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MARÍA VARGAS (Ava Gardner): That’s difficult to believe, living in this day and age.


HARRY DAWES (Humphrey Bogart): What makes you think we’re living in this day and age?


JOSEPH MANKIEWICZ, The Barefoot Contessa, 1954




One can return from the fictive world to the everyday world, but something alien remains alive in the mind after the return.
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1


That Saturday – an early winter’s afternoon on Hampstead Heath – Elise had actually been waiting for someone else. It was a set-up through John, her flatmate and landlord. She wasn’t quite sure why she was there for a man she’d never met, but she often went with other people’s suggestions. In the end the bloke hadn’t shown, and as she came out of a clearing into the last low beam of light, Elise saw a woman standing with a sweep of trees behind her, their leaves the colour of cinnamon on the Turkish-blue sky. The scale of the trees against the woman’s body was immense but correct. They looked part of an exquisite giant headpiece, as if she was a goddess or Nature’s queen. She turned to Elise across the span of land, acknowledging her with a smile, as if Elise was a page in her court, a lucky fellow being given his mistress’ ear.


And maybe a man did come to the Heath for Elise, running late, in a scarf and a padded jacket, pacing through the falling leaves? Elise would never know. She smiled back at the woman, who began to move towards her – and the plan had been disturbed. Elise turned and walked away. She looked once over her shoulder, and the woman was following her. Elise was used to people following her. Aged ten, eavesdropping on the adult conversation in the kitchen, she’d heard her mother’s friend say, That one’s going to be a heartbreaker! and she’d never forgotten it. When you’re a child, people will tell you what you are, how you’re going to be, and often you remember it. Beauty had come to Elise; they told her it had. She never talked about it or did anything about it, although she was asked to model and all that kind of thing; being stopped on the street at thirteen, fourteen. She never did it, never called back. But there it was. Despite the scrutiny, she still felt invisible, until Constance Holden looked at her on Hampstead Heath by the cinnamon trees.


*


They left the Heath and approached the long wall of railings that bordered a cemetery, and Elise thought about what was going to happen. She’d never been with a woman before. She stopped, not turning round, waiting like she was the wolf in the game of Grandmother’s Footsteps. She imagined hurling a railing like a javelin as far as an Olympian, deep into the graves where skeletons would shatter. It would show this woman that she was strong.


She turned and the woman was still there, arms folded, looking a little sheepish. She was certainly older than Elise, but Elise was twenty and most of the adults in her life were older than her. She was probably in her thirties. Elise took in her clothes: a man’s shirt, long overcoat open to show slim, uncomplicated jeans, a pair of brogues. No obvious make-up, a small silver ball in the lobe of each ear. A delicate wristwatch on a beautiful wrist. Elise placed her hand round the cemetery railing and spoke because she believed she was safe in this public space. This woman couldn’t molest her, nor spear her with her own railing. And after all, Elise’s life-model class had been cancelled so she had nothing else to do.


‘One day I’m going to die. And that’ll be it,’ Elise said, pointing her finger between the railings. She made no comment on the fact that the woman had been following her.


The woman hugged her arms tighter to herself and laughed, and her laugh made her look confident, a vixen upright on her hind legs. Elise looked over the woman’s left shoulder to the gravestones pushing through the earth like crooked teeth. They were on the poor side of the plots here, far from the tombs of splotched marble belonging to dead pioneers of industry, and somewhere near them, their wives, angled in the soil. Beyond was a crematorium brick chimney, tall and erect, thankfully not puffing smoke.


‘You’re not going to die for a very long time,’ said the woman, and her voice ran through Elise like a shot of iron.


They stared at each other. ‘Is there something I can do for you?’ said Elise.


*


They quickly found an all-hours greasy spoon but didn’t eat anything. The woman said her name was Connie. Elise told her that her name was Elise Morceau. They had mugs of tea, sitting opposite each other, warming their fingers on the cheap china. The woman looked at Elise as if she wasn’t real. ‘I don’t normally do this,’ she said. ‘Do you?’


‘It’s OK,’ said Elise. Then she said, ‘Do what?’


Connie looked up from her mug. ‘This. Just meeting like that. Walking together.’


‘No, I guess not.’ Elise looked at Connie and could see her trying to hide a yearning for answers. ‘I don’t normally do this either,’ she said, and Connie visibly relaxed.


They talked a little about where they lived – Connie, nearby, Elise in Brixton. ‘Have you always been south of the river?’ Connie asked.


‘Yeah.’


‘You were born there?’


Elise looked at her. ‘Yeah.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-eight,’ said Elise.


Connie frowned. ‘I don’t believe you. How old are you?’


‘How old are you?’


‘I’m thirty-six. That is my real age. And Connie is my real name.’


‘I’m twenty,’ said Elise. ‘And I’m Elise.’


‘Do you work in London?’


‘I work in a cafe in Pimlico. It’s called Seedling. And as an usher at the National Theatre. And a life model at the RCA.’


‘A diverse portfolio,’ said Connie.


‘Do you work in the centre?’ said Elise, and Connie straightened up a little as if she was being mocked by the strange phrasing.


‘I work at home,’ said Connie. ‘I’m a writer.’


‘What do you write?’


‘Stories.’


‘What kind of stories?’


‘Fucking good ones,’ said Connie, laughing.


‘You sure about that?’ said Elise.


‘Sometimes.’


‘Would I find you in a library?’


‘You would. And bookshops.’


‘That’s pretty cool,’ said Elise.


Connie stared into her tea again. ‘I guess it is.’ She looked up. ‘Can I take you for dinner?’


*


The next Friday, before their Saturday dinner, Elise took herself to Brixton Library and found the H in fiction. There was the book: Wax Heart, published the year previously. Elise took it out, noting that lots of people had done so before her. A tagline on the back jacket stated: ‘the book everyone’s talking about.’


When John returned from work that night, she told him that she’d met Constance Holden the novelist, who wrote Wax Heart. She edited the bit about meeting on the Heath, not wanting to give the impression of being the sort of person who got picked up in parks. She met people at refined soirees where novelists went. John acknowledged her experience only mildly, seeing as Constance Holden didn’t write novels about heists, with raised lettering on their covers, the inevitable outline of a man running from a burning building. Nor had he studied her at school. Basically, he had never heard of her.


That evening, Elise read Wax Heart. It was intense, harsh, passionate and full of sentences she wanted to underline. Elise found her allegiance switching from woman to man as she read it; poor Beatrice, the blighted weirdo married to a man who led her a merry dance. But how seductive, how reasonable Frederick could be. Beatrice was in love with a man who would bring her danger. But in love, nevertheless: in love, in love. Would she escape? What would happen to her daughter, Gaby, in the aftermath? It was compelling, propulsive, violent and revelatory, a sort of anti-love story that seemed full of heart.


