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            KATE

         

         Every successful marriage has its own private language. I was finishing my make-up in front of the bathroom mirror – the least flattering and therefore the most fit-for-purpose light in the house – when I heard my husband call up the stairs.

         ‘Want your body, disco doll,’ said Jack.

         This meant: please hurry up, we’re going to be late. It was a reference to an old New Yorker cartoon. Sad-looking businessman walks past a boom box thumpily blasting the line, ‘want your body, disco doll’. He thinks to himself: ‘They’re singing songs of love, but not for me.’

         ‘Two seconds,’ I called back. That meant: less than five minutes, but possibly not by much.

         A private language is only part of what a long marriage involves. A marriage has a body of mythology and folklore and anecdote and codes; is its own world, its own ecology, its own system of beliefs and values. And perhaps more than that, its own closed universe of jokes and references, shorthand and nicknames.

         These are almost by definition things that are cruel, or mean spirited, or at the very least unfair and inappropriate. The things you wouldn’t say in front of anyone else. The people we were going to visit for dinner that evening, a married couple of architects we’ve known for more than thirty years, are known to us, for reasons lost in the mists of antiquity, as ‘the swingers’. (They could not be less likely to be swingers.) My closest girlfriends, the book group 4who I’ve been meeting once a month for the last twenty years, would be aghast to know that Jack referred to them as ‘the hags’, ‘your fatties’ or ‘the enormous great big hairy lesbians’. The prisoners who I’ve been charity-visiting for almost as long are always referred to simply as ‘your axe murderers’. Our well-meaning but irrevocably nosy immediate neighbour, addicted to good works since her husband left her and not coincidentally also addicted to knowing other people’s business, was ‘the Poisoner’. Jack’s notion, or pretend notion, was that her ex had ‘ended up under the patio’. So sometimes she was Madame Patio, or Mrs DIY, or Mrs B&Q, or Frau Crippen. And of course it wasn’t just – wasn’t even mainly – other people who would be the subject of jokes and nicknames and stories. Part of the point is that you call each other things in private that you would never say in public. It goes without saying that these nicknames and tropes and in-jokes are embarrassing, or would be if anyone ever knew about them.

         I finished touching up my foundation, checked my teeth for lipstick, and set off downstairs. Jack was waiting for me by the front door, jiggling his car keys in one hand and looking at something on his phone in the other. Our stairwell is brushed concrete, illuminated by uplights set in the floor, and when you come down there is a doubly theatrical effect: the person descending feels as if they are making an entrance (because they are) and the person at the bottom looks as if they are already standing on stage, waiting for their cue. Because of that I had one of those moments when you briefly see the person who you see all day, every day, as if you’re looking at a stranger. I saw a tall trim affluent man in middle age, wearing smart clothes negligently, very much at ease with himself – a good person to marry, thriving on no longer being young but not yet being old; the kind of husband who looks like a husband in ads about pension planning, retirement-age cruise 5holidays, the ‘after’ character in before-and-after montages about the benefits of taking Viagra.

         ‘We’ll be fine,’ I said.

         ‘You look nice,’ he said, which was true, I did, in my current favourite long emerald-green dress, though it was thoughtful of him to say so. I was wearing gold and amber earrings he had given me on our twentieth wedding anniversary. ‘God-Emperor Google says twenty-five minutes,’ he said. ‘We should be OK.’ One of Jack’s peculiarities was that when it came to things like traffic and weather, he would always trust technology over his own knowledge and experience. He would look up on his phone to see if it was raining rather than open the door and stick his head out. He had lived in London for all his adult life and must have made this return journey to our friends’ house dozens of times – and yet he preferred to look up the transit time on Google rather than consult his memory or, for that matter, me.

         ‘House, lights pattern two,’ he said, and the house lights dimmed and the alarm started beeping a warning for us to hurry up and leave. Further evidence of his attitude to technology: Jack had set up a ‘smart home’ system with lights and the home alarm and connected speakers; pattern two was the lights we left on when we went out, one downstairs in the sitting room and one upstairs in the bedroom. The operating word for the system was ‘House’. (This could cause confusion in conversation when people came to visit, and a stray remark about buildings could lead to a disembodied Irish male voice asking if there was anything it could do to help – Jack, by way of ‘making his own entertainment’, had set up House to have a baritone Irish accent.) House wasn’t exactly his pride and joy and he liked complaining about it, but it was typical of his slight addiction to gadgets and men’s toys. He claimed it was ‘work’, which it could, arguably and tangentially, be said to 6be, since the clients of his architectural practice would sometimes expect him to know and to advise about tech stuff. I think also he liked being a man in his fifties who knew as much about technology and gadgets and the latest new thing as people three or four decades younger. He always told clients he would not advise them to buy any system he wasn’t willing and able to use himself.

         We were out in the street when the alarm system made its final warning beep and went quiet. It was that point of mid to late spring when you’re expecting it to be warm, even when experience should have taught you that it often isn’t. That night wasn’t objectively cold but there was a dampness in the air that made me glad I had put on a coat. Jack pressed the button on his car key and looked around for the flashing lights. Our street was now full of near-identical small electric SUVs. Sometimes he was the last to park it, sometimes I was, and rather than have a conversation in which we first tried to remember who’d had the car last, and then the person who’d had the car tried to remember where they’d parked it, looking for the lights was the easiest way to find where it had been left. It was straight in front of us, so close we had overlooked it. By custom and practice, Jack drove on the way to dinner and I drove back. I didn’t mind: I’ve never wanted or needed more than a single glass of wine, and for all his apparent extroversion and ease in company, Jack functioned much better with a roomful of people when he had had a few drinks. He is noisier than I am, but I am more of an extrovert. He is the bossy one, I am the controlling one. It takes a while before anyone realises that about us.

