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For Lizzie  
and Snoopy





‘All alone, all by myself Growing old and quite on the shelf.’

Dodie Smith




CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Me. Liz or Lizzie. I like to flatter myself by believing I bear a passing resemblance to Lizzie Bennet: shunned by men, bright but not beautiful, likes to sit in a corner reading by flickering candlelight (mine are scented; hers probably weren’t), no central heating, forced into long country walks in inclement weather, the bottoms of clothes always stained by mud. Bit of a cross patch. As well as Lizzie Bennet, the fictional person in history I resemble most is Tess of the D’Urbervilles: I can often be found in the dead of night, feeling thwarted and hard done by, digging up turnips from the frosty earth, wailing (bleating) that whatever youthful allure I possessed is now hopelessly wasted, lashed as it is by hailstones and wind. A former editor of a fashion magazine, lifelong slave to sartorial swings and roundabouts (I once bought two pairs of identical buttery suede Pocahontas trousers from Alberta Ferretti, just in case one developed a smudge), living proof that 30 years of waxing your legs does not make the hairs grow back scarcer and finer. Destined, hopefully, for a  happy ending or if not a reasonably early, 18th-century death. As Charlotte so aptly put it in Sex and the City: ‘I’ve been dating since I was 15. I’m exhausted! Where is  he!!’ Honestly, single women were not meant to live beyond the age of 41.


Lizzie. Another Lizzie, this time a seven-year-old former racehorse with a nervous disposition and tendency to lash out. A 15 hands 3 inches dappled, bright bay in summer, a darker chocolate brown in winter, with a mealy mouth that makes her closely resemble Homer Simpson. A couple of white hairs in the middle of her forehead that are a sorry excuse for a star. A round, stress-fat tummy (a bit like her mummy’s). A tail that is so thin and wispy I honestly think she needs extensions (unlike my hair which my ex-husband - of whom not too much more later - thought so thick and coarse it surely belonged on an equine). A tendency to be a little bit of a fidget. Prone to princess-dom. I sometimes preface her name with the word ‘Violet’.


Benji. A 12-year-old New Forest pony with a bolshy disposition, enormous brown, liquid eyes framed by dark eyeliner and a huge bottom. Benji had 12 owners before he came to me a week before he was due to be shot. Horrible children had probably kicked him in his ribs and then abandoned him to a muddy field once they discovered X Boxes/the opposite sex/illegal substances. Loves eating; confused by peanut butter.


Dream. Ah, Dream. I love Dream. Another New Forest pony who is so small, tiny (about 11 hands), but with enormous character. She has a wide blaze, big eyes,  a bouffant and, to be honest, very Eighties mane, and lips that can magically stretch across the yard to steal carrots from your pockets. A tendency to turn her bottom on you and let loose with both barrels. She broke her pelvis early in life, which means she now moves like a crab; she frequently misses a corner and disappears into the distance until she can at last turn round, her big eyes wide with anxiety in case she has missed something, anything.


Maggie. A former event horse who became, in the words of her owner, ‘dangerous and naughty’ when out competing. Like Benji, she was also days away from being taken to slaughter. Honestly, it’s a blood bath out here in the countryside, like the first 20 minutes of Saving Private Ryan. I soon found out that, rather than being naughty, Maggie has a bad back, a misplaced pelvis, one front hoof smaller than the rest, an abscess brewing in said hoof, and chronic agoraphobia: if you let her off in a field, she drops to the ground in a frantic roll, scrambles to her feet, then takes off at full pelt, ending up in a corner where she will just stand, looking worried. But in the orchard, which is small and which she can share with the three lambs (see below), she is absolutely fine. As Sybil Fawlty said of her mother, ‘It’s quite hard getting the space right, really.’ A very dark bay with a tiny white star, she’s less compact than Lizzie, far more rangy at 16 hands 2 inches, and 12 years old. She has a beautiful face and when stood in the stable her lower lip droops, so she most closely resembles Zippy from Rainbow.