Elise thought about love that night, with Connie’s book splayed open on her chest, the spine cracked slightly under the library plastic. Love. How might it feel? Elise believed that for her whole life she had been tiptoeing round the edge of a volcanic crater whose depths she could not quantify, but which was full of something powerful, something she had never been shown before. Down in that darkness were many happy souls but many dead bodies.


*


For their dinner – their first date, really – they had gone to a restaurant on Dean Street in Soho, called Mariposa. Connie had chosen; dark booths, brass lamps and banquettes of worn red velvet whose shade you sensed but could not truly see. Elise descended the staircase into a space that spanned before her underground: busy, smoky, humming. Women with heavy eyeliner, wearing velvet dresses with warrior shoulders, rubbing against tired City boys and men whose long hair flowed from fashionable hats. Denim, leather, nicotine, money – Elise could taste them on her tongue like elementals.


Connie was already there, and had ordered a bottle of wine. She stood out of the shadows to greet her guest, and Elise was surprised to see how much of an effort she’d made. She looked sensational: plain black cocktail dress, gold chain, her red hair tousled to cavalier perfection. Elise felt a surge of envy: she would like to be thirty-six, and own a house, have published books like Wax Heart, to know about these places in Soho where people like this ate.


‘Hello,’ Connie said.


‘Hello,’ said Elise. She looked down at her clothes: black jeans, white T-shirt. ‘If I’d known, I’d have dressed better.’


‘You look wonderful.’ Connie put out her hand and touched Elise’s shoulder. They smiled at each other.


‘I’ve come straight from the cafe,’ said Elise, sliding into the booth.


‘Seedling.’


‘Yeah,’ said Elise, enchanted that Connie had remembered.


Without asking if she wanted any, Connie poured Elise a glass of wine. ‘And when you’re at the theatre, do you get to see the shows?’


‘Every time.’


‘Do you ever get bored?’


‘All the time.’ 


Connie laughed as a waiter appeared, a young man with a slender waist and eyes loaded with kohl. Elise tried not to stare at him. Connie opted for pot-au-feu with a side of greens. Elise quickly scanned the menu and chose the steak. ‘Cheers,’ Connie said, lifting her glass. ‘So here’s to waitressing, ushering and life-modelling.’ She took a deep mouthful of the wine. ‘Are there other things you’re keen to try?’


‘Other things?’


‘Jobs? Countries?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Elise.


‘What do your parents think?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Elise, and she stared at Connie as if daring her to ask more. Connie did not. ‘I have ideas for plays,’ Elise went on.


‘Plays?’


‘Yes. I’d like to write a play.’


‘Then you should.’


Elise didn’t know if it was strictly true that she wanted to write a play, but she thought it sounded impressive. It was true that she would sit in the darkness of the National’s three theatres, her eyes heavenwards as the backdrops descended or revolved, turning blank spaces into Victorian drawing rooms, Greek tragedies transposed to post-apocalyptic worlds, rural English idylls, Japan, Manhattan, India. Sometimes she tried to write a scene, but meaning eluded her, in the end the task was too great and she was content with unwritten plans. She could not commit the world to paper. The swirl within herself, its movement, its abstract nature, made perfect sense. She thought that one day it would make its way out of her. But, she thought, not yet. ‘I love being an artists’ model,’ she said.


‘Why?’ said Connie.


When Elise removed her clothes and walked out in front of those students, her body was called upon, willing and adaptable; her lips, her hands, her breasts, her throat, the insides of her legs. She sat still for hours, listening to the light scratch of pencils on thick paper, and walked through the chambers of her mind. Elise was so good at being still that the art college asked her back, again and again. And sometimes, when the students had left for the day, she would wait in the loo and creep back inside the workshop, circling the easels where the day’s work had been left. She was on the hunt for herself, although she was the one who had provided the map. She would wander the paper forest of her own limbs, waiting for the moment of finding the person who had truly captured her. No one had yet succeeded; the treasure remained buried.


She didn’t say any of this to Connie. ‘Because it’s peaceful.’


‘But you stay in one position?’


‘Yes.’


‘For hours?’ Elise shrugged and Connie grinned. ‘You like to be looked at,’ Connie said.


‘Is that a bad thing?’


‘No. Though it’s quite unusual to admit it.’ Connie smiled. ‘Will you come here?’ she said.


Elise was momentarily confused. ‘Where?’


‘Here,’ said Connie, patting the seat next to her. Elise obeyed, feeling Connie’s cool fingers upon either side of her face, as if she was trying to press Elise into a new shape. ‘I could frame that face,’ Connie said.


The wine made Elise feel as if she was losing control. ‘It’ll cost you,’ she said. She closed her eyes and wondered if the other woman would understand that was a joke.


Connie cupped Elise’s face more gently. She leaned in. Her breath was sweet and hot. Elise could see the bow of her slight mouth, her eyes attentive in the candlelight. ‘How much will it cost?’ Connie said.


‘Fifty pounds a kiss.’


Connie laughed. ‘I said frame, not kiss.’


Connie’s palms fell away and Elise felt caught out. She picked up Connie’s hands from where they sat in her lap, and placed them once again upon her face. ‘I read your book,’ she said. ‘I read Wax Heart.’


‘Oh?’


‘You’re very good,’ she said, holding Connie’s hands tight, and Connie laughed.


*


Elise woke up to discover she was in an unfamiliar bed. She lifted the duvet: she was still wearing her knickers and T-shirt, but her trousers were gone. When had she taken them off? There they were on the floor, like the cut-out of a murder victim. Her boots were at a crooked angle, soles facing each other, kicked off at some point that she could not recall. Where was she? The room was dim, but she could make out walls of green-striped wallpaper, a small wardrobe, a wastepaper basket, everything neat. A large, fluffy tortoiseshell with a big white bib and white paws sat in the middle of the room, surveying her.


‘I hope Ripley isn’t bothering you,’ said a voice at the door.


Elise turned. ‘Ripley?’


‘The cat. Shh, don’t try and sit up.’ Connie came over with a tumbler of water and two aspirin and laid them on the bedside table by Elise’s head.


‘Thanks,’ Elise mumbled.


Connie pulled open the bedroom curtains, and the weak November light made Elise groan. ‘Sorry,’ said Connie, but she did not close the curtains.


‘What happened?’ Elise said, her voice a croak. Connie did not immediately reply. She was looking out at the garden. ‘Connie?’


‘What happened when?’


‘Last night.’


‘Don’t you remember?’


‘Yes. No.’


Connie walked round and perched herself on the end of the bed, facing Elise. ‘We went to dinner. We drank too much, came back here, and you passed out on the sofa.’


‘I passed out on the sofa?’


‘Yes. And I carried you up here.’


‘You carried me?’


They gazed at each other. Connie smiled.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Elise. ‘I should have gone home.’


Connie reached out and put her hand on Elise’s forehead. ‘I would never have allowed it. Not in the state you were in. Were you comfortable enough?’


‘What time is it?’


Connie looked at her watch. ‘Eleven-twenty.’


