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‘The Love Within’
[Novel Extract]
by Hazel Couvaras
Anne
She has expensive taste. I can tell from the soft scent lingering in his car, concentrated on the passenger seat. I examine the interior of the car for tell tale signs. An earring, a strand of hair… anything to prove that she exists not only in my mind and insecurities. There is nothing. Nothing to prove she was even sitting in this very seat that I am straddled in as we drive silently to my mother’s home. She is careful. He is careful. They are careful. All I have is the scent. Sweet. Intoxicating. Alluring. It makes me sick.

She must be young. Thin. Perfect figure. Probably no children. Carefree. I imagine her. Aphrodite. Long hair. Seductive eyes. Pouting lips. Perfect teeth. I visualise her well manicured delicate hands. The hands that touched him. The arms that embraced him. The body what kept him warm until five this morning. The thought makes me gag. He turns to me and asks if I am okay. I fake a smile, ‘yes, I’m alright, just a little indigestion,’ I lie. The sickness in the pit of my stomach envelopes me. ‘Are you sure you’re fine?’ he asks again, with what appears to be concern on his face. Liar! My heart screams, you come home at 5 o-clock in the morning reeking of some harlots cheap perfume and you expect me to be fine? I want to say, but instead I force another smile, my face feels like it will be break from the falseness of this smile, ‘I’m fine, come on, don’t worry.’
He smiles, ‘I worry about you, you know that.’ LIAR! This time my heart explodes. People who care never hurt the people they love. Love. Ah Love. A verb. The act of caring. Feeling. Bonding. Nurturing. Growing. Loving. I stifle a laugh. The irony! That ‘thing’ people called love only exists in soppy love stories. Packed carefully in small little chocolate stuffed bundles of lies that we all wish were true.  I know, believe me. I have lived the lie before. The lie that I have so desperately prayed could some day materialise into that thing. The thing that greets you with a smile in the morning. That thing that makes everyday count. Love.

I am pulled out of my reverie as we come to a halt. My mother runs out of the house waving her arms in the air. Very dramatic woman, I snigger under my breath. One would think she has not seen us in years, yet it was only last Saturday that we were here. A ritual my beloved husband feels we should never give up. Between the two of us, my husband and I, he is my mother’s favourite. 

She holds out her fat arms, her eyes beaming and embraces him, kissing his face. I am the one you gave birth to, hold me, my heart whines, he’s just a stranger, it continues. I stop. What is the use? She can’t hear me. My beloved acts the part all too well, but I know the truth. He cannot wait to leave.

‘Ah mama, unfortunately I can’t stay,’ he begins, ah what did I say? He makes the great escape!  ‘But here is something for you to buy yourselves some refreshments.’ He pulls out a roll of fifty Kwacha notes. That always works with my mother. Her face lights up, breaking into a smile as she reaches out for the cash. She counts it greedily and carefully rolls it up in the corner of her chitenge. Ties it up and tucks it away. 

‘My son, at least come in and have something to eat, I have cooked your favourite,’ she croons. My beloved will say, oh mama I’m sorry I have some urgent business to attend to in town. The rehearsed conversations. I know them all too well. Indeed true to self, he excuses himself. He has some office work that he has to attend to urgently. What did I tell you? Big business deal that he cannot afford to lose on Monday. He would have wanted to stay, he lies, but if mama has to live comfortably, work has to be done. Big Liar! 
He turns to me. Holds my hand. He’ll pick me up in the evening after he picks up the children from Rita’s, my sister. I nod, ‘Okay’. My mother gives me an angry glare. Is that all I can say? She claps her hands loudly and grunts. A sign. She is not happy. He says his goodbyes and heads to the car. The engine roars to life. He is gone. Gone to her I imagine. Her, with the lovely life. Her, with my husband. 

My mother breaks my trail of thought. ‘That is a good man Anna,’ she starts. Why does she always call me that when she knows I hate it. ‘If you don’t look after him well, he’ll be taken by another woman,’ she continues. I laugh. A sarcastic bitter laugh. He is already taken mother. 

Lulu
The restaurant is dimly lit. Romantic. I look around the empty tables and play around with the single rose in the vase in the middle of the table. A red rose. A symbol of love. I sigh. Love. The feeling I am feeling deep within me... The trembling desperation. The insanity. The love. Who does he love? What does he feel? How does he feel it? I should not really be thinking this way. I have been given a choice and have chosen. No room for regret. Too late. I am the other woman. The one who lives on her lover’s terms. The one who watches and waits for another day. Hoping. Praying. That today will be different. I have faith. I will wait.

I imagine her. Voluptuous. Motherly. Smiling at him, ever smiling. She is the very reason I am sitting alone at this table. The reason he always sits glancing at his watch every five minutes. The woman he says goodnight and good morning to. His wife. And me? Pain stabs my chest, breathe Lulu, breathe. I let go. I let the hot tears sting my eyes as I grab a napkin. He can’t possibly find me in such a state. I am his confidence. His faith. His strength. He told me. 

He walks in tall and proud. A peacock displaying its colourful plumage. A peck on my cheek. He says nothing about being an hour late. ‘How are you?’ I am going mad from missing you. I need you so desperately. When are you leaving her? 
‘I am well, you?’ I smile and pretend that I am not dying within. I cannot show him my true insane-with-love self. I have to be in control. I talk about work. He rambles on about his children. Evidently today, we are not on the same wavelength. I pretend to be interested in their saintly disobedience. That is what is expected of me. He continues. I wander.

What makes a woman as desperate as I had become?  Loneliness? Selfishness? The question reverberates in mind. Every girl’s dream growing up follows the particular same sequence. At 20, meet your soul mate. Get married at 25. Spend the next two years honeymooning and thereafter, have three beautiful children. Two girls that look like you and a boy, the exact replica of your husband. Now here I am 13 years after 20 and ten soul mates later, sitting at a table in some unknown restaurant with a man that calls someone else, ‘wife’ with whom he has four children. All girls. What had happens to the dream we all share in high school? Is it that it is just that? A dream? 

I count how many of my high school friends are married today. Two out of the eight of us. Two quite unhappy marriages, I hear. That leaves six of us still looking. Looking for men who have already been taken. Someone has to agree with me, what would a good looking-knows-how-to-treat-a-woman-well-off guy be doing single? Then there are the divorcees. The ‘been there, done that’ guy.  He could have all the qualities but then you ask yourself, why did he get divorced? Did he cheat? Did she? Once bitten, twice shy? No, too many complications, especially if she cheated on him. A single woman does not need an insecure divorcee. Widowers. Yes, I have a met a few. Question. What did his wife die from? With the high prevalence of HIV/ AIDS in Africa, you don’t want to risk it. Okay, so what about the single guys you ask? Which planet do you live on? There are no single guys. That is the very reason I am sitting across this man. An MBA. Married But Available. 

So where was I when all the men were getting married to other women and not me? Was I not pretty enough? Was I not moral enough then? Was I not witty and charming? Questions, only questions. No answers. I glance back at him. He is still on about the clever antics his daughters were up to the other day. The daughters that should have been mine. Not hers, mine. Just as the man should have been. Life has handed me an unfair deal and I have to live with it for as long as I can take it. I am not ready to let go. Not willing. Not wanting. To be one and not two. I was much happier being wrong than alone.

‘Are you ready to order?’ 
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