         ‘I wish we didn’t have an Audi,’ Jack said, as we got into the Audi. ‘I was cut up twice on the way to work yesterday and it was Audis both times. I thought Mercedes were for dentists, BMWs were for wankers and Audis were for the people who didn’t want to be perceived to be wankers. But it turns out that the people who 7most mind about being perceived as wankers are actually wankers, so now all the wankers are in Audis.’

         ‘But you often cut people up. You’re notably a rather aggressive driver. Not a boy racer but you’re not Gandhi either.’

         ‘I’m appropriately confident and assertive about my rights on the road. That’s different. I don’t defer. I drive like a Londoner.’

         ‘Which for a lot of our fellow countrymen is a synonym for wanker.’

         He let that pass.

         
            *  *  *

         

         God-Emperor Google was wrong about the traffic. We got there in twenty minutes, bang on time.

         Michael and Tanya, our old friends, lived in a house near Notting Hill, or rather two houses, or rather what used to be two terrace houses but had been knocked together to make one single very fancy double-sized house, open-plan on the ground floor with a single huge kitchen/living room/dining room, double height on one side, and upstairs a warren of smaller spaces, bedrooms and studies and a nanny flat. Their children left home a while ago – the oldest of them was in his early thirties – and the whole set-up was now wildly too big for them, but the place they had made together was so much part of their identity, and was such an important calling card and marketing tool when they were setting up their practice, that’d I’d be less surprised if they were to divorce or switch genders than if they moved.

         The only person I would ever say this to is Jack, but the truth is: there’s something vulgar about Michael and Tanya’s house. The way I’d put it is to say it’s not Hello! vulgar, but on the other hand it is Architectural Digest vulgar. Which, arguably, is worse, 8since architects should know better. Everything is too perfect, too designed and tidy and in-its-place. There’s also something vulgar about the way they use their home as a showroom, a tool for recruiting new clients. If you’re thinking about hiring them, they’ll invite you to lunch or dinner at their home, and the none too subtle signal is ‘all this could be yours’. The result is that everything is in display condition, squared away and tidied and freshly primped, as if it were a generally accepted rule of life that a house should at all times be ready for a photographer to come through the door and shoot a set of pictures for World of Interiors. A bit like that rule about having your underwear clean in case you get knocked down by a bus, but for house-based photo shoots. And the fact is you probably have seen a photo of Michael and Tanya’s house, somewhere in a magazine, because apart from using it to tout for work they also lend it out for advertising shoots and never, literally never, turn down an opportunity to have somebody take a picture of it. There might not be a private dwelling in England that has been photographed more often than that house. Jack has been known to speculate about what would happen if you rang them up and asked to rent it for a porn shoot, and if so how far you would have to go to ask for something that made them turn it down (‘you’ll probably be wanting to wipe down the surfaces afterwards, is that OK?’).

         I’m a bad person for thinking those thoughts. It is objectively a very nice house and Michael and Tanya are good hosts as well as old friends.

         Michael let us into the house through the right-hand front door – the left-hand front door had an ironically repurposed ‘Deliveries – Tradesmen Only’ sign, which had the effect of stopping anyone from using it, apart from the tenant of what used to be the nanny flat on the top floor. We left our outer layers of clothing in the 9vestibule. Michael and Jack exchanged some architecty small talk while we sorted ourselves out and then we went through into the open-plan space, still, after all these visits, thrillingly out of scale. We had thought – I had half hoped – that it might just be the four of us, but it turned out Michael and Tanya had invited two new friends as well, neighbours.

         ‘I’m Al,’ said the husband, a balding man in his late thirties in a waistcoat. ‘And this is Katrina,’ he said, gesturing to his wife. She couldn’t at that moment speak for herself because the canapé she had just started eating, a decidedly retro chicken and mushroom vol-auvent, had exploded as she bit into it and was going to spill all over her dress unless her attempts at containment were successful. It made for a spectacle. I forced myself, with some difficulty, not to watch.

         Michael did the introductions. The husband, Al, worked in TV; the wife, Katrina, did a job-share at the Guardian. There was no way on earth that their salaries could let them afford an address in this part of town so there must be private money somewhere in the background. This was something Jack would complain about when he was in his mode of pretending to be a Marxist but had a convenient tendency to forget when he was dealing with clients.

         Tanya came through from the kitchen with another tray of small things on sticks – olives, chunks of pineapple. Our eyes met.

         ‘I’m going through a seventies thing,’ she said. ‘Prawn cocktail. Coronation chicken. Steak Diane. Black Forest gâteau. Onion soup with croûtons. Quiche Lorraine. Chicken cacciatore. Coq au vin. Veal escalopes. Done properly, they’re all delicious. Where’s all that kind of food gone?’

         ‘You’ll get him started,’ I said, but it was too late. Jack had reached for a vol-au-vent, swallowed it whole in one bite, rinsed it down with a glass of champagne, and seized centre stage, all in one action.

         10‘I couldn’t agree more. It’s like this. Yotam Ottolenghi,’ he said. ‘Lovely bloke, I’m told. Colleague of yours, yes?’ – to Katrina, who gave a complicated half-nod – ‘literally the nicest man in the world, everybody says. And yet the fact is that you have to say, objectively, that he has done more damage to this country than the Luftwaffe.’

         I had heard this before and – marriage involves compromise – settled down for the ride.

         Michael, circling the room topping up champagne glasses, took the bait.

         ‘I’m not sure it is completely true to say that Ottolenghi has caused more damage to Britain than the Luftwaffe.’

