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1


Most people envied Laura Glass. You would be a fool not to.


In fact, there were some in Lavender Street, South Clapham, who would time their journeys to work specifically to coincide with the lovely Laura in her Lycra, delivering a tightly packed red plastic bag into her dustbin at 7.45 on the dot, before setting out on a five-mile jog round the common, rain or shine.


She was already forty-one when this story begins, but a quick glance - or two, because it was nigh impossible not to give her a second glance - might have placed her nearer thirty. She was tall and slim and moved with a certain grace, which her numerous friends often commented on, and which she attributed to an old headmistress of hers, who had put ‘deportment’ above geography on the educational agenda. ‘Facts are for exams, poise is for life,’ she would bark at the fourteen-year-old girls pacing up and down the dining room with wooden spoons tucked into the back of their bras. ‘We are turning into a nation of jellyfish!’


Laura never went to university, and often regretted it. But what she didn’t regret was the reason: her husband, Hugo. For this was the most enviable thing about Laura: she was still, after twenty years of marriage, unquestioningly devoted to the man she’d met on the first day of her first job, a temporary secretarial position with Wilder and Co., Advertising Agency.


Laura had been barely eighteen, Hugo had seemed a lofty twenty-two. A fortnight later, the handsome dark gallant had proposed to her, and persuaded her to join him in his light, airy, third-floor flat in The Chase, Clapham. He had style, Hugo. He had one hundred red roses delivered to the table where he popped the question, or rather made the demand, ‘Marry me, Laura!’ The attractions of a cold, Hugo-less, Scottish university rapidly waned, and Laura never looked back.


Their courtship had been a happy, undemanding one. They often wondered what it actually meant to ‘work’ at a relationship, because theirs had fallen into place so easily. They took delight in remembering the anniversaries that others forgot: the first time they met, the first time they kissed, the first time they made love (‘the night of the burgeoning blossom’ as they called it), and their first evening together as a couple in Clapham. In fact, the month of January was more or less their own. The final winter's flourish was Valentine's Day, when the two young lovers would open a bottle of champagne for breakfast, and feed each other croissants.


They married on May Day, when Laura was twenty-one and a half years old. They went to town designing a wedding that no one would forget, and no one did. Laura's parents (who were delighted by Laura's ‘catch’ and didn’t mind in the least that their daughter had forsaken a degree in History of Art), lived in a large Georgian rectory bang in the middle of Hardy country, in the village of Piddlestock, and hosted an event so spectacular that it was a ‘feature’ in the local press.


Not content with renting a marquee in dull, cream canvas, Laura and Hugo had requisitioned a circus tent in orange, yellow and red, above which flew their very own flag, designed by Hugo himself. Their names were intertwined in a clever way, and above them a male and a female hand were clasped. It all looked rather impressive until at the last moment Hugo decided to add arms, so that they looked like they were arm-wrestling; but no one noticed that on the day. Only in the years to come did friends joke about the framed flag hanging in their loo. Hugo could see the funny side of it and laughed with them, but Laura was finally driven to hide it away in the attic.


The circus performers who actually owned the tent wanted to be included too. So the good-hearted Laura stitched up some jesters’ outfits, sewing bells on to felt slippers and stuffing three-pronged pointed hats with her old tights. The troupe of jesters juggled amongst the guests, delighting all; and when they sat down to the wedding lunch, two trapeze artists balanced precariously on a tightrope dangling above them, and the best man mentioned them in his speech. ‘What an appropriate metaphor for marriage!’ he said. Laura had wanted to whisper to Hugo that she felt such comments wholly inappropriate at their wedding, but didn’t. She laughed, alongside everyone else.


But the moment everyone remembers took place at half past four in the afternoon. For Laura and Hugo had wanted their very own maypole and had even commissioned a choreographer to create a dance for them, the purpose of which was to tie the happy couple together in ribbons, and indeed to the maypole itself. They had even tried — money no object — to persuade Andrew Lloyd-Webber to set music to Robert Herrick's famous Maypole poem, but in the end had employed a red-headed folk singer called Valeria to do her best with those immortal words:


I sing of brooks, of blossoms, birds and bowers:


Of April, May, of June, and July flowers.


I sing of May-poles, Hock-carts, wassails, wakes,


Of bridegrooms, brides, and of their bridal-cakes.


Valeria sang her heart out, beautifully and mournfully, as she struck the time with a wooden stick with bells on the top. Even the weather was cinematic: a pregnant dark grey bursting with light, the rain finally breaking on a hill beyond, while over the wedding party hung a vivid blue.


