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    Dear Reader,


    Well here it is. The conclusion to my Bride Stripped Bare trilogy – and at one point who would have thought there’d ever be a follow-up to that first book, let alone another after it. But it just felt right, over the years, as I finally ‘owned’ my cheeky little Bride; and then decided that, hang on, there was more I wanted to say. Then more! Suddenly, urgently, most deliciously. So along came With My Body, a rush of a novel singing with the light and the longing for my home country, Australia, and with all those intoxicating passions of youth and first love; and now I Take You, a book delving into the most audacious sexual territory of the lot – because I wanted to give it a go. To get under your skin, move and challenge and unsettle you if I possibly could; blush your cheeks in the way Pauline Reage does with her astonishing little O.


    I’m fascinated, as an author, by the potency of connecting – and sexual books, for women, connect in ways that more conventional novels rarely do. Something of their thrilling lure is explored in I Take You: ‘It’s writing that elicits a visceral response like no other words ever have; speaking directly to her [Connie] in a secret language, woman to woman. To have such potency, as an artist, to elicit such a belly-churning jolt. Only connect, of course. Connie needs these books’ vulnerability and their truth: as ugly and thrilling and complex and excruciating and scarred as her own … She reads fast, her breath shallow, her belly dipping; breathing in deep the liberation of these new texts like a corset unloosed.’


    But I never wanted to write ‘just a sex book’. That has never been my intention. I want to explore the raw underbelly of a woman’s life, a secret life, in all its beauty and all its ugliness; I want to connect and confront through truth. Recognition. And always, I wanted my prose to sing with beauty. So, in the tradition of those courageous, audacious French girls, Collette, Anais Nin and Marguerite Duras, I give you the concluding tome, with the added morsel of a meeting between my trio of dear protagonists. This one uses as its tuning fork the ringing clarity of Virginia Woolf, who guides the book’s chapters with her wisdom and truth. And it is spiced throughout with the memory of another who lived and wrote audaciously – D.H. Lawrence.


    My I Take You is a twenty first century version of his Lady Chatterley’s Lover. And like Lawrence’s book, mine explores so much more than just sex. The British class system, selfishness and simplicity, a revulsion towards rampant materialism, a return to nature, an immersion in a new way of being, sexual and otherwise. I wrote the book in a gallop, sure footed, not too far removed from where he bunkered down in a coastal cottage to write his Kangaroo; the light and the land yelling around me, urging me on. And is it any coincidence that we are both children of coalminers? He finished his in the economic uncertainty of the late twenties, I finished mine in a time of great financial fractiousness once again. My book of this new wearied, jittery, scarred and fractured world ends with the London riots of 2011. Connie and Mel caught up in them, lovers for a new age, feeling their way forward …


    So. Enjoy! Blush if you must, and I apologise for that – but hope you do. For if you feel the heat, the tingle, the rush I will know I have succeeded.


    Thank you.


    Nikki Gemmell
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  When people are happy they have a reserve upon which to draw, whereas she was like a wheel without a tyre


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Connie walks up the grand staircase, slowly, carefully. She feels like a pane of glass with a thousand hairline cracks: one push will shatter her. She will not be broken, she will not. Her tread is so careful, contained, her back stiff. Onward she walks, onward.


  To her room, its windows slammed shut by cleaners barked at by Cliff to keep in the house’s heat. Connie flings the panes wide and the cold rushes in and she collapses, belly down, on her bed. She remains there for the rest of the day and deep into the night. Her vocation of serving – submission – is not enough. No. Is meant to be enough. That is her role, as wife.


  Everyone has a universal desire to be needed. How does Cliff need her? As his perversion, plaything, pet. That’s it. How much pleasure will she give the others of his choosing? How far will she go? For in the upended way of their world that is the proof of her love for him now: how voluminously she will submit. How removed she is from that girl he first knew. The easy blusher, in the Peter Pan collars and knee-length skirts. She stares at her Louboutins kicked off by her bed, their ridiculously high heels that bind her to her servitude. What woman would ever design a constraint, a buckling, an absurdity, as cruel as those?


  And how often has she readily stepped into them.


  A visible symbol of her servitude, compliance, decadence. The girl from Cornwall with the beautiful face, bound by all this. Her walk-in wardrobes, summer and winter, her jewellery boxes, her private safe. How she has always loved her shoes and her clothes; the quickening at a singular vintage dress that fits, the Edwardian necklace, the deco cuff, the Stephen Jones hat – grabbed! – and so often now. The thrill of which has never passed. Complicit, in all of it.


  Rain comes. The windows stay wide. Usually Connie feels cocooned within that sound but tonight she feels pummelled by it. The wind is high, haranguing her as if pushing her away, far away, to somewhere else. Gradually it all clears, the sky is orange as it always is, the light pollution scattering a proper, rich, weighty dark; the dark of the land, the untrammelled earth. Water drips from the eaves, endlessly drips, deep into the early hours; it feels like her life leaking away, in wakefulness and worry. The whole house of cards has come tumbling down, just like that; she has lost the sexual urge, just like that, with Cliff, with any man.


  He does not come, of course, he would not. She has humiliated him, stepped out of order, done what he did not want. And meanwhile she has surfaced into something else.


  A new land, a strange new life, not sure what. No ballast to it, that’s all she knows.
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  He thought her beautiful, believed her impeccably wise; dreamed of her, wrote poems to her, which, ignoring the subject, she corrected in red ink …


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  ‘Would it perhaps be a good thing if you had a child by another man? Con? What do you think?’


  Dinner, the next night. Cliff thinking aloud through thick silence, trying to ensnare his wife with talk, to work out this new person; and there is Connie, all changed, flinched, hearing him as if from afar, as though through an old diving helmet, a weight stifling, airless, wrong.


  ‘You’d think we’d be able to arrange this sex thing as we arrange going to the hairdresser, wouldn’t you? In this day and age …’ Cliff is now snapping out his thoughts. ‘Since some fucking trees on a ski slope – that shouldn’t have been there in the first place – have given us a checkmate, physically, in that department.’


  He is talking at Connie, not with her, as he does, he always does. ‘I don’t know,’ she is saying, ‘I don’t know,’ unable to articulate anything of her new, strange roar to him, her silent roar. A weary yearning, a dissatisfaction has started in her but he cannot see it and she does not expect him to. It’s all talk, all nothing, a wonderful display of nothingness, Connie thinks as she looks around her at all their careful objects that were procured by the interior designer, so tastefully placed, so exquisitely photographed, so sucked of life. There is no love behind any of it, no passion, no shared stories, no mess or mistakes, not even the shard of a fight. Because they don’t care enough, she thinks. Neither of them. Not a single thing here has been picked out by either of them, not even the family portraits in silver frames crowding a sideboard from Churchill’s family home. A child? Into this?


  Cliff does not want one, never has, a new creature who would interfere so meddlingly with everything he’s got. He would lose control, what he fears more than anything; he’s always conveyed that; it’s too seismic a shift, too slippery and uncontainable for such an ordered life. Or perhaps he has a child somewhere else, has always had one. He works long hours, is a fair bit older, could cram a lot into all his time spent apart from her.


  Connie doesn’t care enough.


  She does not respect this world. He has no idea of this. She would not want her own child to follow in Cliff’s footsteps. A banker? Whose sole purpose is to be fêted in Forbes, to work his way up the rich list? Please. It’s all about vanquishing everyone else; if colleague X acquires 200 acres in Oxfordshire, they must have 300. If colleague Y has four cars they must have five and a multi-car, underground basement garage to house them. It is all display, ridiculous plumage. The most robust bonus, the most exquisite house, the cinema room and the servants’ quarters, the predictably lavish milestone birthdays in exotic places, the paintings, the cutlery, the crockery, glassware, wife. It is all so predictable, and utterly of a type; like homosexual men they must follow each other meticulously in the way they dress, what they acquire, how they display their wealth, act. And Connie is chafing, chafing at the bit.


  All around her are bankers’ wives having a fourth child, for even that is competitive, the bigger family for the artfully smug Christmas card photo, the new mode of accessorizing; four because they have the funds and the help and the ease to do it, four because look at us, we fuck a lot. Clifford wants other men to envy him, as simple as that; but not in terms of the child-gaggle, he’s often conveyed that. He doesn’t like anyone’s child – despite having four godchildren – they’re all too rude, loud, obnoxious, spoilt. It’s all a great and ugly nothingness and for Connie, in this moment, to accept the great nothingness of life seems to be the end of living.