Elise closed her eyes. There was something wrong with the fact that eleven-twenty was the time, but she was lying here. ‘Oh, fuck. Fuck. I’ve got work today.’


‘Surely not. What’s open on a Sunday? Don’t go.’


‘I have to. The cafe.’


‘What if I do pay you that fifty pounds?’


‘What fifty pounds?’


‘Ah, you were drunk. Never mind.’


Elise felt uneasy.


‘Forget the cafe,’ Connie said.


All right for you, Elise thought. ‘I have to go,’ she said, struggling upright like a geriatric.


‘Elise, darling, lie down.’


‘Connie—’


‘You’re in no fit state to do anything. Just lie down.’


Elise lay down. She thought she might weep. ‘I’m going to hypnotize you to not go to work,’ Connie said.


Elise scrunched her eyes. ‘Are you joking?’


‘Yes. I never did get my O-level in hypnotism.’


Elise felt revolting but she laughed anyway. Connie was looking at her gently. ‘Would you like me to make you a bacon sandwich?’ she said.


‘Please,’ Elise whimpered.


Elise watched Connie disappear, and heard her speaking on the telephone. Soon the smell of frying bacon wafted up the stairs, along the corridor, under the door crack, into Elise’s nose. She closed her eyes and wished for a new body. She really wanted a hot bath.


*


Connie returned with a bacon sandwich and two mugs of tea on a tray. ‘There,’ she said. ‘My finest work.’


Elise had managed to sit up. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘How long to Pimlico from here?’


‘You don’t need to worry,’ said Connie. ‘I called them.’


‘You what?’


‘Seedling. What a name! Told them I was your flatmate and that you had a virus.’


‘They believed you?’


‘Of course they did.’


‘Was it Gabe?’


‘It was a man. I don’t know if it was Gabe. But he said for you to get well. I said it would take a few days and the doctor said you shouldn’t over-exert yourself.’


Elise stared at the sandwich. It was an alien feeling, to have someone else work your life out for you. ‘Right. Thank you.’


Connie sipped her mug of tea. Elise read the words round it: I ♥ BIRDWORLD. ‘Should I not have done it?’ Connie said. ‘Sometimes I can cross a line—’


‘No. There’s no line. Work would have been nearly impos-sible. I just – I wasn’t expecting you to call them.’


‘I think I did you a favour.’


Elise wondered if she still had a job. She wondered if she really cared. She reached towards Connie’s mug and their fingers brushed. ‘Did you really go to Birdworld?’


‘With my friend and her son. It was for the boy. But I ended up really enjoying myself. Flamingos, penguins, tits. The works.’


‘I’m trying to imagine you at Birdworld.’


‘I was perfectly at home at Birdworld.’


‘You’re too glamorous.’


‘Elise, no one is more glamorous than a flamingo.’


They laughed. This was flirtation, Elise knew – wired, worried, hungover flirtation. What step to take next, what to do. Did anything happen last night? It didn’t feel like it did. ‘Would you like a bath?’ Connie asked, as if she knew.


‘I would,’ she said, so quickly the two of them laughed again. ‘I just feel so awful,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Oh, god. You look absolutely fine.’


‘You’re lying. My skin!’


‘You’re beautiful. Don’t worry. I’ll run you one.’


Connie left Elise alone, eating the bacon sandwich. John’s flat didn’t have a bath and the front door to Connie’s house felt so far away. The greasy bread was manna, a restoration of some sense of flesh to Elise’s bones, but she knew the day was unwinding beyond her control.


Suddenly, she thought: Connie’s going to keep me prisoner. The paranoia of her hangover almost fed this quasi-wish to be absolved of any self-dominion, a little girl in the bosom of this powerful, talented person who didn’t let stupid things like dehydration prevent her ability to impersonate someone else and get Elise off work, to keep her warm in the house on a cold November morning, to run her a bath, to give her a fresh, clean bed.


When the bath was run, Elise slid into it and thought she might cry with the purity of the hot water.


‘Going to clear my head on the Heath!’ Connie called.


Elise was astonished that Connie trusted her enough to just leave her in her house. I could be a thief! she thought. I could have weaselled my way in here to nick some ornaments and her handbag. But then again, look at me. I can’t even string a sentence together.


She thought of Connie like a witch in the wood, going to look for more Gretels to bring back home, luring them with gingerbread and sweets. But an hour later Connie was back, pink-cheeked, the Sunday paper under her arm, saying, ‘If there’s one group I would happily see massacred, it’s the people who let their dogs shit anywhere and never pick it up.’


Connie was fizzing with something that day – she was softer, more open than she’d been in the restaurant in Soho – and she was gentler with Elise. She sat on the sofa with her in the front living room, and as November’s early darkness fell, Elise still didn’t leave the house. They watched an episode of We, the Accused on BBC2, because Connie liked the 1935 novel and wanted to see what they’d done with it. Elise drifted, her head in Connie’s lap, and eventually she fell asleep with Connie’s fingers stroking her temples with a tenderness that she could not, in her adult life, recall.
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I was fourteen when I killed my mother. Before that, I’d always kept her in the wings, where she was doing something more interesting than everybody else’s mum, only waiting for me to send her the cue to walk into my life. But she was never ready, she never appeared. Between the ages of ten and eleven, I told my classmates that she’d run off with a Russian circus, and was living in a tent made of yak pelts. I wrote postcards of mountain scenes in her handwriting and brought them into school. ‘See? She’s there. I told you!’


‘The cards don’t have stamps,’ said a child called Hamilton Tanner. I hated him.


‘They came in envelopes,’ I said. ‘My dad threw them away.’


I was always prepared to dig the next layer of fiction and entrench myself. From childhood onwards I went through every tale, but my mother was a story with no answers. According to my dad she left before I was one, but I only began to feel her absence more keenly when I started primary school. It was when all the other mums came to the gates, chatting to each other with their arms folded, swinging from side to side as their children tugged the hems of their puffa jackets. At birthday parties, these same mothers organized such smooth afternoons of games and food and fun, making sure I was always given extra attention, which made the other children hate me. It was nice to be looked after, but I always wondered: Where is she right now? What is she doing? Why isn’t she doing it with me?


I used to love stories about babies coming out of plants, or turning into humans from animal form. I pored over the Greek myths – how a baby could be born from a ray of light, or a thunderbolt, or from a swan. I felt an affinity with these babies, these other kinds of humans – a dangerous affinity, I should add, for in fact I was simply a very normal human being. Ovid would not write about me. I was not a god. But where had I come from, out of whose body? Whose heart had beaten for my father?


I didn’t find any answers, and I began using my unseen mother to make myself seem mysterious and unusual rather than pitiable. I offered inconsistent drama, romance, wild supposition. I tried hard. From what I can remember, there was the Russian acrobat story, the criminal-on-the-run story (she’d stolen a priceless diamond necklace, but it wasn’t her fault) and the ship story – her being the captain of a trading vessel that moved around the Bahamas. But children are suspicious, and fond of order, normality. My classmates thought I was weird, even careless. What kind of creature was I, that my mother would not even stick around – even if it made it difficult for her as a jewel thief? When we read those myths and fairy tales at story time, Hamilton Tanner, for whom my feelings of hatred were mutual, said to me, ‘Your mum made a pact with the Devil. She’s been turned into a beast.’