Michael. Also known as Badger, because he looks like one, or ‘fleabag’, because he keeps scratching with a smile  on his face, and is generally referred to as ‘my new boyfriend’. Michael is a sheepdog who, unfortunately, if he ever gets near a sheep tries to remove its entrails, which is probably why he was abandoned, filthy and starving, by the side of a B road in the middle of an Exmoor winter. His teeth are tiny stumps, which means he either spent most of his life on the end of a chain, trying to gnaw himself free, or his owner was trying to stop him removing the entrails from sheep. He stands in a very hangdog, Gromit-like stance when he can’t have his own way. When he rolls on the hideous carpet he makes a sound like Spotty Dog from the Woodentops. He gets very stiff in the evenings; he really should take a leaf out of the cats’ book and do more yoga. Very good with the cats (of whom  much more later). Not quite so good with the chickens: he tries to herd them against their will and with much clucking - on the chickens’ part - into the corner of a stable. Was very well-behaved when I first got him - he would actually cower when I went to put on his lead - but very soon started climbing all over me to steal my morning chocolate digestive. Hates wheelbarrows, the rain and the smart navy coat that makes him the laughing stock of all the other sheepdogs in the vicinity - hard, barky things that live outside and never have their paws washed.


The chickens. This is a group entry for Veronica, Gwen and Cokey. Former battery hens (I’m convinced they have flashbacks and suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder), they now live in the orchard (this sounds more picturesque than it actually is: more a patch of feral grass with a few wizened trees that have obviously gone through  the menopause, apple-wise) with a wooden house for a bedroom, Le Creuset dishes for their organic grain and vegetable peelings. They are under absolutely no pressure at all to actually produce an egg. Whenever they spot me on the horizon they gallop towards me like crazy, tiny ostriches.


The lambs. These sweet little creatures - Caitlin, who has straight horns and a dark face; Ash, who’s quite big, almost reaching past my Hunter wellies; and Willow, who’s so desperately shy she reminds me of myself at a mid-Seventies disco (even now, if I hear the strains of the Stylistics’ ‘Betcha by Golly Wow’, I become extremely nervous) - most closely resemble clouds on sticks. They are Shetlands, which means they’re quite rare (almost as rare as giant pandas and Exmoor ponies), have very thick, almost Rastafarian coats that frequently become entangled in hawthorn, resulting in lots of plaintive bleating (on my part. Last night, my left hand would not stop tingling and I immediately thought, oh dear God, I have multiple sclerosis, and then I remembered I had plunged said hand into a bed of nettles, armed with secateurs, to snip Willow free from thorns). When it rains, as it does every day, without fail, here in deepest Somerset, they smell like wet jumpers.


The fur babies. Ahhhh. My babies. Even though I didn’t squeeze these little creatures from between my over-aerobicised thighs (once by expensive, twice-weekly Pilates lessons; now by pushing wheelbarrows through rutted mud), I couldn’t possibly love them any more than  I do. To recap for anyone unfamiliar with these plump, wilful, spoilt beings:
• Snoopy is the original cat, a tabby with white paws, a white bib and a liking for kisses on the top of his head; he loves pasta.

• Squeaky is the matriarch of the pack, a black puss (a Bombay, to be precise) with the dense fur of a mole and round yellow eyes; she has been known, due to her considerable girth, to wear the cat flap as a skirt. When she lies down, she makes the shape of a hovercraft.

• Susie, a former feral kitten, is as sleek as an otter, as beautiful as a leopard and as slender and difficult as a supermodel. Sleeps each night in the crook of my arm or around my neck and gives me a really hard stare if I sneeze. Now that she has barns and log piles to patrol, she has a permanently thrilled face.

