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one

It first started four months after she had separated from Tom, although at the time, of course, she didn’t think of it as ‘It’. At the time, it was simply the morning when she walked into the kitchen and couldn’t find the Van Morrison CD. She hadn’t given it much thought then, just flicked her way through the rack and chosen something else.

But over the coming weeks she had missed the album. Called ‘Enlightenment’, it was recorded at the turn of the Nineties (years that seemed to have passed her by musically) and had a great opening track that roared out of the speakers, high and sassy, suggesting that there might indeed be life after the end of a failed relationship. In those scorching high-summer days when there was so much sun that even the plants were calling for mercy, it had become a kind of anthem for her, offering a vision of a future which she couldn’t quite let herself believe in.

It had been her custom to play it first thing in the morning, as she opened up the French windows onto the garden and laid breakfast for herself on the slowly yellowing lawn. The day after Tom had moved out,  taking his half of the kitchen with him, she had gone to the local department store and bought a whole set of absurd, brightly coloured plates and breakfast cups and a shiny black cappuccino maker, stylish, very Italian. It had taken her a while to fathom the instructions - she was one of those independent women who nevertheless left the electronic part of her life to whichever man was in it at the time - but once she had mastered it she was able to conjure up fabulous cupfuls of frothy coffee which she sat on the lawn sipping luxuriously, and which left thick white moustaches on her upper lip. There was, of course, no one to lick them off. Not that she minded that. On the contrary. After so long living in the shadow of a slow death, she felt a quiet, almost triumphant sense of release.

Still, she missed the Van Morrison. There were other albums of his she could have played, but they all came from different parts of her life, fragments of a musical autobiography that pre-dated Tom, and were therefore so long ago now that it was hard to remember they had happened to the same person. The pleasure of this album was that it felt new to who she was now. It had come the same week as the breakfast set, along with a brooding, melancholic version of Leonard Cohen songs sung by an American singer called Jennifer Warnes with a voice like raw silk, flaws and all.

This new music became a kind of benchmark of her progress. One day when she was in the car, ‘The Famous Blue Raincoat’ turned up to top volume, she imagined herself hearing it again in a couple of years’ time, when the emotional landscape was different, and saying to herself ‘Ah yes, that was one of the records I  split up with Tom to’, as if the act had been just another event in a life unfolding and not the end of it, as it so often felt now.

So much did she miss the Van Morrison that after a week or so she began a systematic search, taking down every CD from the shelf and checking it, to see if Van had somehow bedded himself down with Morrissey or Bryan Ferry by mistake. But the shiny little disc was nowhere to be found. It puzzled rather than worried her. She wondered briefly about Tom. Maybe he had appropriated it during one of his lightning raids on the house.

The atmosphere around the split-up had been so acrimonious that for a while it had seemed impossible for them to be in the same place together at the same time. It was agreed that anything he needed he would take while she was out. He sent her notes: painful, formal little lists decorated by unpleasant remarks, detailing what and when. The ‘when’ he honoured, the ‘what’ proved more problematic. In those first months she would often find herself looking for a certain plate or book, only to find that it had gone walkabout. Of course, some of these things were genuinely theirs, rather than his or hers; seven years of shared life made it hard even for her to remember what exactly belonged to whom. But that album, she knew, was hers. He didn’t even like Van Morrison, for God’s sake. She had thought about contacting him to check, but four months on it still felt too soon to hear his voice again. He might be tempted to read it as her finding an excuse to get in touch, and she couldn’t bear the idea of feeling vulnerable to his arrogance. Not yet. Not any more. After a while she assumed she had simply mislaid the  disc somewhere. She got used to not hearing the music and forgot all about it.

Towards the end of the summer, she went to New York for a couple of days’ work, staying at a hotel on the edge of Central Park. She had been looking forward to the trip, her first as a single woman again, had even extended it by a few days to include the weekend. But when the time came she found herself inexplicably depressed by it. The city was rank, exhausted by the summer’s heat, and the work dull. On the second evening she left the hotel for a stroll down Broadway, but the swelter left her dripping by the fourth block and she escaped instead into Tower Records, where the air was second-hand but bearable and the music, by chance, Van Morrison.

It was a live double album recorded in San Francisco in 1993, proof that he had not only survived the Eighties intact, but had managed to draw some creativity from the decade. She bought it instantly, along with another earlier concert album - ‘Live at Belfast City Hall’ - and a replacement for the one she had lost earlier. Once she’d started riffling through the racks, she found she couldn’t stop. The Czech publishing company that had sent her to help run its trade fair had given her three days’ expenses in hand. She spent it all in the next twenty minutes, exploring the back-lists, buying up bands she had once danced or sung along to, but could never be bothered to replace with CDs because they were too expensive and she would only ever be able to play them when Tom was out. In retrospect she wondered if their musical incompatibility hadn’t been the source of all evil: what hope could there ever be for a rock’n’roll girl and a classical  lover? The thought returned to her now as she defiantly picked out half a dozen new bands she had barely heard of, let alone listened to. New music for a new life. On her way back to the hotel she stopped by an electrical store and bought a portable CD player on her Barclaycard just for the hell of it.