Most of the guests were suitably mesmerised by the event, and, happy to say, Laura and Hugo were so under the spell of their own devising — seven fourteen-year-old girls tying them in silk ribbons of every colour of the rainbow — that they found the experience both moving and erotic. Only the bridesmaids giggled, whispering to one another that they looked just like Peter Pan and Wendy, tied to the mast of Captain Hook's ship.


The young Hugo had made Laura his PA the moment he had had the power to do so, less than a year after she joined him in his office. Wilder and Co. recognised and rewarded the couple's talents handsomely: commission after commission came their way, and Hugo Glass was a name to be reckoned with in the world of advertising. Most of his campaigns led to a four-fold increase in profits for the companies who sought him out. Some lucky clients found their profits rise sky-high. He renamed a fledgling chewing-gum company Chew Blue, and all over London vast blue billboards sprung up along railway sidings, the colour of heaven, with instructions to ‘CHEW BLUE’ in Copperplate Gothic, small and discreet in the bottom right-hand corner.


Nor was it only the blue gum-spotted streets of British towns that testified to Hugo's success. For ten years now the greatest phenomenon in the British high street had been the second-hand clothes store, Second Helpings, where buyers like gods decreed whether someone's cast-offs made the mark and could thereby become part of their stock. Hugo's contribution was his idea to flatter the seller into selling his or her clothes at a knockdown price. ‘Have you got what other people want?’ was the slogan on which an empire was built.


Hugo made money, lots of it. When Laura and Hugo had children, they left their sunny flat for a six-bedroomed house, five storeys high. Five years later, the house next door came on the market and they suddenly realised the trouble with their house was that it was much too thin. They just hadn’t noticed it before. Their open-plan kitchen/ sitting room where the family came together to eat and watch telly was just so mean. The drawing room and the dining room where they entertained friends were just so rectangular. They also thought that in this day and age it wasn’t good enough for everyone to be sharing just two bathrooms. How did other people manage? Or perhaps others didn’t have as many friends come to stay as they did. So they bought the house next door as well, and all their rooms became large and generous: a yellow drawing room on the left, always immaculate, a family sitting room on the right, and at the back of the house a vast, square kitchen with fitted units in reclaimed pine, an Aga, and an old farmhouse table imported from Provence and big enough to seat fourteen.


The two front doors — to the left and right of their triple-sized hall - didn’t bother them at all. In fact, the whole family - for they had two delightful children, Leo and Jemima, aged fourteen and sixteen respectively — wondered how other people narrowed their horizons to one, when having two was such unadulterated fun. Laura, who loved colour, was forever painting them: black and white, orange and yellow, blue and green. The children would instruct visitors to enter one door, and leave through the other, quite randomly. Or once, when they thought it would be fun to have one entrance for girls and another for boys, Laura clapped her hands in glee and promptly painted the doors pink and blue. And over the years they thought of countless reasons to use one door ahead of the other — dark or fair, rich or poor, adult or child.


At the time this story begins, it so happened that the doors were painted red and grey, and they had been for some months now. The Glass family had thought it would be a great wheeze to use the red door when you were happy and the grey door when you were sad. Needless to say, they rarely used the grey - a spoilt exercise book at school, a filling in a tooth, a tiff with a best friend. Well, they had to use the grey door sometimes or there’d be no point, would there? For all four of them — Laura, Hugo, Jemima and Leo — had all been extraordinarily blessed in this life, and had barely a gloomy memory to look back on.


But on Monday the ninth of January 1995, things were going to change in ways none of them could have imagined.
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At seven in the morning Laura was in a particularly buoyant mood. She was lying in bed, her head against the pillows, sipping the tea that Hugo had brought up to her before setting out for work. He had also opened the curtains for her, because that was also part of the routine of their marriage, despite it still being dark outside and the streetlight throwing its harsh sodium rays on to her white quilt. He had also kissed her cheek. In fact, it was the kiss that woke her. She smiled at the memory of it. Life was good.


There were other reasons to be happy. The previous evening, she had driven her children back to their boarding school in Hampshire. Both she and Hugo had taken to Bedales from the very first. They needed no persuasion that the encouragement of self-expression was more important than rule-following: and here was a school with no hierarchy, no uniforms, and teachers were called by their Christian names. No wonder Jemima and Leo had barely said goodbye to her, in the flurry of coats and scarves and bear-hugs. That was as it should be, thought Laura, generously. Driving back to London, listening to a CD of gentle jazz, she had felt relief that a new era of calm was to descend on to the Glass household.


Laura gazed towards the window willing the morning light to come so that she could get on with the day. When it promised to be a fine one she almost skipped out of bed to find her running gear, and after a brief foray in the bathroom to wash and do her teeth, she smoothed on to herself her second skin, enjoying the contours of her body as she did so. Today the colour of her Lycra was yellow.


