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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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  There is no doubt in my mind, that I have found out how to begin to say something in my own voice


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  The intercom, buzzing in her bedroom. Insistent. Connie picks it up. Neither greeting nor warmth. ‘Prepare yourself. You have an hour. I’ll be in my office.’


  The voice struts. Ah, the Cliff of old.


  Connie’s hand reaches down, she is a different woman now, she has been hauled into a different life and her body blazes it. She is fuller and softer and looser, hairier; her body less brittle, self-hating, desperate. No, she will do this, reveal herself. It is the start of the new life and Cliff must know it. She stands proud in front of the mirror, marvelling at the fresh self. Reclaimed, returned to nature, the earth.


  The intercom again. ‘Bring your trinket. I want to put it in. I want to snap it shut.’


  Connie does not respond, cannot. The punctures would be closed up now, surely, faint scars all that’s left of her former life. The padlock lies somewhere lost in the dirt near the shed, claimed by the undergrowth. She mustn’t think how much it was worth.


  Connie turns back the mirror, biting her lip; back to her new body and everything it signals about her release. Her husband waits. She will not shave herself, she will not give him what he wants; the fury will be incandescent. Connie is very still, for a moment, stuck. What is she doing? What will be the consequences? Is she mad? She suddenly feels like she’s standing barefoot on oysters, stranded by an incoming tide, can’t move but can’t stay, stuck.


  She must go down.


  Cannot be a fugitive in her own house. She showers, throws on the silken kimono, ties it languidly, ready for a slipping off. Pads slowly down, down the grand staircase, breathing measured and calm, collecting herself.


  Shuts the office door behind her. The screen is down; it runs almost the length of one wall. So, a video, porn, right; and usually as she watches them with Cliff the liquid warmth plumes through her despite herself and she cannot help but succumb, despite herself, widening her legs on her chair and playing as Cliff hands across a vibrator, and another, as he toys with his Mont Blanc pen, the secret signal that begins it all and she is opening out, needing the coming, urgently, the next step. And she is greedy with the looking at these films as long as it doesn’t veer into anything too long, or monotonous; it is all the thrill, the anticipation that she wants.


  Cliff wheels up to her now, vividness in his face, a video camera in his lap; he has sometimes filmed in the past and she has played up to it, trusting, yielding so much; entranced. ‘I need my wife back.’


  Eagerly his Mont Blanc pen tugs the bow of her kimono, loosens it. The silk falls open. Connie drops the gown from her shoulders. Her husband gasps. It is as if a vast gulf suddenly separates them. As if his wife has gone on a strange new journey without him knowing anything of it. He has not controlled it in any way, has not allowed it, she is lost.


  ‘It – it doesn’t mean anything to me any more, Cliff. It’s just … gone.’ She shrugs. ‘Everything we do. All of it.’ She shuts her eyes on hot wet. ‘I’m so sorry.’


  They stare at each other, the two of them who have bared so much, gone on such a journey in tandem, nothing to say because there is nothing to say. The whole scenario worked because it was the two of them together, in an entranced and astonished collaboration. Cliff’s lips tighten. He spins his chair. ‘I wish you’d told me,’ he says, tight. He clicks on the film, a black man with an enormous cock and a white woman with impossible breasts, the ridiculous thrusting, the ugly close-up, the monotony, the bleakness, the utter absence of mystery and beauty in any of it; Connie cannot watch.


  She picks up her robe, puts it back on and ties the belt firm and tight.


  ‘I’m so sorry.’


  A match snuffed.


  ‘I need something else now.’


  ‘What?’ The word is spat, as if Cliff can hardly bear to ask.


  Connie shrugs, helpless. ‘Life.’


  Cliff’s face. Pale with fury and devastation and loss.
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  To be silent; to be alone. All the being and the doing, expansive, glittering, vocal, evaporated; and one shrunk, with a sense of solemnity, to being oneself


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Sunday morning. Needing a quietening. A necessary removal from all of them, to recalibrate. What is happening to Connie as uncertainty and indecision stain her life? A drawing to … what? Mystery. A veering towards it like an ocean liner subtly altering course for a new destination in the great ocean of life. Yet the destination’s unknown.


  Before Cliff’s accident Connie had attended church. He certainly didn’t, ever, still doesn’t; one of those pitbull atheists, a sneerer à la Dawkins. Yet increasingly she’s finding there’s something … all-calming … about her Sunday morning experiences at the family-crammed church of St Peter’s in its high, shouting ochre on Notting’s hill. It’s an astonishing leak through a veneer of aspirant coolness and moneyed cynicism; a gentle drip, drip, through her restless, caged, unsettled life. Connie feels righted by these assignations, balmed, lit.


  ‘I like that you go to church,’ Mel said to her once, even though he doesn’t go himself. As if it softens her. As if it separates her from those who are the jeering, the sneering, the unsettled – and the ones with a chip of ice.


  So. Sunday mornings, quite bravely alone. Connie’s brief coracle of solace. Brought down into stillness by a spiritual enveloping from a service mostly sung. The hour or so freshening, shining, rejuvenating. At times she says no, it’s ridiculous, she’s with that gentle atheist, Alain de Botton on this one; tipping her hat to the graces within organized religion but not sucked in by them. Yet Connie knows that she’ll never be aligned with the Cliffs and the Dawkins of the world, thumping that believers are deluded, stupid; she has too much respect for the mysterious in life. Which includes Mel. Can’t turn her back on wonder, craves it, in a sense. Found it, long ago, in the wild places of her travelling youth, the places where the silence hums – Greenland’s ice deserts, Cornwall’s high moors, under a full butter moon – yes, yes. She wants those places again. Somewhere in her life. Her rescue is tied up in them, she just knows it.


  Connie feels silted up, often now, with the great weight of acquiring and cramming and rushing and worrying and just getting by; grubbied. Needs the simplicity of a spiritual way, its light touch, a tuning fork back into calm. The ocean liner on its unknown path is veering her towards those most shining qualities of religious practice: pilgrimage, contemplation, quiet. With Mel, she hopes. Somehow.


  What she does know: that religion’s a miracle of survival. That places of potent spirituality do not belong entirely to earth. The tugging, the faint whisper of a tugging … and Connie has to find her way back to them. Urgently, it feels now.


  Alone, or with someone else.
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  I want to think quietly, calmly, spaciously, never to be interrupted, never to have to rise from my chair, to slip easily from one thing to another, without any sense of hostility, or obstacle. I want to sink deeper and deeper, away from the surface, with its hard separate facts


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Everywhere the lovely tight buds of the roses, waiting for a springing into bloom, everywhere the vast loosening as light floods weary, winter-bowed bones, everywhere an uncurling, an unfolding. People, their faces open to the sky, flowers, the happy philadelphus and yellow-wort and the springing grass before the dryness of summer and it all turns to leaching heat and spareness and dust; it’s a tingling day of high giddiness and Connie wants to grab all of it, all, this teeming exuberance, wander through it with eyes wide and fingers trailing and be replenished, by all of it, smell it and giggle and delight. In the garden, of course.


  ‘I want to touch you like you touch me,’ she tells Mel. ‘I’ve never really touched your body, properly, like you have mine.’


  ‘How do I touch you?’


  ‘With reverence. I’ll never forget it. Because no man’s ever touched me like that before. If I never saw you again, after this day, I’d remember your touch for the rest of my life. It’s … stamped. Yes, that’s the word. Stamped. By tenderness. I’ll never forget it.’


  Connie straddles Mel’s supine body and shuts her eyes and places her two palms flat on his chest.


  ‘You feel me as if you’re blind. As if it’s the last time you’ll ever touch me, every time you do that. It’s like you’re committing everything to memory, wondering and delighting and … sanctifying … yes, that. So I’ll never forget you. It’s a gift, you know.’


  Mel’s penis stirs under her hand, Connie slips it into her, moves on him, soft. Brings him into a coming with her sensitivity learned and her quietness and as he peaks she bears down on him, voluptuous and feels him spasming in her like a dying animal and embraces as if it’s the last time, the last time ever, and she will never forget.


  ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ he pants. ‘You’re trapping me.’


  ‘Yes, ssssh, it’s all right, no talk.’ A fingertip brushes down Mel’s lips, a vast smile fills her up.
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  They came to her, naturally, since she was a woman, all day long with this and that; one wanting this, another that; the children were growing up; she often felt she was nothing but a sponge sopped full of human emotions


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  On a glary morning of high heat Connie feels a quickening in her womb, as if the sunshine has touched it and bloomed it into happiness. All about her, nannies and babies in the garden and chitter-chat, all about her, friends falling pregnant, baby showers, girlfriends needing coffees and catch-ups and movie nights. Connie’s always a good sounding board, someone peaceful and repairing to have about. They call her a lot, checking up. She’s a listener, a deep pool of stillness and quiet just waiting to receive, one of those rare ones who never wants to talk about herself. She doesn’t butt in over sentences, trying to dazzle with her own thoughts, doesn’t crash into conversations with ever bigger and better and more hilarious anecdotes.


  Connie wonders, though, at yet another brasserie of blonde wood and ringing talk, if the social world is becoming a little more shouty now, raucous, in your face? Everyone’s so eager to talk at you, over the top of you, cram in their two bobs’ worth – but actually, quietly, to enquire? To listen deeply? No, she doesn’t see much of that. Only with Mel, who asks so many questions of her and it’s so odd in a man; he seems at times as if he wanted to drink her up. Needing to understand.


  She longs often for Mel’s quiet. The comfort of their silence, in sync. With Cliff the silence was oppressive, accusatory, as it shouted their differences, that they had so little in common and how did they get to this and they must spend the rest of their lives amid it.


  Connie’s book club is fracturing as hospital appointments, pregnancy yoga classes, exhaustion, end-of-year concerts and summer parties disrupt life. Again and again it feels like Connie’s friends are succumbing and falling pregnant but they’re always careful with this news around her, Cliff being Cliff of course, and the accident … and she’s always so reticent about that side of her life now, poor lamb … there’s been a vast reassessing, a reining back … it must be very painful, not too much is asked.