  ‘Con, Con, what is it you want? Speak to me.’


  But she can’t. Because she does not know herself. Uncertainty, doubt, something like hate has cut through her world like a shark; scattering the enchantment of the secret nights.
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  I am rooted, but I flow


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Mid March. Connie on the garden bench next to Cliff. Their faces full to the first proper sun of the season, pinnacles of light pricking them into a waking. It is like being soothed inside a rarefied enclosure here, behind its tall black bars, removed from the mess and the muck of the world. Cliff especially loves it, away from dispiriting Notting Hill Gate with its steely pollution you can taste in your mouth, its riff-raff of people, churning crowds, grimly unbeautiful buildings. All grey! Grey! Tired! Washed out! And the little people, the great seething mass of them, can’t even discern it. Then this, so magically, secretly close. Nothing lets in the world here and he is extremely grateful for it.


  A man walks past on the gravel, pushing a wheelbarrow. He doffs his flat cap at Cliff in a quick, deferential nod, flicks eyes at Connie, nothing more. Cliff barely notices.


  ‘Who is that?’ she asks, watching as the new man rakes a damp slush of leaves; his hands curiously elegant as they grasp the rake.


  Cliff shrugs. ‘The new gardener? He was here before, apparently, for years, then had a bit of trouble with some shrew of a wife. Moved away. Is now back. Johnnie told me. He’s good, apparently. Mel or something. God knows.’ Johnnie being a neighbour a few doors down, a fellow banker, a rare Brit in these parts.


  Connie gazes after this new man, suddenly alert. He’s in a T-shirt, unusual for this time of year, winter’s chill not yet past. He’s in a T-shirt as if he doesn’t care for the cold, doesn’t feel it, or wants the brace of it shivering him up. An animal energy, a difference. A shock of black hair. Pale skin. A face that would shadow by early evening and she’s always loved the virility of that. A body gracefully lean, taut; not from the gym but from constant hard work. Grubby hands from whatever he’s been doing with the earth. Dirt under the nails. A swipe of mud across his face. From the land, with the land, quick and at ease with it, in the way no one else around here is. So alone, but so sure of himself, apart; contained, uninterested in them, in any of the odd creatures who inhabit this place. Connie has a calibrated awareness, behind her Times, for he is like a sudden rush of a threat out of nowhere.


  And he does not notice her one bit.


  But there is a shine in him. It is called self-sufficiency. A pure lack of need. Of envy. Of this strange, jittery, out-of-kilter world around him, these people, their money, their ways, any of it. Connie stares after him.


  Cliff does not notice.
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  What is the meaning of life? That was all – a simple question; one that tended to close in on one with years, the great revelation had never come. The great revelation perhaps never did come. Instead, there were little daily miracles, illuminations, matches struck unexpectedly in the dark; here was one


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Later. A strange growly mongrel of a day, short flurries of snow then pregnant grey then brief rain then snow once again. Now it is clearing and Connie is out, again, in the deserted wild place, the garden’s most secluded part. Walking stills her, brings her down into quiet; it has always been like this. Here, where nature has stolen back and the obedience of the show garden is utterly wiped, here, where all is immoral, rampant, untamed. She’s not sure why, she’s just needing to be alone and is holding her palm flat to the looming trunks, here, and here, breathing deep their stillness and wisdom and stoicism and quiet, the great moving strength of them.


  A sound, below her, one small chirp. A tiny bird, at her feet, quite crushed. Grasping onto life. Dropped from up high, or attacked perhaps. Connie lifts the small beating heart of it in her palm, blood from the beak and down a wing. She doesn’t know what to do. It’s getting dark. Cliff will hate it at home. Blood, noise, mess, imminent death. Everything he can’t stand. Barely knowing what she is doing, she makes her way to the gardener’s grace-and-favour cottage, a sturdy work pony of a dwelling, in the north-east corner of the garden, cradling the fading life.


  It’s a tiny scrap of a place, meanly proportioned, ripe for damp. In fact she can smell the walls holding in the rain, can smell it clamouring to get out. Ivy snuffs the light from most windows; he would have to stoop to get inside. It always strikes her that Victorian dwellings like this were constructed coldly and deliberately to keep the inhabitants in their narrow places, to stop them from aspiring in any way to the heights. Nothing is small-scaled in her life, nothing; it is all high ceilings and vast ballrooms and pendulous lights, excessive cinema rooms, bold diamonds, towering heels, wide cars.


  She knocks. No answer. The door is slightly ajar. She swings it wide and calls out. ‘Hello?’ Steps inside. Indifferent furniture. Cobbled together from unloved places, no cherishing in any of it. Faded floral print on the walls, smoke-licked. Nowhere the sprightliness of a woman’s touch. Then she sees him, through the kitchen, bent over the old stone tub of a sink. Shirt gone, splashing water over his chest, face; freshening up.


  He turns. With a calm, searching gaze he turns. Stands there, waiting. He makes her feel shy. She blushes, sweat scuttling across her skin like too much chocolate too quickly gulped. Gazing at him – his nakedness – has hit her in the middle of the body.


  But she cannot show any of it of course.


  ‘I …’ She holds out the bird, at a loss. In the bowl of her hands, a mess of blood and feathers and a racing heart.


  ‘What have you got there then?’ his accent, the strange sing of it. The practised boom to cut across the weather, speaking of another place, world, ancestry, life.


  ‘I found this … by the trees.’


  ‘And what am I meant to do with it?’ His tone detached, cool, as he towels himself dry.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  He comes close, inspects. ‘The sky’s all over the place, it’s throwing a party at the moment. Your little friend won’t last the night outside.’


  He’s laughing at her. Is he laughing at her? Connie will not be deflected. ‘Could you keep it, maybe, perhaps?’


  ‘It won’t last much longer inside. But if I must …’ And in one swift, gentle movement he extracts the dying bird from the cup of her hands and Connie knows in that brush of a touch that there is tenderness in him, and the sky, and the earth, he is touched by it all still; he would move like an animal in her, she just knows, it would be peaceful and different and repairing and right. It strikes her in that moment, like the flare of a match, that here is a soul strong with a simpler, grounded, utterly removed way of life to all this, around them both; it is strong in him, a mode of survival, a necessary distancing. It is utterly compelling.


  And he does not notice her. She is one of a type.


  But, but. Delight licks Connie behind the ear. A shiver of a touch. Her insides pull, contract. Still he discerns nothing of her churn; he turns, with the bird, and she knows it is her cue, she is dismissed. ‘I’ll see what I can do, ma’am.’ She is done, it is time to go.


  ‘Thank you. Mel?’


  ‘Yes, Mel.’ Not looking up.


  Connie stares back at him; for a moment, she lingers and he doesn’t even realize, so busy is he placing the bird in a cereal bowl with a scrap of tissue around it. A man so content, self-sufficient, alone. Not playing the game, any game. But they all play the game. All want the money, the connection, the acknowledgement. Except him. Her husband wouldn’t see him, note him, in any way; Mel is part of the great seething mass of people who are there for his benefit and utterly unnoticed. He has no curiosity and Connie always thought that people without that are like houses without books – unsettling. To have bound her life to a man so narrow! So oblivious of the wonders of life! Cliff would be the type who would tear the wings off a fly, and she feels instinctively that Mel would not, it is as simple as that. It’s odd how you can sense these things from a first conversation, the knowing as sharp as a flick knife. Yet she married him. So desperate for the settling, the security, so afraid. Of what?


  Connie takes her leave, her heart singing from a strange haunting, brightness bleeding from a swiftly shutting sky as she brusques her way home.


  Home. Such a generous word for such a shell of a place.
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  The older one grows, the more one likes indecency


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Cliff could never choose this moment, never dare to presume. No man ever could. The mysterious alchemy of attraction, that moment of combustion when all else is forgotten, rubbed out. The animal desire to fuck one person, just one, with driven intent; and utterly, completely, with every bone in your body, not another. The men over the years never got that. Thought they could bend her, change her, break her down, but it is there from the first moment or it is not. Just as they never got that Connie wanted absolutely no talk over the lovemaking, ever; for she needed to imprint her particular narrative upon the process, be alone with her own, quite separate scenario in her head.