*


All I knew about her was what my dad had told me: her name was Elise Morceau, and she had me young, when they were living in New York. And she had left, thirty-four years ago, before I turned one. There were no photos of us together; my father had none. No trace of her on paper, or in the heft of objects once in her possession, left behind. As far as I was aware, my father had never managed to find her after her flight – either he gave up, having no inclination to chase her, or she had told him not to. He wouldn’t say. I would wait for opportune moments – these were rare – to ask about her, and occasionally Dad would cede information. She had short legs. (Short legs! How does that contribute to a personality – or indeed, an ability to flee quickly?) She had hair your colour. (I liked that one.) She was difficult. She was positive. Once, when he’d drunk too much: It wouldn’t have worked. She had a temper.


Dad would tell me that he didn’t remember enough, or that it was so long ago – and so much has happened to us since, Rosie – and you’re OK, aren’t you? So I did not know the circumstances of how he met Elise, and I didn’t know why he’d been given custody of me. I knew the stay in New York had been relatively short, because he had brought me back to England before my first birthday. He wanted to protect me from hurt, I suppose, and he threw himself into being both parents, asking me just to think of myself and of my life, not what had come before. He was always loving. He wanted to spare me. But I can’t help feeling that this refusal to find the words caused more damage than anything.


It’s hard for him to talk about, my Grandma Cherry, Dad’s mother, would say before she died. I thought it was harder not to talk about, but it seemed a consensus had been reached, and I was not privy to the reasons why. Grandma Cherry was also tight-lipped about Elise, as if to talk about her was to unleash a curse.


When I asked my grandma if she’d ever met Elise, she said that she had not. ‘She was a tricky woman,’ my grandmother said, which I thought was an unfair thing to say about someone you’d never met. But to my grandma, how could Elise be anything other than a tricky woman, a woman executing this sleight of hand, a disappearing act where she climbed into a box and cut herself in two.


So in the end, I killed her myself. My fictional adventures for her became as embarrassing to me as they had been for my schoolmates. By fourteen, I didn’t need the Hamilton Tanners of this world to tell me what had happened to my mum. She did not snap her neck on the Russian trapeze, nor waste away in a jail for emerald thieves, nor wreck her ship on Bahamian rocks. She was not a beast. She was just . . . dead. And my dad was in agreement: in fact, he seemed to think it was better just to pretend she’d never existed, a fairy tale to be forgotten by adulthood. He’d maintained this pattern of behaviour when I was tiny, and as I grew up the only way I can describe it is that he didn’t know how to break the spell. Not having learned the mother tongue, he couldn’t teach me. Absolutely better she was dead.


But as I entered my twenties, I began to know people who had real parents – people who they’d lived with their whole lives – who’d really died on them. I witnessed their devastation, the reeling disbelief, the feeling that the pain would never end. I went to a funeral of a friend’s mother and watched her coffin disappearing behind a curtain, my friend watching it too, her face unrecognizable in grief. The loss of my mother was to me a palpable but different kind of pain. My version of grief was a locked box, a house to which I did not have a key, a place on a map I could not pronounce. One day it might be revealed to me, and duly overwhelm me, but I never told anyone about this fear. I didn’t have a mum, and I’d never had her, so how could I miss something I’d never really lost?


I don’t tell people about the yearning. The wonder. I tell them, You can’t miss what you never had!


*


There were swathes of time when I didn’t think about her. There were other periods of my life when I felt her absence intensely. Once search engines on the Internet became a thing, I used their shrinking nets of existence to trawl for her – but I could never find an Elise Morceau, during long nights alone when all I had for company was one bottle of wine too many and irresistible rabbit holes of family tree sites. My guess was that Morceau was not her real surname. Morceau is French for bit or part, and I think this must have been a joke – on her part. It was all fruitless. Nothing ever came of my virtual journeys.


I don’t think she gave my father the full pieces of her puzzle – lover to lover, who does? But in her case, maybe she gave him even less. A borrowed name from a list of characters. She gave my dad only the littlest crumbs, he passed them on to me, and there seemed nothing I could do with them at all.
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My boyfriend Joe and I spent the last week of the summer of 2017 with my dad in France, where he now lived. My father had recently recovered from prostate cancer, and had tasted his mortality; his wife, Claire, was originally from Brittany, so they’d gone there to live permanently, in a small cottage that had belonged to her parents. These days, our visits were too intermittent, sustained only by text message – and this fact, together with the remission, had made this particular trip seem important. Joe thought that me and Dad were ‘constipated’ with our feelings – but then again, Joe came from a family who made you feel you were in an amateur production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.


My dad loved the ocean. He’d always liked being near water, and for him, in the end, the Thames didn’t really cut it. Joe and I had put most of our money into Joe’s burrito business, Joerritos, so when they offered us a holiday in the spare room in their cottage, we said yes, despite Joe’s reservations. It was a mistake in the short term, and in the long term it wasn’t. We were all cooped up together, staring through the windows at leaden skies. The sea was dark with changing bands of grey; I yearned for sun and golden beach visions. And from the beginning of the week Dad was strange, veering between conversational and despondent. I felt almost physically ill at the thought that the cancer might have returned. ‘Is he OK?’ I asked Claire the first morning after we’d arrived, when he was out at the market with Joe, fetching bread.


Claire, small in the darkness of her Breton kitchen, drew her bifocals away from her head and rubbed her eyes. ‘Matt is fine – if you mean with the cancer. But I think he is worried about you,’ she said.


‘Worried about me? Why?’


‘You will have to ask him.’ Claire sighed. ‘I think also he is a bit depressed.’ She closed her eyes. ‘It happens to old men.’


‘We came all this way!’ I said, as if we’d used a caravan of camels over six months to find them in a desert, rather than two drives with a P&O ferry in the middle of it.


‘I know,’ Claire replied equably. ‘Just talk with him, Rose. I think he would like you to try.’


Dad got lucky with Claire. As for Claire, I don’t know if she feels lucky, particularly, but I’m glad for her existence. They met in their mid-fifties, at a friend of a friend’s summer party, and got married when I was twenty-six. Of course it does not escape me that my father has ended up with a Frenchwoman, given my own mother’s surname, but I don’t say anything about that to him. Claire is far from an evil step-mother. Claire understands my dad and she loves him, plain to see, but always with her terms intact. I think this is because Claire has been married before. She’s made mistakes and learned, and I expect she chose a different type of man the next time round. She wields self-assurance over Dad – demonstrated by her composure, her long-sightedness about their future – but she does it cleanly, and kindly. I admire that. Dad needs that. I have come to realize he needs to know where he is.