  ‘Tragic, all of it. Such a supreme alpha male. He probably couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else’s child so that’s that, I guess. She’s the good wife, Con. Bless.’


  No, Connie would not be drawn. On any of it. Such a rare orchid in her exquisitely tasteful, lonely married life; pitied, talked about, endlessly called on to be godmother as if that would be enough. But her thinking veers so fundamentally, often now; she’s reluctant to bring a child into this jangly, jittery world of keeping up, couldn’t say any of this to any of them. Sees it again and again, all around her: how children seem to send the women around her slightly mad. Piteously obsessed. Is it exhaustion? Empowerment now they’re no longer at work? Competitive banker husbands demanding too much of everyone? Too much time on their hands?


  The friends who turn into harridans, bullies, where their child’s school is involved, haranguing the teachers and the principals over their precious, infinitely talented darlings; demanding better results, more readings in church, a bigger role in the school play, more tuition, attention, certificates. Imogen has a poo phobia so can never change her baby’s nappies, has to have round-the-clock help and Connie wonders if it’s a secret canniness. Charlotte, Honor and Floss have weekend nannies alongside nannies for each child during the week; when, Connie wonders, are those children actually noticed, let alone surrounded by their parents, basted in love like butter and cherished? India endlessly rails over the mobile phones given out as party gifts at a girl’s twelfth birthday, yet gives out goldfish to every child at her son’s sixth. Then the flurry of end-of-year teacher presents: the voluptuous bouquets from Wild at Heart as big as a television, bottles of Moët, exquisite gift boxes from Space NK. Then there’s the horror of the entrance exams, when her friends disappear into an insanity of pushing and tutoring and hating and shouting and deep, wrenching torment over who got into what. For Connie, sitting back among it all and quietly listening, endlessly listening, this world feels mad, unhinged, overripe.


  Could she ever raise a child amid all this?


  With no money, at that?


  Could she ever compete on the back foot – or would she go mad with it?
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  I have been stained by you and corrupted … What dissolution of the soul you demanded in order to get through one day, what lies, bowings, scrapings, fluency and servility! How you chained me to one spot, one hour, one chair, and sat yourself down opposite! How you snatched from me the white spaces that lie between hour and hour and rolled them into dirty pellets and tossed them into the wastepaper basket with your greasy paws. Yet those were my life.


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Summer is unfurling like a carpet Connie steps upon. Out, out, she must be out in it, often, away from the prison of her house. Its thickness of atmosphere. Cliff is biding his time, she can tell; the punishment is brewing and it will be magnificent. She does not know what correcting will befall her since that day when she boldly bared her new self to him, when she finally said no, enough. Cliff has been icily civil ever since but she knows it’s not the end of it; there are little pinpricks of putdowns, often now, leaking through his veneer of control. Once they would have eaten away at Connie but no, not now, because she has something else: an anchor in another life.


  ‘You could never get a job, Con, you’ve been out of the workforce too long. No one would have you. And you’d do … what?’ ‘Another bag from Rellik? Do you need help? Shoppers Anonymous perhaps?’ ‘Are you getting fat?’ ‘Is that a tummy I can spy coming along?’ Yet still Cliff does not know of Mel, Connie is sure of it, it is just a sense of … difference … a chasm opening up that he can almost sniff out. And so the attempts at shattering her confidence, reining her back, before it is too late.


  Even when they are together, even when there is the pretence of that, Connie is not with him now. On this, a trilling day of sprightly light, she cannot resist. Cliff is in his chair by the bench on the lawn and she is expected in her place, her papers on her lap, their public ritual of solidity and togetherness that is noted by everyone who strolls the park. But Connie can’t help it. As Cliff is buried in the How to Spend It magazine she slips into the lip of her wild place. Knows she should not. The risk, the risk.


  Mel comes up the path from the shed, is able to cup her breast quick and lift it in enquiry and smile secrets then, ‘Con, Con!’ comes Cliff’s voice from the lawn. Mel grimaces, she departs.


  Cliff has a new wheelchair. It’s just been shipped across from the States. Custom-built, state-of-the-art, designed by Philippe Starck, a slip of a thing of enormous strength. He is testing it out, wants Connie to see it. He has moved across to grass that needs a cutting, is trying to get up the soft slope and determined to do it as if attempting to haul himself into independence, movement, action and this new contraption will be the grand symbol of it. The chair struggles with its grip, with the weight. ‘Come on, you little beauty!’ he admonishes. ‘You can do it.’ It goes slowly. Connie is now beside him, encouraging him, softly.


  They stop for a breather by a large oak. A squirrel races up the trunk and looks at them quizzically from a high branch. ‘Look!’ Connie cries out. ‘It approves, Cliff, it’s laughing at us.’


  ‘Fucking vermin,’ Cliff snaps. ‘They should all be trapped and burnt. I’d get the gardener to do it – and watch.’


  ‘Oh.’ The charming side of her husband that no one but Connie ever sees.


  They push on, the chair climbing slowly in its unwilling way. The earth is yielding to it too much, clogging up its wheels. The chair suddenly stops.


  ‘Blast this wretched thing.’


  ‘Let me push.’


  ‘No,’ Cliff says coldly. ‘I didn’t buy it for that.’


  Connie tries, can’t help it.


  ‘Get the fuck off it.’


  All the anger in him, from the other day, in his office, all the anger from the past twelve months. Without a word Connie tries to shove the contraption clear, to get him started again. It’s surprisingly hard. Cliff hits back at her with all his might, hits her away from his chair, away from his life. ‘You are pathetic, useless. You can’t even listen, can you, you fucking cunt?’


  Connie is very, very calm. ‘I saw the gardener over there.’ Her voice is neutral, her face tight. ‘In the trees. The wild bit. Perhaps he can help.’


  ‘Well, go and fucking well get him.’


  Cliff hits the wheels in frustration. At himself, his wife, his spectacle of a life. ‘If only I could get out and have a look at this fucking cunt of a thing myself.’


  Connie strides off and shouts into the trees, ‘Hello? Mel? Can you come and help us, please?’ Not a trace of anything in her voice.


  Obediently he comes, shovel loose in hand. Face blank, she business-like. ‘Do you know anything about wheelchairs?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Could you just see if anything’s stuck in the wheels, or broken perhaps?’


  Mel drops the shovel. Leans down on the ground. Connie catches a glimpse of his back where his T-shirt rides up, the stretch of golden skin. Her thighs clench.


  ‘Get your hands in there, come on, man, is there anything underneath, anything caught?’ Cliff’s voice utterly superior, admonishing, cold. ‘You’re not afraid of a bit of muck, are you?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  Mel lies flat on his stomach, trying to work out the mechanism underneath, tinkering, poking, prodding. His hands, shorts, are soon streaked with grass stains and black. But he’s done something right. The motor coughs, splutters into life.


  ‘I’ll need some help.’


  Mel looks directly at her, into her, grins a secret grin. Cliff doesn’t catch it. And before he can protest Connie is behind the chair, firm against Mel, they are pushing in tandem, muscle against muscle, sinew against sinew, locked together and complicit and triumphant. It’s hard work. The slope is punishing, the machine coughing and protesting.


  ‘Leave me alone!’ Cliff snaps. ‘I can do it now.’


  Immediately they fall back and watch, shoulder to shoulder. Immediately the chair looks vulnerable, it veers off, starts to tip and Mel rushes up and catches it just in time. No thanks from Cliff, just an exasperated sigh as once again he struggles with the buttons and knobs; the alpha man from the alpha world, humiliated. Turning it on and off, trying to churn it forward with a sheer raging will that is impotent. ‘You’ll rip her insides out if you keep doing that,’ Mel remarks softly.


  ‘Oh, fuck off.’


  The chair firms again and lurches off the grass, rumbles across the gravel.


  ‘You see, she’s doing it!’


  Then he catches Mel’s face behind him. ‘Are you helping it? Are you?’


  ‘It won’t do it by itself, sir. It’s shot.’


  ‘Fuck off. I’ve just paid a hell of a lot of money for this.’


  Without another word the gardener picks up his shovel and strides off. The chair stops immediately, there’s a sickening grate of knobs, nothing works.


  ‘Mel? Mel!’ Cliff barks.


  The gardener strides to him. Without a word drops to the ground. Is on his back now, tinkering with something else. ‘Start it up,’ he commands finally, in an utterly dead voice Connie has never heard before. It works, half-hearted, with Mel and Connie’s help pushing. A whirring, across the gravel at last, both machine and man tackling the job and punishingly hard work for the lot of them. Then the chair stops as if that’s it, for good.


  ‘Well, it’s obvious I’m at everyone’s fucking mercy.’


  Jagged silence.


  ‘You’ll have to get back into the house, Clifford,’ Connie says.


  ‘Well?’ He looks at Mel. ‘Can you bear it?’


  His superior tone. His coldness. A question and a command. Mel is expressionless. Without another word he hauls up the huge bulk of Clifford in a fireman’s lift and carries him into the house in utter silence. Connie looks at the strange intimacy of it; her husband silent, humiliated, her lover’s face white with effort for Cliff is a big man, six foot four. Mel’s hands are trembling towards the end with the vast strain of it. Connie can’t bear it. ‘Over there, quick, that armchair by the door,’ and Cliff is dumped into it as if Mel can’t do this a step longer. He is paler than Connie has ever seen him, and remote, absent. He stands back, quiet, waiting for whatever is next.


  His frailness, against the big bulk of her husband. His grace, his litheness, his vulnerability. Connie stares at him as if she has never seen it before. The straining muscles, every one of them put to work; the beauty of him within the thick of hard labour. The civil stoicism amid such astonishing incivility. The determination not to give up. It makes Connie want to rush up to Mel, hold him; she cannot. All her soul goes out to him and he is so silent, removed, out of reach in her house, in front of her husband, in this vast shell of a place. So utterly lost to her in this moment as he waits for something, anything, an apology, a thank you.


