal. The speed dial dropped below twenty. As we rolled around those bright, stupefying bends, I felt a seizing in my heart, a dread that dislodged itself and rattled and clinked like a stone in a can at each turn of the wheel. That stone kept knocking at me, it knocked and knocked till the knocks rang shrill. I braked. I hit the horn hard and let the boom blast those still streets while the boys screamed with delight and Kurt bit his lip. I’d left something terrible behind, and I feared I would never get it back.

			The Close was – is – shaped like a keyhole. Our house is on the left, the last on the straight part before the road curves into the circle. I pulled over and let the engine run. We had driven for less than two hours, yet we had landed in a different country. Lamp posts rose weedless out of unstained pavements that glittered in the sunlight. No litter or petals blew in the gutter. The yellow parking line glistened freshly on the pale road. A stake had been set into our patch of lawn; I did not immediately discern the slender tree attached to it. I didn’t see leaves, though this was late June. It was Kurt who finally reached across and moved the gearstick into neutral while the boys squawked and yanked at the door triggers. On the other side of The Close, an older couple watched us from their porch and waved. I don’t know if you’re aware, but people who live in cul-­de-­sacs are the happiest in Britain.

			I knocked on Kurt’s thigh with my knuckles and opened my hand for the house keys. His mobile telephone was in his lap, that special first smart one, which he had queued for overnight in the rain the previous autumn; and I remember that as he raised his hips to fish the keys from his jeans pocket, the phone, thick and dark and glassy, mirrored the sun, and slid in a bright flash between his legs onto the seat. It had not yet become the monster that I call Wendy. The keys dropped into my palm.

			Our new house was a model known as the Beaufort. It was very new, especially to me. I had been too busy to visit the show home with Kurt and the boys, and the plans ill prepared me for the novelty inside. A twist of tissue paper sheathed each door knob and light switch. The whole place smelled as if it had been lifted from a box. The woodwork emitted a powdery, newly milled scent, the paintwork a tacky reek. Each footstep on the sisal carpet released a freshly sheared odour of blade and fibre dust. I picked the transparent plastic skin from the glazing in vast, floppy sheets. While the boys thundered up and down the stairs, hollering at their echoes, I pulled open cupboards, drawers, doors. They gave with a sticky peeling sound. I had the feeling the house had been sealed and was opening at my touch.

			From the moment I stepped inside, I was looking for something. While we waited for the removal lorry to arrive, and Kurt and the boys played with the remote control, lifting and lowering the roller door to the garage, I went top to bottom with a tipping, keeling panic. I put this down to the stress of the move, a general anxiety about whether I’d remembered everything. Because there was nothing to find. How could there be? The house was box-­fresh. The builders had left nothing. Not a hair in the paintwork. The closets held no ghosts. The stairs didn’t creak. The banister didn’t judder like our poor old one did, from all the times the boys had swung off it. Our new home was a blank slate, a house with no history and nothing to hide.

			But I kept looking.

			While the removal team parked, we allocated the bedrooms. There was one each for the boys, the master for us, and the spare (just the other side of this bathroom wall), which I planned to keep immaculate for nobody. From the window in there, I first saw our sad square of back garden. It’s too dark to see it now, and anyway, I’d have to stand up. But I remember that our lonely young cherry tree looked faint against the bright tan of the rear fence, behind which lay a building site. I pictured the raw red bricks rising in subsequent phases to three storeys, to become the house behind our garden whose height Kurt had failed to take account of when he studied the estate layout on his devices. But on the day we moved, there was just a big hole. The builders had turned up their dance music; I could hear the vocals but I didn’t recognise the language. A digger shuttled back and forth on the sludge that would yield the new house’s garden.

			I should say that the Beaufort is the most prestigious of the estate’s five designs. It is shaped like a large box. All the rooms are square: boxes inside boxes. I had the sense that everything was in view yet nothing in plain sight. As the removal team filled the house with furniture and boxes, I felt the walls tighten around me. But I calmed myself and told myself that at least now there were places to search. Our neighbours Sally and Akhil were moving in the same day. Back and forth they trekked between a hire van and their Marlborough (some wit had named all the houses after dukedoms). As the afternoon wore on, the older couple opposite reappeared with a flask and camping chairs, which they set up on the verge outside their Clarence. Mick and Andrea were the first Phase One movers. For two months, they had been The Close’s only inhabitants; it must have been amazing to see people.