  That, of course, was one thing that Cliff did come to understand – that he had become a facilitator, nothing else. In their grand and complicit experiment.


  But now this.
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  The world wavered and quivered and threatened to burst into flames


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  The moon is the colour of old bone that night as Connie stands bold, bared, in front of her full-length mirror. The Anglepoise lamp is glaring fully at her nakedness. She looks at herself, in coldness, in dismay. How odd the human body is in hard light. Frail, ugly, vulnerable, breakable, freckled and crumpled and dimpled; pulsingly primed for its biological purpose, as if it exists for that and that alone and she shivers at the thought.


  She cups falling breasts. Something is slackening yet she is still young. It is the thinness, she is too thin, wilfully; the beautiful bounce and ripeness of her youth has fallen away. Now, skin and bone. Not sexy, no, absolutely not. Primed by Pilates and yoga in the edgy part of W10, which she cycles to almost daily on her black Cambridge bicycle with its wicker basket. The diligence has sculpted that sinewy, well-bred look that clothes compliment so well.


  Connie thinks of all the wasted beauty of a mere ten years ago, when she had no idea of it. No idea that she was perfect, glowing, bounteous then, for all she saw endlessly, despairingly, were dimpled thighs and a pot of a belly, breasts too big and spots and endlessly obsessed over the lot of it. Tweaked, burst, dyed, shaved, starved and plucked, relentlessly trying for something better, something else. She always dreamed of an A-cup, for her little Jane Birkin Ts, the boyish, insouciant line of it. Instead, she is full-breasted with wide, wing-like, childbearing hips she is constantly trying to flatten down. Make disappear. Never understanding why men would go for all that when women like her wanted something else entirely; constantly fighting cruel nature to attain it.


  ‘So long as you can forget your body, Connie, you’re happy,’ laughed Lara once, catching her checking her reflection in the car window, and sucking in her belly, before she entered the house. But Connie can’t, not yet, she’s imprisoned by it. She eats little and her chest is becoming scrawny, the bones showing too much, her cheeks hollow. The wrinkles will come faster this stringent way, she knows; sees it on friends slightly older and just as scrawny and then the Botox begins, of course, that uniform, terrified face. Blaring the hatred of self.


  Lara abandoned her body years ago, at forty, ‘when I stopped trying to change who I was and just settled back and floated in my life. I’ve never looked back. Had the best sex I’d ever had, all fat and veiny and wrinkled, with a good old laugh along with it. We’d never been more adventurous, and free – because we were relaxed, we couldn’t care less, and I’d found my voice.’ Then the change again, within the textured journey of a woman’s sexuality, the waxing and the waning throughout life. Her third marriage entirely celibate, except for the first night. ‘I was glad in the end to be rid of it. I’ve been so productive, and content, ever since.’


  Connie slips on an old nightdress from a Friday rummage in Portobello, the cream linen stiff and enveloping. She always feels safer in it, cocooned for sleep, like a child in a boarding school. She’s deeply tired but knows the haranguing will come, as it always comes; the shardy wakefulness of 4 a.m. She feels now that she’s in a perpetual holding pattern, wondering when and where to land or how to soar, take flight, and can’t. Anything but this. Cliff, of course, is not to blame, it’s just the way he is and he will never change, has never changed his entire life. She sees the little boy in him, still, too much, demanding his own way, experimenting with his flies, endlessly bending things to his will, endlessly triumphing. ‘You will look after him, won’t you?’ ‘But what about me?’ she had wanted to scream to his mother but never did, never will, endlessly the good wife.


  A sense of injustice has slid into Connie, like an invisible splinter under a fingernail. It’s an addling tinderbox of unfairness and duty and compassion and disquiet and it must be seen to or it will eat away at her until she implodes. She cannot see the end of it.
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  Every face, every shop, bedroom window, public-house, and dark square is a picture feverishly turned – in search of what?


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Connie’s father rings often, and her frail mother and her bossy sister, all telling her in their different way to get out, get some fresh air, fatten up; to come and see them in Cornwall, get away for a while, fill up her lungs, let the wind whip all the cobwebs out. Her old childhood room is waiting, always waiting, untouched, the high corner room facing water on two sides and no one’s been in it since. Sea-licked. It was like living within the curve of a shell, for there was the constant swish of water below her, the faint hollow moan of it. Connie shuts her eyes on the endless battery of admonishment, harangued by a girl striding the great stumpy toes of high cliffs and blinking tears in the wind’s snap, by her footfall sponging on a different soil and always close, the sea, the sea, the beautiful, restless width of it. She can’t go back now – she dare not, for fear it will turn into a catastrophic escape – and her father knows this. He pleads for her to put on her coat and just get out of her house, at least, see the daffs in that garden square, for God’s sake. ‘Plant some yourself if you have to, get your hands mucky, Neesie, do something with your life.’


  Connie hangs up the phone.


  But they’re right. A rare shaft of light beams through the window, calling her out and she must, must, for it feels like the damp and the cold have curled up permanently in her bones, nestled in their very marrow, cultivating airlessness, quietness, mould. She knows it will all be too brief, this symphony of the coming spring; one cluster of flowers bursting forth then another, and another, and she knows exactly where to find them.


  She rushes out.
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  Let us not take it for granted that life exists more fully in what is commonly thought big than in what is commonly thought small


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  The wind today is roguish, playful, flurrying Connie into a smile, whooshing up her legs in a merry hello and whipping up her skirt. It’s the first time in so long she’s been out without a coat; the sun spines her up. The earth is opening out, she can feel it, smell its release; opening wide to the sky, to life. As always she gravitates to the wild places, the formal parts of the garden too predictable, neat, as they obediently wait for their adornment of colour.


  A knocking sound.


  He is there, in the thick of it, of course. Deeper Connie walks into it, deeper, until she comes across a small shack, one she knew was here, of course, but has barely registered in the past; a place for storing lawnmowers, axes, wheelbarrows, rakes.


  He is chopping wood, getting rid of several large, fallen branches. Startled to see her, as if no one ever intrudes upon this, his secret place. Not happy. Wanting his solitude, the sweetness of it; needing the place where the world cannot find him and instinctively she knows this is it, she has stumbled upon it.


  The churn in her belly, at the sight of him, Connie cannot help it. She sits on a rough bench by the shack, in a pool of replenishing light, watches, catches her breath. She will not be gone just yet; she wants to ask about the bird, wants to ask about so much. Mel keeps on chopping, anger tingeing it. At the intrusion, the discovery, the watching. Abruptly stops. Looks down at her, stares at her, into her. Axe loose in his hand.


  ‘The bir—’ she goes to ask but, ‘You’re cold,’ he says over the top of it.


  ‘Am I?’ She nervously laughs.


  ‘Your hands.’


  Oh. She looks down. Orange and purple, the deep mottling on her skin, she hadn’t noticed, he had. ‘You need to get warm.’ Something so sure, calm, authoritative; not a question but a statement and instantly acted upon. Mel disappears into the shed and emerges with a hessian sack. Rough, a bit grubby, sprouting its fibres.


  The challenge.


  Which she can accept, or not. Connie’s cheeks patched with sudden heat. ‘Thank you,’ she smiles, and places the sack over her lap.


  Then in that roguish whip of a day she leans back, and watches. Just that. She will not be going anywhere for some time, in the vast peace of this space, she will not give him any talk because he does not want it, his whole body is telling her that. He is so self-sufficient, comfortable, at ease with all this. Dirt on his hands, under his nails, across his cheek where he’s wiped his sweat. She wants to lick it off. Smell him, snuffle into his secret furrows; it would be a healthy smell, there, under his arms, she just knows it. A working, moving, dynamic scent, close to the sky, the earth. Unlike Cliff, who likes to be shaved, clipped and trimmed, at all times, perpetually neat, devoid of smell, devoid of anything close to the animal in life. Unlike Cliff, who when walking used to appear somewhat ungainly, with his great height, this man has a natural grace. Seems almost too fine for this work. There’s a beauty to him. It’s held back, contained. Quiet, listening, watching, observing; not eager for the world and its traps.