At half-past seven Laura was in her kitchen tidying up. Hugo never put his cereal bowl in the dishwasher, and Laura never complained. She was momentarily anguished by the five remaining Shreddies in the cereal packet: to chuck or not to chuck? Hugo always did this. It so annoyed her. But Laura knew better than to mention it. That was the sort of conversation that made him bridle. In the end she opened up a new packet of Shreddies, and scrupulously added the five to the top of it. Then she vigorously squashed up the empty packet, and added it to the rubbish.


At a quarter to eight Laura went outside with a tightly wrapped red parcel and pushed it deeply down into the wheelie bin on top of another ten such bags. (Colour Now! was another of Hugo's successful ventures — rubbish bags in the four primary colours, et al.) That done, she stretched her limbs, kicking each leg behind her in turn and catching hold of her foot. She looked up, and smiled broadly at a couple of covert admirers: George, a geeky-looking thirty-something from two doors down, was taking lights off his bike and putting them into his rucksack. She gave him a little wave and said, ‘Hi there! Lovely morning!’ And she delighted in the knowledge that George, setting off for a job in IT, would still have a smile plastered on to his face half a mile into his journey.


‘How easy it is to make people happy,’ she thought to herself.


Laura had thick, shoulder-length blonde hair, which she put into a high ponytail when she went running. As she set out for the common that morning, she was conscious of the swing of it, to the left, to the right, and enjoyed its weight and rhythm. She enjoyed the crunch of her step on the thick frost, which glistened in the early morning sun. Laura loved London, and the common in particular. Here were people of every colour, age and station in life going about their business, criss-crossing along the paths, like a wonderful dance.


Laura was acutely aware of her good luck in life, and grateful for it. Unlike friends who felt they deserved their wealth because they had ‘worked bloody hard’ for it, she thought of their own good fortune as a prize, which might have fallen into anyone's lap, but which just happened to have fallen into theirs. And she was abundant in compassion for others for whom life hadn’t turned out quite so well, which was, more or less, everyone. She didn’t bear a grudge against a single living soul.


As she crossed the main road and broke into a jog, Laura was feeling particularly benevolent. Everything about her looked bright and new. She even espied twins tucked up in their double pushchair, and stopped running to greet them. And all those who fell in Laura's shadow were rewarded with a radiant smile, for there was yet another reason why Laura was happy that morning.


At the weekend she’d gone shopping in the Oxford Street sales with her daughter Jemima, kitting her out with winter clothes for school. Her favourite shop in the world was Browns in South Molton Street, where a single angora jumper might set you back a few hundred pounds, and while Jemima was immersed in about twenty items in the open-plan changing rooms at Topshop, Laura had run off there to take a quick browse. The sale wasn’t beginning till the Monday, however. She sighed as she stroked a ravishing faux fur coat for £2,800. A shop assistant had winked at her conspiratorially


‘That’ll be half price next week, if you’re interested,’ she’d said.


Now Monday dawned! And in amongst the beauty of the morning, the delicious weight of her swinging hair, the litheness of her svelte body, the life-affirming charm of all the passers-by, was the vision of the fur coat, which, God willing, would soon be hers.


Such was her mood that she even considered running to the shop, but you can’t go shopping at Browns in Lycra. So she went home, took a shower, wrapped herself in a towel and dried her hair. In fact, she spent longer choosing what to wear for her shopping trip than she would have done if she’d been lunching with friends.


In the end, she chose a bottle-green dress in fine wool, which gripped her body snugly down to her calves, and some high Jimmy Choo boots. The truth was, you never knew whom you might bump into in that neck of the woods.


After applying a little make-up — some green eye shadow to set off her hazel eyes, and an orangey-red lipstick — she flung on an old, black coat (part of the fun of shopping lay in that sense of transformation) and walked back up to the common to wait for a bus.


Laura always used public transport. She wasn’t one of those rich women who put up an invisible barrier between them and us — going everywhere by taxi, having their shopping delivered ahead of jostling with Joe Public. In fact she’d been heard to say that she actually enjoyed jostling with Joe Public. It made her feel alive, she said, like she was just one small part of this great and beautiful world. She also liked being looked at, which made her feel one big part of a less than beautiful world. Though, of course, she didn’t tell anybody that.


Laura thanked the bus driver as she boarded, gave him the correct change, and found herself a place to sit in the front of the upper deck of the bus. The early morning sun had all but disappeared, not that she noticed. She sat still, tall and elegant, lost in her own thoughts. She hadn’t mentioned the coat to Hugo. Sometimes he was angry with her for spending too much on clothes, and had even threatened to have her name removed from their joint account. ‘You only live once!’ was her habitual defence. Hugo might then retort: ‘I don’t care how many times you live! What's the point of another effing	? Haven’t you got enough?’