         ‘It’s to do with the net destruction of competence. You go to someone’s house for supper – not here, obviously, Tanya – and you come in the door and you can see from the other side of the room, twenty feet away, that it’s Ottolenghi. You see the pomegranate seeds strewn all over everything and you know what’s coming. Here we go again. A random assembly of ingredients thrown together by someone who spent ten hours shopping and ten minutes “cooking”, i.e. throwing things together, and the crucial point is that they have no idea what it’s supposed to taste like because it has no relationship to any food they actually know about or have eaten before, except at the houses of other people who use the same cookbooks in the same way and therefore have exactly the same level of total cluelessness. Sumac – nobody has a clue how to use it. Za’atar – nobody knows what that is. Is it a leaf? Is it a terrorist movement? Is it the main villain in A Thousand and One Nights? Pomegranate molasses – what? And they chuck it all together and it looks pretty if you are photographing it and it tastes like God knows what and everybody says ooh yummy Ottolenghi and everybody goes home does the same thing next 11time and it’s all a huge conspiracy to destroy people’s ability to cook. Leek tart? People know what that is and what it’s supposed to taste like. Roast chicken? People can assess that. Beef and carrots? This one is good, that one less so. Sumac guinea fowl with za’atar beetroot and jewelled cauliflower rice? Nobody’s got a fucking clue! What is it? Who’s it for? Why would you want to eat jewelled rice? Nobody can tell if it’s a disaster because it’s already a disaster. It’s gone wrong as soon as it’s on the plate. Or maybe it hasn’t! But even if it hasn’t, people don’t know, because they don’t know what it’s supposed to be like. It’s like asking blind people to judge a painting competition. Whereas this vol-au-vent is a bloody masterpiece.’

         And with that, Jack ate another one. I noticed that Katrina looked amused, whereas her husband looked as if he might be about to burst into tears.

         ‘I cook Ottolenghi all the time,’ he eventually and quietly managed to say.

         ‘I’m sure you’re the exception who knows exactly how to make it come out right and how it’s supposed to taste,’ said Jack with manifest insincerity. ‘As for me, Kate and I have been thinking about copying Maupassant. Great French short story writer, as I’m sure you know, but the point here is that he hated the Eiffel Tower so much that he used to go there every day for lunch, because it was the only place in Paris from which you couldn’t see the Eiffel Tower. On the same principle, Kate and I are planning to go to Tel Aviv on holiday, because as the ground zero of that kind of cooking I reckon it’s the only place that’s guaranteed to be Ottolenghi-free.’

         I said: ‘Don’t rope me into this, your rant has nothing to do with me and I haven’t the faintest intention of going on holiday to Tel Aviv for that or any other reason.’

         12‘Actually, I do know what sumac is,’ said Katrina, who I was relieved to see was smiling slightly.

         ‘Thank you, that exactly proves my point,’ said Jack. ‘If you go to the Guardian offices and start asking around you will eventually find somebody who knows what sumac is. You will have found the only place in the United Kingdom where that is true.’

         ‘Shall we go through?’ said Tanya.

         I remember that evening well, for a number of reasons. Jack was on good form – after the Ottolenghi speech he dialled it down, remembered to listen and to ask questions, flirted lightly in the good-manners-only way he would deploy in company. There was a certain amount of talk about children. Jack and I had always known that we didn’t want them, but we hadn’t known how much work it would be pretending to take an interest in other people’s. Luckily, that part of the evening didn’t drag on too long. The three architects talked a little about their current projects, all of them, surprise surprise, being for rich clients who were doing up houses because the rise in stamp duty meant that it made more sense to pimp their current place rather than buy a new one. Michael and Tanya had a Kazakh client, a princeling who was asking them to install a ‘boot room’ in his Wiltshire mansion because he had heard of them and liked the sound of it. Jack talked about a Thames-side penthouse he was re-renovating – it had already been renovated at least twice, despite being less than ten years old – for a Qatari investor.

         ‘Do you ever have any, you know, British clients?’ asked the journalist.

         ‘God, no,’ said Jack, to laughter. ‘No, I’m joking, of course we do. But it’s all foreign money now, because Brexit trashed the value of sterling, so if you’re buying in dollars or euros, or whatever, property is about fifteen per cent cheaper. Basically, foreigners are parking chunks of money in the UK because it’s cheap and safe.’

         13‘And you don’t mind?’

         Michael fielded that one.

         ‘You’re sitting in it,’ he said, gesturing at the house around us, ‘you’re eating it and drinking it, I’m wearing it. It would be hypocritical to mind. I don’t think it’s perfect, but I’m not supreme ruler of the universe. I’ve never voted for the winning party in a general election.’

         ‘That sounds weirdly like a boast,’ she said. It was, very gently, a bit of needle. She was probably rather good at her job. Michael was wrong-footed, because of course it was a boast.

         ‘Well no, of course not, it’s horrible never having your side in power, I’m a socialist, it’s deeply frustrating.’

         ‘Deeply, yes, I can see that,’ she said. Tanya, who never said a word about politics, gave a small snort of unsupportive laughter, directed at her husband.

         ‘I’ll go and get the chicken Marengo,’ she said. ‘I’ve made it in the authentic old-fashioned way, with eggs and crayfish, so your first thought – I’m addressing this to you, Jack – is that the portions are a bit small, but trust me, it’s very rich. There’s more if you’d like it but take it slow to start with.’

         ‘Duly warned,’ said Jack. ‘I hope it’s brown. Food should be brown. Otherwise it’s been prepared with too much attention to how it looks and not enough to how it tastes.’ The Ottolenghi-cooking husband was still looking as if he wished he was somewhere else.