She spent the rest of her trip curled up in bed, channel flicking on the TV with the sound down and the headphones on, the music feeling more real than the place.

When she got home, the summer was on the wane, and it wasn’t long before she had to wear a sweater for her breakfasts outside. Still she persisted. The music went with her, pounding out from the French windows, louder now, less melancholic. Luckily, thanks to the capriciousness of Victorian suburban planning, hers and the gardens around hers were large, offering a version of urban privacy, the neighbours either too far away or too lazy to complain. Maybe after so many serious symphonies they enjoyed the change of music.

The sounds moved her feet as well as her mind. She bopped to Bruce Springsteen and Bob Seger as she deadheaded the roses and weeded the ground elder from between the dahlias, while inside she cleaned the kitchen to the beat of Counting Crows, Radiohead and a handful of other new bands whose songs were becoming familiar enough for her to sing the words to. It was, she realised, a long time since she had heard so much of her own voice. It still surprised her that such a confident sound should emerge out of such an otherwise shy personality.

It struck her that all this singing might mean, perhaps, that she was happy, but the word didn’t seem  to carry any meaning, and despite the music she would still have days where she would wake at four a.m. feeling as if the world had ended during the night and she was the only one left alive to mourn it.

Seven and a half years. Too long for an affair, too short for a lifetime. The question of who she was now remained unanswered.

Maybe it would have been easier if she had seen Tom again, to remind herself of what she had escaped from. But although she had a number for him (he had fallen on his feet - a work colleague had got a post in Saudi and left a bachelor apartment in the Barbican needing a new tenant) she never rang it. And he never called her. Friends of friends told her he was doing fine; busy, looking good. Did that mean he never thought of her, never missed her at all? Did she miss him? Yes, was the honest answer to that, sometimes, even though the last eighteen months with him had been increasingly unbearable; the rows moving from voice into violence with long frozen truces in between.

The corroding of emotion had already infected the sex, or what remained of it. For a while it had made it almost exciting; angrier, more selfish on both sides, providing a sense of novelty in an otherwise tired formula. But it also held seeds of a contempt which in the end would have poisoned them both. They both understood that, but it was she who had rebelled first, putting a stop to their mutual destruction. His withdrawal was so immediate, so complete, that it made her wonder if he had ever been there at all. Abstinence brought its own tension, which neither of them chose to talk about. Add it to the list of unfinished business. Maybe without her he would  fuck differently; playful, creative, curious, the way they used to be a million years ago. Maybe she would too.

Not that she could imagine it. She didn’t miss the sex. On the contrary, she rather relished her celibacy. She enjoyed the new expanse of the bed and its cool empty spaces. It was part of a deeper enjoyment of the intimacy of being alone. She would spend long hours in the bathroom, a woman at her toilet; crimping, waxing, creaming and pampering a body which was not to be seen by anyone but her. It was like being a teenager again, the pleasure being in the indulgence, cut off from any threat of disillusionment by reality.

Only very occasionally did her body betray her. One night, a few weeks before her trip to New York, she had the fiercest, most unexpected of erotic dreams: an old lover in a motel room on the edge of a desert, taunting, denying her, then finally giving. She woke in a sweat of desire, scared half to death by the power of the feeling; the power and the vulnerability that it exposed.

She had missed the Van Morrison album more than ever that morning. My, how that man could make love with his voice; the long, slow sensuous kind, rather than the wham-bam pelvic thrust she had become used to in the last days of the destructive rutting match with Tom.

She had opened the windows and stood on the grass, cradling her mug of frothy coffee against her body, enjoying the solitude and, for once, the quiet. Across the long expanse of gardens was a jigsaw puzzle of high Victorian windows and rooftops. The city was full of people she didn’t know and would probably never  meet. The anonymity of it all, of herself within it, was surprisingly exciting. It gave an edge to her loneliness. For a few days she even found herself looking at men again, wondering what they would be like in bed, if they in turn might fancy her. But it took a lot of energy, pushing her thoughts outwards, and by the time she got on the plane to New York her interest had faded.

Back home she made a last stab at conviviality. She threw a dinner party, going through her address book and inviting seven people including a spare man - a friend of a friend - to even the numbers. She cooked all day and laid a Good Housekeeping table. They came, ate, talked and left. Two of them wrote notes saying how lovely an evening it had been. She was depressed for days afterwards.