But after these rows, or ‘rowettes’ as Laura used to call them, they always seemed to have the most incredible sex. And as the bus trundled up Battersea Bridge Road, she imagined herself naked under the aforesaid faux fur coat, and thought, happily, that’ll shut him up.


As the bus approached Bond Street, she carefully made her way down the stairs and got ready to leap off. She wanted to thank the driver for her journey — Laura was always thanking everyone for everything — but the driver didn’t look round. She felt oddly disappointed, like a possible relationship had been cut short.


She walked the hundred yards or so to her destination like a model, self-consciously. High heels make you do that, she thought. You couldn’t help but hold yourself high, or you’d look quite ridiculous, like a leaning tower. Ah well, almost there. The boots were beginning to rub against her heels. My punishment for my petty extravagances, she thought to herself, uncomplainingly. But worth it. You only live once.


A small crowd of women had accumulated outside the shop. It was still a quarter of an hour before the shop opened. She saw first to her delight, but then to her dismay, that her fur coat was part of the window display. It was even more beautiful than she had remembered it: tight fitting in the arms and bodice, but then flowing romantically from the empire line, in the softest, finest fur like a baby rabbit's, speckled fawn on white. It was no longer a question of her walking into the shop and politely asking a shop assistant if she might try it on. Oh, why hadn’t she just bought it at the full price on the Saturday? She surveyed the figures of her competitors, and counted six more or less the same shape as she was. It was going to be the most unseemly scramble. Quite honestly, she couldn’t bear it.


With seven minutes to go, and nowhere near the first wave of women, who were thrusting at the shop door as gracefully as they could, she decided the suspense was too much for her. She would nonchalantly walk down the street to take her mind off things. She relaxed momentarily in front of a shoe shop. She spotted some pink four-inch stilettos, just glorious, in the window.


Then she spotted something else.


Five minutes later all thought of the coat had gone. She was sitting in a taxi, kicking off her boots, sobbing her heart out, her sweet, tender girl's heart, that had never known grief.


She saw the golden plait first, in a doorway, and was curious to see the owner of such a fine head of hair. She was slim, young, petite and wore flowery jeans with flat pumps. The girl was kissing someone. Not bad for 10 a.m. on a Monday morning, she thought, generously. Laura loved watching couples together, to see how they did things, to see how they kept the passion alive.


Then she saw that the girl's lover was Hugo.


Not fun.
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When Laura was a girl of fourteen, her mother had said to her, ‘Darling, remember this: men aren’t to be trusted. They’re on a different planet to us women. They fall in love at the drop of a hat, and at the drop of another they’re out of love again. Your best bet in marriage is affection. Go for a good, solid, Labrador type of man, like your father. Someone who knows who his mistress is, wags a lot, and stays loyal to her all his life!’


Though Laura was a good girl and biddable, on the subject of romance, Laura didn’t listen to a word her mother said. She was waiting for the one, and the one and only was Hugo. They say girls who love their fathers marry them, and Laura adored hers, who was kind and generous to a tee. But who at eighteen looks for such mundane qualities in a man? Hugo had none of her father's qualities, and affection, when it was given, was given perfunctorily, in the way that one might remember to water the cabbages.


Laura's mother was acute in such matters and even from their very first weekend together (croquet, Pimm's on the terrace, that sort of thing), she had taken her daughter aside to tell her that Hugo hadn’t been kind to Maisie, their black Labrador.


Laura, it's true, was momentarily alarmed. But it turned out that no, Hugo hadn’t hit dear Maisie or anything as wicked as that, which really would have made Laura think twice. It was just that Hugo hadn’t submitted to Maisie's charms, hadn’t taken her proffered paw and shaken it affectionately as most people did.


‘Hugo just hasn’t grown up with dogs!’ said Laura, defensively.


‘Nonetheless, affection is important in a marriage.’


‘Of course he's affectionate!’ insisted Laura. ‘And anyway, was Heathcliff affectionate? Was Cathy crying out night after night for a man to watch telly with on the sofa?’


And Laura's Heathcliff was beautiful, dark, brilliant, sexy and endlessly creative. No, he didn’t own dog-eared slippers and bring cups of cocoa to bed. Lovers don’t do that kind of thing. Lovers bring flute glasses and crack open the bubbly.


Laura paid more attention, however, to her mother's wise words on the subject of friendship. ‘Your girlfriends will be with you for life,’ she had told her, ‘and the closest will be the ones you make at school. You’ll see each other through thick and thin: marriage and children, middle age, old age. Your children will leave home. Your husband, well, he’ll be in the garden shed most likely, if he's not on the golf course. But your girlfriends will always be just a phone call away, and will always be there for you!’