  Nothing comes.


  Of course. ‘Thank you, thank you so much,’ Connie gushes to him while Clifford is scrabbling to arrange himself, scrabbling out his mobile phone, stabbing the number of the wheelchair company to roar his complaint and focused entirely on that, on himself.


  ‘I’ll see you out,’ Connie says quietly and by the door lifts Mel’s trembling hand, once, in a courtly gesture of a kiss. Drops it swift. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers and he smiles his thanks, deep into her, smiles his understanding at last as Cliff shouts oblivious down his phone. They feel so together, in that moment, more than they ever have before, united against this man and this world and then Mel is gone back, back, to his work.


  Connie had once dreamed of a friendship between these two men, a child raised together, an odd threesome full of secrets but something that worked. She knows now it could never be; neither man would countenance it. Oil and water, their hostility instinctive and immense. Neither respects the other.


  Connie hates Cliff. Yes, hates him, from this afternoon, she has suddenly realized it. The depth of her feeling has not taken shape until this incident and what a freeing thing it is, exhilarating, enervating, to finally admit it to herself. There is no guilt. Now I hate him I shall never be able to go on living with him, she thinks. He’s a dead fish of a man, dead inside, and suddenly she knows she wants nothing to do with it: it’s no use trying to hold onto her life in this place.
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  To upset everything every three or four years is my notion of a happy life


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  It is dark, Connie has to get out, has to flee the claustrophobic house. She enters the garden, its wild scary depths in the black, her long hair blowing about. The wind roars in the trees like the heft of a great soul passing; all is hostile, telling those caught within it to get away, get out. The glow of Mel’s cottage is like a beacon in the black. Connie bangs loud on his door, calls his name. Pulls him from it, licks the tip of her tongue down his forearm.


  ‘Out here?’


  ‘Yes. Now.’


  Why is it with Connie that only when she’s doing something bad or irregular or wrong does that feeling of absolute power, and control, come shooting out with a whoop?


  ‘You wild sweet thing, you!’


  Out, out, running across open land, hand in hand, houses saucering the wide space. Giggly, making it to the sandpit. Needing risk, needing ridiculousness, Connie cannot explain it, she just needs to crack open her life, upset the apple-cart – she’s never upset anything in her life! In the roguish wind she’s pulling Mel towards the earth, scattering her Roger Viviers, her Marni cardigan, peeling everything off.


  It doesn’t work. Mel grates, he cannot come, it’s all wrong; Connie’s thinking of Cliff, her future with him, her new hate; Mel is withdrawing, his spirit leaving her, he can feel the vast sigh of it.


  ‘Well, that was no good,’ he says. ‘No good at all. You weren’t there and neither was I.’ He falls back. ‘At least, I suppose, you aren’t like my good lady wife. Dead inside. And if you forced her into it she’d just grind her teeth and send out waves of revulsion, hate.’


  ‘How vile. You poor thing.’


  ‘I need a woman who wants me, wants it.’


  Connie giggles a kiss, draws Mel to her, slings her legs about him trapping him tight. ‘There are lots of women like her. But not me, mister, not me!’ She thinks of her friends, more than a few, who’ve never been warmed through by a man; would prefer not to do it at all but must, of course must; she thinks of all the vast dishonesty and pretence. And for years that was her.


  ‘Thank God you’re not like that shrew of a thing, thank God. I thought they all were. I need you, Connie.’


  ‘Oh, you poor, scarred thing, you.’ She kisses him between the eyes in a vast soothing. Pulls back. ‘But do you honestly think a man and a woman should be together? Really? Truly?’


  ‘For me, it feels like it’s the core to my life.’ Very quiet, very serious. ‘You reminded me of that. You woke me up.’


  Connie props up on her elbow and sighs. ‘Oh, we’re just a couple of battered old warriors, aren’t we? You with your teeth-grinding wife, me with Cliff.’


  Mel puts his arms behind his head. ‘He’s got no balls, that one.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, when a man’s got none of the earth in him, the wild streak, you say he’s got no balls. When he’s sort of tamed, removed, civilized beyond belief. And nasty with it. It’s not a pleasant combination, and a lot of men have it.’


  ‘And you’re not tamed, mister?’


  ‘No. Not quite! He’s cold-hearted, Con.’ Mel shivers. ‘As for me, I’m all for a warm heart, for being warm-hearted in love, living with a warm heart, fucking with it. Loving your cunt, cunt, lovely cunt with it! Cherishing the whole damned lot of it.’ He holds her close, places his hand between her legs in a kind of benediction, strokes, enters with a soft finger, her stomach dips. ‘Can you feel it? Can you? The warmth?’


  ‘Yes, yes, and I love you for that! Every single bit of you,’ and Connie nestles up to him, feeling small and enfolded as they lie there under a vast bedspread of rare London stars. Mel kisses her. He’s never been completely keen on mouth kisses, it’s a peculiarity of his past, but not Connie’s, oh no. She’s taught him that the kiss can be the most intimate, transgressive act of the lot, if done right; that you can brush each other’s souls in the touch.


  ‘Let’s be together.’ He pulls away suddenly, speaking with the solemnity of ceremony. ‘What do you say? You and me. Let’s try it. Are we mad? We’re mad.’


  ‘Really?’ Connie’s eyes prick with tears. ‘You can’t mean it?’


  ‘I’ll get a divorce. Get clear. I hate all these things, courts, judges … but I’ll do it. For you. To lure you out.’


  ‘Of what?’


  ‘All this.’ He looks about him, shakes his head.


  Connie’s eyes fill, giddy with release and relief; with a firm footing from this point. She starts babbling, scarcely believing, she will have no money, Cliff won’t give her any and, besides, she wouldn’t take it, she’s not that type, she has a little in the bank, yes, a year’s worth perhaps, and some jewellery, she could sell it, she’ll do that, doesn’t know how much she’ll get but she’ll make it work, all of it, yes yes! Then she stops abrupt: ‘You’re laughing at me.’


  Mel looks at her, straight into her. ‘I don’t laugh at you. Ever. It’s the one thing I do not do.’


  ‘I often think you laugh at me, like you can’t quite believe it. Believe me.’


  ‘Oh, I used to think you were just a bit of old wonderclout, before I knew you. I used to see you in the garden. You were noted, believe me, madam, from the moment I began this job. The crippled banker’s wife, too young for all this. With the sad eyes that wanted something else but the husband never noticed, of course.’


  ‘Uh-uh. Spool back. A bit of wonder-what?’


  ‘Wonderclout. It means something showy but worthless. But no, oh no, you are quite something else. I know that now.’ He holds his hand in reverence over Connie’s heart. ‘You have courage, and wildness, and goodness, and I never would have guessed. But I can see it now, all of it. I honestly didn’t think anyone like you was left. I was so … flinched.’


  Connie’s heart is flung wide, wide open into the restless dark.
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  Arrange whatever pieces come your way


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  The clarion call of summer, Connie can feel it in the lovely lightness of the air. Cliff has decided upon their annual holiday. The Ionika, his newly finished beast of a super-yacht, for six weeks. They will sail the Caribbean. His family will join them from Connecticut. Connie feels the familiar choke of entrapment as he talks; always one’s life arranged for one, always the wheels set in motion by someone else and it feels like it was ever thus.


  But last night …


  In the cold light of day she can scarcely believe what transpired. Did Mel really mean it? Can it actually work? Is she fooling herself? She’ll sell some jewellery and that will make it fine, all fine, of course. Hello? What planet is she on?


  Cliff is talking about how many cooks they’ll need to hire for the yacht. Two? Three? They’re driving through the suburbs to get to the outer reaches of London, a client’s lunch. They are driving through a place she’s never been before. What is next in her life? Connie so often feels there is no next, it’s been such a familiar subtext to her adulthood. She stares out the window in the stalling traffic. It is as if dismalness, greyness, scruffiness, defeat have soaked through everything. The shops, the pavements, the pebbledash houses, net curtains, the clusters of satellite dishes: not a scrap of beauty in sight. A life with utterly no beauty in it … she couldn’t imagine it. Living among it. How pressed down they must all feel, here, in a place like this. What on earth do they think of something like Kensington Palace Gardens, Cheyne Walk, the grand sweep of Lansdowne Crescent? The cherry blossoms in spring, shedding their petals like paper snow and how she loves to twirl in it; the twinkly Christmas trees lining the lampposts of Portobello on crisp December nights. Would they ever venture into her world? From that, to this.


  Could she? Could she possibly? For surely Mel would have to leave his job; Cliff and his garden cronies wouldn’t countenance his staying, they’d drum him out. Out of the garden, out of the area, out of their sight. So. They’d be forced to live somewhere far more affordable, like here, perhaps. Right. And their child, if they had one, would go to its local primary then its local comp, a grammar if they’re good enough but are there any in these parts? No, they’re all beyond London’s inner reach, she’s heard that; so, impossible, unless they move out and could they afford all the tutoring on top of everything else? Connie looks around her, trying to imagine the brave new options right at the start of their child’s school life: perhaps one of those failing primaries with a plethora of free school meals and English as a second language for most. She experiences a flash of it: the narrowing of choice, the despair of it. The corrosiveness of envy suddenly seeps into her soul; she gets it.


  The sleek panther of a car stops at traffic lights. A posse of black kids in hoodies slap its windows as they cycle past. Connie yelps, Cliff tells the driver to run the red. ‘Fast,’ he snaps. ‘Cunts.’ So much anger, unspoken, struggling for articulation in this place; so much anger from the lot of them; everyone elbowing each other, jostling and lashing out, all the sharpness and unease and fret. Oh no, she couldn’t live here, in a place like this, the future of England, surely not. But perhaps she must. Connie suddenly feels like a mouse in God’s almighty paws – free me or eat me – she doesn’t know what.