  Mel looks at the banker’s wife watching, waiting, so open, sitting there, it is all on her face. A quizzical smile, a little flick in his loins. Dreads another woman, any one of them, with their wily, depleting, emotional ways, oh no, not now, no more messy entanglements. He needs to heal, in this garden, in this secret place. He feels that if he cannot be alone with his flintiness now, right now, in this new job, he will die; he must be left in peace. By everyone, by the world, by life. This position was meant to do it. It pays nothing but it’s the peace he wants.


  The sky is softening into a rare spill of gold. Connie needs to be going. She does not. She is now sitting on the bench with one leg up, crossed upon the other, like a child. The ease of it. His body is taking over; inwardly, silently, he groans. He has not been in the company of a woman for four long years, has not so much as touched one and here he is now, is in this woman’s employ, technically; he knows what she wants though she will not declare it, cannot, every pore of her is singing it, he can almost smell her, it.


  ‘It’s so restful here’ – she leans back – ‘I’d love to come whenever I want.’


  ‘Yes.’


  Angry with her. This is his space yet as an owner she has more right to it.


  ‘Is this private, this bit?’


  ‘No, but I’m here a lot. Working. It would be hard to find your peace and quiet.’


  She sees then how angry he is with her, how contemptuous; of her sitting here, watching, of her finding his secret place, his ring-fenced, precious inner life. A jagged silence. He does not want her, does not want a bar of her. The crippled banker’s wife in her inappropriate Charlotte Olympia shoes and her Gucci shirt, one button too many undone and she only just notices it; her hand trembles over it, in embarrassment; yes, she has made a spectacle of herself.


  Abruptly Connie stands. A tight smile holding the slide of her face, the fury, the hurt. She censors it with a crisp ‘Goodbye’. Departs.
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  It is a thousand pities never to say what one feels


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Connie does not actively hate Cliff. It’s just that for a long time, regrettably, there has been a physical aversion. This has never changed and never will. An aversion towards his prissy cleanliness, his obsessive shaving of not just his chin but his chest and genitals; his fear of anything too close to the earth. He has always had a physical dislike of anything too messy and mucky, long before the accident. For Connie, her antipathy towards all this was masked at the start by the sheer bullish power of Cliff, the thrill of heads turned at the collective energy of them both, the buzz in their wake. The catapulting into such a heady new life! The best booth at Locanda Locatelli, Nobu takeaway, private jets, the smorgasbord of Bond Street and champagne weekends at Claridge’s; of never again having the fret of an overdrawn credit card, a straining overdraft, a crammed, stuffy Tube in her life. The exhilarating relief of all that. Oh yes, she could be bought.


  She was. Deliriously. And then it was too late.


  There is an extraordinary dependence now. Relentlessly. Not just sexually but with work dinners, cocktail parties, charity auctions, with constant demands to be by his side in his public life. As if Connie’s youth, her vitality, her health and subservience make Cliff whole, cementing the pretence that all is normal, proceeding as planned, quiet. A life becalmed, that’s how he wants it, has always wanted it. He said to her once, early on, that if one must have a relationship it should be conducted in a shade of the coolest, palest cream and no, she’d admonished, raising her bellini high, not on your life, it should be a vivid, roaring blood red! ‘That settles it then, we’re hopelessly unsuited,’ and they’d both laughed.


  The dependence has bled into all corners of Connie’s life. She can’t even fill a car with petrol any more, has forgotten how; hasn’t stacked a dishwasher for years, paid a bill, applied her own nail polish. The colour of her life now? A brittle white.


  As her husband’s strange ballast. He lets her shave him or sponge him as if he were a child. Connie asked at the start of their tremulous new life, he acquiesced. It has become a habit between them. He likes her to do it naked, straddling him, his hands at her hips, in wonder, as if he can’t quite believe he still has this.


  She doesn’t want to. She cannot stop. She must. She can’t. The good wife.
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  Well, we must wait for the future to show


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Early April and Connie is back, drawn inexorably back; daily the green expanse saturates her gaze from her high window, daily it calls her out. The sky hangs, its colour a battleship’s waiting grey. The world is poised as if holding its breath. A storm’s coming, there’s electricity in the air, she can taste the thundery day sparking her alive and the rain comes suddenly, needle sharp. Connie, in the thick of it, needs to find shelter, won’t make it out, runs to the wooden rotunda – too cold, exposed – dashes to the shed, hurrying along narrow paths bowered over by the garden’s press. Sits on a dusty chair just inside the door and watches the world being drenched around her.


  Mel comes into view, she laughs, despite herself. ‘I got soaked!’ she girlishly exclaims, then shuts down. At his expression. Of course, she shouldn’t be in this place. ‘There was nowhere else,’ she adds, wiping her face.


  ‘No matter.’


  He stands beside her chair, in the doorway, in silence, watching the wet, drenched himself. She rises beside him.


  ‘I’ve been to ask you … wondering … what happened to my bird?’


  ‘Dead within the hour.’


  Connie gasps.


  ‘It put up a mighty struggle, trying to flap its way out of its mess. I held it. It was all I could do.’


  ‘Oh.’


  A tear is slipping down her face, she can’t stop it, can’t speak; just feels brimmed, with so much. Mel glances at her, notes. There’s something so mute and hopeful and good in her, despite everything; she’s better than she realizes, nicer, more than she knows. There’s something spiritual, wild, of the earth to her, despite all the polish. He leans across without thinking and wipes the tear from her cheek. She smiles, lips rolled in, laughs at her silliness, ‘Just a bird!’ in wonder and ridiculousness. Amid the thumping rain, the canopy of slick green, his hand lingers a touch. A trickle of a caress. Blind, instinctive, whisper-soft. It drops to the dip in her neck. Lingers at the vulnerability; the soft, wild beat of it.


  ‘You should come into the hut.’ His voice neutral.


  ‘Yes,’ Connie murmurs, as if in a trance, ‘yes.’ There are hessian sacks, ready, waiting. On the floor. Has he laid them, for this, for what? No, surely not. There’s a fluttery newness in her, a tug, a wet. Her belly, her very depths feel liquid, ready for anything or nothing, she knows now what. Connie’s hand slips into her pocket; quietly, secretly, she brushes her mouth, slips something under her tongue.


  ‘Lie here,’ he says and with a quaint obedience she does. Absolutely straight, on her back, arms crossed demurely upon her chest as if she has never before done this, as if she doesn’t know what to expect. Waiting, breathing snagged. He lies the supine length of her, nudging close, she can feel his strong, slow, unhurried weight, he is up on one hip and caressing her inner thighs, with such infinite tenderness, and cherishing; closer, he nudges, closer, swirls, opening her gently, so gently out, closer and closer to her core and she lies back and closes her eyes and cries out softly, just that. With gratitude, with relief. A tear slips down her temple.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ he asks, concerned.


  ‘Nothing.’ She shakes her head, murmurs, ‘Go on, please, don’t stop.’


  Reverently Mel lifts up Connie’s dress, reverently he brushes her navel with a kiss. Draws down her panties, and stops, gasps. With shock, with pity, sorrow – at what he sees before him; at this poor, caged creature who’s fluttered into his life – and Connie reaches up and draws him strong into a wallop of a kiss and as she does so she passes something metallic and hard from her tongue into his mouth, the tears streaming down her cheeks.


  Mel stops in surprise, draws back. Retrieves a small key. Stares at it in bewilderment.


  ‘Help me,’ Connie whispers. ‘I want to be alive again. Please, get rid of this padlock, get rid of all of it.’


  And so he does. First the lock, then the two tiny sleepers, with sure steady hands and an infinite gentleness, the gentleness of hands used to unhooking animals from a trap. All the while shaking his head in wonder and horror that the world has come to this.


  Connie is finally unlocked. She pushes herself wide, wider with release. The moment Mel enters her body is a moment of pure peace. With a sudden thrusting back he withdraws and comes quick; seed is spilled upon her stomach with a quiet, guttural groan and then a stillness plumes through him, through them both, like sleep.


  They lie there listening to the rain, its slowing, the soft drip, drip, of its aftermath. They lie there with the smell of saturated, sated earth, utterly quiet with no talk. His wet, sticky body touching hers, completely unknown, and right. It is like an abandonment for them both. Of everything else in their lives, here, in this secret place.


  ‘I thought I’d done with it for now,’ Mel laughs ruefully, as if he can scarcely believe it.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Fucking. Women. Life.’