Laura was a kindly soul and a trustworthy friend. In fact, she’d kept in contact with five of the original eight girls in her first school dormitory, and kept a birthday book, always remembering to send a card. But her three best friends had joined her at St Benedict's, Bridport, in the sixth form. All three, the sexy redhead Arabella (with the Pre-Raphaelite hair), the drug-fuelled Rachel (skinny and Jewish), and the anarchist Ann (pale and freckled, with lips, determined and thin), had got expelled from their London day schools for unwholesome activities of various kinds and had been sent by their parents to an all-girls school deep in the country for some fresh air and a new beginning.


For, if truth be told, Laura had always found herself attracted to people who coloured over the lines, as it were. And though her friends (twenty-three years on) had all been tamed by their various adventures, these were the three to whom she had always turned for advice.


Arabella was at work when Laura phoned her.


‘I can’t talk now,’ she said. ‘I’m going into a meeting. Ring in an hour.’


‘Please, Arabella! Hugo has a mistress. A child mistress, as far as I could make out. She looks about seventeen.’


‘They all do,’ said Arabella, nonchalantly. ‘Listen, I’m really sorry, let's talk later.’


‘But what am I to do?’ sobbed Laura.


‘Leave him, of course. He's no better than Charlie was. Sex crazy. They all are. If he's behaving like this in broad daylight, do you think it's the first time he's been unfaithful to you? He even used to flirt with me when you weren’t watching. He's a bad ‘un, sorry to say. Leave him. I’ll be your lawyer. I’ll get you a fortune.’


‘But I don’t want a fortune!’


‘I can’t talk now! Listen, let's have lunch - can you hang on till two? What about meeting at Whistler's? Reserve a table. Leave a message with my secretary. Must dash! Love you!’


The phone call was such a failure that the poor Laura began pacing the length of her long house, pulling at her hair. How could Arabella talk of a twenty-year old marriage so lightly, as though it could just be disposed of at its first hitch? Was she envious of her? Was that her problem? And what about poor Jemima and Leo, how would they feel if they got divorced?


Divorce! Divorce! The very word was so harsh, so unforgiving. Laura went into her bathroom to retch. Her mouth tasted acrid. She looked into the mirror, which was almost the length of the wall and surrounded by the same light bulbs used in actors’ dressing rooms. Up to that moment, she fancied she’d been lucky to escape the clutches of age. But now she was merciless with herself. Her skin looked dry and flaky, and blotchy from crying; her hair was thinning, she was quite sure of it. She noticed to her horror the beginnings of a double chin, despite doing chin exercises since she was a teenager. And though the muscles on her arms were toned, soft flesh hung away from them, not only away, but down too, earthwards. As an object, she counted herself spent, ugly even. No wonder Hugo had looked elsewhere.


Again she began to pace. It wasn’t even midday. What was she to do with herself until two? And could she really face being in a public space with Arabella rabbiting on about divorce? Was she not to be offered hope first?


Then she stopped dead in her hall of the two doors, the red and the grey. She had left through the red door twice that morning, without thinking, and had come back through the red door, without thinking. Did Hugo think she was stupid as well as old? He never remarked on her little schemes. He seemed to go through the doors quite as he pleased, even going through the pink door when she had them designated male and female. Had Hugo just been teasing her, humouring her all through their marriage? Did he, when push came to shove, think her absurd?


Poor Laura found herself kicking at the red door. She would have painted it black there and then if she’d had the paint. She hated it. Only she hated herself more, and began to weep even more profusely.


At last she was calm enough to go back to her phone book in the kitchen. Arabella had failed her, even if she had been busy. Well, Rachel would have time for her. Rachel would know what to do.


Rachel was trying to warm up her studio when the phone rang. She was beginning work on a couple of new commissions: the restoration of an eighteenth-century portrait of a servant, probably Dutch, and a twentieth-century landscape by Mark Gertler. She was pleased to be distracted by her old friend. Her husband Jerry was in Senegal, painting the villagers and colourful markets for which he was so justly renowned, and her daughter Clara had returned to student life in Manchester over the weekend. She had time in abundance.


‘Hello, Rachel!’ Laura said. ‘How are things?’ She tried hard to make her voice sound normal and cheery, but gave up immediately when Rachel asked her what was wrong.


‘The most terrible thing has happened,’ blubbed Laura, ‘and I don’t know what to do! I just don’t know what to do! Hugo is having an affair!’


‘You poor girl!’ said Rachel sympathetically.


‘What shall I do? What shall I do? Do you think we should divorce? Oh, I just don’t want a divorce!’


‘Of course you shouldn’t get divorced!’


‘That's what Arabella says I should do.’