Towards the end of October it became, finally, too cold to breakfast outside. The French windows were closed up and it was only the squirrels and the cat who did any gardening, Millie scratching up the bulbs with her claws or standing in the middle of the lawn in endless stand-off with a sleek black tom that had taken to stalking her territory, green-eyed and taunting.

She stood behind the glass watching it all from inside. She didn’t mind. She still played the music, staring out as the rain rolled in, but she had other concerns now. One of the publishing houses that she translated for had just arrived back from the Frankfurt Book Fair with a hard-boiled thriller by a new Czech writer, and they were in a panic to get it translated because there was movie interest in the synopsis, with names like Brad Pitt and Irene Jacobs being bandied about. She had read it some months before - the tale of a New York cop brought in to bust a Mafia drugs ring in  the East - and though she had reservations about its originality she’d decided to take it on anyway, partly because they made her an offer she couldn’t refuse and partly because living in another language would force her to live less in herself, or at least the self that she associated with Tom.

She upgraded her hard disk and bought a slang dictionary to mark the occasion. The novel was long, an Eastern European attempt at a blockbuster, and its translation would take her the rest of the year and into the new one. Why not? She had nothing better to do with her life. When this is finished, she told herself, I’ll be ready; I’ll emerge like a butterfly from a cocoon, transformed, reborn, ready to take on the world.

She bought a bottle of champagne to mark the beginning of her confinement. At 6.30 on the first evening, with the light already fading in readiness for winter, she went down to the kitchen to open it. She had been playing the Morrison San Francisco double album almost constantly that week; a good way to prepare her for translation, appreciating how someone else could make words dance. But when she pushed the button to start the music, nothing happened. She pushed it again, then opened up the machine only to discover that the CD wasn’t in it. Surely she had had it in the machine that morning? She certainly hadn’t played anything else, and the case was still sitting there by the side. She checked inside. The second disc was in its place safely at the back, but the other one, the one she’d been playing, was not. Neither was it anywhere on the work top nor on the rack above.

As she searched further, the cat-flap snapped open  and Millie streaked in like a bat out of hell, trying, too late, to look dignified and victorious. On the lawn, twenty yards away from the doors, the big black tom-cat was poised, stock-still, staring in silent triumph. She went up and hammered on the French windows. It stood its ground, then drew back its ears, turned and sauntered lazily away. Millie curled herself round her owner’s legs, yowling, eager for affection. ‘Come on, girl,’ she muttered. ‘It’s your garden. Don’t let some man get the upper hand.’

She went back to her search. But the longer she looked the more obvious it became that the disc wasn’t there. It didn’t make sense. It had been in the machine, now it was gone. If she hadn’t taken it out, then who had? With the exception of an hour or so in the middle of the day when she’d gone out for a swim and to buy the champagne, she had been in the house all the time.

It was then, for the first time in months, that she remembered the other Van Morrison album and its equally sudden disappearance. And it was then also that she began to wonder seriously about her ex-lover.

 

‘But why? What could he possibly gain from it? Anyway, I thought he only liked classical stuff.’

‘He does.’

‘So?’

‘So, the answer is, I don’t know.’

‘But you think it’s him?’

‘I don’t know. What do you think?’

‘I think you probably mislaid it somewhere.’

‘Not “it”. Them. And I’ve looked, and I didn’t.’

‘So was anything else missing? Anything valuable?’

‘No, nothing. I checked.’

‘Well, if it is him, it’s a rather subtle way to go about getting to you. I would have expected something more direct from Tom, mean bastard.’

‘Is he?’ she said, surprised.

Sally laughed. ‘Sweetheart, you know he is. God, when you two were together you couldn’t get through an evening without him bitching at you, undermining you in a dozen different ways. He didn’t want a lover, he wanted an acolyte. It was OK while you fitted the role, but as soon as you didn’t . . . Patrick and I would talk about it afterwards.’

How strange, she thought. All those years we were together nobody thought to mention how ill-suited we were. Now people can’t stop telling me. She sat across the table, watching Sally dissect a lettuce leaf as if it were a cadaver. But then, of course, she had never told Sally what she really thought of Patrick. Better not to on balance. ‘What? . . . Sorry?’

‘I said, does he still have a key?’

‘Er . . . yes. He was moving stuff out and then I never bothered to ask for it back.’

‘Hmmmn.’

‘Hmmmn, nothing, Sally. I just forgot, that’s all.’

‘Yes, well, if I were you I’d ask for it now.’

‘I will.’ She buried her impatience and called to the waitress, making signs for the bill. When she turned back Sally’s face was a study in concern.

‘It’s a big house, you know, sweetie, easy to get spooked in. I wouldn’t want to live there alone. Patrick thinks you should sell it. You could do it, even in this market. He knows someone who could get you a good price.’

‘I’m sure he does. But I don’t want to sell.’

‘No, well, we won’t talk about it . . . How’s the book?’