  ‘Life,’ Connie says wondrously, soft. ‘Life,’ she repeats.


  His smile, arrowed into her, his smile at all of it.
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  One must love everything


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Striding home across a darkened park, the gravel path an entrail of paleness to her married existence but no fear now, no dread, a tall walk. Like she’s just had exhilarating sex, the power of it inhabiting her whole body. Alive again, alive, and supremely flushed with it. Life, Connie smiles, life, each has brought the other back into it. Mel’s touch and his smell are threaded into her fingers and giggly, tremulous, she holds them to her nose, her mouth, and breathes deep.


  All smiles, filled up like a glass. Feeling unshadowed at last.


  And so it begins.
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  She had known happiness, exquisite happiness, intense happiness, and it silvered the rough waves a little more brightly, as daylight faded, and the blue went out of the sea and it rolled in waves of pure lemon which curved and swelled and broke upon the beach and the ecstasy burst in her eyes and waves of pure delight raced over the floor of her mind and she felt, ‘It is enough! It is enough!’


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Through April, through May, Connie’s days are newly oiled, she is sprung into wakefulness. Mel’s smile is rangy in her, loosening her gut. But she must wait, all the time wait, for the day’s softening, for the residents to depart the park, for Cliff to be late home from work.


  He’s entertaining a client tonight, it’ll be a lap dancing club of course, he revels in it, none of them knows how much, all that look but no touch. So, today, a possibility! An afternoon of sprightly sun, warm and replenishing, uncurling the world from its long winter sleep as if it is life itself.


  Swiftly Connie looks around and enters her bower of wild branches overhanging a fragment of path, almost swallowing it complete; swiftly she is enveloped by a distant wind roar and birds somewhere close and the scurries of low animals; swiftly she flits by the peak of an old greenhouse, askew, its beautifully carved wooden apex straining from nature’s clutching like a man reaching from quicksand or an earthquake-sunk church. Every gardener has left it untouched, Mel has told her, it’s like a secret code between us, not to disturb it, to let the earth take over and every one of us has respected that. Cliff wouldn’t, Connie had remarked in reply, if he knew he’d have it cleared, bulldozed without a thought, he’s so disconnected from nature, from the earth. Can’t bear it.


  * * *


  Flitting to the clearing, to the shed. He is there. Waiting. She pauses, cusped. A slow smile. Skittery breath.


  ‘No one would ever catch us, would they?’


  ‘No one ever bothers with these parts. Except wild women far too greedy for their own good,’ he chuckles, gathering her up, her want. ‘But no, you can relax. You just have to be careful.’


  ‘We both do, mate.’ She waggles a finger at him.


  Mel giggles her to a tree, giggles her to the ground. ‘Not here,’ Connie laughs him away. ‘Yes,’ he says urgently, ‘oh, yes.’ His hands. A knowing, practised gentleness. As he unpeels her clothes, lifts her whole and slips off her panties, unhooks her bra at the front and exposes her breasts, softly trickles his fingers across them as if he can’t quite believe it, any of it, and she surrenders to the ritual baring in silence, the lovely ritual, with all the familiar tugging and the wet. Then his hands scoop up rich, moist dirt and he rubs it over her, laughing and stroking it vast across her belly, down her arms, along her cheeks and her cunt, blooding her, cleansing her, wiping her clear of her sullied other life and then he buries his head in the very depths of her and breathes deep, deep, as if he needs her returned to this sky, this earth. Trembling, he positions himself over her. Smiles deep into her, drops; nudges, expectantly, trembles her wider and wider as she clutches him tight and as he comes, and comes, a vast peace blooms through them both. All is quiet, in the softening hour of the fading day, all still, all spent.


  But no. Not yet. Who knows when next. So now Connie’s hands, fresh, fevering him. Floating her lips over his body, gathering him in the wet cave of her mouth. Nudging her tongue into his ear, finding the pale clearing behind his ears, breathing a moth of a kiss, can’t get enough. His smell, his breathing, the heavy heat of him her blanket, his arm flung, the pale vulnerability of his inside skin, the curve of his upper arm as bare and beautiful as a Sahara dune, the marbling of blue, the river-map of veins traced by a fingertip. The brazen roar of his sex, the thickly shouting hair of it. It’s been so long since she’s seen that, too used to all the shaving and clipping, all the careful, astringent, sexless men of this new world.


  Mel fingers her punched holes, wondrously. So strange, cruel, barbaric. Those smooth, snaky creatures, those masters of the universe controlling the world’s fate, crowing their prowess and winning, always winning and always slipping back into their ways despite the chidings, the rebukes, awarding themselves ridiculous bonuses and never pulling themselves up – yet how selfish and singular and pathetic, how oddly, vulnerably, human they all are.


  ‘Never do this again, will you?’ Mel whispers, cupping Connie protectively, can’t bear the sight of it. ‘You’re like a halfling,’ he murmurs in wonder. ‘Half in this world, half in the shadows. I need to get you fully out, my wild, broken thing. Get you fixed. Promise me this will never happen again.’


  ‘God, no.’ Connie pushes his hand away, shamed, shamed at all of it, her entire, calcified, beholden adult life. ‘Where’s the padlock?’


  ‘In some corner of the shed. It hasn’t been touched since it was flung away.’


  ‘I need it.’


  Without a word Mel finds it, retrieves it. Connie turns it in her fingers. ‘This must have cost a fortune,’ she whispers, then flings it away, as far as she can, in a ritual of release to be claimed by the undergrowth and lost for ever like that steeple of the greenhouse; a relic from another age, another life. Laughter bubbles up: ‘Gone, gone, all of it!’ She languishes her arms behind her head, the joy geyser-high. The padlock will never be found, she will never have to set eyes on it again, she is freed.


  Now they are back, curled under that tree, their bodies a jigsaw fit. A sanctity of silence, a sealing kiss. Connie is tired, swiftly, so very tired. A great calm washes through her as the day softens into dark on what feels like a momentous occasion; a shifting into something else entirely; her first utterly unfettered, utterly trusting night with a man who is on her side, at last. She nestles down into Mel and his arm wings her sudden sleeping, she is cradled in it.
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  Never are voices so beautiful as on a winter’s evening, when dusk almost hides the body, and they seem to issue from nothingness with a note of intimacy seldom heard by day


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Mel has gone to his cottage, Connie has followed, carefully, in her own time, in the thick dark of no one about.


  ‘I’ve run you a bath,’ he says, quiet, as she enters, lighting a candle in a tin holder.


  ‘Where is it?’


  ‘Above you.’


  Connie pokes her head up a dangerously narrow wind of wooden stairs. A tiny first floor, eave-tucked. Delicious. Perfect. She climbs to it. The wooden floor creaks and bows like a saddle beneath her weight and she symphonies the wide boards with her feet and claps her hands, giggling in pure delight.


  ‘They’re old coffin lids. Surplus from Kensal Rise, I guess. Held in place by thatcher’s ladders. It was a way of building a house back then. Come on, your bath’s waiting. We haven’t got all night.’


  Just water and a block of plain soap. No bubbles or bath salts, no perfume; nothing cloying, artificial. The low flicker of the candle. The quiet. Mel slips in behind her. A trickle of water down the curve of her back. Again, again, again. A chipped white enamel jug is constantly tipped, drowning out the cold. Afterwards she is towelled down. Patted between her legs, gentle, so gentle; encompassing. ‘You need to heal,’ he says, like a vet with a broken animal, ‘grow everything back.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘And fatten up, lass!’ Feeling the wide wings of her too-defined hips. ‘Give me some softness, some curves. Something to grip on to, girl.’


  Connie laughs, remembering something Lara had said, how the best sex of her life had been when she’d put on weight, surrendered to her body and what it really wanted: ‘A bit of chocolate, ice cream, enjoyment – a bit of flesh, my Connie girl! And lo and behold, he noticed me all over again. It sparked everything into life.’


  Connie’s hands range Mel’s room in the golden light, wanting to seize it, every single bit of it, learn him, gouge him out. She takes up an ivory comb on its tray on the dressing table, a relic from another life, his mother’s perhaps, and flicks Mel playfully around. ‘Ssssh, your turn now, on the bed, quick.’ She pushes him down and straddles him and ploughs his back with ivory that’s the colour of shiny old bone, then his long arms, his thighs, the skittish soles of his feet. Reaping goosebumps. Swiftly he’s enslaved.