• Sweetie, middle name ‘Biscuit’: clumsy, stripy, with great big furry trousers. If you pick her up, she barks like a dog. Has learned to lick me in my mouth (yes, that was ‘in’ not ‘on’). Since moving to the countryside has found she loves galloping across the fields like a horse, climbing trees as long as she can get up a good spurt first, and teasing the chickens. Hates being dive-bombed by swallows: you can actually see her going, as she ducks and looks over her shoulder, ‘Just bugger off. I’m not going to climb into your muddy, spittled nest; I’m more interested in catching voles and placing them on Mummy’s pillow.’  Brian (Brain). The gardener. Comes two days a week to push leaves around. Has such a pronounced West Country  accent I’ve no idea what he is talking about; I just stare at him blankly. A little bit defeatist, always telling me I can’t do things: ‘Ooh no, you don’t want to do thaaaaa’t.’ Helps me to split logs. Manages the vegetable patch. Honestly, after buying all the tiny plants, ‘muck’ (I have my own muck, courtesy of the horses, but this was deemed ‘not the right sort’; in a similar vein, I was told by Patrick the sheepfarmer, who has the rather untidy farm along from me, that the grass in my fields is ‘not suitable for hay’, which means I have to purchase it instead), the wooden posts, the topsoil, the chicken wire needed to keep the rabbits out (I wasn’t really averse to letting them in) and on and on and on, it would’ve been far cheaper to have had an organic vegetable box flown to my house once a week by Abel and Cole in London. Brian laughed when the carefully nurtured (by me) wildflower meadow reaped precisely three varieties of rare, ancient English flora: prehistoric, Journey-to-the-Centre-of-the-Earth-size dock leaves, shepherd’s purse (scant) and nettles (lots).






The ex-husband. Hmmmm. What can I say? Married for four years (to me). Nightmare honeymoon. Twenty-six when I met him (he was 26. I wasn’t. I was, in fact, 14 years older than him, depending on the time of year. My age involved me in lots of Tess of the D’Urbervilles-style lying, which meant, like her, I was rather unfairly punished and abandoned; I fully expect to be hung at some point). The ex-husband now lives in Delhi, which means he isn’t really ‘lost’, as mentioned in the title to this book, more at extreme arm’s length, where I’m hoping he has run to fat and premature male pattern baldness. Prone to  laziness and rampant infidelity. I knew our marriage was destined to fail when, one afternoon, I stumbled upon him in our basement kitchen doing an impression of me for his best friend (this friend would also be his best man, but they fell out when my husband based a character in his ‘novel’ on him). My husband was using the bottom of his T-shirt in an O CD fashion to open the stainless-steel Sub-Zero fridge, wailing in a high-pitched voice, ‘I need my space! I need my space!’ The reason I moved to live in the middle of bloody Exmoor in the bleeding first place. Quite useful for blaming for absolutely everything that has ever happened to me, from the moment I was born until such time as I am lain (oh happy release) beneath a yellow lichen-covered (the air is delightfully clean here) headstone that reads: ‘Here lies Miss Jones. Barren pet lover whose last wish was to please, please, please not chisel on here the date she was born. Found it very hard to get warm/ dates/the horses in.’


Emily. A goddess. A beautiful, curvaceous young lady who runs the local delicatessen, the only institution that separates me from foraging in frozen hedgerows and, ultimately, starvation. So posh she calls her parents ‘Mother and Father’. Wears sparkly eyeshadow, pale lipstick that gives her a ghostly air, an apron, elaborate knitwear and roars around the lanes in a brand new Mercedes sports car. Her boyfriend lives in my village. They are the only people under 30 within a radius of 200 miles.


Nicola. Helps me to look after my horses, being an expert in equine touch (a non-invasive form of massage), flow (an even gentler form of massage), aromatherapy,  Bach flower remedies, Reiki, nutrition, use of herbs and magic poultices. She likes to put a completely silent CD on the machine in the tack room for healing purposes. Has a dog she found at the roadside with a broken leg, covered in cigarette burns, and a serene, Buddhist boyfriend. A wonderful woman with an East End accent and propensity for punching people who hunt deer or shoot pheasants and grouse on Exmoor full in the face. I used to think the signs on the roads on the moor saying, ‘Slow, pheasants’, were kind, not realising they just wanted to preserve the poor birds for the gun sights. When Lizzie, in a very good impression of a velociraptor, swings her neck to bite her, Nic shrugs her shoulders and says, ‘Am I bovvered though?’ When we are out riding (I say that so nonchalantly, don’t I, when it took a year to even sit on my horse), she will spot a man driving a tractor and say, ‘He’s well crumpet. Proper farmer crumpet!’ Has a huge, handsome grey horse called Quincy, with enormous hooves, who is now Lizzie’s husband. They are inseparable. Lizzie is often to be found resting her chin in the soft hammock of Quincy’s broad back, Penélope Cruzworthy eyelashes fluttering, ‘He adores me, I deserve it. What more is there to life than this?’ Not the fate, unfortunately, of her human namesake.