			We moved on a Friday. Over the weekend, Kurt and I straightened the boys’ room. We had chosen the Beaufort so they wouldn’t need to share, but they pleaded with us to move both beds into the room of the eldest (by a minute). I hung their clothes, folded T-­shirts, picking my way across the floor, a soup of toys and games and sprawling limbs. I remember they were racing through the final Harry Potter; we had a waiting list of eighty-­five at the library and I’d bought two paperbacks so both boys could read at once. Back then, the boys still read and played on the floor. They loved reading. They did. Nowadays they lie on their beds.

			By the Monday, the sense that something was missing grew. Each time I shut my eyes, a small black hole appeared. I applied myself to seeing the best in our immaculate new home. It was a marvel to own so many cupboards, especially the vast three-­door closet in the hall. A couple of evenings in that first week, after the diggers were done, Kurt and I slid aside the back doors and drank sparkling wine and filtered water on the ‘terrace’. But the hole, that black hole in my mind, deepened at its core, and seeped and frilled, iridescent like an ink spot. It was there when I shut my eyes, it was there when I opened them. No matter how much I busied myself, or how often I tapped the magical soft-­close kitchen cupboards, my loss sat there, a shadow at the edge of my vision. I could never clearly see it, and I could never not see it.

			Well, life is full of missing. So I got on with it. In this state of knowing and not knowing, I organised the cupboards, hooked us up to the electrics, gas, broadband, learned the route to work and the boys’ old school where they were to finish the year. And all the while, the dark in my head grew, soaking outward from the centre like a nib left to rest on soft paper. This is how gone things pass. When a thing vanishes from the material world, it slips into the mind of the person who owned it, where it lives as a cavity. But it’s impossible to see what’s lost because what’s lost is gone. Am I making sense? I am trying. What I mean is, during that first week I believed I would unpack something to fill its shape and then I would feel OK. I would. But one night I sat bolt upright in bed. The duvet fell to my waist. My hair hung wet with sweat. And I saw it! The ink spot hid nothing. It did not mark the beginning of some mysterious neurosis. Nor was it a metaphor for an object I had yet to figure. That little blot was the true shape of my loss. I wanted to get up and start looking right then, but it was two in the morning and Kurt was asleep beside me.

			_______

			The next day was Friday – my day off. I dressed early, and when Kurt woke, I told him I would finish the unpacking and organise the house. As soon as he and the boys left, I set upon the boxes. I felt sure I would find what I was looking for in each one I opened. The second box contained LPs, and after I’d unearthed my old stereo, I put on a disc I used to dance to in my student days. The scrape and clang of the diggers ricocheted around my head, so I turned the volume high – fresh perk of a detached house – and sang along as I bumped box after box down the stairs. Kurt had piled them in the spare room, but I wanted that room to feel ready for visitors. So down they all went. A cardboard maze grew around me. Stacks of boxes blocked the hall, the lounge, the drawing room – amusing idea, that there would be space to withdraw to in a house with two young boys. Twelve is still young.

			I ripped the sticky sealing tape and tore off lids and out flew all sorts: a glass vase and a single roller skate, a machine to remove lint from sweaters, several cushions, which I hurled at the new L-­shaped sofa Kurt had bought, bottles of head lice treatment, relics of primary school, candles and clocks, a plug-­in globe, place mats and board games. The rubbish I bagged and drove out to the main road. Several times Andrea had hailed the refuse truck to let them know we were all here, but they maintained that our new postcode did not exist. There wasn’t time to unpack and search. My hunt rampaged through the house. I filled empty boxes with things I’d removed from full boxes, and upturned others. I wasn’t so much unpacking as vandalising. But I couldn’t stop.