  ‘You now, madam,’ Mel commands in response and Connie plunges her face into his pillow of simple stripes that’s lumpy with age and uncaring; she collects his smell and breathes deep. Wanting all of it for ever, just this now, just this, for the world not to intrude on any of it.


  ‘Your face is all light,’ he says afterwards, running his finger down a cheek. ‘Most people have shadows but with you, no, there’s just this wonderful, clear light.’


  ‘Now.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Thanks to you.’


  ‘Was it really so bad in the past?’


  ‘It must have been. Yes, yes.’
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  Exposed on a high ledge in full light


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  A day of bellowing light. Giddied with it. Standing there, utterly naked in the yellow room ringing with its morning sun, utterly naked before Cliff’s breakfast table. Tall with her newness, strong with it; vivid with life, exuberance, light. Pushing her locked hands above her head as if she is pushing the entire sky up, up.


  ‘Have you gone quite mad?’ Cliff enquires.


  ‘Yes! Yes!’


  ‘You seem very alive, all of a sudden. Perhaps we should take advantage of this.’


  ‘No, no.’ She flinches down.


  ‘Where’s your pretty little trinket?’ He squints.


  She’s silent.


  ‘Con? I need to see it.’


  ‘Not now.’


  ‘Play?’


  ‘No.’ She steps back.


  A clotted silence.


  ‘Is there anything you want?’ Cliff asks carefully.


  ‘I – I don’t want to sponge or shave you any more.’


  There, she’s said it. A shardy quiet. Connie is emboldened.


  ‘I think we should hire someone to do it. A woman. Someone. From the Philippines, Eastern Europe perhaps. Like a nurse. I don’t mind.’


  Cliff is quiet, taking it all in, everything that it means, this newness. A vein flinches in his temple. ‘Right,’ he says, slow.


  ‘I’ll hire her. I’ll do it.’


  ‘You have gone mad, haven’t you?’


  ‘Yes, yes!’


  Connie stands before her husband, emblazoned, utterly bared, knowing that her path will now unfold like a flare shot from a gun, powering through the dark, and she just has to trust the brightness and its landfall wherever that will be. She is crashing catastrophe into her life, it has all begun. Her love for him has been snuffed, like a match extinguished, just like that it is gone and she knows it and she suspects he does too.


  His knuckles tighten around his chair.


  ‘Only you can do what you do. For me. For us.’ The voice menacing, utterly careful, quiet. The bankers always win, always, Connie thinks in that moment, feeling like a great fist has squeezed her heart tight.
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  It rasped her, though, to have stirring about in her this brutal monster! to hear twigs cracking and feel hooves planted down in the depths of that leaf-encumbered forest, the soul


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Discreet enquiries are made of the ladies who lunch.


  Marichka comes into their world, she has to, Connie will not countenance the alternative now. A sturdy Ukrainian with a gold cross around her neck, shutting her off, and a fulsome, freckled face.


  ‘I need a looker, I must have that. Couldn’t bear to have to stare at something ugly all the time.’


  Oh yes, Connie knows. She always serves Cliff well. Marichka has a boyfriend. He returned to Ukraine for the funeral of his grandmother and now can’t get a working visa to return. He will, one day, but no one knows when. Perfect.


  Cliff is resisting at first. Utterly stiff, dismissive, not seeing Marichka, really, who she actually is; he’s like this with all the help. But gradually her brisk practicality softens him. She wins him with glasses of whisky whenever he seems to desire them, a sure, professional touch and endless games of poker she will play deep into the night and contentedly never win. Cliff gives up, surrenders his body to her and gradually lets her do what she wants. Lets her do everything for him, like a child, submits to her complete and calm benevolence.


  Suddenly, just like that, he seems to be noticing his wife less and less. Not taking her hand now and holding it kindly, and he used at least to do that. Not noticing what she wears – the new skirt from Joseph, the maxi from Rellik – when he used to clock all of it and appreciate it. Not asking her to sit next to him at the breakfast table, none of it. She wonders what he has planned for her, what is next; wasn’t expecting a silent withholding, doesn’t trust it.


  People create crises to speed up their evolution, Connie tells herself. Rupture is good for us, she tells herself. Even when you don’t know what’s next. She’s sick of having her living deferred: you can’t have a life of endlessly that. The hours ahead of all, all the hours in this house, closing over her like a steel trap.


  Marichka watches over her. Brings her glasses of milk and chai tea lattes just when she needs them, tells her to go to bed, get some sleep. Entwining herself into both their lives.
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  But then anyone who’s worth anything reads just what he likes, as the mood takes him, and with extravagant enthusiasm


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  ‘I want a relationship that’s belly to belly not back to back. Isn’t that a lovely expression? My Irish cleaner told it to me. It summed up her marriage, she said. Belly to belly.’


  Mel does not answer. Does he want to get married again? No, not if it means the vast entanglement of a woman who turns into something else. His wife, still his wife, was so grandly neurotic, Machiavellian, complex, and she’d been none of that at the start. As punishment withheld sex. Her weapon. Mel is separated not divorced and has left all the connecting with people behind him for a good while, or thought he had; he is still shell-shocked. Belly to belly, what, he can’t even think of how to answer that.


  He looks at Connie, sitting exotically in the corner of his room, her silk-clad legs crossed and so utterly wrong in all this – like an orchid in a butcher’s shop. No, not an orchid, she has the vulnerability of jasmine, yes that, so briefly blazing, heralding a softer, lovelier time before curling up. But would she wither like the rest of them? Trap him, then change? Where is the shrew in her, the nag? They all have that. Mel doesn’t want to be broken again. Financially drained and harangued along with it. He’s been like a dog licking its wounds for so long, called in now to the warmth. Yet he doesn’t quite trust it. Look at Connie now, idly flitting her beautifully manicured nails along his books as if she can’t quite believe his type would read, let alone all this; surely it’s wall-to-wall football, the Sun and endless Corrie with his lot.


  So many books on bowed bookshelves, hardbacks stripped of their jackets, paperbacks almost oily with the reading and rereading. Connie thinks of the grand rise of bookshelves at home. They hired a professional book buyer to stock the shelves, to convey the image of exquisite taste. Her side of the fireplace: Booker winners, literary fiction, a lot from India; his: histories, biography, the odd frivolity about carp or the genesis of fat. Handsome hardbacks, first editions, often signed, some rarities but Connie can’t remember what. She wasn’t allowed to slip in her own scuffed paperbacks, all her dog-eared women, her passions from youth, her secret pillow books. Here, in this humbly neat little room Camus and Hardy jostle with Kafka and James; other worlds, other lives. Amis senior, Joyce, McEwan, Le Carré, Rushdie, McCarthy, Doyle and a shock of women. Mansfield. Austen. Byatt. O’Brien. Woolf, goodness, so much of that. Connie slips out To the Lighthouse and opens it. NEVER READ THIS AGAIN, shouts stern ink in horror, right across the frontispiece, from some unknown reader. She whoops a laugh. Holds up the page.


  ‘I found it at an Oxfam in Bath. Couldn’t resist it with a message like that. Just had to read it. It’s the naughty little boy in me. Always doing what I’m told not to.’


  ‘But why Woolf? And there’s so much of her.’


  Mel shrugs. ‘I read anything. She tells me what women think. She tells me the truth. It’s so hard to get it out of you lot. Have you read her?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You should. All women should.’


  Lara has said that to her too. Connie makes a mental note. ‘Belly to belly, don’t you love that?’ she tries again, nudging the book back then changing her mind and slipping it into her jacket pocket.


  Mel looks at her. The way she just filched his book, without asking, that princessy sense of entitlement. Connie looks down on him, of course; he’s her amusement, diversion, a bit of rough. An uneducated, working-class white boy: the most maligned and disadvantaged of the lot. From Stoke, a northern city that the steelworks and coalmines clothed triumphantly in a sooty black; the grime throughout his childhood settled on everything: windows, washing, his mother’s face, his father’s lungs. He went to a bog-standard comprehensive and didn’t even finish it; Connie went independent, a West Country boarding school, it’s in her voice and her grace. She followed it with a respectable second in English Lit and he’s not even sure what that means, has never got his head around the way unis work along with those secret codes of pronunciation – Cholmondeley, Cadogan, Magdalen, Fettes – that all of them seem to know about, shutting out the rest and he always has to ask, embarrassing himself. It infuriates him that in this country, still, your prospects in life are determined by birth; such a vicious, Third World form of inequality. It festers, just to think about it. What would Connie Carven know about the mystery of powerlessness? If you’ve not been raised in disadvantage how could you possibly understand?