The moor. It surrounds me, sometimes like a buffer against the modern world, at other times like a cloud, or a necklace that is about to suffocate me. The moor has moods, would you believe it, and can be very dangerous: you don’t ever want to get lost or run out of petrol on the moor (of the few petrol stations still in existence, most  close early every day, and don’t even open at weekends, giving the moor a faintly Amish air). More beautiful, I think, than nearby Dartmoor, which has a prison, more roads and a bleaker atmosphere. I don’t think I will ever get to know every inch of Exmoor: there is the jagged coastline, the waterfall that is higher than Niagara Falls, the bright yellow gorse bushes that are alive with linnet, the heather that changes colour, like a catwalk, with the seasons. And while the coast attracts families with small children, on the moor you merely get red-faced old couples, swathed in oilskins as if at sea.


The new boyfriend. Is there one? Is there? Or will I just give up, start wearing a scratchy tweed skirt, and allow all the veins on my face to burst? Will the fashionista finally go feral?




CHAPTER 1
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(In which I realise I’m doomed!)


After a fraught four-hour drive from London, with Snoopy in his basket on the front seat glaring at me accusingly, Sweetie, Susie and Squeaks on the back seat, all in a row, heads bobbing, like the Three Degrees, I finally, after following the raging, bubbling River Exe and then the River Barle for about an hour, in a blizzard of falling red, gold and burnt umber leaves, turn into a lane, my lane. The hedgerows are full of bright green ferns, and brambles scratch at the side of my BMW convertible; I don’t know whether to be cross or pleased. The middle of the lane is muddy and full of grass, which I take as a good sign. No one ever comes this way, I think. When I was deciding whether or not to buy the house, and wondering if it would be safe for my cats, the lane was, I thought, the next best thing to a moat. No one will ever find me. I can, at last, be completely and utterly on my own.

I bump across a cattle grid and am now, officially, in Exmoor National Park. I should, I suppose, shout

‘Hurrah!’ But instead I merely wind down my window and stick my head out into the cold, crisp air. I breathe in, slowly. I can taste a mixture of earth, moss, leaf mould and some sort of cow. It’s now five in the evening and almost dark. I set off again and after a few miles I come to a fork in the road. I stick the car in neutral. I think, Jesus, it’s foggy, I’m doomed, but then realise it’s just my exhaust fumes. I am literally (well, not literally, but almost) at a crossroads in my life. I take the left fork, with its rickety sign that points to not only my new farm but to my brand-new life, and crunch slowly, tentatively, beneath a disused railway bridge and start my climb up a steep, treacherous hill, excitement mounting in my chest like a burp. I turn left again and arrive at the five-bar gate. My gate. I stop the car, get out, carefully closing my car door in case my cats, Houdini-fashion, escape from their cages and run for the hills. I open the gate. I crunch along the drive, taking in the oak trees (‘My oak trees!’) and sycamores (‘My sycamores!’) and horse chestnuts and park in an old bit of barn that’s leaning ominously. (‘How nice not to drive round and round for hours looking for a place to park! This is so easy!’) I decide to leave the cats safely locked in the car for now, and walk up to the house. Everything is pretty gloomy. I teeter on the cobbles and see a man with a clipboard hopping by the front porch.