         I wonder if any men ever feel that they are picking up the burden of social obligation like a huge bag of other people’s laundry; laundry that you don’t want to do, that in an ideal world you wouldn’t have to do, and yet that in this world, somehow, without your ever having volunteered for the task, is your responsibility. What I really wanted to do at this point, with the TV person visibly 14uncomfortable, with Jack and Michael talking about architecture at the other end of the table and with the journalist wife listening in – what I really wanted to do was sit there in silence and wait for someone to ask me a question, show some interest, engage with me, see me. What I did instead, with a heavy internal sigh, was turn to the TV person and say:

         ‘Have you ever done a cooking show?’

         He smiled, with relief as much as anything, I think.

         ‘Sort of. I don’t make TV myself, I’m an agent. And that kind of thing has largely gone away, or gone to the internet. All the TV money is in formats these days, as you probably know. What do you do?’

         That question, in my experience, is a sign of conversational desperation. I thought, are we really doing this?, and had a moment of wishing I was somewhere else.

         ‘These days, not much,’ I said. ‘According to Jack, most of the nicest people don’t do anything much. I used to be an art historian.’

         Which was true. Jack had been making enough money for me to give up work, which I was delighted to do, because the part of it I liked – lecturing – was more than outweighed by the parts of it I didn’t: administration, and dealing with students. The pay had never been much more than frock money. It was easy to let go. I could have gone into this, but didn’t have to, because at that moment Tanya came back to the table with a Le Creuset casserole dish. She began serving up portions of main course, a delicious-smelling but unpretty stew of chicken and tomato with various other bits and pieces in it.

         Al said: ‘I saw this thing at the weekend about an Italian futurist who banned pasta and thought that all political discussion should be forbidden during meals.’

         ‘Half the women I know don’t eat pasta any more, or indeed 15carbs of any kinds. And maybe he was on to something with the ban on politics,’ I said. I could hear from the other end of the table a series of sentences beginning with the words ‘as a socialist, I …’

         I snuck a glance at them. The body language was clear: Jack and Michael were showing off, Tanya and Katrina were the audience. Or at least, they were supposed to be. There are times in company when you look at someone and catch them with their real face, their real expression, showing what they’re really feeling and thinking behind the social facade. It doesn’t happen often but it’s always memorable when it does. By pure chance, I caught Katrina at one of those moments. Michael and Jack were directing their act towards Tanya, and Katrina had what amounted to five seconds’ holiday from observation, when she wasn’t expecting to be seen. She didn’t have her guard down, not exactly, but her expression was not armoured for the world, and her face was legible – and what was written on it, I saw, was a startling weariness, even a contempt. Perhaps I am projecting, but what I felt I was seeing was an intergenerational dislike, a mid-thirties person looking at people a quarter of a century older than her and seeing a complacent affluence, an unearned self-confidence and assuredness, born of never having had to do anything difficult; of having cruised through life sitting on the great sofa of baby boomer entitlement and economic good fortune, and believing that every good thing that had happened had come so easily and so naturally that we all thought it our due, a tribute to our talents, rather than a huge piece of lucky timing to which we were oblivious – oblivious of other lives, an entire generation driving the metaphorical Volvo of self-awarded entitlement. It was so raw that I felt a jolt of pure dislike both from her and towards her. And then she got her normal conversational face back on, and said something, and the men laughed, and the moment passed.

         16‘It’s odd what’s happened to politics,’ I said to Al. ‘How it’s become the thing people small-talk about and use to say what kind of person they are. Once it would be the clothes you wore or where you went on holiday or things like that – signifiers, saying you’re this or that kind of person. But now it’s politics you use to show if you’re this or that kind of person. So it’s not really about how you want the world to be. No offence to your wife or Michael, or my lovely but sometimes annoying husband, obviously. But it’s just … well, when people say they’re this or that, politically, they’re not actually talking about the world outside, they’re talking about themselves. Which is what they’re doing most of the time anyway. So talk about politics is now just more of the same. It’s no different from how people cut their hair or what clothes they wear.’

         He gave a snort of assent, and lowered his voice a little.

         ‘Personal branding,’ he said. ‘That’s what it’s called.’

         When the word brand or branding is used, a mental image flashes through my mind: of a burning brand, applied to human flesh. I can almost hear the hiss as it touches the skin; smell the terrible aroma of cooked meat. And then, internally, I flinch. I don’t know where that mind-picture comes from, but it happens every time. An intrusive thought, a therapist would call this. A thought like an intruder, breaking into a place you thought you were safe, meaning you ill, meaning you harm. Brand, branding, branded. Fire and metal on bare flesh. I tried to blink away the image.

         ‘One of my clients has written a TV show that has some fun with this kind of talk,’ he said, making a discreet small nod at the other end of the table. ‘It’s basically adultery in Hampstead, only it’s not Hampstead. Everybody spends all their time yakking about politics and having steamy affairs. It’s coming out in a couple of months and my hunch is it’s going to be a hit. It’s called Cheating. Look out for it.’

         17‘Is that what it’s like in your world? Political talk and extra-marital fucking?’ I said – his wife not being the only person who knows how to gently needle. He laughed.

         ‘God, no. We have two children under three. I’m running on fumes. As I sit here now it’s almost two hours past my bedtime. I’ll get ninety minutes’ sleep tonight, if we’re lucky. When I think about people having affairs I just think, where on earth do they get the time and the energy? I don’t envy them the shagging but I do envy them being sufficiently well rested to be able to get up to whatever it is they get up to.’

         He sounded as if he meant it.

         ‘And yet you’re representing someone whose show is all about the opposite,’ I said.

         He snorted again. ‘Well, absolutely. But it’s frank and sexy and it’s by a talented young woman writer who’s well up for the marketing side of things and with a bit of luck it’ll be watched by the kind of people it’s about, and also if someone made a show about my own kind of life, by tired parents, for tired parents, the audience would be too tired to watch it. Whereas adultery was good TV when Flaubert and Tolstoy wrote about it, and it’s good TV still.’