I often wondered what he’d told Claire about his past, about how he was a man before he was my father. She never asked me anything, that’s for sure. In their spare room there’s a framed photo of Dad and me on the dresser. I must have been about two, a little top-knot on my head, done up with a technicolour bow. Slightly scuffing my foot, I’m holding his hand as we stand in what looks like a petting zoo. He was muscular, then. Dark-haired, legs far apart in a combative stance. Of course I’d wondered who’d taken the picture. I must have asked, until I knew not to. No one had taken it. We’d taken it ourselves.


*


‘Shall we go for a walk?’ I said to my dad that afternoon.


He did his customary head dip, looking through the low front window of the cottage, towards the water. ‘The beach?’ he said, as if there was anywhere else we could go.


We went down to the pebbled shore below the house, side-stepping crab carcasses, reaching down for a razor shell or a faded oyster, the debris of marine life that could not survive once out of water. The gulls wheeled above our heads, mewling. I thought: Claire’s got it wrong. This is the conversation where he tells me it’s come back, terminal.


‘Do you start back straightaway?’ he said, lowering himself to the pebbles.


‘Yeah. Soon as we’re home.’


My dad stared out at the unending line of the Atlantic Ocean. I looked at his profile, the slim angles of his face, the large nose, the cheekbones sharp as the edge of a cuttlefish, the scruffy grey hair. He was sixty-four, and I was thirty-four. It had always been just us. I knew that he hated how I worked in a coffee shop, even though it was a nice, popular one, called Clean Bean. How many times had I heard the phrase ‘first-rate brain’ when he talked about me. I suppose I did have a good brain in many ways, and I should be doing more, even though I could never say what ‘more’ was. Even my best friend, Kelly, had started to say something about this, hinting that I’d outgrown Clean Bean. You can do anything, Rosie! You’re so bloody clever. Just believe you can do it. Please.


Dad couldn’t seem to understand how things had gone, even though he’d been my longest, closest witness. I’d given up defending myself, but I still defended Joe. We were going to make Joerritos a success. We didn’t talk about Joerritos to Dad. It was something of a touchpaper.


‘Rosie,’ he said. ‘I could – give you some money, you know. Not much, but some. Isn’t there a course, or something you’d like to do? A language? Or a skill?’


‘Dad.’


He put his hands up. ‘Sorry. Sorry.’ He paused. ‘And you already have a degree.’


‘Yes, I have a degree,’ I said. We’d been having this conversation on and off for a decade. Ten years can go fast when you’re not looking. After graduating in my early twenties with an English degree, I’d worked in a mainly secretarial capacity at quite decent, interesting companies. But I never pushed myself. I was essentially an enabler, a facilitator, an administrator of other people’s plans and ambitions. When Joe had suggested the burrito venture two years ago, I decided to resign from my job and join him in planning our own business. I figured: I’m a good cook. And I was scared of being a subordinate for the rest of my working life.


‘Are you happy?’ my dad said suddenly.


I looked at him in alarm. No, was the word I wanted to say. And hearing that word in my head, I felt that it was not the answer a woman of my age and good health should be giving. In the beat of my blood, in the swallow of a glass of water, in the glance of a stranger, I could see happiness. I have known happiness – but I feel as if I can taste other people’s happiness much more strongly than I can my own. I couldn’t have told you what makes me happy, yet I was tired of constantly trying to improve myself. To find, amongst my many shitty selves, my best self. Joe would just roll out of bed and be Joe, but I could not escape my failing self or the potential selves inside me. The Internet told me, daily, that there were many routes to happiness: good yoga leggings, a scented candle. A plant we call the succulent. But the Internet also loosed a second message, a subliminal arrow that still breaks the flesh: by thirty-five, you ought to have it sorted.


I felt a slight collapse. ‘I’ve been a bit stressed, I guess.’


‘I talked to Joe at the market,’ Dad went on. ‘He told me you two were thinking about starting a family.’


I turned to him in disbelief. ‘Joe said that to you?’


‘Just in passing. Just in terms of the long term.’


‘Right.’


‘Which I guess is normal, for a woman of your age, to be thinking about.’


‘Yep,’ I said tightly.


‘It might be the making of you,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘It might be—’


‘I heard you the first time.’


My father looked pained. ‘It’s coming out wrong. I’m just saying, Rosie. A baby is no bad thing.’


‘Depends on whose baby it is.’


‘It’s worked for Kelly, hasn’t it?’ he said, ignoring this. I’d known Kelly since my first week of secondary school; so had my dad, because we were inseparable from the off, always in and out of each other’s flats. Now she had one daughter, Mol, aged four, and had recently shared with me, not without some shock in her voice, her discovery that she was in the very early stages of a second pregnancy. She wasn’t the only one – most of the friends that I had held on to from school or university were baby-producing, marrying, house-buying pragmatists. I said nothing.


My dad cleared his throat. ‘When I thought I was going to – you know – die – I just, all I wanted was to know you were going to have a good life when I was gone.’


‘But you’re not gone. So I can carry on having a shit life!’


‘Rosie, be serious. I know it hasn’t always been easy for you. But I want to say – that I think you’d be an excellent mum.’


I couldn’t say anything for a moment. ‘Dad,’ I said, my voice husky. ‘Don’t.’


He fell silent, and we said nothing for a few moments. I turned and turned a pebble in my palm. ‘How can you say it would be the making of me?’ I said suddenly. ‘What was I doing the last three decades?’


‘I didn’t mean it like that.’


‘You sort of did. You don’t get to say that.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I fucked this up, didn’t I?’


It was late afternoon, and a wind was coming over the sea, whipping small waves of white foam. Autumn was somewhere near. I thought of London, of what was there and what was missing. ‘You didn’t, Daddy,’ I said. ‘It’s fine.’
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On the last day, about an hour before Joe and I were due to go back to London, Dad and I were sitting at the kitchen table, waiting for the morning coffee to be ready. Joe was still asleep and Claire had gone for a run. I’d slept badly, tossing and turning, my mind uneasy. It was the fresh air, I told myself. People always say they sleep better when they get out of a city, but I found the cleaner air and the endless sound of water almost psychically disturbing, because I couldn’t hide my habits of thought from them in the same way I could from the stupor of London’s fumes and flashing lights. My selfhood lurked in London’s layers, hidden under the millions. Here, by the sea, I felt naked.


Dad’s face was pale and tense. His lips pressed tight together as if he was trying not to breathe. He reached down to the bench he was sitting on and brought up two books, placing them on the scarred table Claire had sourced years back from a local flea market. The books sat between us, a pair of innocuous paperbacks.


‘Have you ever read these?’ he said. ‘Ever read them in your degree?’


‘What?’