‘Welcome!’ the man shouts with what turns out to be false cheer; he looks about 12. He’s the estate agent. I notice there are sheep in my fields, which are so green they are fluorescent and hurt my eyes. ‘Why are there sheep in my fields?’ I ask him, as he unlocks the door,  which is huge, wooden and ancient. And scuffed. There are sheep skulls hung in the porch. The house, which back in the August sunshine had looked charming and olde worlde, covered in ivy, with stone mullion windows, now looks as though it’s about to fall down. Why hadn’t I noticed this when I looked round? I had, as usual, been living in a fantasy world rather than taking in all the details. I was already acting out a rural dream, with Cath Kidston watering cans, imagining only where I would put flowery outdoor furniture and the wooden trug I had just bought for £150 from Petersham Nurseries. I had thought that winter in the country would be romantic. I have, after all, a great deal of cashmere. I’m suddenly quite scared, and daunted. I think of my cats in the car, wrestled from their lovely warm life in London with hammocks on the beautiful cast-iron radiators, and I’m almost overcome with a weight of responsibility on my shoulders. I feel incredibly alone.

We go into the kitchen, our footsteps echoing on the filthy flagstone floors. It’s freezing, and it smells - I recognise the damp aroma you get when you arrive at a villa in Tuscany, or enter an unloved church. I walk over and touch the Aga. Stone bloody freezing. I touch a radiator. As cold as a corpse. I wander into the living room and notice that the fire grate, the one I had loved and pictured myself sitting next to, has gone. The house is in darkness and no matter how many times I flick on switches - they are round and old and brown, like nipples, with twisted fabric wiring snaking down the walls - nothing happens. It turns out the previous owner has taken all the light  fittings. The lovely chandelier on the stairs has been ripped in two; a bit of chain dangles sadly from the stained ceiling.

‘I’m awfully sorry,’ the young man says, sensing my dismay. ‘They should have mentioned the Aga hasn’t worked for years, and by the way they took quite a few plants from the garden, as well as the weathervane from the top of the stable block, and the stone sink you loved so much in the tack room.’ I notice there is no fridge, no washing machine, no tumble dryer. All have been ripped from their moorings, leaving ghastly gashes. I go upstairs and notice the dirt, the disgusting toilets, the rusty bath, the ivy growing on the inside of the windows (who needs house plants when you have damp and mould?), and the peeling, circa 1973 Laura Ashley wallpaper (oh for the hand-printed black and white Timorous Beasties artwork I had pasted on my walls back in Gibson Square!).

‘Where is my bloody furniture?’ I wail, as the young man keeps striking matches. I realise I don’t have any candles, or even a torch. What on earth was I thinking?

‘Ah. They phoned to say they couldn’t get under the disused railway bridge. Even if they had got under the bridge, they would never have got up that hill or through that mud.’

I sit down on the stairs. There’s no welcoming note from the previous owner, not even a scrap of paper saying, ‘Bin men Mondays’. The estate agent, despite the fact I’ve paid a fortune for this dump, has given me one of those awful candles with oranges stuck on the side. Oh, what I would’ve given for a bottle of champagne at this point.  I had left my house sparkling, with a lifetime guarantee for every appliance stashed in the American fridge, weighted down with a bottle of Mumms. I had left on the counter a laminated list of useful information, such as the name of the lady next door, the precise day and time the recycling is collected, and instructions on how to use the central heating (you can have different temperatures in every room), the wireless sound system, the Living Space Italian wardrobe that lights up so cheerfully when you open it, the elaborate outdoor lighting that also illuminates the water feature, complete with fish (I left six months’ supply of fish food in one of my seamless kitchen cabinets). I left behind the Georgian fire grates, and the antique lights in the hall and stairways.

I don’t know what to do. I want to travel back in time, change my mind. I had lain awake in my lovely bedroom night after night, agonising over this decision. Why hadn’t I listened to my inner voice, to my instincts, to my guardian angels? Why didn’t they speak up? The young man leaves - I almost hang onto his shirt tails - obviously afraid of me. He carefully places the box of matches on the step. I creep out to the car and, two by two, collect the pussy cats. I realise I don’t even have an electric kettle, so I can’t fill a hot-water bottle, not that I have one.




CHAPTER 2
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(In which I try not to be bitter)


It had taken until the service station at Reading for the tears to stop falling messily down my face and for Snoopy to cease the mournful, open-mouthed wailing that tears at my heart, causing me to excrete the same sort of guilty, panic-stricken hormones that mothers summon up at the sound of their own crying baby. I had repeated to myself, over and over again, ‘What on earth am I doing?’ I was racked with doubt, and as my car ate up the miles and I found myself further and further from London, I became more and more terrified, gripping the wheel harder and harder, almost compelled to just take the next exit and turn the car around.