‘Long.’ She left a pause. Then took pity on her. ‘But good.’

‘Hmmn. Can I say something to you?’

She smiled mildly. ‘I think you already are.’

‘It’s just I don’t think you’re helping yourself, that’s all.’

‘Why? How?’

‘Burying yourself away in that mansion with just a computer and a cat for company. You’ll go stale. Lose all the juice in you, or whatever Tom left after he did his own bit of squeezing. I think you should make an effort to get back into the real world, get out more, meet people, give yourself a chance.’

She nodded. ‘I know you do, Sal. But I’m not you. This is my way and it works for me.’

‘Yes, well . . .’ She lifted up her hand to acknowledge failure, then turned it into an extravagant gesture to attract the waitress. This time the bill came. To make Sally feel better she let her buy the lunch. Poor Sal. Always needing people to need her. Presumably that had something to do with the fact that Patrick didn’t. ‘So I expect this means you’re saying no to Saturday night? I have it on good authority that this guy is very nice.’

‘I’m sure he is, but I’m just getting into the flow.’

‘What, weekends as well?’

‘You know me.’

‘Yes, unfortunately I do. How about next month?’

‘Maybe.’

‘All right, all right. I’ve said my bit. But you be  careful. Remember, the further you burrow in, the further there is to crawl back out from again.’

‘I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks.’

 

Back home she unpacked the chocolate cake that Sally had insisted on buying her at the counter (‘If you can’t have fun with someone else, then have some fun with yourself. God knows you could do with a few calories’) and cut herself a slice to go with her cappuccino. Interesting, what other people think of you. So, according to the rest of the world, it was Tom who was the aggressor and she who was the victim. Presumably that was how it had looked from the outside. Except it didn’t square with her vision of herself. Sure, he made more of a show of himself, talked longer and louder, expressed more opinions. But half the time they hadn’t been worth listening to. Certainly not worth competing with. The thought shocked her. Had she really thought that about the man she’d lived with for nearly eight years?

Apparently, yes. She went up to the CD rack and flicked through the shiny line of titles, looking for something to make her feel better. In the end she went for comfort music and the camp eroticism of early Lou Reed schmoozed its way into the room. ‘Walk on the Wild Side’. If only she could.

She thought, not for the first time in her life, how wonderful it must be to be a musician, to be able to say it all without having to say it to anyone in particular. Alas, she couldn’t do it. Being able to sing was only the beginning. When she was younger her voice had been good enough for people to suggest she do it professionally. But her talent had always been with others’  songs. She herself had had nothing to say. Or nothing she thought anyone would be interested in. Now, as a translator, she had the confidence to play with other people’s words, but was still too often wrong-footed when it came to finding her own. Like literature, like life. Maybe that was what had gone wrong between her and Tom; he only talked more because she had talked less. Or maybe Sally was right. Maybe she just didn’t have enough juice.

She went back to the CD problem. It was three days since the loss of the second Van Morrison and nothing further had happened to add to her suspicions. That meant two albums missing in three months. It didn’t make sense. If it was Tom, then it certainly wasn’t his style. Sally was right about that. Not only too subtle, but too long-winded. On the other hand, whoever had taken them (and she was certain now that they had gone) obviously hadn’t broken in, and Tom was the only person who had the key. Maybe she should change the locks.

She tried to imagine him being in the house when she was out of it: standing in the kitchen, going through the CD collection deciding which one to pick, which one he thought she would miss most, then slipping the silver disc neatly into his pocket. He must have known how she would react; confused at the least if not frightened. Was he capable of that? What would be the point, except spite? Or a way of getting her to feel uneasy about the house now she was alone in it? Such was the level of blood-letting towards the end that she couldn’t categorically swear it wasn’t him. Well, damn him if it was. This was her home and she wasn’t going anywhere, whatever the provocation.

She turned down the stereo and picked up the phone. She knew the number off by heart even though she had never called it. He had written it under the Dali Calendar picture for March and she had faithfully transferred it every month to the next page, not wanting to lose it but not wanting to accept it as important enough to put into her address book.

The phone rang once, twice, three times, then a machine picked up. His voice on the message was confident, cocky almost. I’m OK, it said, in case you might have any doubts about it. She expected to feel something when she heard it, a little scissor cut in the gut, if only from memory, but there was nothing.

‘Hello,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s me.’ Then, ‘I need to talk to you about something. Could you call me? I’ll be in tonight.’ She went to put down the receiver, then got suddenly flustered. ‘That’s Tuesday, Tuesday the twenty-fifth that I called.’ Then, ‘Thanks’, as an abrupt after-thought.

She slammed the receiver down. Now, despite herself, she could feel her heart thumping louder. Come on, girl, she thought, you did just fine.

She made herself another cup of coffee and went upstairs to work.
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