  ‘Did you know that richer, thicker kids will always end up getting further ahead in these parts than brighter, poorer kids?’


  ‘Sorry?’


  Connie shakes her head, scrabbling with where Mel’s coming from. Is it a slight … an insult … on her … Cliff? Surely not. She feels like a swimmer suddenly caught in a soft, insistent rip.


  ‘What are you saying?’


  Mel sighs, says nothing more, it’s no use trying to explain to the likes of her what enrages him about this garden and its shareholders and their gilded offspring in their grey and red coats. He sees it, hears it all the time from those not a part of this oblivious set. What would she know of the poison of envy? He has a young stepdaughter and how it used to rile his wife – that her child was destined for the local primary, her life marked out from that point and it would take an extraordinary spirit in someone so young to haul themselves above it. Nowhere in Notting Hill can Mel see the bracing rigour of a meritocracy. The hugely expensive nursery nearby – where Connie’s son would surely be sent – is a feeder for Prince William’s old pre-prep which is a conveyor belt into feeders for Eton and Westminster which are well-worn paths to Oxbridge and the upper echelons of British politics. So. The shaping of the nation’s elite begins at three. Of course.


  Does Connie get that? Could she possibly? That glittery prospects are bought? Does she notice it, care? He thinks not. UK politicians are being drawn from an increasingly narrow pool, of course, yet what would she care; right now the Prime Minister, his deputy and Chancellor all went to schools with fees substantially higher than Mel’s wage. The bruise of inequality enrages Mel, the stain on this world no matter how bright you are. Connie, poor lost soul that she is, would have no idea of the depth of the rage around her, the infuriating sense of impotence, and there’s no use trying to explain it.


  She looks at Mel now, sitting in his armchair, so knotted all of a sudden, so sullen and uncommunicative. Her eyes narrow like a cat’s. She feels so very apart from him tonight, vexingly, like they’re standing on opposite river banks with a rush of water roaring between them and can’t hear each other, will never be able to hear each other. How can this possibly work? She stands, chest tight. This is ridiculous. The gulf too great. Leaves with scarcely a goodbye, the book still in her pocket.


  Which Mel notes.
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  We do not know our own souls, let alone the souls of others. Human beings do not go hand in hand the whole stretch of the way. There is a virgin forest in each; a snowfield where even the print of birds’ feet is unknown. Here we go alone, and like it better so. Always to have sympathy, always to be accompanied, always to be understood would be intolerable


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Shopping is Connie’s drug. She has to control its dosage and then the urge overtakes her and if she sees something she must have, but it is not in her size, she will rise magnificent and track it down with the thoroughness of a detective on the scent. The sweetness of a purchase, the vast sweetness; within the tumult of loveliness that is Notting Hill, Marylebone, Bond Street, Westfield Shepherd’s Bush. She’ll do High Street as much as high end, she’ll do anything. Her walk-in wardrobe brims, she forgets what she has and often ends up wearing the same favoured thing, day after day. No matter. Her appetite has her wolfishly prowling not just shops for fresh stock but websites. Interrupted by Cliff e-mailing obscene photos of women being penetrated by men with enormous cocks, often black, begging her teasingly for ‘play’, informing her it’s ‘what she really wants’, reeling her in. She looks, still looks, shuts her eyes on it.


  Shopping, for Connie, is a deeply alone pursuit. She could not bear for anyone else to witness her greed, her thrill, her sharkish intent. Spying something she likes, she’ll often linger slow by something else, as if to gather herself, calm her heartbeat, for the thrill of the kill. Alone she will secrete the bags home, alone tumble the purchases upon her bed, alone dress up for another viewing then disperse into the cupboards and drawers, forget …


  She always looks effortless. It takes hours to perfect.


  Mel would be revolted, by all of it.


  39


  [image: Miss]


  To love makes one solitary


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Connie has not been into the garden for days and days and then with a rush she is there, in an afternoon of roaring light and air that is thinning with a coming summer; she can no longer hold herself back. She hears the catch of his pale breath as she comes upon him. Under her thin coat of red dots she is naked but for silken black panties, a wisp of them.


  ‘It’s too early …’ – he backs back – ‘people are about.’


  ‘I don’t care.’ She is flinging aside his shovel and hauling him into the shed, the neck of his T-shirt in her hungry fist. ‘I do. not. care. All right?’


  ‘All right.’ Laughing, giving in.


  He is pleased to see her, so pleased, it is a deepening; this lively little sprig of jasmine is vining his life; taking over his calm, his thoughts, his retreat into solitude, his flinty remoteness. Quick, his hands break the band of her thong and push it aside, quick, his fingers slip into both holes, bringing Connie to pleasure with a sure touch, oiling her up until she collapses in on herself, again, and again, and again, and then he encircles her trembling and just holds, and holds, his hand protective over her secret places. A still quiet. No talk, of course, never that straight afterwards, he knows she does not want the crash of that, is learning her fast.


  Her flinching quietens. ‘Thank you for coming back,’ he whispers finally, hoarse.


  Connie just lies there, encircled by him, and the tears slowly run from her eyes. Crying, snotting, all phlegm and fluid; for she is loosened, completely, released. Mel does nothing, just wraps her in the encompassing peace of his body. All is still, humble, quiet. It is the stillness of a man found, as he holds her, he knows it. No matter how much he tries to resist.


  The passion for him moves in Connie’s belly once again, she resists it as far as she can, must get back, Cliff is at home this evening, she can’t. But quick. She stirs him and he responds, his touch so much more competitive and creative than Cliff’s has ever been. There is no complacency, no taking for granted, he wants his stroking, licking, caressing, cherishing to be remembered. It’s as if he wants to wipe all her husband’s ways like a whiteboard freshened; to stamp her skin with the permanence of his own stroke. He flips her, wants something else. Her buttocks spread wide, a cool breath, a nudging, a trembling, a reticence, into her arse, gently, probing, so careful not to hurt.


  ‘Ow,’ she gasps, and he withdraws: ‘Another time.’


  ‘No, no, now.’


  He is on her, moving – surely the thrusting of pale buttocks is a little ridiculous, Connie is thinking, how silly they must look, to anyone who came upon them – then a finger is in her vagina, the skin between the two passages is so thin, paper thin and so sensitively he works until her body takes over, surrenders to the exquisiteness and she comes; they both do, together. And fall back and laugh.


  ‘I’ve never done that before. Come, at the same time with someone. Ever.’


  ‘Most people haven’t.’


  ‘You know, more than a few women I know have never come.’


  ‘Really? Even now … in this day and age.’ Mel shakes his head.


  ‘Oh yes. Or they haven’t come until their late thirties or forties at least. Not that you men ever know these things.’


  ‘You came. I can tell. I always can.’


  ‘Yes.’ And for a while there she thought she’d never be able to again, in the thick of Cliff, without all the help. She smiles. There is only one word for how Connie feels now, in the sanctity of this quiet.


  Anchored.
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  I want someone to sit beside after the day’s pursuit and all its anguish, after its listening, its waitings, and its suspicions. After quarrelling and reconciliation I need privacy – to be alone with you, to set this hubbub in order. For I am as neat as a cat in my habits


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  It is late, they cannot part; Cliff will be home now, they must. Connie feels the terrible weight of Mel and tries to extract herself, can’t; he is stroking her, cupping her between her legs, playful; the hair has almost grown back. ‘Ah my lovely, lovely – healthy – cunt of a thing.’


  ‘What!’ She bats him away, laughing. ‘That word. Excuse me. It’s appalling. I can’t believe you just said it. The only men who ever say it are men who don’t like women very much.’


  ‘Cunt cunt cunt,’ he is teasing, relishing it on the tongue. ‘I love saying it. All of it.’


  ‘Excuse me,’ Connie admonishes. ‘A woman is trained to distrust the man – and the circumstance – whenever we hear it. To castigate and protest.’