			Precarious, random piles rose from the sisal, wobbly as those stone towers people build on pebble beaches. A brass carriage clock balanced on top of a cookery book, which see-­sawed on the glass jar of the juicer we never used. There was a whole crate of teddy bears, a little sinister en masse. I scrawled ‘LOFT’ on the side of that one. And books. So many books. The Beaufort’s only shelves were in the closet, where I managed to stow a metre or two of paperbacks. The rest I piled along one wall of the drawing room in what we call at work ‘small stacks’, which I hoped would stop Kurt from repeating his suggestion that I recycle them. I carried a crate of hand tools into the garage, quieter in there, thanks to the heavy steel door, and found the cellular blankets we swaddled the boys in as babies, folded next to the club hammer, claw hammer and sledgehammer, the tins of ancient nails and rusty tacks. Our old floor-­length plum curtains didn’t fit the Beaufort’s windows, nor its style, which I would describe as confrontationally plain. Back in the lounge, I freed them from the boxes and they landed in stiff, craggy peaks like great brocaded mountains.

			What was I looking for? Yes, I am coming to that. I still cannot understand how an object vanishes between one house and another. I can picture our boxes bobbing in the arms of our expert removal troops, out of our old door and into the truck, then out of the truck and up the pebble-­lined path of the Beaufort. Could one have been left behind? In stories, things go missing deep in the forest, not in the middle of a brand-­new housing estate.

			Well, I will not throw a curtain over the events I am sharing. I admit: I was happy in our old house. Its cracks and crooked quirks held our family and our little misalignments intact. But Kurt, a project manager who built and oversaw websites for clients, was desperate to launch his start-­up; which, if I have overheard correctly, is a back-­to-­front-­end engineering and design laboratory. His big bugbear is that designers continue to prioritise the internet on desktop computers and treat mobile phones as an afterthought. Kurt reminded me that I believe a person should pursue their passions. And he supported me when I changed careers, when the boys were small. That is true. He did do that. I earned nothing for two years. On the other hand, a global recession was a terrible time to sell. Luckily for Kurt, our wonderful old house held its value much better than the new one, so we swapped our small Victorian terrace in south-­west London for a heavily discounted four-­bedroomed townhouse with integral garage on an unfinished estate in Berkshire. My commute to the large public library that I manage quadrupled – impossible now to cycle to work – but on the plus side, we had no mortgage, and Kurt’s every waking hour could be spent on his widgets. I’m a little hazy on the specifics. I know he developed a sensual way to refresh without the need to drag down (a gesture he was convinced people would find cumulatively depressing), and he hoped that his simulated finger click would have a greater impact on our times than the like ‘button’.

			I tried to make the best of things. But that Friday when I wreaked havoc in the Beaufort, I felt ashamed, as if I’d misbehaved, though also still hopeful. So shortly before five, when I heard the car engine thrum on the drive, I crawled beneath one of those enormous brocade curtains and peeped out at the mess on the floor, and I waited for the three of them to come in and find me. Someone tripped entering the room – Kurt, because at the time the boys didn’t swear indoors. There was a pause. I leapt out with a ‘Ta-­da!’ and laughed because I felt so silly. The boys are not identical, but in that moment they wore the same expression of total bewilderment. Behind them, Kurt dropped his jaw and stared. ‘I’m still organising this room!’ I sang out. My youngest came to stand in the mess with me, and I marvelled at how easily he fitted in my arms, and I kissed the top of his head, which was right there under my chin. Our eldest turned and climbed the stairs, and I heard the click of the bedroom door.

			That evening, the boys came to me in the kitchen, the youngest looking sheepish, to talk about bedtime. Our little routine had evolved over the years, but we had followed it since they were babies: a bath, into pyjamas, a story. Each evening I took it in turns whose bed I perched on to read; we went through so many books like that. But now the eldest did the talking, and what he said was: they had grown out of a story. My youngest silently lowered his head. All of the worlds seemed to run out of all of the books then.

			Of course, I never did find what I was looking for. So for many weeks – who am I kidding? For many years – my loss felt indefinite, as if it might not be lost at all, and also that it just went on and on, a deepening, incompletable loss. I learned to live with it in a way that gave it substance. Something materialised out of all my searching. The box I never found was a box I daily pictured, whose contents I was free to imagine. It became a companion to me, a touchstone from my old life in the new house. Its absence, the way its absence bothered me, made the loss feel more present than it had felt in any of the years before. With a little effort, I could almost conjure it into the Beaufort.