‘That's because she's a divorce lawyer, of course. She’d like everyone to be divorced, not least because of what happened to her. But Hugo's not Charlie, you know. I never liked him, even before the accident. There's one thing I promise you, Laura. Hugo's devoted to you, I’ve noticed that often. You’ve got a wonderful marriage.’


‘How can he be devoted to me if he does something like this?’


‘I imagine most men have affairs.’ Rachel paused to wonder if that was fair. ‘I must say, I can’t imagine Patrick having an affair. But he's so terribly...’


‘Dull, he is, isn’t he, Rach!’ laughed Laura even through her tears. ‘But how can you be so cool, how can you think it's just all right to ...’


‘Listen, Laura. I’ve been with Jerry five years now. But God knows what he gets up to in Africa. I’m quite sure he seduces all those black women he paints. Well, he's hinted as much. And what am I supposed to do about it? He's the best thing that's ever happened to me. If I were weaker, I’d go for a nice dull man like Patrick. But Ann needed a steady sort just to be there and adore her, what with her family background. We’re stronger than she is, and we went for gold. That means we have to share them a little.’


Laura hadn’t a clue that Ann had had a troubled family history, and on any other day would have wanted to discuss it ad infinitum. But right now she had to get her head straight about something else.


‘Don’t you mind that Jerry's unfaithful to you?’


‘Why should I mind? He loves me! He's totally dependent on me, even if he doesn’t realise it. As is Hugo dependent on you. Of course he flirts, he needs the adoration of every woman he meets. But there's only one woman he really worships, and that's you. I’ve watched him lusting for you at dinner parties. It's you he wants.’


‘But you haven’t been living in London for five years, Rachel. He might have been lusting for me when you knew him. I don’t know if he still does.’


‘Are you still having sex?’


‘Well, yes, of course.’


‘Often?’


About twice a week,’ said Laura, shyly. ‘That's normal, isn’t it? I mean, it doesn’t take terribly long, not like ... The truth is, I don’t even know how long sex is supposed to take.’


‘Have you ever slept with anyone but Hugo?’


‘You know I haven’t, Rachel! I would never be unfaithful to him!’


‘Why not?’


‘Of course I wouldn’t! I don’t go in for that kind of thing!’


‘I’ve been unfaithful to Jerry’


‘But I thought you loved him!’


‘I do, and always will. An occasional affair doesn’t do any harm to a relationship. That's my experience, for what it's worth. Providing it's discreet, no one even needs to know about it. Hugo tried to keep his own peccadillo discreet but failed.’


There was renewed sobbing down the phone. Rachel patiently let it subside.


‘Listen, Laura. Hugo loves you. That I know. You have a marriage made in heaven. I doubt there are many marriages that don’t have occasional lapses, fidelity-wise. Forget you ever saw him this morning. Dress in your sexiest clothes for when he comes back. Make him a delicious supper. Don’t let this come between you, for God's sake. What about Jemima and Leo? They’d be devastated if you ever separated or did something stupid like that. Shit happens. This is shit. But move on as fast as you possibly can, and hopefully you will have moved on by this evening. Why don’t you enjoy yourself down at the sales this afternoon? You know how much you love that kind of thing. Treat yourself!’


‘Oh Rachel! You make it all sound so easy. I don’t think you can imagine what this feels like. I feel so stupid, so betrayed. I don’t think he respects me. That's the root of it. You say he loves me, but I’m just not feeling that love. I used to feel it. We used to have something really magic, Hugo and I. It's just not there any more. It's just not there!’


‘Look, if you want a break for a while, why don’t you come down here? If I think of all the times you’ve been there for me. I shall make you cup after cup of hot chocolate.’


Laura managed to laugh amidst her tears. ‘I think I’ll stay here,’ she said. ‘I think that's the brave thing to do. Not that I’m feeling at all brave.’


‘If you want to run away, you know where to come.’


‘Thank you, Rachel, thank you! I knew I could depend on you. I do very much feel like running away. But I’ll try and brave it out.’


The two friends said goodbye, but Laura found she could brave it out for all of five minutes.


Her mistake was to begin rummaging through the pockets of Hugo's jackets, looking for evidence against him. She found it soon enough. A hotel bill, six months old. The Marigold Hotel, Chester. She remembered him telling her about some new contract in Chester, fuck him. And suddenly here were two fucking dinners, fucking champagne, two fucking breakfasts, what a fucking fool she was.


Laura never swore, never. Patient to a tee, her children would have told you she had never even lost her temper. When the children were young, she had au pairs. That helped. She could slip away to the aerobics class and sweat out any residual irritation with her offspring. Now where oh where were all these words coming from?


‘Fucking au pairs!’ she said next. ‘Right under my fucking nose!’