I had left my husband at the kerbside of Gibson Square in Islington, such a beautiful square with horse chestnut trees and blossom in spring and original black railings. I had watched his body receding in my rear-view mirror, hands shoved down hard into his pockets, forcing the elasticated waistband of his grey, elephantine sweat pants even closer to his knees, until I had seen him dip his head,  turn and walk away. He hadn’t even waited for my car to turn the corner and disappear from view. ‘Why are you crying?’ he had asked when he’d emerged from the back seat, having kissed each of the cats goodbye on their tiny heads, bumping his head in the process. ‘Ow! Bugger. You don’t have to leave.’

But I did have to leave. I had sold my house, my beautiful Georgian house, the perfect, pristine house I had wanted almost my whole life, with its wide, honeyed floorboards, grand fireplaces, basement kitchen with stainless-steel central island unit and underfloor heating beneath a limestone floor, Philippe Stark bathroom with its egg-shaped bath, brown marble wet room and patio garden that was so manageably small I could (and very often did) Hoover it. Why had I even put it on the market? Why had I let it slip from my grasp so easily?

Well, I did so in a fit of pique. I wanted my life to change, and change for good. I had tried living the perfect, metropolitan life. Sixty-quid organic meals for two in gastro pubs where the staff, despite the fact you have eaten there three times a week for the past decade, fail to recognise you or even acknowledge your existence; every time I sat down with my husband they would take my credit card, just in case I broke the habit of a lifetime and ran into the night before the apple crumble. There were the jaunts to Space NK on Upper Street where the over made-up young shop assistants would put by cutting-edge beauty products for me; I thought nothing of spending £47 on a candle and £700 on a ‘lifting serum’; sags are worse than wrinkles, I find. I had once gone to report on  the Oscars, and been invited to choose something from the Versace store on Rodeo Drive. The dwarf-like male shop assistant had made me laugh by saying, ‘Have you ever said hello to a heel? Ah,’ he exclaimed as he saw my face brighten, ‘a smile is nature’s face lift!’

I hadn’t had much to smile about recently. Oh, I loved wandering home with armfuls of white flowers from the stall next to St Peter’s Church that I would then place carefully on the floor by the fireplace next to the French windows. I loved jumping into a cab on Old Bond Street knowing I’d be home in a jiffy. I loved the fact that, every Friday morning, the Indian man from the dry cleaner round the corner would turn up on my doorstep to take away my bed linen, and return it later all pressed and lovely and wrapped in crisp white paper. The dry-cleaning man once referred to my husband as ‘your son’ and very nearly lost my business; only the prospect of ironing the sheets made me hold my tongue. I loved walking round the corner to the Screen on the Green, watching a film, then wandering back to my house, seeing its first floor lights twinkling, showing the dusky pink walls and amazing central light (an upside-down firework of bulbs), and being proud that this was my home. That I did it. Yay! That all the hard work, the long hours toiling away at the shallow (i.e. life and style) end of a Sunday newspaper (I started out as a sub-editor on the TV pages; my three-line summaries of the fare on offer on Sky were perfect haikus) were worth it. I’d made it. I should’ve been happy, but I would often wish that I was a Buddhist, so my happiness came from within, unaffected by outside forces.  I had everything I needed to make me content: success, friends, a certain sort of fame in some circles. Everything, in fact, except a husband who loved me.

I’m trying, very, very hard, to put what he did behind me, hence, of course, the 200-mile relocation to the other side of the country. And so I will attempt to be brief, not to inject too much bile (fat bastard!) into my sentences, as I tell you what happened. I will try not to put, in brackets, the words (poor me!) at too frequent intervals. I will try to be fair. Above all, I will try not to be bitter (fat bloody bastard!).