			I began to think about —

			And this is a name I cannot say.

			See, I think Kurt gave me that briefcase today – yesterday! Goodness, the corner of this screen says 00:25 – because he wants to shut the lid on all this. But that is not how life works, Kurt. Things do not go away when you lock them in boxes or lose them or even replace them.

			Oh no! Someone’s coming. Footsteps pause outside the bathroom. A hand cranks the door handle. ‘It’s occupied!’ I whisper. The feet pad lightly downstairs to the cloakroom, and I recognise my youngest (by a minute).

			I must switch this little thing off and go to bed. A fine place this is to end a fiftieth birthday. In a minute, I will lay my body beside that of my sleeping husband, and try not to wonder too hard if I shall fall asleep myself. One last thing I want to say tonight: when I look back on our first few weeks in the Beaufort, it’s those damn curtains I see, and me, lifting a hem or whisking them in the air, hoping against all reason that I would find what I wanted in the space beneath. I was so sure that one time I would fling up that brocade and see my old leather case.

		

	
		
			 

			It was about two feet long, half as wide, and deceptively deep. A diagonal gouge split the tan lid. That scar is someone else’s story, for it was there when I bought it in a junk shop down one of those lanes near the covered market in Oxford, a strange little place that seemed out of its time. A bell tinkled when I opened the door, and I remember all prices were displayed in Roman numerals, including those for the few Roman coins the shopkeeper kept. This was in my second term as an undergraduate. Right there in the shop, the lid creaked when lifted, and for years the sound was magical to me. Only later did the creak trip the terror that I was giving myself away. Because after a certain point, I never managed to look inside that case without wishing it held more than it did.

			I had been browsing for a while when the proprietor emerged from a room out back. Very traditional, in a canvas apron. He watched with a frown as I flipped the lid to and fro. Perhaps he worried I would weaken the hinge straps. ‘Spanish hide. A rich, full grain.’ He said it came from ‘a very good house’. I didn’t know about that. The front corners were scuffed, the dye peeling. I rubbed it with my thumb and my thumb turned russet. From beneath my fringe, I watched the shopkeeper shift from foot to foot. I knocked him down to twelve pounds fifty.

			What else can I tell you? Goodness knows, a description would be helpful, and I have stared hard enough at it over the decades.

			But let’s see. My old trunk is edged with long pale stitches that nowadays will have come loose. Pardon me. ‘Nowadays’ is cancelled. Our assistant librarian, Mika, has put it in her round-­up of old words we are to phase out of our communications. I sent her on a (free) course to explore ways to attract visitors as we seek to justify our funding. Mika says we can say ‘now’ or ‘these days’ but I gather ‘nowadays’ is less now than ‘now’, and ‘right now’ is more now than either. I probably should not say ‘pardon me’ either. I will reread Mika’s list, and ping or swipe-­right her, or whatever the word is for dropping someone a line these days. My deputy, Susan, is riled by these changes, but I’m with Mika: young people find old words alienating, and the library would like to reach out to young people, and so would I.

			Now, where was I?

			My case. There is a handle. Perhaps most helpfully, the lid is embossed with the initials J.P.C. I liked storing my letters in a case that appeared not to belong to me. That was Antony – mine and not mine. You could say it of all lovers, but it was more true of him. Actually, I am not sure I did like the not-­belonging, but what I mean is: the discomfort fitted me so well it was as if I had chosen it. In my mind’s eye, the lid of that case is always ajar, Antony’s letters spilling out.

			So that’s what I’d lost. Just an ancient case of ancient letters. And yes, I do know that when I say that, I am trying to squash down the lid, put all this back in the box. Back in the box.

			Oh dear. There I go again. This is a habit I thought I’d mastered – describing my case to strangers, as if a description will help. It’s this smart new one Kurt has given me that’s making me behave a little desperately again. The first piece of fresh evidence I have obtained in nearly two years, and all day the thought of it has plagued me. Hence I’ve hurried home from work to examine it. Why would Kurt give me this? I swing it onto my desk. I have to push the catches so hard they dent my thumbs but at last the locks pop and the lid lifts silently.