He pushed them towards me, and reluctantly I picked them up. The first one was called Wax Heart, and the second was Green Rabbit. The covers were dated but imaginative, the fonts simple but the pictures elaborate. Wax Heart had a giant heart on the front, made from an old-fashioned woodcut. The heart had been divided like the twelve signs of the zodiac, but instead of the usual symbols – the goat, the crab, the bull – there were seemingly traditional feminine pursuits; a saucepan, a needle, a ball of wool, a pressed flower, all in that heavy Elizabethan black ink. Green Rabbit was wilder, a freehand, masterfully dashed-off single green ink line drawing of a rabbit’s outline, except if you looked at it again, the rabbit could also have been a silhouette of a woman. They were both written by a woman called Constance Holden.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I focused on the Victorians.’


‘She’s a very good writer, actually. Was.’


‘Is she dead?’


‘I don’t know. You’ve really never read them?’


‘No, Dad,’ I said with exasperation. ‘Why are you asking me?’


‘You should read them,’ he said. ‘They were very popular when they came out.’


I wondered if this was the beginning of senility; the non sequiturs of conversation, the sudden retrieval of the past’s objects, lifting water from the well of your own life and finding no one wants to look inside the bucket.


‘The covers are beautiful,’ I said, leafing through the pages of Green Rabbit. They were faded on their edges, the type small and dated. ‘But why have you got them?’


He didn’t say anything. I looked up. ‘Are you just trying to get rid of them? You haven’t read them, have you?’


‘Your mum—’ he began, then stopped. He took a breath.


I was alert now, my fingers gripped hard on the yielding paperback. ‘What? What about my mum?’


The air between us thickened. My dad pointed at the name on the cover. ‘Your mother knew Constance Holden,’ he said.


‘Dad, I don’t understand.’


He looked away from me, through the kitchen window towards the sea. ‘I should have just come out with this years ago,’ he said.


I could feel my heart thump harder. ‘What should you have just come out with years ago?’


He looked back at me. ‘Before I met your mother,’ he said, his fingers twisting to a fist, ‘she and Constance – they were together.’


I stared at him. ‘My mum?’ I placed my hand on the top of Wax Heart. ‘My mum was with this woman?’


‘Yes.’


‘My mum was a lesbian?’


‘I don’t know, Rosie. She might have been. For a time, they were inseparable. I mean – we had you, so I can’t . . . qualify it.’


‘So she was bisexual?’


‘I guess that’s what you might call it.’ My dad looked like he wanted to curl up in a ball and never unfold himself.


I took a deep breath, clutching Green Rabbit like a talisman. ‘Wow,’ I said.


‘I need some air,’ said my dad, exhaling heavily. ‘Let’s take the coffee outside.’


*


So there we were, side by side on the pebbles again. I still hadn’t let go of the book, but now I laid it on the top of my thigh. The tide lapped a few feet away, and this time a crab moved mechanically along the edge, its front pincers raised. I looked at the sky, an unshifting haze of cloud. My head was pounding, but all I wanted was more. ‘Why are you telling me this now?’ I said. My father didn’t reply, just stared out at the flat grey line of the horizon. ‘Dad? You’re not . . . ill, are you?’


‘No, no. I’m fine. I just – I don’t know. It’s been on my mind. You. Your mum.’


He made it sound like he’d been worrying about Arsenal’s performance in the league, but I knew, on the very rare occasions when he was expansive like this, that the best thing was to let him find his way. ‘It was when Joe talked to me,’ he said. ‘I just thought, this isn’t right, you know? You not knowing anything about her, and thinking about becoming a mum yourself.’


Without any warning, tears sprang into my eyes. Sometimes it would come at me, how much he tried, how ill-equipped he was, but how he had done everything for me. How much I meant to him, how powerfully bound to him I could sometimes feel. I said nothing and wiped my eyes.


‘You’ve always asked me, Rosie. You’ve got angry with me.’


‘I know. I—’


‘And quite right too. And I never said much, because the truth is – I just don’t know what happened to her.’


I turned to him. ‘Dad, is that really the truth?’


He swallowed, gripping his tin mug in one fist. ‘Yes. She vanished. That’s the truth.’


‘In a puff of smoke?’


He gave me a hard look. ‘One day she was there, Rose, and the next she was gone. I looked for her. Not for my sake. For yours. Do you think I could understand what happened?’


‘You’d understand it better than me.’


He sighed. ‘Your mum, she . . . we weren’t together by then. She left. Took you with her. And Connie – Constance – was there.’


‘In New York?’


‘Yes.’ He sighed. ‘But your mum went to live with a friend. A woman called Yolanda.’


‘Yolanda? But what about this Constance woman?’


My dad batted the air with his hand impatiently. ‘Just wait, Rose. Listen. Your mum and Yolanda worked together in a diner in Manhattan. Yolanda was as clueless as me about what happened. After your mum disappeared, Yolanda rang me, and I came to get you. I’d had enough.’


I’d never heard any of this before. I took it in, staring at the sea. ‘How hard did you look for her?’ I said quietly.


He turned to me, angry. ‘I spent months looking for her. I was even brought in for questioning.’ He paused. ‘But your mum didn’t want to be found. She’d gone.’ He stared back out to the water. ‘What I want to say, Rose, is that if you want to know what happened to your mum – if that’s what you really want – then it isn’t me you need to talk to. I don’t have the answers. And the only person who might know is Connie.’


‘Why are you calling her Connie? How well did you know her?’


‘Well enough,’ he said with a grim expression. ‘But we weren’t the best of friends.’


‘Why not?’


By now, my father was looking as if he wanted the sea to drag him under. ‘It’s hard to talk about. We all make mistakes. It was – a very difficult time. All I’ve ever cared about is you, Rose.’


‘If you cared about me, you would have told me this years ago.’ I felt the tears rising again and I jumped to my feet. The paperback of Green Rabbit tumbled to the pebbles. I kicked it and my dad scrambled to rescue it. ‘Why did you let me make up stupid stories about her?’ I went on. ‘How could you keep this from me? This is information.’


Dad tried to encircle me with his arms. I pushed him away and staggered a little down to the edge of the shore. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I just thought it wouldn’t help. It was all such a mess! We were back in England, your mum was God knows where. I just wanted things to be stable.’


Gingerly, he took a few steps towards me, and I didn’t move away. ‘If you still want to know about your mother,’ he said gently—


‘I do,’ I said. ‘You know I do.’


‘I know. Constance Holden was there, just before she disappeared. She was the last one to see her.’ My dad paused, his face as pale as a winter bulb. ‘All I know is that Connie went to visit Elise at Yolanda’s, and we never saw your mother again. I don’t know where Connie is, Rose. All I’ve got left of that time are these bloody paperbacks.’


‘I want them.’


‘You can have them. That’s why I pulled them out of the cardboard box. But Rosie, the chances are she won’t want to speak to you.’


‘Why not?’


My dad sighed again, pinching the bridge of his nose as he always did in moments of discomfort. ‘It wasn’t a happy time. So if you do find her, you’ll have to be careful.’


‘Why?’


He looked miserable. ‘Your mum was – easily led. You’re strong.’