She clambered up another two flights of stairs to the attic rooms, where Brigitte, Axelle, Hedda and pretty Amelie had slept over the years. She stripped the bed. What was she expecting to find, a used condom? Three years after Amelie had left them, and countless kids had had sleepovers in that very room? She flung open the wardrobe. Empty, just a few hangers. But she had more luck with the chest of drawers. Hidden under the drawer lining was a letter written in German, dated, but unsigned. Unfinished, perhaps. The sixth of June, 1980. That was Brigitte's era, when Jemima was still a baby. What was she writing? That the father of the house had come knocking at her door? That she didn’t know whether to tell his wife?


‘I loathe you, Hugo, you idiot, you fuckhead!’


Then the phone rang.


She ran down to her bedroom and picked it up.


‘Who is it?’ she said, coldly.


‘It's Ann. God, Laura, is something wrong?’


‘You bet the fuck it is!’


‘Do you want me to come round?’


‘Nope. I don’t actually.’


‘You sound awful.’


‘You can come if you don’t bring your ... daughters.’


‘But you know I have the girls in the afternoons! Becky and Sal finish school at midday and ...’


‘That's fine. Don’t come.’


‘For God's sake, Laura! This isn’t you speaking. It's some troll.’


‘Well, perhaps I am a troll. Perhaps that's the real me!’


‘It's not the real you! I know you, and you’re the kindest person ...’


‘I’m a fraud! May you be the first to know it!’


‘If you’re a fraud, so am I!’


‘Well, we all know you’re a fraud. What happened to you, Ann? You used to be so free. You used to say just what you thought about everything. We could always rely on you to show a little spirit. Perhaps you should never have had children. Twins, what a nightmare!’


There was a sudden silence on the other end of the phone. Then Laura broke down into floods of tears. ‘I hate myself, I’m so sorry. You see I am a troll! A vicious, vicious troll!’


‘I’m coming right round. I want to get to the bottom of this.’


‘No, no, I’m going out to lunch!’


‘You’re not fit to go out to lunch! What's happened, Laura? What's going on?’


‘Hugo's having an affair. And he's always been having them. I don’t know how many. It's like I don’t exist.’


‘But Hugo thinks the world of you! Everyone knows that!’


‘I don’t know what to do. I don’t know if I’m coming or going. Arabella says I should divorce him. But I love him! I don’t want a divorce! I don’t want to be a bitter old divorcee who hates men! Then Rachel says I should just ignore it. But I’m not in any fit state to ignore it. Part of me wants to kill him. Yes, if he comes back tonight and acts as if nothing has happened I’m going to kill him. What am I saying, Ann? I’m going crazy. That's no good, is it? If he sees me like this, he’ll just walk out anyway and spend the night with Miss Golden Plait.’


‘Do you know her, then?’


‘Of course I don’t know her. I didn’t know she even existed until three hours ago. I’m such a fool! I’m such a fool!’ And poor Laura began to weep her heart out all over again.


‘Look, cancel your lunch. I’m coming right over!’


‘What? You’ll have me traumatise your girls?’


‘I’ll find a babysitter. Wait for me.’


The wait was a long one. Laura cancelled her lunch with Arabella, telling her she wasn’t ready for divorce quite yet. Oddly, that gave her a sense of perspective on the situation. She no longer felt she was falling off a cliff. She poured herself a glass of wine and nibbled at some pitta bread and taramasalata. She even began to consider Rachel's advice. If she were strong enough, that was how she would like to behave, certainly. Could she really be that cool?


Half an hour later, the phone went again.


‘No luck, I’m afraid. The childminder's filled her quota for the afternoon and the girls’ numerous babysitters are still at school.’


‘That's okay,’ sighed Laura, surprised at how disappointed she felt. She wanted company.


‘But listen to me, Laura. Don’t think I’ve lost my wildness just because I’m a mother. I am the old Ann, you know. I have an instinct about how to punish wrongdoers. I always have had. Laura, listen to me. You have to take revenge. I’ve been hatching a plan. How does this sound to you?’


It's not often ‘revenge’ is given the credit of being the ‘middle way’. But this was how, quite honestly, it seemed to Laura. She was to take matters into her own hands and leave him - just temporarily, of course, but write a note suggesting it was forever. Then, suggested Ann, get him where it hurts — in the wallet! Wasn’t Hugo always on at her for spending too much? And didn’t she have a joint account? Go on a spending bonanza!


‘He’d kill me!’


‘You’d kill him, more like!’


‘But where would I go?’


‘This is the best bit! Haven’t you always wanted to go to the Caribbean? To bathe in those glorious limpid blue seas, empty golden beaches, palm trees, drinking tequilas at sunset ...’


‘Can you imagine how lonely I’d feel, with all those happy honeymooners?’


‘Not everyone's going to be on honeymoon. There’ll be businessmen recharging their batteries, singletons looking for romance.’