			Burgundy swirls swarm the interior, a rash of marbled claret picked out in gold, and I feel queasy looking into it, light-­headed and scooped out. Propped against the back wall is a tiny card, like a florist’s, on which Kurt has handwritten, with a rollerball he has borrowed from my desk, ‘Sorry about your old one. This case is full of love & I will do all I can to help you keep it safe.’ I wonder, when he wrote that ‘sorry’, if he wanted to apologise or sympathise. He has embossed S.B. on the lid. I think he intends it as the last nail in the old case. But I have no idea what to put in a trunk that is meant to be mine. And now that I have opened its sleek, glossy lid, I think of all that I’ve lost.

			One thing I want to make clear is that this – document – is not about Antony, even if something of him occasionally escapes. It is not Antony I miss. It is something else, the something that slipped out of my life with my battered old case, and it is not him, though it would be easy to mistake it for him. No, Antony, if you’re there, this is not about you.

			Ah, there goes the roller door of the garage. Kurt is home. We need to talk about what happened last night. I will shut this down and continue tomorrow.

			_______

			No, I will not continue tomorrow. I will continue right now. Because Kurt has come home with that damn slab of glass stuck to his hand, that small shiny coffin he is pouring us into, and he is standing in the doorway to this very room, not looking at me. He mouth-­talks into his Wendy, which he holds perpendicular to his lips in the style he calls ‘Crackerbread’. I know this because after he quit his job, he spent days in cafés and parks near our old house to observe how humans hold their telephones in the field. Yoo-­hoo, Kurt. Over here, at the desk. Oh dear, I’m afraid he’s neglected to give his nearest user visual feedback. He has forgotten his own mantra: a millisecond a day turns a user away. Type type, tap tap. Aren’t you going to ask what I’m doing, Kurt? I’m keeping busy while I wait to speak to you.

			Since Kurt is unavailable, I shall explain about our marriage. We have a modern version of a long-­distance relationship. We share a house, but we live in different historical eras. Kurt, who is two years older than me, has countless devices and re-­spawns himself relentlessly. He is always the latest him, whilst I remain the same old me. I’m like a figure from a historical novel in my own drawing room – an anachronism searching for my moment. I do own this ancient laptop, though it is very slow; and for my birthday, I bought myself one of those clever phones that does more than make calls – but it is not at the vanguard like Kurt’s and I keep forgetting where I put it. I left it in the bathroom last night when I finally went to bed. There are buttons in this room I do not know the consequences of pressing. I suspect there are many women in my situation, and that is why the Historical Fiction shelves at work always require so much tidying. Only Picture Books is messier, after a school visit.

			Ah, at last! Kurt has finished his call. He lurks in the doorway, head drooping. You would think he sleeps standing up. But although his eyes appear shut, they are merely lowered; he is not sleeping but scrolling. He hates it if I talk to him when he is busy thumbing, tweeting, dragging, pinching, posting, sliding or swiping. It can be very hard to catch the moment when something is buffering. Since last night’s incident, the only words he’s addressed to me have been perfunctory texts about his arrival time and items we may need from ‘outside’. I worry that the thing that is really buffering is me. I am stuck like one of those little beachball wheels that turns and turns and never comes full circle. I cannot go on like this. I push back my chair, and Kurt ducks into the hall.

			Well, let him go.

			I was saying that Kurt and I are physically closer than couples who live thousands of miles apart. We sit on the L-­shaped sofa (occasionally the same prong). We share a bed. We fill the kettle to an even number of cups. We do not have to think, What time is it? where the other is. But something close to hand divides us. I shut my eyes when that thought comes: to hide the thought, or to see it better. Not looking can work both ways. And with my eyes shut, I try – I really try – to picture my husband.