  She just wants to be back in her dear Notting Hill, now, her lovely dipping place with its bespoke little gems of shops, her gym tucked into its darling cobbled street, her flower supplier in the cannily transformed toilet block, everything she could ever want. Lidgate’s with the best meat in the land, Clarke’s deli, the Electric, the glorious Gate cinema, the raffish delights of her Friday rummages on the ’Bello, pedis at the Cowshed, hefty gift books from Daunt’s, even her chai lattes from Starbucks and you’d never get a chain like that in these parts. A life without her chai lattes, how would she cope! The vast seductive thrill of her neighbourhood … the expansive sense of chuff she has dwelling in it. Connie looks out at the sullen, suspicious faces clocking their car now, its muggable occupants, wondering where it’s going, if it will stop, if they’d get a chance.


  No, no, she couldn’t. But Mel, a new life …


  England my England! she thinks. But which is my England? Which do I want? Suddenly overloaded with uncertainty, and Connie knows that a not-knowing is the most debilitating of states. She flops back in her seat and shuts her eyes, feeling like her life all of a sudden is a leaky wooden ship finally giving way to the water … all her dreams rushing out.
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  Alone, I often fall down into nothingness. I must push my foot stealthily lest I should fall off the edge of the world into nothingness


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Home, to a crisp e-mail from her sister, Emma, who is a good bit older than herself. She is to be whisked away to her family’s cottage in Scotland, for two weeks, her father will not take no for an answer and frankly, little sis, neither will the rest of us. Connie feels as she always does around this time of the year, constantly shuffled on the chessboard, a pawn to everyone else. She has to choose … has to face Cliff … cannot. It’s like none of them quite trusts her by herself: where she would go, what she would do, in what way she’d uncurl, be lost to the lot of them.


  She forwards Cliff her sister’s e-mail, cc’ing Emma and all her family on it. It’s for all of them to decide but she knows what will come to pass. Cliff is trapped. He cannot go against her family. He has always been slightly intimidated by them, their fluidity in the upper echelons of the English world. Their ease with wellies and smelly dogs and pheasant shoots, wretched yomping in forests after Sunday roasts; all that jolly grubbiness in country houses, dog hair on couches, ponies and hunting, collected Shakespeares in kitchens, too much drink. The English do wealth differently and he will never be a part of it. He’s always sensed they tolerate him but don’t particularly like him; he could never go down to the pub with his father-in-law and have a rousing chat over a pint. Connie’s father is a fulsome man of great and spilling appetites, Cliff is not. All Protestant discipline and control to the father’s blowsy Catholicism and sentiment.


  ‘Whatever. You will fly out to meet with my own family, as soon as Scotland is done.’ Cliff’s brisk reply to the lot of them.


  He is staying later and later at work, burying himself in it. The money is rolling in like never before, audaciously, in this financial climate. The PR consultant has been called in again to expand the charitable portfolio; to shore up the image, get him in the FT mag’s ‘Diary of a Somebody’ and be smart about it. Cliff has said to Connie in the past that the best of his breed succeed with utter madness, and a touch of coldness, and a singular disdain for their clients – all of which must be masked, superbly. He does, he is supremely good at it, and as he feels his wife slipping from him he is even more ruthless with it all and ever more successful. For he has to succeed in at least one aspect of his life.


  At night he plays poker with Marichka until 1 a.m. with a strange camaraderie between them both, long after Connie has retired. She can picture them like this in thirty years’ time, still playing their cards, up all night. They’re like an old married couple who’ve not had sex for decades and rarely talk about much, but vibrate so intimately upon one another that it’s moving, settled, right; they know by instinct each other’s thoughts, wants. Cliff raised Marichka’s salary so she can gamble on it – she was losing so much to him, every night, and he was demanding she pay up. Connie was furious. Her husband was getting deader, colder, more competitive, with everything; removing himself completely from anything to do with a warm heart. Connie could no longer bear it. When she is back from her holiday she will leave him. She must, yes, she tells herself. His family will be around him. That will be a buttress to his anger. Yes, it will work.


  Perhaps.


  She glances at her latest black box from Net-A-Porter, still unopened on her bed. She slips off its satiny ribbon.
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  Outside the trees dragged their leaves like nets through the depths of the air; the sound of water was in the room and through the waves came the voices of birds singing


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  A soft pitter-pat of rain like a blanket over them both. Mel is asleep in his bed, in Connie’s arms, the cup of her foot on his calf. It is that sleep of a man found. Her arms wing him tight and she breathes in his dreaming, of what? He wakes with a start.


  ‘What if I had a child?’ she asks.


  He sighs. ‘It seems a wrong and bitter thing to bring a child into this crazy world right now. Would you really want to? Can’t you feel it? All the agitation, unhappiness, fret.’


  ‘Oh, don’t say that, don’t!’ A glittery quiet. ‘I might be going to have one.’ No one talks, as if the very air is digesting the news. Connie looks Mel deep in the eyes, all her dreams poised on the wings of those words.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Maybe, I don’t know. It’s too early. But I might.’ Connie places his hand on her belly, smooths his fingers out. ‘Are you pleased?’


  ‘I’m pleased that you’re pleased.’


  ‘Then you don’t really want me! You don’t really want this.’


  ‘No, no, Connie, I didn’t say that,’ Mel protests. ‘I’m just not sure I want it growing up among … this. This world. Envious and raging. Feeling like life is constantly unfair, through no fault of its own. Never able to compete because its prospects haven’t been decided at three, four – at that blinking nursery down the road, because we could never afford it. Everything is still so weighted by class, still, oh yes. All this, all around us! Look at our government, look where they all came from. It’s so difficult to reinvent yourself in England, even now. More so, perhaps. Yes, Connie, I really do believe that. I could never crack the code – and I wouldn’t want to. But our child might. It’s bloody hard. And then who’d want to be these people, really? Who? Are they happy? I don’t think so. I’ve seen too much. Heard it, as I’m wheeling my barrow past.’


  ‘We don’t have to stay here!’ Connie grabs Mel’s shoulders. ‘We could go to South Africa. Australia. Somewhere fresh. Younger. Wilder. Closer to the sky and the earth. Where no one knows us. We could become something else!’


  ‘We could,’ Mel says slowly.


  ‘I was born in Australia, you know. When Dad was a diplomat. I’ve never really thought about it because we moved on when I was two. I haven’t a single memory of it, have never been back. But I’m sure I could get a visa. Perhaps.’


  ‘I don’t care what I do. I just know I can’t stay here, after everyone knows. If everyone knows. All the men. And they will, eventually. I’m just waiting for it all to explode.’


  ‘Tell me you want a child, Mel, tell me you have optimism, and hope. Still. Please.’


  Connie is begging him, Mel is shaking his head, trying to get his head around it, the whole lot of it. ‘If we could not live for money,’ he says, quiet. ‘If we could just live for something else … anything but that. Is it possible, Con? I don’t know, in this world. All these people around us, so depleted in their souls, so greedy and grasping and unsettled by it. Too busy ever to live for anyone else. Even to notice. What do they live for, what? Really? Besides a vast accumulation of personal wealth?’


  Thunder rolls across the sky like a series of bombs being dropped. Flint is in the air. Connie sits up like a dog, alert. They both listen to the rain getting heavier, dispersing the scent of the earth, pummelling the slate of Mel’s roof.


  Connie flings back her head and breathes it in deep.


  ‘You really are a child of the earth, aren’t you?’ Mel chuckles, pulling her back. ‘I bet Cliff never, ever noticed that. How much you need it.’
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  I am in the mood to dissolve in the sky


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  The rain is heavy now, the sky dark; Connie can smell it all, flinting her alive. She has a sudden desire to rush out into it. She looks at Mel and tilts her head enquiringly, giddy with the prospect of it, the challenge. Mel holds his breath, laughs in disbelief. His girl has slipped outside with a wild heavy laugh, utterly naked, out onto the central lawn of the garden in the pummelling wet, holding up her breasts to the drenching sky and spreading her arms and twirling about. ‘Come on! No one’s about. It’s ours, ours, we own it for tonight!’


  Mel laughs, what the heck, and dashes out, naked and white. He grabs Connie’s slithery hands, runs her to a tree, rams her up against it in the gushing wet then tips her into wet leaves, wet earth, and takes her like an animal, quick, short, sharp, her slippery legs locked tight around his back.


  Later, after a bath, Mel holds a towel over the springy hair of Connie’s cunt and just keeps it there, still, in gratitude. She farts. Whoops with embarrassment.


  ‘Hey, don’t be silly. You shit and you piss, here, and here, just like an animal. Just like me, just like all of us. That’s life. But what I can’t abide – what I absolutely cannot abide – is what that bastard did to you once.’ His fingers curl over Connie healing scars. ‘How dare he violate you like that,’ he says, turning her over and stroking the flesh of her rounded cheeks, the languid dip into her thighs. ‘You’ve got the most beautiful arse that ever existed. Ever. Full stop. He had no right. It’s criminal. Abuse.’ Connie laughs, Mel is deadly serious. ‘You should have flowers down here, daisies and snowdrops, not padlocks.’


  Connie pushes him away, laughing, it’s all gone, all in the past, she is entirely someone else; she looks at her watch, she will have to get back. Has to pack for Scotland. They’re both suddenly quiet, as if each of them can feel the weight of separation; and both can sense it will be a reckoning of some sort.


  ‘Do you mind me going away?’


  ‘You have to do what you have to do,’ Mel says, calm, quiet. ‘It will make us or break us, I know that.’


  ‘I thought it might be a good way to begin a severing … with Cliff. I do want a child. It might be a canny way of …’


  ‘… letting everyone slip into believing a few lies, perhaps?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And could you raise a child under his roof?’


  ‘If you didn’t take me away, then yes. I’d have to. He’d raise it as his, I guess. I don’t think he’d be averse to it, actually, as long as he didn’t know whose it was. There’s a lot to think about.’