I don’t think it would be fair to say we were ever happy, but we rubbed along, me frantically smoothing his path like a matronly woman in a white coat at a particularly heated game of curling. I worked, first on the Sunday newspaper, later as the editor of a women’s magazine, while he lazed around at home in sportswear ostensibly writing his first ‘novel’ (a thinly disguised autobiography, embellished with frequent sexual conquests), but in fact wreaking revenge on me for earning more than he did, and for loving him, even though he didn’t even like himself that much. I had often thought he was a casebook sociopath, unable to empathise when I would crawl through the front door, exhausted from yet another day spent down a mine, or at least in a newspaper office. On reflection, I realise he was just suffering from chronically low self-esteem.

I would involve him in my world as much as I could. Quite early on in our relationship I took him with me to New York. We stayed at the SoHo Grand, and I told him  he was free to kick his heels and explore while I attended the ready-to-wear shows; he’d never been to New York before. I think I even gave him spending money as he had only come with £20 in his pocket. I thought it odd that, when I would whizz back to the room to change (I had pulled numerous strings to get a suite with a view of the Empire State Building), he would always be tucked up in bed, just in his pants, watching porn. I took him to meet my glamorous friend Emma for dinner, and on the last night I took him to the Calvin Klein fashion show in a huge warehouse, where he got to sit in the front row. Only years later did he tell me he had ‘felt like a trophy, a bit of Indian fluff to have on your arm’. Which wasn’t how I had meant it at all: I thought he’d like gazing at perfect, youthful, hairless buttocks just inches from his nose. It seemed we would misfire, miscommunicate, throughout our marriage, him taking anything nice done by me as some sort of attack. Ah well.

I later found out that the marriage was littered with his nasty little excursions, right from the word go. There were women he met at parties - I know about one little cow called Jess, but I’m sure there were others - while leaving me at home, or abroad working, or sat late at night at my desk. I didn’t even have a clue about the yoga teachers he had pursued, like a lovesick puppy, while I had thought he was merely trying to get back in shape (fat bastard!) and become more flexible. Looking back, I think how stupid I was to send him to Ibiza for a week’s yoga retreat - I even drove him to Stansted Airport! I should have behaved like other women do with their husbands: bossed  him relentlessly, made him pay for things, value me more. It was a recipe for disaster, leaving him at home to write his book.

It all came out, of course it did, like an abscess after a soak in Epsom salts. I received an email after we broke up from a female former friend of his, and in it she wrote, ‘N was always “in love” with someone. Once, when you came home from work and he was on the phone to me and he took the phone upstairs, he was gushingly telling me he was in love with his yoga instructor who, sensible girl, had told him more than once she wasn’t interested, but he didn’t believe her and was practically stalking her!’ I got to the point where I couldn’t take any more of these emails. Take this one: ‘I have always thought you were rather cool, despite what your husband used to say about you.’ What? What did he say? Apparently, he had long planned to call his second ‘novel’ White Bitch. How nice. Ye godfathers. Why didn’t these people tell me at the time? Why now, when it’s too late?

When I found out that he was being unfaithful, having affairs with six different women on a three-month trip to his homeland, India, while awaiting publication of his ‘novel’, in a way it was a relief. There was a reason for his distance, his moods, our lack of sex; rather than just being odd, or gay (the thought had crossed my mind); at least he was behaving in a textbook case of philandering. I found out about ‘Daphne’ (her real name) by reading his text messages one Christmas Eve while he was in the shower, only a month after he had got back from India. ‘It was great to see you yesterday. I’ll get to New York as  soon as I can,’ he had written. ‘Your toes are as cute as the rest of you. N x.’

Had I known, somewhere deep inside of me, that he was being unfaithful? While he was away, I knew something wasn’t right by the tone of his voice, the brevity of his emails. He seemed sad, completely disinterested in what I might be doing. I understand now that, when he sounded sad, he was just covering up for euphoria. I phoned him once to tell him I was in the middle of an earthquake in Pakistan, and I could just tell he was with someone. ‘I’ve got a minute,’ was all he would say, as if I had been describing how I’d just popped out to buy some Fairy Liquid. Isn’t the point of being married having someone who cares about what you are doing, that your bed might be see-sawing across a hotel room? He ended our one-sided conversation with the damning, ‘You take care.’
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