			No, I have failed again. I’m afraid all I can summon are Kurt’s eyelids. They are the part of him that I know best. But when I fell in love with Kurt in the 1990s, people still looked into each other’s eyes, and Kurt’s were grey with pale yellow stars that skirted his pupils, and in those days, he looked at me, and I saw that he liked what he saw, and he would stop at my desk to talk and he was not coy or tactical. I was in the copywriting enclosure, next to the fax machine, and he was a website engineer, ahead of his time, and it was a novelty to me how plainly he asked me to dinner, and then another dinner. From our first date, he liked me openly. That felt so nice. I was starting again, with less than nothing, and Kurt’s love felt – I suppose you could say restorative. But it was better than that. It just felt good in itself. I never worried back then that I would lose it. Looking at Kurt in the garden now, perched on the love seat with Wendy ‘Crackerbread’ to his ear, I have the sense that he has been remade many times since then. Wendy winks at me and gloats that it is back in one piece, and it has Kurt’s ear.

			I, on the other hand, have Kurt’s eyelids. Those sad folds of skin and muscle communicate with me when the rest of Kurt says nothing. The right one has a nervous pulse, like a hidden button. This is the eyelid I watch when I want an answer. Brown shadows, like bruises, press two sad moons below the sac of Kurt’s lower lids. I expect he is deficient in something. It’s possible his levator palpebrae superioris have broken. Given time, I am confident that humans, even slow ones like me, will devise new ways to communicate with our eyelids. Maybe my boys and their lovers will tattoo eyes on them, to foster a deeper connection. May their generation derive great pleasure from eyelids. May they fetishise them, may they eroticise them. May the poets of the future devote odes to them. Eyelids, the curtains of the soul!

			Briefly Kurt glances at my window, and I snap him. I save the image to my new album, ‘Kurt on His Phone in Beautiful Places’. I have added some old ones. Here he is with his little candy-­bar phone at Tintagel castle. An almighty gust catches his curls, thick and lovely with sunshine, while the boys toddle adoringly at his feet. Unforeseeable that they would grow up to like grime. And say hello to Kurt as he checks his favourite websites in the ancient Greek theatre in Syracuse three years ago. He looked at his device so much that holiday, he got a tan line across his nose and cheek. And here is my personal favourite: Kurt thumbing his tiny buttons inside a giant Californian redwood during our trip of a lifetime, while the boys, eight, peep around his legs. I doubt he found reception inside a tree, but there is always something to look at.

			At last, he has come indoors! The soles of his trainers squeak on the kitchen tiles. The fridge door unseals. Any second, he will look in here and we can speak.

			It saddens me to admit that Kurt’s voice has become grating to me. When I moved into his flat, a few months after that first dinner at Canopy, I would lie in bed each morning while he carried his radio from room to room. The engineers started their shifts earlier than us copywriters, and I loved to listen to that radio because I was really listening for Kurt. When it snapped silent, he would appear and kiss me goodbye. He didn’t have a phone, of course: just the little blue pager. Now Kurt is the radio. On and on he drones, on these after-­work work calls, blathering about the new security features he plans to install. I would switch him off if I could. I wouldn’t want to turn him off if he spoke to me.

			I open a search engine and type in the box: how long will Kurt be on the phone? There is a financial service centre called Kurt, and the search engine says that most callers wait no more than a minute. Unlike Kurt’s wife, who has been waiting years. Why does Kurt prefer his phone to me? How can I attract Kurt’s attention? Kurt, what have I lost that I used to have? Call me old-­fashioned – no, don’t, because I’m old enough to have seen fashion go out of fashion. Let me try again. I know this sounds old, or dead, but in the theatre of human relationships, I still believe the main parts belong to humans.

			The house has fallen quiet. I did not notice that the ceiling no longer vibrates with the boys’ low-­pitched bass line and complex beats. And I cannot hear Kurt’s call, so I guess that too has ended. Or possibly – because there goes the chain – he has taken it to the family bathroom. Kurt has a special quiet place in the bowl he aims at, and he is happy for interlocutors to hear him flush. I know for a fact that he has taken a call from his mother while taking a shit. When I confronted him, he said she was going deaf.

			I am beginning to think the Forum got it wrong about trying to talk. I do not know how to go about it with Kurt while he has Wendy. I can see only one way to manage it. I must get the two of them apart. Throwing Wendy at the window last night was my battle cry. Speak to me, Kurt, or I’m coming for Wendy.
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