         ‘Adultery causes pain,’ I said. ‘I’m old enough and have seen enough to know that’s the simple truth about it. I sometimes think it’s a point that’s not often enough made. But I’ve noticed that doesn’t seem to stop people doing it.’

         Jack, at the far end of the table, was raising his voice to make a point, over laughter and protests from the others:

         ‘… and the only reason so many women do British Military Fitness is because it has MILF right there in the name.’

         Normal conversation in W11, is how I look back on all this talk now. It seems a long time ago and a long way away. 18

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was a much quieter version of Jack – the version of him that only I knew – who got into the passenger seat of the car for the drive home. He was decompressing, as introverts do. It had taken me a long time to understand the nature of his appetite for company combined with his need for time to recover from it.

         ‘OK?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes, you?’

         Jack had been working hard for the previous few weeks, and in that context people, even old friends, could be especially draining. But I could tell from his affect, from the particular texture of his fatigue, that this had been more fun than he had been expecting.

         ‘I’m fine to drive if you need me to,’ he lied. I gave him a look that said ‘of course you are, darling’, and turned on the ignition. I don’t remember what we talked about on the drive home. I wish I did. The trip took fifteen minutes, one of those reminders of how nice London would be if only there were no people in it – or rather if the people were something you could toggle on and off at will. Driving somewhere: uninhabited city. Doctor’s waiting room: uninhabited city. Anything involving queues: uninhabited city. Theatre: inhabited city. Eating in restaurant: inhabited city. Trying to book restaurant: uninhabited city.

         I pulled up in front of the house and went to go straight in. Jack didn’t follow me. I turned to look at him.

         ‘I’m just going to go and check on Ken,’ he said. It was late and I was tired; I was a tiny bit annoyed at Jack, but also a tiny bit proud. Ken was a rough sleeper who sometimes used a spot in the newly converted block of flats at the end of our road. The developers, crazed with greed as they tend to be, had made a small space for parking, which they had then made so expensive that none of 19their tenants would rent it from them, and so the covered entrance to the car port was now occasionally used by people like Ken. He slept in hostels when he could but an increasing number of those had rigid bans on drinking and smoking. Jack disapproved of that policy, but I thought it was fair enough: a mentally ill tramp, drunk and smoking in bed in a building with fifty inhabitants, what could possibly go wrong? But the fact was that a rigid ban on drinking and smoking was also, in practice, a ban on Ken. As a result there were many nights, especially when the weather was warmer, when an unsober Ken would be turned away from the hostel and find himself settling down, with his multiple layers of coats, improvised blankets and newspapers, in the car port of the horrible new development at the end of our street.

         I didn’t stand around and wait – I needed a pee. I went in and told House to turn on the lights to their evening pattern. While I was doing that, I thought about my husband: about the fact that he was the kind of man who would have a mean nickname for his closest and oldest friends, and would say bitchy things about their house, while also performing small acts of kindness for strangers, showing concern and genuine care, about which he would never speak.

         This was another side of Jack that was private, and that I was the only person to truly see. To anyone who knew us from the outside, I was the one who was community minded, who did charitable works, who was the doer of good deeds. I signed an open letter as part of a group resigning from the Labour Party over Iraq, and went on the ‘not in my name’ march. I campaigned for Remain and marched against Brexit. I have been a school governor. I sat on the committee to protest the closure of the local library, and the committee to protest the council’s attempt to use a nearby park as a commercialised event space, and the committee objecting to the lack of affordable housing in the big new development nearby. 20I co-founded the group that was formed to object to NIMBY objectors to a halfway house for people transitioning back into community life from various sorts of incarceration and inpatient mental health care. I worked with a charity that helped prisoners. I had an old lady who I visited to chat to once a week and spoke to over the phone every third day. I’d even thought about applying to be a magistrate, because I’d more than once been told that ‘they need people like you’. But Jack was the one who would do small acts of charity and generosity, gestures of kindness that nobody apart from the recipient would ever know about. Any chugger or charity door knocker who accosted me would get a brisk no, but when I looked over the monthly bank statement I would often find a new charitable direct debit set up, and it was always for the same reason – Jack had been stopped in the street, or Jack had answered the knock on the door. I would remonstrate, he would always promise to listen, and then it would happen again. I was the one who did charity, but Jack was the one who had it in his heart.

         My husband returned from his philanthropic exertions.

         ‘I hope Ken’s going to be all right, tonight’s not as warm as he might have thought,’ he said.

         ‘You could ask him if he’d like to stay the night,’ I said, and then quickly added ‘that was a joke’ – because the fact was, that invitation was not unthinkable for Jack after a couple of drinks, once his charitable mindset had taken hold.

         ‘Darling,’ he said, meaning: of course not. We had taken strangers in for the night before. We once got home from a dinner party to find a drunk girl on our doorstep, a woman in her late twenties who had over-commemorated the occasion of a break-up (and evidently been abandoned by her friends on their way home). Where others might have given her a cup of tea and waited for her to be sober enough to take a taxi, Jack had asked her in, poured water into her 21and made her a toasted cheese sandwich, and then set her up on the sofa with pillows, a blanket and a bucket to throw up in, though mercifully she didn’t need it. Oh, and he had also given her the spare new toothbrush for emergency overnight guests. In the morning we went downstairs to find that she had let herself out, leaving behind on the kitchen table a penitent and embarrassingly grateful note. Jack spent the whole day basking in his philanthropic glow. But a single woman in her twenties was one thing, a hard-smoking half-mad alcoholic derelict was another. I was relieved that even Jack could see the difference.

         ‘He’ll be fine,’ I said, a statement for which I had no evidence, but which came out with enough conviction to make Jack nod in agreement or consent or submission – I didn’t much care which. I added: ‘I’m for my bed.’ I headed for the stairs.