‘I’m not strong.’


‘You’re stronger than you think.’ He turned towards the water. ‘Sometimes, Rose, we say things and do things, and we don’t for one second imagine the consequences of our actions.’


‘I just can’t believe you never talked to me about this.’


‘Believe me, I thought about it. But what could you have done? I’d have been imposing it on you when you were too young to be able to do anything about it, or to see it from all angles.’


‘Dad. I’m thirty-four.’


‘It wouldn’t have been fair. It would have been too much of a burden.’


‘You don’t think I’ve been burdened anyway, this whole time?’


‘Maybe me telling you now is still unfair. I don’t know all the angles, Rosie, and I was there. But I’ve told you what I know. Connie was a charming woman and your mother was in her thrall.’ He placed the novel in my hands and turned away, heading back to the cottage, arcing the dregs from our coffee cups against the uneven stones.


‘What the hell am I supposed to do, Dad?’ I said.


He stopped, but he didn’t turn round. ‘Find Constance Holden if you want answers. I don’t know any more.’
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All twenty-six of Frida Kahlo’s principal paintings had come from Mexico to be displayed in the Whitechapel Gallery, the stipulation being that they travelled together, or not at all. Connie and Elise wandered the rooms, looking into the small and vivid portals. Foliage, babies, blood and beauty, a prayer book of a different order, its pages torn and hung against the wall. Illumination by a woman, her mouth closed on silent screaming prayers, a poetry they couldn’t teach in church. Always, that gaze: a suspended, knowledgeable survey of herself that managed to include you too.


Electrified by these images, Elise watched Connie’s lovely neck, the tendrils fallen from her messy attempt to tame her hair – her hair the colour of a fox’s pelt, the scoop of her shirt revealing a pattern of freckles across that collarbone. Her fingers upon that collarbone, then pointing at this painting or that, moving, always moving, so slender and pale like the fingers of a maiden in a tapestry. Her cologne of citrus and smoked wood. Her small chin that widened up into a heart-shaped face, with grey-green eyes and neat brows like the wings of a settling dove. She was so russet and English compared to the Mexican enigma she was facing. Frida and Constance could be creatures from two different planets and yet they both inspired something similar inside Elise. Nearly two years they’d been together, and Elise felt she’d come to the point of loving Connie so much that she wouldn’t last long in this world if Connie died first. Her body would give in, knowing Con’s had been handed to the gods.


Elise had never experienced this before: the mind with the flesh. Her father still didn’t know she was in love with a woman; he would never know. She’d left his house when she was sixteen, her mum dead long before that. Now Elise had entered the most beautiful chapter of her life – perhaps the only beautiful chapter she’d ever had.


*


Connie had invited Elise to come and live with her some six months after that first hungover morning in Hampstead, and Elise had sat on the floor of John’s flat with nothing more than two duffel bags, her heart jumpy as she’d waited for the sound of the tiny red Citroën. This is the right thing, she’d told herself, going down the stairs, the bags bumping her hips like the buckets of a milkmaid. She’d left a month’s rent in an envelope on the kitchen table, which Connie had paid. It feels like the right thing.


That drive from Brixton to Hampstead had taken a long time. Elise admired the deftness with which Connie switched gears and never hesitated to zoom through an amber light. ‘This city’s wonderful,’ she said to Connie. ‘Can you imagine what the Blitz was like? The Great Fire?’


‘I’d rather have the wanker bankers,’ said Connie laughing, lifting her hand off the steering wheel to put it on top of Elise’s. She had dry, strong fingers. And she was such a confident driver! They sat at the traffic lights, touching hands, and Elise kept looking out until the lights turned green and Connie left her hand alone, shooting them up the Euston Road, past St Pancras, past the women standing in the street on York Way, then further north, to Hampstead.


*


After the Kahlo exhibition, Elise and Connie stood next to each other outside, watching the traffic go up and down the street. They walked towards Whitechapel Station in silence, not holding hands. ‘She really ran the gamut,’ Connie said eventually, as if talking of a friend. It was April, and breezy, and Connie’s pale red curls were blowing all over the place.


‘Gamut?’ Elise repeated. She had no idea what a gamut was. It sounded vaguely Yiddish. She was still reeling from the intimacy of the paintings. She wanted to be like Kahlo, to know every smashed moment of herself and accept it anyway. She looked at Connie and wanted to touch her, but you never knew who was looking. Soon, everything they had together was going to change. Soon, Wax Heart was going to be turned into a Hollywood movie called Heartlands. They were going to Los Angeles to see it happen. Suddenly, Elise wanted to kneel on the East End pavement and hold it close against her palms. This was her city, wasn’t it?


‘Well, you know,’ said Connie. ‘The childhood illness. Then the accident – the operations. How much she wanted children. The miscarriages. That marriage.’


Elise shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ she said.


‘Only forty-seven when she died,’ said Connie. ‘What a waste to die so young!’


‘Not always,’ Elise said. ‘And forty-seven isn’t young.’


Looking disconcerted, Connie carried on. ‘It’s hard to put my finger on why I feel so sorry for her.’


‘I don’t feel sorry for Frida Kahlo,’ said Elise. ‘I don’t think Frida Kahlo wants your pity. She was angry, looking at some of those paintings. She was quite determined to show you what she wanted to show you.’


Connie laughed. Elise hated it when she did this, like a glass of water dousing a burning candle. She couldn’t help it if she felt strongly about these things. Art wasn’t truth, it was a lie told to tell the truth. That’s what the drawing master said at the RCA where she modelled. And truth held different qualities to a fact. It was a question of angle, where you were standing and what view you needed to see. Art was being always on the hunt for something to which you could cling.


‘Frida Kahlo,’ Elise went on, fishing for her Tube ticket in her purse, thinking of herself as the drawing master – ‘she worked on everyone she knew, by the looks of it. She did it to herself. But she used everyone else, too. She put everyone in the soup.’


*


The Tube pulled alongside the platform at Whitechapel and they got on, sitting side by side on the District Line to Monument. Connie looked tired. She rested the side of her head against the carriage window. Elise rolled and unrolled the exhibition programme as the carriage swayed them, the lights of the tunnels flashing past. Since meeting Connie, she had felt her heart maturing at speed like a peach in a heated laboratory. It had swelled out, gathered heft, pushing away from the stone that had lived inside her always. Even as Elise got to the door of Connie’s Citroën on the day she moved in, she felt older than she had five minutes previously, and did not realize this could only be a symptom of being so young.


Connie had said: I want you to flourish. Why did Connie want this for her? Elise wondered, as they hurtled their way back into the city on the Tube. What did Connie ever want from her? I just want to love you, she would say. It is the greatest privilege to love you. Now, why don’t you write that play?