  ‘And where would I take you? If I did take you …’


  ‘Anywhere! Just away from here.’ Connie’s heart is fluttering in panic. What is she doing, what train is she setting in motion, what does she actually want here and she doesn’t completely know; the panic of indecision, the vocation of procrastination, uncertainty, that has plagued her whole life. Goodness, obedience, weighing on her like a vice.


  ‘I’m not making things difficult for you, Con, I just want to find out what you’re after – but I don’t think you really know yourself.’


  No, no, she doesn’t! Her eyes at him now tell Mel that.


  ‘I’m not keen on being a kept man, either. By you, by anyone. My pride wouldn’t allow it.’


  ‘I know that!’


  ‘I’d have to work. But it wouldn’t be the life you’re used to.’


  ‘I love you for that. That you’d want to work … for us.’ So much in her head, so much to work out, all, all when she’s back. ‘I just want to sleep with you, Mel, for one full night. Can I? Before I go. Just … sleep and then wake up with you next to me. I need it.’


  ‘But how?’


  ‘I’ll work it out.’


  And with that Connie is gone, swallowed by the scrubbed air, the wet black, her pale skin swiftly vanished in the dark.
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  And it was awfully strange, he thought, how she still had the power, as she came tinkling, rustling, still had the power as she came across the room


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Connie bursts through the back door in a flurry, hair still wet, clothes crumpled, cheeks flushed. Cliff is reading a new history of Lincoln, champagne glass in hand. He’s appalled, horrified at the vast unhinged sight of his new wife.


  ‘Look at your hair – your clothes! Where have you been?’


  ‘In the garden. It was so wild and wonderful with all the thunder and the lightning. The sky came roaring down. Did you hear it, Cliffy, did you? I was stuck and then just thought sod it! I ran out into the rain with no clothes on! Can you believe it? Couldn’t resist.’


  Cliff cannot comprehend. Any of it. His wife of the past few weeks, her new body, tallness, wildness, laugh, this crazed reckless confidence. ‘You are mad. You must be. You are going mad. Suppose anyone saw. The gardener!’


  ‘Well, he would have got the absolute fright of his life and run off as fast as he could. Quite completely spooked and utterly not able to cope. No one is as mad as me,’ she declares, laughing and taking the champagne glass from Cliff’s hand and tipping it up in an extravagant sip.


  Cliff stares at the long, exposed throat of his wife, transfixed. Appalled. Admiring. She looks so glowing and healthy, so brimming with life. Unbound. After the stasis of this house, their new life. Perhaps this is what works, perhaps there will be a lot more of this. Perhaps he can use it.


  ‘Do you like your body?’ he asks, quite dispassionately.


  ‘I love it,’ she proclaims joyously, thinking of Mel’s declaration that she has the best arse that ever existed. Cliff remembers back to a very different body, a very different wife.


  ‘What’s caused this sudden change in you? Running out into the rain, putting on weight, laughing like a mad woman or a naughty child. Is it the summer’s heat? Anticipation of a holiday, desire for sensation, change, boredom, what?’


  ‘All of it! The whole damned lot! Should I change for you, my darling, become very quiet, and meek, is that what you want? How you’d like it. The little kitten in her pretty collar, all obedient.’


  ‘Oh, don’t bother. You almost communicate a thrill to me.’


  Connie is thrilled, yes, thrilled – to feel the bonds snap. She couldn’t deny it. She refills Cliff’s glass, hands it across, and gets one for herself.


  ‘I want to get my video camera out. Like old times. Come on, Con, come on. Just this once. The Emin neon … panning across to you …’ – he mimes a camera close on her cunt – ‘you’re on my bed … waiting, wide, knowing not what … yes … your new magnificence.’


  Cliff clutches his wife’s thigh, her waist, and inhales deep. As if he is breathing in life itself.
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  Now begins to rise in me the familiar rhythm


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Emma is driving across to London to pick up Connie. She loves a long drive. They will stay the night, leave at the crack of dawn, meander up the motorway, stop at friends near York. Excellent, all of it. For Connie has a plan.


  ‘I’ll put you up in a hotel, Emma, the Dorchester, Claridge’s, whatever you want. You just have to give me one night to myself. Pick me up from home say, 3.30, drop me around the corner, have a quick cuppa and then head off to wherever, to wallow in your lovely luxury. Then come back for me the next morning. Nine a.m., on the dot.’


  ‘Why? What’s going on? Is there bonking involved? Have you got a fella? Neesie.’


  ‘Yes. Yes yes!’


  Shocked silence, down the line, then, ‘Well, I can’t say you don’t need it. Just be careful, all right.’


  ‘Thank you, Em, thank you.’


  They will get their sleep. Staying in the Portobello Hotel, Connie’s always wanted to try it. It was always too small, crammed, fusty for Cliff; not grand enough. It’s where Kate Moss and Johnny Depp had their champagne bath; she’s always wondered what it is like. It will be perfect. Connie gets a shudder in her belly just thinking of it. They will come at separate times, yes, no one has to know. She wants Emma to meet Mel, too, it is all part of the plan. To sever ties with Cliff’s life, to veer her man into her family’s path.


  He’s reluctant.


  ‘You have to. You must.’ As petulant as a child. ‘And I will have to dress you. Scrub you up.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I’ll take you to Paul Smith, get you a suit.’ Connie purrs at the thought. ‘It’s just down the road. Twenty minutes of your time!’


  Mel backs back.


  ‘You come in by yourself. Just be there, mister. One p.m. On the dot. Choose, then I’ll slip in at the end and pay for it. I’ll be there looking for socks for Cliff, no one will know. It’s ingenious. Yes, yes! Because after Emma you’ll have to meet my parents, my father, and you can’t be looking like this. Maybe for her, but not for them. God, no. They wouldn’t cope.’


  Connie’s like a force of nature now, standing there, blazing with it. She has purpose, suddenly, layers are peeling from her, layers and layers from a long-silted life. Remembering a dynamism, an energy, a fierce will from young womanhood she thought long lost. Scurried over by life, but now it’s back.


  Mel cannot resist.
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  To love makes one solitary, she thought


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Two sisters, side by side on the sunken, red velvet couch of the Portobello Hotel’s sitting room overlooking its garden. Silverware in readiness on the coffee table, fine bone china in front of them. French doors open, revealing a cram of luxuriant green beyond a pale gravelled path.


  The sisters wait in brittleness. They are the only ones in the room at four o’clock. Connie will not reveal much of her Mel to Emma despite persistent questioning. She wants her sister to meet him clean of all perception. Emma, a successful GP, has always conveyed the impression she’s slightly irritated by her younger, prettier, more vivid sibling, all Connie’s life she has felt this. She has told Emma Mel’s name and that he’s a gardener but not much else.


  ‘So, you’d really like to be plain old Mrs Mel Jones instead of Mrs Clifford Carven the Third, would you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Think carefully about this, Neesie. Very carefully. No more fresh flowers and eyebrow threadings. No more weekly manis, reflexology, waxing. Opera opening nights, gone, Babington weekends, suppers at the Wolseley. All vanished. No more holidays in the Seychelles and the south of France, private planes and super-yachts. You’ll have to dye your hair at home, by yourself. No, hang on, you won’t have time because you’ll be working so blooming hard; you’ll have grey soon enough on your temples just like me – look. And you’ll have to learn to cook. No, sis, an oven is not for storage and gourmet does not mean scrambled eggs. You’ll have to scrub the toilets. Take out the rubbish. You’ll be worn down, that’s what life with him will do to you. Wear you completely down until you’re all lined and saggy from it. It’ll all be on your face. And then, of course, you’ll come running to Daddy, darling Daddy, for help.’


  ‘I will not. You have no idea, Em, of any of this.’


  ‘Why on earth do you want to do it? Keep this Mel person as your fuck buddy, by all means, Cliff would probably be happy with that. But don’t take it any further, for all our sakes, please, don’t.’


  ‘But I feel alive, Em, like I’m in the middle of something so exciting and fresh and energizing and glorious – creation, a new world – like everything is so wondrous and clean. Yes, clean. Spare, ready. For the first time in my adult life.’


  ‘Oh, stop your babbling. You’re in love. It will pass. Then reality will sink in and you’ll both be stuffed. You’ll get over him quickly enough. You both will.’


  At that point Mel walks in. Transformed in his new attire. Lean, innately graceful, as if he has been wearing these kinds of clothes all his life. Connie realizes with a little smile that he could go anywhere, like this, that women would always look. He’s inherently arresting and doesn’t know it. A bonus. And far more naturally elegant than Cliff ever was.


  But he’s nervous. Brusque with her sister, in his greetings and small talk, not allowing any of his beguiling looseness, softness. Inherently wary of what she will make of him, his motivations, his greed for whatever she’s got. He speaks rougher in Emma’s presence, more street, almost as a challenge to her to see how she’ll take it.


  He pours the tea then sits back and watches the two women. So physically alike yet so different. The older one like a hessian sack with bits of straw hanging out; she’s been unhappily married for several decades, Mel knows that and can see it in her face; it’s all settling into sourness, especially the downward curve of her lips. He cannot imagine his sunny Connie ever, ever becoming that. No wonder she’s irritated by her sister; Connie has a lightness she never has, it’s obvious. He watches the two of them with the power of silence and containment and distance, as he always does in company, that Connie felt so attracted to from the first sight. To be so unneedy of anyone else; Emma senses it too.


  ‘Is this all worth the risk?’ she suddenly asks, abrupt. The headmistress who’s had enough.


  ‘What risk?’ Mel responds calmly, nonchalantly. Ready for the gladiatorial combat and knowing where he’s placed.


  ‘My sister stands to lose a lot here.’


  ‘Perhaps she stands to gain a lot, too. She comes to me for a bit of warmth and I give it to her.’ A dirty smile, a shrug. ‘I think she needs it. So what’s it to you? She’s a grown woman, what say do you have in her life? She’s strong. Tough. She can make up her own mind.’