         ‘I’ll be with you in a few minutes,’ said Jack. ‘The chicken Marengo is sitting a little heavily.’

         ‘Poor darling,’ I said, and smiled to myself as I walked up, the lights coming on ahead of me and turning themselves off behind – one of Jack’s technology tricks. While it was true that Tanya’s food had been rich, I also thought this was Jack doing something he often did at the end of an evening out, an introvert’s recharging: he would sit with a final glass of wine and a newspaper or some rubbish television for half an hour before coming to bed.

         ‘I may take advantage of you while you sleep,’ he called after me. ‘I’ll just stick it in without so much as a by-your-leave.’ I didn’t break stride. That was one of the filthy things he often said, a private joke from the early years of our marriage, and of course something he never ever did or would dream of doing, because Jack just wasn’t that kind of person. And yet he was also the kind of person whom no one would ever imagine saying something like that – which is why it was part of our private language. The public 22Jack and the Jack that only I knew were very different, and yet they were the same person, and I loved both of them, and knew both of them better than anyone else ever could or would.
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         As it turns out, that was what I was thinking the last time I saw Jack alive. I didn’t know that those would be the last words I would ever hear him speak. That sentence makes what happened sound dramatic, which of course it was: the worst moment of my life. But it was also so quiet and so lacking in external fuss and noise and – well, I don’t quite know how to put it. You want the heavens to rend, the earth to crack, a terrible roaring to come from the air. You want blazing sun at midnight and total dark at noon. You want the external to mark the internal. But it doesn’t work like that. We hunger for the outer to match the inner. It usually doesn’t. Some of the most terrible things that you will ever experience are also the quietest and most private.

         I went up to our bedroom and did all the usual things, a little perfunctorily because I was tired. I got in bed and thought about reading myself to sleep for the next ten minutes, but realised that I didn’t need to and turned out the light instead. I sometimes have trouble sleeping, but I never have difficulty getting to sleep; my tricky patch comes towards dawn, when, if I have things on my mind, I can wake and find it impossible to drift off again. That night, I was out quickly. I half heard, or think I heard, Jack come up and quietly get undressed and use the bathroom and get in beside me, but I didn’t fully wake. At about three, I must have heard something, maybe a bump or bang. I came awake slowly and realised I was alone in the bed. I thought about whether or not to 24go to the loo and came to the conclusion it was only a matter of time, either I’d do it now or later, and if it was later I might have problems getting back to sleep – so, now was best.

         People say that all architects’ houses are the same, and all architects resent that joke. Part of the reason they resent it is because it’s a little bit true. One of the reasons I love our house is that downstairs it has that sense of clean and cool and openness, the architect’s-house vibe; but upstairs is different. Clean and cool and open are all positives, of course they are – but they’re not the same as warm and cosy and comfortable and womb-like, and that is what our bedroom is. There are hangings on the wall in deep engorged reds and purples, and a huge mirror, and a four-poster bed, not one of those modern minimalist four-posters but something that wouldn’t have been out of place for Marie Antoinette or King Henry VIII. The drapes are velvet. It is the proverbial tart’s boudoir. And then the bathroom is different again. The walls are brushed concrete, and so is the floor, and the bath is free-standing, and the showerhead is powerful, and the lights are bright to the point of harshness, so that objectively you’d have to say it’s a very good bathroom, and if it was in a hotel, you’d be thrilled – but it’s not a hotel, it’s my home, and as such I have to say it’s the only place where I feel I’d like things slightly different, slightly softer, slightly warmer, slightly more ‘feminine’ (a word no architect would be allowed to use, but I’m not one and I don’t care).

         All that was how I felt about it, before I found my husband dead on the toilet seat at three o’clock in the morning. Jack was naked; he always slept in the nude. He was slumped, his legs apart, his head right back against the cistern. His eyes and mouth were open. His expression was neutral, slack. It is a bathetic and terrible detail, but I remember his flaccid penis and I recollect thinking, Jack would have hated me seeing that. In all our time together, I 25had never seen him sitting on the toilet. It felt like the most terrible violation – not death, but the loss of dignity.

         I have replayed the moment over and over. It was a long time before the intrusive image of Jack lying dead stopped flashing in my head a dozen, a score, a hundred times a day. One of the things I found myself compulsively asking was how I could have known so completely that he had gone. Because the fact was that I did. There was not the tiniest second of doubt: as soon as I saw Jack, I knew that he was dead. I have done a lot of reading and thinking about grief in the time since, and I have come across the idea that this is how people came to believe in the soul: because when you first see a dead person, especially a dead person you love, the thing that hits you immediately and powerfully is this sense of absence. There used to be something there that is not there any more. Death isn’t the presence of something, it is the absence of something. And yet everything about the material person is here, and was here until seconds ago. So what is it that isn’t here? The essence of the person you love; their deepest being, their self-ness. I can see why people call that thing – the presence that isn’t there any more, the being that has now gone, the vital force that has disappeared – the soul. Because that was what happened with Jack. The part of him that made him him wasn’t there, and I knew it instantly, completely, and finally.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A thing people often say, about a difficult time, is ‘I don’t know how I got through it’. I can say the same about the weeks after Jack’s death. The difference is that most people mean it metaphorically. They mean that they called on some resources they didn’t know they had, or they were helped by something or somebody they 26didn’t know was there to help them, or they drank and drugged their way through, or they just struggled through it one day at a time, or some combination of all those. In my case, though, it isn’t a figure of speech. I don’t know how I got through it because I don’t remember. There are big blanks in my memory for the time after Jack died. I must have seen Tanya and Michael and they must have said something, but I have no idea when or what. I have flashes of recall from the funeral: the priest reading Jack’s favourite passage from Isaiah. The voice said, Cry. And he said, What shall I cry? All flesh is grass, and all the goodliness thereof is as the flower of the field.