Elise no longer ached daily for Connie, as she crossed the city to her various jobs. Her face was still as a pond, her cunt a warm coal. But the love she felt was still growing, pressing her down; it was pushing roots into the ground. She knew she hadn’t done much since being with Connie. She was twenty-two years old now and everything was still inside her. Dippy moorhen, that’s what Connie had made her. Ripples in the water; small-headed bird, desire reducing her to black and white. She felt so powerless, and so happy.
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Elise stood on the threshold of Connie’s study, silently watching. She never went in. Connie was so deep in concentration that she did not notice, her head bent slightly over the desk, her arm moving across the notepaper. Ripley lifted his head from the carpet and laid it back down. He rolled over and stared. Connie was a witch with her familiar, writing up her spells, Elise thought. When she was near Connie, she felt just like Ripley, luxuriating in the warmth and safety of Connie’s presence. She wanted to be the one curled up on the carpet at Connie’s feet. Connie had been working longer and longer days, looking occasionally pained at the end of them, distracted at breakfast, lunch and dinner, but also emanating a kind of elation which Elise found exciting to be near.


‘Con?’


‘Hmm?’


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘No thanks.’


‘Biscuit?’


‘No.’


Elise continued to hover. Connie’s cleaner, Mary O’Reilly, was downstairs. Elise didn’t like it when Mary was there. The first time she’d met Mary, early on in their relationship, Connie was working upstairs and Elise was reading the paper in the kitchen. Elise had heard the door unlock, and tensed as whoever it was came in – own key! Then footsteps, a woman’s back, woolly hat, placing her rucksack easily on a kitchen chair, walking to the cleaning products under the sink. Only then did Mary turn and see Elise sitting at the table. Mary, in her fifties, slender, a bored and solemn mandarin who understood her cabinet minister’s secrets. ‘Hello,’ Mary had said, clutching her hat by the tips of her fingers. ‘So. You’re the one who’s stopping by.’


‘I am,’ said Elise. ‘I’m stopping by.’


*


‘What are you writing?’ Elise said. Connie’s back stiffened. She stopped writing, but didn’t turn round.


‘Something.’


‘Something?’ said Elise.


Connie placed her pen down, but still did not turn round. ‘El.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Connie was writing; that was all anybody would ever know. Elise knew she should not ask these questions, that they were juvenile and invasive, but she felt annoyed that day. Los Angeles was less than two weeks away – she’d handed in her notice at the cafe, she’d done her last shift at the National. She told the art school she was going to America for a while, so she wouldn’t be able to pose for life class. She made it sound like she had plans over there, and then she’d sat for the last time in the draughty workshop, listening to the pencil scratches. Elise was closing down everything she’d made here and thought she might like to keep, except for Connie – because they were going to Los Angeles, because there was no way they were going to be apart. And now Connie would not turn round.


‘I’ve told you everything I do,’ Elise said, leaning against the door frame, trying to be casual. ‘Everything you ask me, I tell you.’


Connie swung round on her office chair. She looked exasperated. ‘I’m writing about a green rabbit,’ she said.


‘A what?’


‘A green rabbit.’


‘OK.’


Connie’s jaw tightened. ‘Please. Don’t do that.’


‘Don’t do what?’


Connie rubbed her forehead. ‘I’m sorry. I just – let me show you it when it’s finished.’


‘OK.’ But Elise still hesitated. ‘What d’you think it’ll be like?’


‘The book?’


So she was writing a book. ‘No. Los Angeles.’


‘Oh. A Hockney swimming pool,’ said Connie. ‘Sunshine. Make-believe.’


‘And will Sorcha really look after Ripley?’


Sorcha was a friend of Connie’s from her days as a student at Manchester. Now she was a professor in modern history. But like many of Connie’s friends, Elise had never met her.


‘Of course she will.’ Connie scrutinized her. ‘Is something wrong, El? You want to keep on at Seedling? You don’t want to go? What is it?’


‘No. Nothing. Don’t worry.’


Elise went up to their bedroom and lay back and thought about LA. She knew little about it. It seemed a place of dreams, a place where the inheritances of fame were grotesque. Film stars through the century, killing themselves with drugs and alcohol, falling prey to the humiliation of obsolescence or the hubris of too much exposure. It seemed a place where the race was for dollars, where an actress was valued not for her talent but for her receipts. A bad film topples you, Connie had said. I hope to god we don’t make a bad film.


*


Despite Mary banging cupboards downstairs, Elise loved Connie’s house for its peace, a peace which she had never known before and was proud she’d managed to find for herself. Connie had lured her in, and Elise longed not to escape, but to stay. This was the first place that had felt like it could be home. She had been free to project her daydreams onto Connie’s overloaded bookshelves and mismatched furniture, like a stage-set in an amateur theatre after the actors had left.


That night as they were lying in bed, Elise told Connie she was like an almond. It felt as if they’d had an argument earlier, and something needed to be righted. Some silliness needed to be introduced. ‘If you were a nut, that’s the nut you’d be,’ Elise said.


Connie was on her side with her back to Elise, and Elise put her hand on her lover’s neat-shaped skull, inhaling Connie’s hair, as sweet as marzipan. ‘I could grind you up and put you in a cake,’ Elise said. Connie laughed, and Elise watched the flexing of her pointed shoulder blades, feeling desire rise up inside her.


‘I don’t feel like an almond,’ said Connie. ‘Aren’t I more of a cashew?’ She rolled to face Elise and tucked her into the arch of her armpit. ‘What nut are you?’


Elise loved the fact that Connie did not reject these bedtime meanders, as they carried each other in the ebb and flow of words and ideas, as they talked a world into being together, a riverbed of time that was theirs alone. ‘I’m a Brazil,’ she said.


‘You creamy Brazil.’ Connie made a hungry rumble noise. ‘My favourite.’


This is what Connie did. She turned them from being nuts into a reflection of their love, a magician of metaphysics who left Elise enraptured. She placed her hand on Connie’s cheek, moving it down to that collarbone, those pale shoulders flecked with freckles. Connie drew your eye; but once your eye was drawn, you didn’t know what to do next. You didn’t necessarily want to go much nearer, for fear of not being permitted. Connie never seemed aware of how strong she was. She didn’t register how dismissive her voice could be. But now, she was silent, waiting. She would not move until Elise did something more.


Elise kissed her on the mouth, gently, hearing Connie’s exquisite sigh of pleasure as she did, feeling Connie’s hands reach for her and draw her to her own body, the most natural thing in the world.


*


Elise woke early. Connie was a beautiful sleeper, so still and quiet, like a woodland creature come in from the trees to shelter next to Elise’s human heart, unaware that any minute Elise might skin and eat her alive. Connie was a miracle, but Los Angeles was coming, and Elise feared it. She buried this fear, a corrosive thing that had led to many problems before. It was rust in her soul and it was always there.


‘I love you,’ she whispered, and the words hovered on the air, waiting to be taken up.


Connie woke, her face a page of surprise. Her limbs underneath the bedsheets sounded like the rustle of leaves. ‘El,’ she said, smiling, burying her face in Elise’s neck. ‘El. I love you too.’
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