  ‘Cunt cunt, lovely cunt.’ Mel buries his head into her. ‘For me it’s entirely something else. It’s you, it’s this, it’s sex, it’s inside you, outside you, it’s the whole damned loveliness, the whole blinking lot. Let me … change … the word for you.’ He stops, thinks. ‘It’s a precious thing. Something to revel in, cherish. It’s not just fucking. Argh, I can do that with anyone and bollocks to it. But this, this, wakes me up. Hauls me into …’ He struggles for the word.


  ‘What?’


  ‘The world again. And I’d given up on it, until a little bird came into my life.’ Mel looks at Connie – ‘Yes’ – with his warm, kind, speaking eyes. She kisses him softly, rightly between them, in chuff. ‘It really has,’ he adds.


  ‘I know,’ she whispers, kissing his thick black lashes that still have something of the little boy in them, first one side, now the other, in rhythmic gentleness. ‘Do you care for me? Do you? Really?’


  ‘What do you think? I try my hardest to resist you – everything you represent – but can’t. Just … can’t.’


  Mel’s hands curve firm over Connie’s body not with desire now but a cherishing, an ownership. A pleasure that all is well, and all is his, his, as if he can scarcely believe it. He kisses her with the lifetime’s tenderness in it and Connie marvels at that – when Cliff had not a scrap.


  ‘Thank you,’ Connie whispers, ‘thank you.’


  The day is winding down and she runs home through air that is vibrant with stillness. What has happened, what has transpired on this day feels like an anointing, a hauling into womanhood, finally, a strong, rooted maturing into something else – or at least a journey’s departing. Connie runs home to the hull of her marriage, high and dry on its sand. The kiss with all the world’s tenderness singing through her still, giddying her up. The touch of his lips, like voice, something she will never forget. She just knows it.
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  With her foot on the threshold she waited a moment longer in a scene which was vanishing even as she looked, and then, as she moved … and left the room, it changed, it shaped itself differently; it had become, she knew, giving one last look at it over her shoulder, already the past


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Connie’s heart like an oven, a furnace, just opened. The heat of it, the roar. She cannot slam it shut. Who can tell? Everyone? The blare of it.


  She rushes in to the kitchen. Marichka is spoon-feeding Cliff ice cream, the last of it and Connie has no idea why but he is lapping it up. Some game they are playing. She comes upon them like an intrusion. It is a scene of collusion, tinged in early evening light, a sixteenth-century Dutch painting of domesticity, caring, quiet. Marichka looks up at her like, so, whatever works. Connie nods, yes, whatever works, keep on going, girl, keep at it. But there is something new in her stance, a freshness, a wildness, Marishka can sense it in the other woman. She slips away. Connie turns and watches her depart, wondering for a moment if she is listening by the door.


  Steps forward. Takes a deep breath.


  ‘Clifford’ – she only calls her husband this when something serious is to be said – ‘would you like me to have a baby one day?’


  From her husband: furtive apprehension. Trying to second-guess what comes next. To control, to win, command, as he always wins.


  ‘I wouldn’t mind,’ he says carefully. A pause. ‘As long as it made no difference between us.’


  Connie cocks her head.


  ‘Yes. I could be quite willing, I suppose, as long as it doesn’t affect our marriage.’ He’s like a cornered dog, thinking aloud, trying to see ahead, work it through. ‘Affect what we have. Con.’ The voice lowering, warning. ‘Nothing must come between us. Why are you saying this? What’s going on?’ He is suddenly cold, brittle, as still as a hoary January frost. Connie recognizes it. It is a threat. Cliff crushes people, of course; that’s how he’s always succeeded, in his business and his life. Rivals, colleagues, friends, clients.


  Leaving him – magnificent rupture – would humiliate him, of course, the anger would be encompassing and immense. Connie is inside the black oil of his mind now, inside his desire to infiltrate, dominate, swamp. She is all Cliff has. All he wants is for her to stay with him, in this, the husk of his life; be with him for ever, propping him up, his sexual regenerator and adornment. He needs the public show of that, the public theatre of his power over this aspect of his life. This man before her is almost an emotional cripple – and she does not know how she can extricate herself.


  ‘A child would seem just like my own, I guess. If it’s done right. Legally. Emotionally. People will ask. We’d keep things to ourselves, of course. I’d get everything watertight. Contracts and so forth.’ He’s talking it through, trying to make it work. Connie is listening, her heart breaking. He is willing to do this – something he categorically does not want – for their marriage. To keep up the pretence, to have her by his side, to preserve the past in aspic. He is taking over this too as he takes over everything and he doesn’t even realize it; his unbending way with control. No, it could never work. For her or a child, and Cliff doesn’t understand and most likely never would. Connie has wondered if he’d ever fall in love with Marichka – if the hired help could be her distraction, her saviour – but she’s a diversion, nothing more than that. She sees it now. He would never publicly be with her, he wouldn’t stoop. There’s no cachet in the hired help. As for Connie …


  ‘Come here,’ he commands. ‘Kiss me.’


  As if he senses something new in his wife, something quite incomprehensible and he needs to sniff it out. Some straightness of the spine, a looseness, a stepping back.


  ‘Kiss me!’ he demands.


  Connie hackles at the thought: the stumpy, joyless, wooden blocks of his mouth. He revolts her, with every hair of her body, she can’t do it, can’t explain it.


  ‘No, Cliff, not tonight.’


  ‘Why?’ Wounded.


  ‘I just don’t want to. I’m tired.’


  Connie turns, murmurs goodbye, cannot meet her husband’s eyes. Cannot tell him she is not coming near him because another man’s smell and his sperm is strong upon her, smeared lavishly and triumphantly across her stomach, breasts, thighs; and she is rank, filthy with it and cannot hurt him so much.


  ‘Con? Con!’ The voice bewildered suddenly, on the cusp of an understanding, as if Cliff has suddenly caught a glimpse of a future he has never contemplated.


  She does not turn back. Mustn’t.


  42


  [image: Miss]


  My own brain is to me the most unaccountable of machinery – always buzzing, humming, soaring roaring diving, and then buried in mud. And why? What’s this passion for?


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  A restless mongrel of a night, spatterings of rain like hard rice against the high windows. The wind wheening outside Connie’s room is as mournful as a distant aria and the trees from the garden below shake their leaves like the manes of recalcitrant ponies and wet leaves slick the glass. Connie will not bath, wants to keep the animal smell on her, of earth, of sex, of spit and air and grubbiness. She will not wash herself all night, for the sense of Mel’s flesh touching her, his very stickiness, is dear, replenishing, holy. She no longer wants padlocks and blindfolds, sophistication, theatre, clandestine texts, she just wants simplicity. The wonder of that. One man, who listens. Stillness. Spirituality. Quiet. Her cunt reeks, she wants wildness, wants to roll herself in it, wants a different soil, sky, land to this. Wordsworth journeyed back to Wales to listen to the language of his former heart; should she return to Cornwall? With Mel? Go somewhere else? Would he come? What to do, how to begin … what?


  Connie’s mind is jumpy tonight with dreams and plans and connivances and plots as she contemplates a vast spring cleaning of her future, her entire life. Her gods now – the gods of change and rupture and the astonishing earth.


  Connie looks across at her bookshelf, an old shoe rack from the Golborne Road, and skims all the strong female voices that have spined her own life. Any clues? Help? Are all female narratives of empowerment narratives of escape? It’s why Portrait of a Lady is so devastating, of course, why she could only ever bear to read it once. She picks up Mel’s battered old Virginia Woolf. NEVER READ THIS AGAIN – but of course, no, she must. ‘I’m always doing what I’m told not to,’ that’s what he said to her that odd, jangly night. Connie thinks of his separateness, his self-containment, the potency of a man strong with his choices and not wavering from them. She flips open To the Lighthouse and starts to read. The thud of recognition, the heart-stopping thud of it, and she scrabbles for a journal and scribbles in it. Again and again. A roar of pages filled up.


  A sort of transaction went on between them, in which she was on one side, and life was on another, and she was always trying to get the better of it, as it was of her.


  Yes, yes. Woolf will be her guide, her beacon. All her novels, her essays, her certainties and admonishments and eviscerating truths. Tomorrow she will go to Daunt’s, buy the extent of her.


  She must act. Just that. Now, before it is too late.


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Want more?
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