         I must have done probate, and I must have had people back to the house for drinks after the funeral because I have a stack of cards and notes and emails that refer to it. I have a vague memory of there being lots of work, but I don’t remember any of the actual details. I do remember being told that a death involved so much administration and paperwork that it was like running a small business. ‘Sadmin’, people call it. As for the specifics of that small business – all gone. I suppose I answered people’s notes of condolence. Or maybe I didn’t. It doesn’t feel like it matters much and either way I don’t remember. I suppose that’s what it boils down to about that whole period: if anything that happened mattered, I would remember it. I don’t, so none of it is relevant. The only thing that mattered was that Jack had suddenly died and I felt alone in a way I never had before. I felt alone with a completeness I had never imagined possible.

         Feeling alone was not the same as being alone. My friends ‘rallied around’ – I believe that’s the expression. But it was more complicated than that might sound. When my father died, a long time ago, my mother complained that many of her coupled friends, with whom she had thought she was buddies for life, simply dropped her. It was as if by becoming a widow she had contracted an embarrassing 27disease; not just embarrassing but somehow contagious, and therefore necessary to avoid. ‘It can’t have been that they were worried I was going to pinch their husbands,’ she said, and at the time it struck me as deeply grotesque that anyone would ever think that. Part of my reason for thinking so is that my mother seemed ancient, decades past any thought of her own attractiveness, let alone any prospect of sex – a perspective that seems much less valid now that I’m several years older than she was then. I suppose what I thought, back then, was: poor Mum, of course your life is over, not just the partnered side of it but all the rest too. It seemed so obvious that it was all over for her, and that that was how she must see the situation too.

         How cruel we are when we’re young. Or to put it differently, how cruel is the perspective of youth, the perspective from which you’re certain that none of this will ever happen to you.

         That has all changed. I was spared the old-time widow’s invisibility, the casting-out. But that didn’t help much. What I hadn’t expected is that although couples did not drop me, I found I could not bear to see them. The problem was partly to do with the fact that while people did not want to seem like ‘smug marrieds’, there really was no way of avoiding it. My coupled-up friends were for the most part people who had been together for two decades or more. Just by being together, completely at ease in each other’s company, they were taking for granted the very fact of the other person’s continuing presence. That was hard to bear. Michael and Tanya were particularly hard to take, though maybe that wasn’t entirely their fault; it was impossible for them not to fill my mind with memories of that last happy oblivious terrible evening. I couldn’t bear to see them because they reminded me not just of Jack but of the specific moment of his death. And on top of that, I couldn’t stand their marriedness. They squabbled when I saw them, but that was no 28help at all. They squabbled in the way that married people squabble. I wondered if on some level they were doing it to send small signals that were supposed to say, look, here we are arguing, see, being married isn’t that great! That was no consolation. Even small acts of pettiness, arguing and eye-rolling and squashing each other’s punchlines, were reminders of the deep intimacy that underpinned it and made it possible – the kind of trivial bickering you can only do with someone with whom you’re entirely intimate.

         The unthinking intimacy and closeness of the couples, and my being invited to witness it, was not the worst of it. In company, I would sink ever deeper into my sense of misery and loss. I hated that I was constantly having to censor myself, gag myself, bite my tongue. I found myself wanting to say, why do you think this isn’t going to happen to you? Can’t you see that it’s just a matter of time, that the clock is ticking down towards your own bereavement, abandonment, loss, grief, madness? That the one who dies first is the lucky one, the one who is spared the worst of the pain?

         I’m going to say something that makes me sound awful. I’ve never been one for conspicuous displays of female solidarity. That thing where something goes wrong, something bad happens, and your girlfriends send you a bunch of flowers. I’ve always hated it. The idea that there is a solidarity among suffering sisters – no thanks. Women sitting round in a circle, wailing and comforting each other, knowing that life is a series of things done to us, but the pain is eased by the knowledge that we’re all there for each other on the journey … I can’t stand it, the complacent long-suffering sorority masochism.

         Because of that, it was with surprise that I found my female friends, singly and collectively, were the greatest comfort in my loss. It wasn’t to do with anything specific that anyone said or did – it was just the sense of companionship and not-aloneness and the 29comfort of being with people with whom I didn’t have to perform or act or do anything, I could just be, even if that being was silent and passive. I wondered if they arranged a rota; I didn’t want to ask, because I didn’t want to put anyone on the spot. But in those first few weeks there wasn’t a day that went past without one of my friends checking in on me, dropping off flowers (I didn’t say anything) and then staying for a cup of tea, or bringing around a portion of something they’d cooked, or self-inviting to sit and watch TV, or play cribbage, or suggest one of the outings that I wasn’t yet feeling strong enough to face, but which I was glad to be reminded still existed as possibilities, in the distant future – theatre, movies, galleries.

         If there was a rota, I’m pretty sure who would have been behind it. Daphne, my oldest friend. We’ve known each other since our first day at university, by the pure chance of being on the same staircase in a college that had only just started accepting women. I wasn’t sure I liked Daphne initially, because the first thing I noticed about her was a bossy, imperious, oblivious quality. To be completely honest, that side of her character is still there and it’s no more likeable than it was decades ago; but by now we have spent so much time together, and known each other in so many different life stages and circumstances, that liking doesn’t really come into it. She is one of the pillars of my life, a witness and companion, and her better qualities – her warmth and kindness and sheer ability to give, especially to give attention and support – were a huge comfort when Jack died.