  Emma sighs, infuriated, and turns to her sister. ‘You can’t go making a mess for us all to clean up, Connie.’


  ‘Haven’t you perhaps made a bit of a mess of your own life?’ Mel challenges. ‘I hear you’re staying together for the sake of the kids, that it’s a poisoned house. So why deny your sister the right to happiness and freedom here? If you can’t have it yourself. Is that fair? What’s the subtext of this?’


  ‘It is fair, because the so-called “happiness and freedom’’ ’ – Emma puts up her fingers, signalling inverted commas – ‘you talk about so lovingly is with you. And what can you offer her, I wonder? Really? After all that she’s got. She’s had. Almost her entire adult life.’


  ‘What can I offer her?’ Mel’s got his cheeky face on, Connie can guess something of what’s coming next and Emma will not like it. ‘Great sex’ – Mel grins at the thought – ‘yep. But hey, don’t ask me. Ask her yourself what I can offer her. Look at her. She’s changed. Her whole body, her face, her entire demeanour. It’s all there.’ Mel is throwing down the gauntlet to Emma with a kind of grimy sensuality Connie’s never seen before; it’s thrilling and mortifying all at once. She throws up her arms as if she gives up entirely at this point. Mel winks at her; the two naughty schoolkids at the back of the class.


  Emma stands brusquely. ‘I can find my own way out.’


  Turns to them both, livid.


  ‘All I want to say is, I doubt whether either of you will find that it’s been worth it in the long run. In the cold hard light of day, when everything else is gone from your lives. You, Mr Jones, your job – in a climate where it’s extremely difficult to find work. And you, Connie, well, everything. Every single thing that you’ve got. Husband, house, clothes, respectability, friends, social life, shops. You have a very comfortable life. Very, very comfortable. Everyone thinks so. And you’ve grown extremely used to it. Plus your husband is a cripple who needs you. Have you thought of how this looks? You just need to wake up.’


  Emma brisks out.


  ‘Nine a.m., on the dot. We have a long drive ahead of us.’


  Without looking back.


  56


  [image: Miss]


  But when the self speaks to the self, who is speaking? The entombed soul, the spirit driven in, in, in to the central catacomb; the self that took the veil and left the world – a coward perhaps, yet somehow beautiful, as it flits with its lantern restlessly up and down the dark corridors


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  A tiny room, all bed. A night of rough sex; sharper, more urgent, more terrible than ever before. Walloping, grubby, exhilarating, oh yes; Mel is demanding with her, reckless, more than he’s ever been but it’s all the more exciting because of it; Connie is passive, consenting, his supine slave. He’s flipping her over, licking her arse, her cunt, coming into them both; she’s grabbing his penis and sucking him off, voluptuously, deep, and she usually hates that. It’s as if they’re both trying to brand each other with the memory of their touch; to wipe the vast soiling of the afternoon off, to prove to Emma that yes, this is what binds them, yes, this is what they’ve got – gloriously – and so what? Connie learns so much about herself that night, opening herself wide, wider, begging for it, everywhere, in every orifice, coming to the very heart of the beast of herself.


  And for the first time in her life it is the man with her, in her, in front of her, behind her during sex who is at the forefront of her mind. She’s not thinking of anyone else, she’s not lost in a different scenario entirely. She’s utterly present with him, bared, her base, sensual self, flaring herself wide, supremely naked and unashamed, with no toys or games or props. What a triumph this feels like. To be so present. An arrival into a new life. The one ridiculous taboo left, Connie thinks: sex as an utterly natural, animal, vital, spiritual, instinctive act. Sex of the earth. So removed from what it has become everywhere else; in every other instance of her adult life.


  Deep in the night, the first night they’ve ever shared, Connie wakes to the wing of Mel’s arm cupping her sleep, his torso curled around her and his hand balled in the softness of her groin. The sanctity of it, the sanctity of shared sleep, and a vast smile filling her up.


  Morning, she is awoken by lips on her eyelids. A silk slip is almost ripped in two, panties are lost; no matter. The day’s finding its feet; behind a first scrim of cloud there’s a higher heaven and she smiles at the optimism in the sky. Time is marching on swift, too swift, towards nine o’clock; when they both must find the world, burrow out …


  ‘You will keep the tenderness for me, won’t you?’ she whispers, forehead to forehead, as a tear slips down her cheek.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It’s what I love about you the most.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘That you’re not afraid of tenderness. That it’s deep in you, through you. You’re not afraid of the feminine. It’s what distinguishes you from all the other men. Any man I’ve ever had.’


  She holds her breathing quietly to him, collecting his smell, and then he is vanished, just like that, back, back to his work.


  And Connie must go on.
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  For pleasure has no relish unless we share it


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Hills nudging the belly of the sky, mountains pushing up into cloud, slopes whooshing down into road. Connie is ensconced within the sturdy stone walls of the family’s West Highland house that envelops with reassurance against the bash of the wind and the wet. The clouds move over a distant mountain like the drawing of a stately curtain and the weather is all symphonied as it thunders and spits and clears and repeats. Connie loves it here, gulps it up, always feels strong in it.


  A symphony of people, too. Varied visitors from down south, a tumble of laughter and drinking and dogs and kids and talk and as Connie sits among it all she knows this time here will set her on a path. One way or another. Emma does too. They’re wary around each other, not wanting to pick at the scab of the man who insulted the elder sibling so fruitily and Connie doesn’t have an answer for it except that Emma insulted him just as much. So Connie sits back as Mel does, and watches all the males around her, all the family friends, and imagines sleeping with every one of them. Gauges their tenderness, wonders if she’d be surprised by any of them; none would rival Mel she knows that and she misses him, searingly, so much. Wishes he was there, amid this happy raucousness, this roguish air and yelling light.


  Yet Connie doesn’t want to go back to London now she is here, under this piebald sky in this humble, salt-scoured place. Its people seem so unhinged, jittery, suspicious, brusque; there’s no kernel of stillness, no quiet to any of them. Except Mel. The city presses down on her, she knows that when she’s apart from it; the sheer hardness of living in it, of just getting by in its great press of people. What must it be like to have no money in it, she can’t imagine. The corrosiveness of envy, yes, that’s Mel’s expression and she gets it now, as she worries at the knot of ahead, how it could possibly work.


  Connie walks the audacious, ancient landscape around her, often, rain spitting at the loch, and every time she looks the water’s colour has changed in the shifting, wind-blown light. But here, here, she is alive. Flushed. Clear. Here, deep in her bones, she knows what she wants. One simple thing.


  Happiness.


  Has a blind craving for it now, needs to be assured of it. Connie knows through experience that this means not letting anyone else shape her life. She creates it, she alone, she must. This is what it means to be a woman today. A vivid, dynamic, present, modern, truly happy woman.


  It’s taken her a long time to realize that.
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  I feel so intensely the delights of shutting oneself up in a little world of one’s own, with pictures and music and everything beautiful


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Two blue lines on the white stick and of course, of course, Connie knew it. In the toilet of the cottage, among paperbacks and rosettes and prints of grouse, she holds her palm in wonder to the little thrummer inside her brewing in its sac. Collector of her food, her air, her energy, her happiness, and she glows with it.


  Her father summons her for a walk, it’s their daily ritual. ‘Coming, Papa!’ As she calls him sometimes, which he loves.


  It’s cold, the backs of Connie’s ears trap the chill and thud with hurt even in this, high summer. The wind fans the close loch and she balances her feet on a wide, wobbly stone as the breeze whips her and butts her and tries to push her off. She giggles with delight, won’t be budged, and her father chuckles. How like a child she still is, always, with her ready laughter. She’ll always have that in her and thank God for that, the high joy of it.


  ‘A little dull for you, eh, going back to your big gloomy house after all this?’ he remarks cheekily.


  ‘Actually’ – a pause – ‘I’m not sure I want to go back, Daddy.’


  ‘Oh. Is there something you want to tell me?’


  ‘I’m going to have a baby.’


  Connie’s face shines with the telling, it’s the first time she’s told this to anyone. It feels good, galvanizing, strong; so good she has to repeat it in astonishment. ‘A baby!’


  ‘Whose?’


  ‘You don’t know him.’ Her smile is vast.


  ‘Well then, that will work out nicely. You can present Cliff with an heir, liven up the house. No one will ask any pesky questions, I presume – things being so delicate in that department. Good all around, I guess?’


  ‘I don’t think I want to do that.’ Connie frowns, stepping carefully off her rock.


  ‘What?’ Her father sighs. ‘Fallen for this other bloke, have we?’


  ‘I’m afraid so. Rather ridiculously, in fact.’


  ‘Well, you’ll get very little out of making a break. Cliff won’t let you, you know that. You’ll be quite savagely cut off.’


  They’re silent.


  Her father puts his arm around his daughter, as he always does after a contretemps. ‘I just hope for your sake you had a real man at last.’


  Connie winces a laugh; she’d told her father while tipsy, early on in the relationship, that Cliff wasn’t great in the sack and what do you know, he’s remembered it. He’s a sensual man and has always been open about the vivifying capacity of sex; wants it for his children as much as himself.


  ‘I did, Daddy, I did, yes. And that’s the trouble. I’ve never had one like him before. There aren’t many of them about.’


  ‘Good. Excellent. And he was a lucky man, my girl. He won’t make any trouble for you, will he?’


  ‘No, oh no. He … frees me. He lets me do what I want. I’ve never felt more capable … empowered … in my life!’ The smile skips back.


  ‘Do you want to be with this man, Neesie?’


  A pause. Thinking of Cliff’s fury, Emma’s scorn.


  ‘Yes.’


  Firmer.


  ‘Yes.’


  Rain spits at the loch, Connie raises her face to a wild sky. She must get back, yes, resume her life, inform Mel of so much. She must hurry. The train, not the car this time. Trouble’s brewing, there’s news of riots, in the grim parts; a man shot dead by police in Tottenham; thank goodness she’s not part of it. But she must rush back. Expectation blazing under her skin. Firm with it now. To begin a fresh way, at last.