‘Romance is the last thing I need at this moment, I can tell you that for starters. I never want to see a man again.’


‘What I’m saying is, the world is yours for the taking, so take it, do whatever you like. Go on a world cruise! You always told me you wanted to see the pyramids.’


‘Even going to see the pyramids seems a bit daunting on my own.’


‘Come on, Laura, show some spirit! Do something that you would never normally do. Take the plunge. Carpe diem! Seize the day! As you’ve been so frank with me today, I’ll be frank with you. Ever since your children went away to boarding school, you’ve been drifting through your life at half-mast. I’m sure to the world you must seem to have everything - good looks, money, even Hugo. But human beings need more than that, something more substantial.’


‘I do charity work. I’m on the local board of the NSPCC, I’m always arranging Macmillan coffee mornings, do you remember


‘I’m not talking about the charitable works of the great and the good. I’m talking about a deeper exploration of life.’


‘Are you suggesting I go to evening classes?’


‘Look, let's talk about today. Something shocking happened. Something life-altering. You, Laura, are going to change from this day on. You’re going to be reborn. You’re a sweet woman, but you’ve been sleepwalking, and now you’re thoroughly awake. How exciting is that?’


‘I don’t want to be reborn. I want my old life back.’


‘But your old life was a lazy one, an easy one. The unexamined life is not worth living. That's Socrates for you. Take his advice.’


‘God, do you really think I need to go somewhere? Rachel said I can go and stay with her in Bruton.’


‘No, Laura, wrong! Not Bruton! Think exotic.’


‘I could go to Peru!’


‘Hooray!’


‘The Maldives!’


‘Yes!’


‘Australia!’


‘That's more like it!’


‘What do I write in the note, Ann?’


‘Something short and to the point. How about, “You bastard!”?’


‘Shouldn’t I tell him where I am? What if he's worried about me?’


‘You have no concept of revenge at all, do you? You want him to worry! In fact, you don’t happen to have lurking in your address book the name of a bloke you fancy who might want to come with you?’


‘What's got into you, Ann?’


‘This is me talking here, this is Ann the Anarchist, silly!’


‘How do I buy a flight? Do I go to a travel agent?’


‘Oh Laura, you really have no idea, do you? Just go to the airport, see what flights are leaving when, and take your pick. And your passport. Don’t forget to take your passport.’


‘Is it really as easy as that?’


‘Yep.’


And you think I should go shopping first, do you?’


‘Laura, honestly, do whatever you feel like doing! Now is the time to start living authentically.’


‘What do you mean, “authentically”?’


‘I mean, from your heart outwards. Don’t try and please people all the time. Live for the moment.’


‘Okay, if you think that's what I should do,’ gulped Laura.


And if Hugo rings tonight I’ll tell him I haven’t heard from you, okay?’


‘I trust you, Ann,’ said Laura, tentatively.


‘The person you should trust is yourself. Now, I’m going to feed these girls, who have been miraculously patient, and send you on your way. All you need is Hugo's bank card, your passport and some joie de vivre. Good luck to you!’


When she hung up, Laura's mood was still and thoughtful. She was sitting at the kitchen table, wondering what to do next. The pad of paper on which she wrote her weekly shopping lists was within an arm's reach, so mechanically she reached out for it.


‘YOU BASTARD!’ she wrote, obediently.


Then she wondered about her children, who might or might not be coming home that weekend. She could never divorce Hugo for their sake, she realised. They’d be devastated. Laura didn’t approve of divorce, ever, where children's lives were at stake. She considered it a selfish, defeatist act, beyond the pale. Except, she supposed, if there was physical violence.


So she added: ‘If the children come home, tell them I’m on a skiing holiday with friends.’


Momentarily her heart went out to her dear children, her sweet boy, her darling daughter. They must never become the innocent victims of this terrible thing. They must never learn that anything is amiss at all. Underneath her first two messages to Hugo she wrote a third: And tell Jemima she forgot her PE shirt and it's on the ironing board.’


Then she went up to her bedroom and gathered a few things together. Well, one thing was for sure, she’d be going to a hot country. She rummaged through her drawers and was in no mood to choose a wardrobe at all. A couple of T-shirts, a Janet Reger apricot negligee, a silver lame bikini she hadn’t worn in years, a pair of shorts and a couple of mini-skirts, two halter neck dresses in different colours. Perhaps a couple of mohair shawls for the evenings. She’d buy anything else she wanted out there. Shoes! Her Jimmy Choo boots lay discarded in the hall. She wasn’t going to be putting on those mini torture chambers again, that was for sure. Some sensible, one-inch-heeled pink soiree silk court shoes. Those were the shoes to begin the rest of her life in.
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