         This does not mean that she was not annoying, and frequently. One-to-one though, when there was an opportunity for her to be quiet and intimate, Daphne was at her best. I felt completely safe with her, and could say anything to her, up to and including the kinds of things I’m saying here – I’m not expressing anything about 30her that I haven’t said to her face. Anything involving organisation brought out her other side. What is there to organise, you might be wondering, in a friendship group of women in late middle age? Answer: more than you might think. Especially if Daphne was anywhere in the vicinity. Interested in bridge? Then you might be especially interested in this week-long bridge cruise along the Danube, organised with a bridge club who did tours (mates’ rates negotiated by Daphne, obviously, but only available to people who committed early). Dabble a bit in painting, and casually and momentarily express an interest in taking it up again? Before you can blink you’re in a WhatsApp group with Daphne organising a series of classes in flower painting with a teacher in high demand, places available at special rates, obviously, but only to those willing to commit early. She was perfectly well off, Daphne, as a senior civil servant who could easily have afforded to do any of the things she wanted to do and pay full price; for her, getting deals and discounts was part of the fun, part of her personal code. She rationalised the haggling by saying she was being mindful of those among us who couldn’t afford the same level of trips and treats. My answer was always that if people couldn’t afford it they wouldn’t come and there was no need to second-guess.

         Much of this side of Daphne, or this side of her relationship with me, was in abeyance in those difficult days. While I was grieving, she did not try to book whale-watching cruises, or arrange National Trust visits, or snap up discounted tickets to West End productions. The only point of irritation with Daphne, in the aftermath of Jack’s death, concerned the book group. Daphne would probably call it ‘her’ book group. And that was part of the problem. The book group had begun twenty years before, when Daphne and a couple of other women had been restarting their social lives after some of them emerged from the tunnel of early motherhood. It 31had been through multiple changes of personnel in that time. I had been a member from the very beginning – had been to the first meeting, in fact, discussing Mary McCarthy’s The Group, of all highly appropriate things, at Daphne’s terraced house in Balham, while her then husband crashed and galumphed around in the kitchen, clearly annoyed at being excluded from the conversation. I remember his behaviour better than anything else about that evening; the thought crossed my mind that a man so childish, so insecure at his wife’s enjoyment of her friends’ company and chat, wasn’t much of a companion for Daphne. I suddenly thought: they might not make it. And indeed they didn’t, and Daphne filed for divorce about eighteen months later. She was the first of my friends to get divorced – the first of a long list, though the divorces came in waves, with the marriages imploding through the strain of early child-rearing being one wave, then the bored people having affairs a few years later, and then, more recently, the postmenopausal empty nesters looking at their partners and concluding that having already put in a couple of decades with this person, they didn’t want to put in a couple more. All the divorces in my circle of acquaintance were initiated by the wife. No exceptions.

         I don’t remember every meeting of the book group as well as that. It would be weird if I did. More than once we’ve been on the verge of accidentally discussing the same book twice, and once we did deliberately go back and choose a novel we’d already done before to see if it ‘held up’. But because Daphne was the one with a mania for organisation, and maybe because the first meeting had been held at her house, and also, perhaps, because she got divorced not long after it began, when she was still in the isolated phase of early parenthood, so the connectedness that came from the group meant so much to her – for all these reasons, in Daphne’s head it was her book group, even though for everyone else it was our 32book group, and had been through cancer, divorces, disasters, illnesses, successes, pregnancies, child-rearing, school choice anxieties, foreign holiday catastrophes and triumphs, house moves, bankruptcies, career changes, failed attempts to relocate to the country, affairs, spousal adulteries – everything.

         Daphne’s first attempt to get me back to book group was two weeks after Jack’s death. She had come over unannounced – something I normally don’t like, even in extreme circumstances, but Daphne was Daphne. She brought a Tupperware box containing something casseroled, bath salts, a packet of biscuits. She made a pot of tea and brought it into the sitting room.

         ‘Book group,’ said Daphne.

         ‘No,’ I said.

         ‘Everyone would love to see you. It will make you feel better.’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Please? For me?’

         ‘It’s too soon.’

         She left it there.

         The next month, in a highly uncharacteristic display of tact, she didn’t mention the group’s meeting at all. A month later, she tried again. By this point I was still deep in grief, but less numb, and also less busy. The running-a-small-business sadmin stage of bereavement had passed and I was feeling the absence of Jack very thoroughly and completely – his not-thereness, the hole where my life had been. My days were empty and long and the occasions when people came to interact with and distract me, to entertain me and try to take me out of myself, had only momentary success. People came and went and I was left feeling just as flat as before. Daphne could see that, I think, so she returned to the offensive.

         Again she came bringing food and distractions – another casserole, some cake, a small handful of magazines with a holiday 33brochure ‘accidentally’ slipped into the middle, and a copy of a new novel by an up-and-coming Irish writer, which Daphne told me I was ‘certain to love’. After tea and cake she then slyly said:

         ‘By the way, just in case you’re interested, we’re going to do this in the book group this month. Same as usual, third Thursday of the month. It’s at Rachel’s place.’

         The added attraction of the meeting being at Rachel’s place was that she was the only member of the group who would cook dinner. When other group members were hosting, we ate before the meeting, but Rachel had trained at Cordon Bleu and worked professionally as a cook in her youth, and she liked the opportunity to, frankly, show off. She was an unbelievably good cook, the best I know, and Daphne thought that the chance to eat her food might be an incentive in itself. At any other time it would have been. But my appetite hadn’t so much disappeared as become entirely erratic and unreliable. I would eat nothing for two days and then wake starving at three in the morning, take half a loaf of sourdough out of the freezer, eat it toasted with most of a pack of butter, then collapse back into bed and either stare at the ceiling until I couldn’t bear it any more and get up, or crash into an unconsciousness that felt deeper than mere sleep, and wake ten hours later.
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