  As she waits, poised, in the wings of her life. To burst forth.
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  Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semitransparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Catching sight of Mel from a distance at King’s Cross Station and getting a tremor in her bowels deep inside her, like the beginning signal of an orgasm, because she’s aching with want at the sight of him. Connie walks straight up to him and drinks him long on his lips.


  ‘I’m taking you with me,’ she says.


  He drops his head, forehead to forehead, quiet.


  ‘If it’s what you want, ma’am. I’ve got nothing, you know that. Know what it means. I’ll have to work, wherever we are. For you. For us. But it’ll be a very different life.’


  ‘I’m ready. I’ll work, too. I want to. I don’t know quite what yet, but I will. I need it. And hey, mister, you’ve got more than most men. You’ve got tenderness. That’s all I need now. For the rest of my life.’


  Connie looks at Mel, holds his hand to her belly, enfolds it with both of hers, three palms firm.


  ‘There’s a baby in here.’


  Mel laughs, shakes his head. Looks at her: ‘No’; she nods yes. Singing with it, singing inside; he bends and kisses the womb, with reverence.


  ‘Where shall we go, little one?’ he whispers. ‘Where on earth?’


  Connie shrugs, Mel laughs. Somewhere wild, fresh, that’s all she knows. A new start. Far, far away from all this. From the people who are like frail little boats tossing unanchored in their restless seas, all of them. To give this little one a fresh start. Spring cleaning her own life, Mel’s life, leaving everything behind, she doesn’t need much, just a backpack and a few books. Walk-in wardrobes for every season? Excuse me? There’ll be no need of six-inch heels and Tibetan lamb gilets any more, in a new existence, wherever it may be. Connie has begun with boldness: informed Cliff that no, she won’t be making it to America and the yacht, that he must enjoy this time with his family by himself. She needs the break. They both do. Free! Free! No longer having to withstand the onslaught of his mother and his sisters who can never quite relinquish the notion that she’s in it for the money, even now, post accident; Connie can always sense it. Free of the lot of it.


  But how terrifying it seems: to contemplate an evacuation from one’s entire life, its routines and exhaustions and cemented paths. How terrifying and simple and exhilarating all at once.
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  Oh, is this your buried treasure? The light in the heart


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Emma has told her father about Mel, predictably, as soon as Connie left. He is coming down to London at once; through a rioting country, yes, pronto, because this needs sorting out. He had assumed his Neesie was talking about a man of means, but he is just a simple gardener. He has to meet the chap, talk with both of them. How could this man take care of his princess? His daughter’s life so reduced and a baby coming, no, no, this will not do at all; he needs to fix it, fast.


  Connie makes the booking. The Ledbury. A short walk. Two Michelin stars, rosy parquet, tall windows, thick curtains, smooth quiet. Neither man is keen, Mel less so.


  Both greet each other warily and dive into stiff drinks. Small talk about life and work as the tasting menu is brought out, neither man knowing what such a thing is and Connie serving to them both, explaining, then sitting back with the withdrawn, sated stillness of the pregnant. But … an unfurling, from both of them. The wonder of that. Despite everything, she is witnessing the two most important men in her life bonding over their shared discombobulation, and laughing inwardly at it – what’s a boudin, what’s a velouté, teal, can’t these things be in English for once? I say, give me a nice little Sunday roast any day. Pie and chips, thanks. Pickled eggs! Oooh, ploughman’s lunch! Steak and ale! Mash! What does this all mean, Connie, come on, help us out. Ceviche. Kohlrabi. Kaffir lime. Explain, Neesie, drag us into this brave new world. Neesie, why do you call her that? Her nickname from when she was a baby, God knows why, Conneeee, Neesie, something like that. Waiter! And more drinks are ordered for them both.


  ‘So. My daughter.’ The elder man is suddenly cutting to the chase over his boudin of teal and grey partridge.


  ‘Your daughter. Yes, sir. A fine lass.’


  ‘And she’s pregnant with your child.’


  ‘Indeed. I have that honour, I do, yes.’


  Connie can sense it: her father softening, despite himself, to the natural grace of this man, so smart in his suit, and decent, unshowy, with it; his simple goodness leaking from him and her father’s radar, honed over a lifetime of diplomacy, picking it up.


  ‘Honour!’ Her father looks at Mel, considering where to take this. Another sip. He’s drinking a lot. Breaths held. Finally, a chuckle. ‘So, how was it? She’s a fine lass. Good, my boy? Eh?’


  ‘Oh, yes. The best.’


  ‘And with a woman who loves it, too – what a joy, what a treat. I can see it in Connie’s flush, she’s all shined up, isn’t she, with happiness. The sheer joy of it.’ He caresses her cheek. ‘The happiest I’ve seen her in … what?’ He’s stuck, the drink’s got to him at last and it takes a lot to get him to this point. ‘Well done, lad, well done,’ clapping Mel on the back. ‘It’s all a parent ever wants for their child … happiness. Now. To … to business.’ Another sip. ‘How old are you?’


  ‘Thirty-six.’


  ‘Well, you’ve got a good twenty, thirty years left in you then. Excellent, good, excellent. You’ve got skills, young man. You’ll be fine, won’t you, you’ll get a job anywhere.’


  ‘That I will. I’ve got the hard work in me if nothing else.’


  ‘Good, good. And where will you two lovebirds be nesting?’


  They look at each other, don’t know.


  Banging, suddenly, outside, then banging at the windows. The waiters yelling at the diners to get away from the glass, what, what’s going on? Screams and shouts, they have to move to the restaurant’s inner wall but it’s too late – men and women in white are suddenly trying to barricade the front door with chairs. Mel stands, goes to help, what’s going on? Connie’s beating heart as she cups her belly, twisting tight.


  Suddenly a loud smash, a tsunami of glass as the door is broken through and in scatter, what, fifteen, twenty men in hoodies and stockings, mostly black, wielding baseball bats, wine bottles, machetes, knives. ‘Get down, get down!’ they yell, throwing things about: plates, glasses, tables, trolleys, wanting to destroy the lot. Instinctively all the diners huddle to the floor. Mel rushes back to them both, the clientele now all under tables, racing hearts, scrambling to hide wallets, passports, watches and the rioters methodically working the room as if they’ve done this many times before, demanding jewellery, mobile phones, cash.


  A young kid comes up to the three of them, about fourteen at the most, a smattering of down on his upper lip and he jerks up Connie’s hand and rips off her vintage Rolex, grabs at her Wallis Simpson ring. ‘Off, off!’ he yells and Connie tries, can’t. Mel attempts to intervene, a machete menaces, he flinches back. The rioter grabs Connie’s hand and wrenches it, she screams with the vast pain, other kids behind him hold her men back with machetes, knives, and then the kitchen staff are flooding up with brooms, rolling pins, frying baskets but it’s too late, there are not enough of them, they’re overwhelmed. ‘Where are the police?’ ‘Police!’ People yell but they are gone, gone, to everywhere else where London’s burning, but here? What? Who would have thought? In this beautiful, gracious room of two-hundred-a-head meals, the real world intruding, no, surely not. Impossible. But yes.


  And then they’ve fled, just like that, the whole streamlined gaggle of them; off to Westbourne Grove, Portobello, who knows. Everyone emerges, shaking, taking out mobile phones and ringing loved ones and checking news and texting, trying to get cabs to get far far away from this place but no cabs will come. Their waiter with the lovely, wide Antipodean smile offers the three of them champagne and whisky to calm nerves, despite being robbed himself. ‘I’ll take the lot thanks,’ says Connie’s dad, grabbing two glasses and downing both.


  ‘Onya, mate. You deserve it.’


  Then the rumours circulate, the rioters are returning and all the diners are ushered downstairs now, to the toilets, quick. ‘Lock yourselves in,’ flurry the staff and obediently everyone splits along gender lines so Connie is separated. ‘My father, my boyfriend,’ she gasps. ‘You’ll be right, mate,’ says the waiter with the wide smile as he ushers her further in.


  Then a few minutes later the staff are back, ushering everyone out, to the wine cellar, a safer bet. Connie finds her men, presses close; ‘She’ll be right,’ says a kitchen hand in his slow, calm, Australian drawl, ‘I’m a boxing kangaroo, I’ll look after you.’


  And then they are safe, the police arrive, finally, and the good people of Notting Hill spill out, trembling, texting and calling afresh, crying, shaking their heads in disbelief, laughing with relief. Here? In dear old Ledbury Road, with Anya Hindmarch, Emma Hope and Brora within spitting distance? No, too close for comfort, far too close; the protective wall of affluence that has always protected them has been most savagely, impertinently breached. I say, the shock of it! Connie can’t stop shaking, clutching her belly and rubbing it, begging her tiny, precious hoverer to be still, quiet, safe. Oh, what a traumatic jolt for such a little one, her blood is still racing, she wants out.


  Mel puts his arm around her, sensing it. ‘You OK?’


  She nods, biting her lip. Mel puts his arm around her father, too. ‘Now where were we before we were most rudely interrupted …’ He shakes his head, looking around at all the milling people, the sirens, the police kitted out in their riot gear. ‘Something about nesting, wasn’t it?’


  ‘As far away as possible, please.’ Connie’s voice wavers as she looks across at her kitchen hand, his easy smile, his sunny difference. He catches her eye and raises a hand in relief.


  ‘Australia, perhaps. Yes.’
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  It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple: one must be a woman manly, or a man womanly


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Clifford finally knows. Connie doesn’t want to go near him, wants to stay exiled in Scotland, in Cornwall, but she must, he demands it; she is his wife. They are in the morning parlour with its emerald silk Earlham wallpaper by de Gournay which Connie swooned over when it was presented to her and now it leaves her dead, cold, as does this entire house. Her husband is like a hysterical child in it now, in this moment of realization, a mummy wrapped up in its bandages, come to life and flailing with it.


  ‘I would have let you fuck a black man, a prostitute, a woman, anything, anyone; something that I could watch – or not’ – he spits – ‘if you’d just asked. Wasn’t that enough? I was so good to you. Gave you everything. But … the gardener? Him. Out there. Under the nose of all my friends. All our world. Out there. Knowing. Laughing at me. Us.’


  ‘No one knew.’


  ‘They do now. Your little bit of fluff is walking around out there like a dog with a tin can attached to his tail. Hasn’t anyone told you that?’


  Connie shuts her eyes, no, no, Mel has not told her this. And he dreaded the eyes so much, that they would make it grubby, reduce it to its tawdry basics without knowing any of it.


  Cliff bangs his fist on the wheelchair. Enraged he has not controlled this, enraged that his wife has so triumphantly slipped from his grasp. Enraged that it’s that cunt of a gardener who took her from him, in his T-shirts and baggy shorts. Enraged that she took him. Wanted him. When he’s got nothing in the world. Doesn’t even own a car let alone a house. When she has all this.


  ‘You’ll get no money from me.’


  Connie has gone over and over this moment in her head. She could get a lot, with a no-fault divorce, millions. Could get an exhilarating amount and be tied to Cliff, his vitriol and his hate, for the rest of her life. Her future bound to his for evermore. Everyone would know, and judge, and she would have to live with it. He would do his best to crush her – and Mel. To break her spirit utterly and spend whatever money it took to do it. She has seen it in other friends who dare to divorce their alpha male bankers; men determined to win no matter what. Her friend Perdita resorted to calling the police after domestic violence became commonplace; the female officer told her these high-end marital breakdowns in Kensington and Chelsea are the most brutal and savage of the lot – because the man is so supremely competitive and determined to destroy at any cost.


  So. Connie could now fight for a huge payout from her crippled husband – or she could set herself free. To start afresh. Both of them. All of them.


  She lifts her head high. ‘Actually, Clifford, I don’t want a penny from you. I’ve thought about this. It stains me. Your entire world does.’


  He laughs in disbelief. ‘You’ll have to work. You have no skills. What on earth could someone like you possibly do?’


  Everything, of course, is disdain, belittling; everything she has ever tried in her life. It is time to leave, she has had enough. Connie raises an eyebrow, smiles, turns without a word.


  Arrested by his snarl.


  ‘I will humiliate you. I will tell the world what you have done, sexually. I will release the tapes on the Internet. Oh yes, I’ve got a lot. Even, you cunt, that night of the padlock. I’m not on it but you, oh you, most certainly are. Just watch me.’


  Connie walks out, her hands clamped over her ears. Her racing heart, pounding, roaring in her chest.
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  To tell the truth about oneself, to discover oneself near at hand, is not easy


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  How to cauterize him.


  How to triumph magnificently from this bleakness. Is there any way? How to vanquish and rise up because she must. Or Connie will go mad, utterly mad from it. No money, no, not a cent, she will never ask; couldn’t bear the court case and his brutal lawyers, the best of course, primed to crush her and nothing else; couldn’t bear the years of emotional turmoil in his grip. You hate what you cannot be, and how Clifford hates Mel, with every fibre of his being, and her husband will drag his rival into this all too, consumingly, and their child in her belly. Connie couldn’t bear the vast, extensive stain of it through her life. She’s seen it in all those other banker divorces around her, so many now as the years roll on, the desire to eviscerate at any cost, to utterly destroy and humiliate.


  Connie can’t go down that path, can’t.


  So. She will leave with nothing. Free, at least. To work out how to triumph in all this, to wriggle her way free of Cliff’s vast and swamping threat. To find a way to reclaim her narrative – hers, not his. Her equilibrium, her life.
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  Odd affinities she had with people she had never spoken to, some women in the street …


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  Heathrow airport. Flight delayed, mechanical problems with Qantas. The plane is called ‘Longreach’. Connie likes that, it’s appropriate, they can do this. It’s en route to Sydney; mechanics are on the tarmac, scurrying about.


  In the departure lounge, weary resignation from the collected travellers chafing for a going home, a holiday, a new world or life. Mel is off wandering. Connie is sitting with a woman who has a boy, about twelve, who’s buried in some game on his iPhone, and another woman with three boys scamping about and a baby. She hopes she’s not sitting next to her on the flight. The baby, a girl, starts grizzling, the eldest son lifts the child from her pushchair and jiggles her in his arms, effortlessly, with much chuff; a little man of the new world, Connie thinks, and how blooming to see it. She smiles at him.


  ‘You’re doing a good job there.’


  The three women smile tentatively and flirt with small talk, filling up the waiting hours. The mother with the lone son lives in Paris – oh! – and is taking him to see the Barrier Reef; it’s just the two of them in their life, they travel a lot; have just been to visit the boy’s father, in London, have been to Uluru before this, years ago, and the Sydney Opera House. The woman with the cacophony of kids is heading out to visit her father for Christmas, she’s Aussie but lives in Gloucestershire and her husband’s following later, when his holidays begin. ‘He’s a GP, he never takes a break.’ A grimace, but a smile with it.


  ‘I’m going to live in Australia,’ Connie announces quietly, rubbing her belly. ‘We’re starting afresh. A whole new adventure. Goodness knows if we’ll like it.’


  Exclamations, delight, from both the women.


  ‘Oh, you’ll love it! Especially the light,’ says the one with the four kids.


  ‘I think so, yes. I can’t wait.’


  The other woman pipes up. ‘The thing about Australia is, and I’ve noticed this. No one can box you into a corner over there. Unless you want to be boxed in. And I just can’t say the same about England, I honestly can’t. It’s why I don’t live here any more.’


  Connie looks at these two women, both older than her. They look so utterly normal, regular; thickening with age but comfortable with it, a bit scuffed of course but beautiful, strong, with their certainty and their strength. She wonders what their sexual lives have been, what regrets, bleaknesses, unlockings they have experienced; what humiliations and exhilaration and what vividness. Surely not, like her. Who knows? Who knows with anyone?


  The secrets we all keep …
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  I will not be ‘famous’, ‘great’. I will go on adventuring, changing, opening my mind and my eyes, refusing to be stamped and stereotyped. The thing is to free one’s self: to let it find its dimensions, not be impeded


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  ‘I will humiliate you. I will release the tapes on the Internet …’


  Hence this book. A woman bared. A normal, everyday woman who looks no different to any other, any woman, every woman, perhaps; she could be the woman in front of you in the supermarket line, at the bus stop, she could be any of us. So. All her darkness and light, all her deep raging secrets and ugliness and beauty and rawness and wants, glittery wants. That no one, perhaps, would ever know about.


  Because Connie will no longer let a man dictate her story, nor quash it, nor control it nor represent it. This is who she is and she has found the courage, finally, to speak out. This is a woman’s vulnerability. Her complexity. Her hiddenness and contradictions, her defiance and her daring. She knows there will be hatred and belittling and derision and scorn but still she writes on, and on. Because she is no longer afraid. Because she will not be objectified. Because she has to own her story, her truth – no one else.
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  The world is crammed with delightful things. I think young people make such a mistake about that – not letting themselves be happy. I sometimes think that happiness is the only thing that counts


  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  A little fishing village on the cusp of the Pacific. Roaring light. All wondrous, strange, fresh. The trees shed their bark here but not their leaves; ‘the ripping trees’, Connie calls them, to Mel, in delight. So much delight! He has told her that at times he is afraid of all this, starting flush, the huge differences; but he believes in her being with him, in the peace of them being together and in the peace of their fucking and so they are here in this place. Where people smile when they talk. Where you cannot be boxed in. Where the top schools in this country, in terms of academic results, are all free, state. The optimism of a meritocracy! Where there’s not the bitterness of envy like in England because anyone can be anything here, if you work hard enough; they both hear it all the time but, most importantly, they see it.


  Connie rubs her growing belly, often. Looks across to the venerable mulberry tree in the unfenced park next door that’s like a benevolent god with its long arms dipping down, dispersing its joy to all in the know. She watches the tree shivering, the local children high in its limbs, arms and legs and blue-swabbed faces briefly bursting out only to be drawn back inside the green depths to more juicy baubles of sweetness, and yet more, higher and higher as the lower branches are denuded and she smiles vast, listening to shrills and shrieks of triumph and it’s pure exhilaration, to bottle, to pass on to the next generation, and the next. Her little one will be a part of all this. This freedom, this hurting light. And she is glad, so immensely glad of that.


  For Connie, this is a place where the eye rests. Yes, the talking dark of night is crammed with feral screams and rustlings and hoots and squawks, possums and foxes and cockatoos, kookaburras and lorikeets, but by day she sits on her balcony, writing out her truth. Virginia, dear, wise Virginia, her guide and barometer of honesty in all this. The words prowl until they are written, for Connie will no longer let a man dictate the parameters of her life and with that resolve comes a vast relief. She is swept clear of Cliff. Of all that he threatens. She has found a voice. And so the happiness plumes through her in this tiny old teapot of a weatherboard house that rings with its foreign air and light and squawks.


  How strange and terrifying it must have been for those first British settlers, Connie thinks, as if an alien god had created this world to astound, to terrify: it sounds like it hurts to be in this place. She comes from a country of soft days, soft rain, soft light, where the morning quietly clears its throat. Australia’s not like that – it’s a full roar into the day and how she loves the exuberance of that. Through wide windows the garden greenery tosses in the sea breeze like the heads of wild ponies and nature presses close, she can feel the great thumb of it. She is as calm as an eiderdown, here, within it, an eiderdown lying snugly, quietly, in readiness for its bed. Connie sleeps deeply here, her nights unbroken, for her man strong beside her is like a cool trickle of water upon her soul and it is all bringing her into stillness, to rest, for the first time in her life; she is content, she is content. As she steps into a new life unbound, optimistic, freed, by the truth; as if a great corset has been unloosed.
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