









A Most Desirable Marriage


Hilary Boyd


[image: Quercus]









First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Quercus


This edition first published in 2014 by
Quercus Editions Ltd
55 Baker Street
7th Floor, South Block
London
W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2014 by Hilary Boyd


The moral right of Hilary Boyd to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 978 1 78206 793 1
Print ISBN 978 1 78206 792 4


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk









Praise for Hilary Boyd


‘Boyd is as canny as Joanna Trollope at observing family life and better than Trollope at jokes’


Daily Mail


‘A warm and well-written case for love affairs in later life’


Daily Telegraph


‘One of my favourite summer reads’


Eleanor Mills, Sunday Times


‘I was ripping through this . . . It’s the sort of addictive book you think you might be able to resist. But can’t’


Evening Standard


‘Poignant, well observed and wonderfully written, this is a bit of a heart string-puller’


Closer


‘A beautiful and insightful first novel written by an author who has the perfect experience to write it’


chicklitreviews.com


‘A speedy, engrossing read’


Take A Break









Also by Hilary Boyd


Thursdays in the Park


Tangled Lives


When You Walked Back into My Life









 


Hilary Boyd is a former health journalist. She has published six non-fiction books on health-related subjects such as step-parenting, depression and pregnancy. She lives in West Sussex.









 


To Joni, with love.









Chapter 1


11 June 2013


‘Are you looking forward to tonight?’


Lawrence sat opposite her at the café table, his head bent as he tore off the end of his croissant and began to smear it with apricot jam. When he looked up he seemed to Jo to be miles away, the expression in his light blue eyes almost pained.


Then his face brightened and he smiled. ‘You know me, I love a good party.’


‘But this isn’t just a party.’ Whatever he said, he must be bothered about retirement, even if he wouldn’t admit it. He’d been strangely distant for weeks now.


‘It’ll be a laugh, everyone pitying me on one level for being so decrepit, and envying the hell out of me on the other.’


‘ “With one bound he was free”, you mean. But you’re hardly “decrepit”.’ Despite being nearly sixty-three, Lawrence’s hair – wavy and almost on his collar – was unfairly thick and a clean, bright white (no pepper and salt, no yellow). His tall figure was lean from the daily journeys across London to college on his bike and his clothes were universal GAP cottons, embellished by an antique silk scarf, a second-hand tweed jacket, a pair of Blundstone boots; everything was worn with an almost theatrical flair. Lawrence wasn’t a show-off exactly. But he enjoyed being noticed.


‘You don’t think so because you’re as decrepit as I am.’ His expression was teasing. ‘Face it, Jo, we’re just a couple of old codgers now.’


Jo laughed. ‘Ha! You be an old codger if you like, but don’t bloody include me in your codgerdom.’


For a second his eyes met hers, but there was no answering laughter. What she saw was a flash resembling panic before he bent to his croissant again. She waited, but he didn’t speak.


‘This retirement thing has really got to you, hasn’t it? Obviously it’ll be strange at first . . . twenty-nine years at the same place is a long time,’ she said into the strained silence. Although she remembered his first day with absolute clarity. They had been living in a tiny flat in Acton at the time. Cassie was three, Nicky a tiny baby and Jo still on maternity leave from the BBC. She’d made Lawrence a packed lunch in a Tupperware box: ham and mustard sandwiches, a bag of salt and vinegar crisps, an apple. He’d laughed, touched that she’d bothered. This job at a prominent London university was significant, a real step up from the college in Reading he’d been teaching at for four years, with the added bonus of no commute and much better pay.


Lawrence grinned, gave a shrug. There was no trace of fright on his face now. She wondered if she’d imagined it.


‘It will be great . . . not being tied to a schedule,’ he said.


Jo reminded herself that even after thirty-seven years of marriage, her husband was still bafflingly unable to talk about what was going on in his head. He was such an intelligent, articulate man – something of a star lecturer at the university and hugely popular with his students – and on the surface very open and sociable. But as far as his emotions were concerned, he was a closed book, even to her. ‘And we can get on with organizing the China trip.’


‘Yes . . .’


‘You do still want to go?’ Jo had tried a number of times in previous weeks to pin her husband down to dates. Lawrence had been to the Great Wall of China twice before – he specialized in Chinese Studies – but they’d always wanted to go together. When Lawrence had suddenly announced the previous Christmas that he planned to retire and write books, they had both agreed it would be the ideal time to go. But since then he had persistently dragged his heels whenever the trip was mentioned. Jo kept seeing deals online and was desperate to grab them.


‘You know I do. I just can’t think about anything until this party’s over and I’m properly shot of the place.’ His tone was almost sharp.


‘Sorry . . . I didn’t mean to nag.’ She had thought it might provide a distraction to get him over leaving the college, a place that had been such a massive part of his life.


Lawrence sighed. ‘You weren’t . . . I’m sorry. I suppose I am a bit wound up about tonight.’


*


Lawrence’s party – organized completely by his friends – was being held in the basement of a Vietnamese restaurant in Old Street, a favourite haunt of the university staff. Twenty-five people were crammed into the airless low-ceilinged room – baking on such a hot June night – tables set up on three sides of a square, with Lawrence in the middle of the top table. It looked more like a wedding than a retirement party to Jo.


‘Good to see you, Joanna,’ Martin Pryor, an overweight, shambling philosophy lecturer in his late sixties – nose hair sprouting like summer wheat and more famous for his drinking than his teaching – grabbed her hand. ‘Come to reclaim your old man, eh?’


‘You make him sound like a suitcase, Martin.’ She tried not to cringe as he pressed his sweaty, bearded cheek to her own.


‘Aren’t we all no more than empty vessels on the carousel of life?’ He waved his glass at her. ‘Get you another?’


She nodded and drained what was left of her red wine. Getting drunk seemed the way forward. Despite Lawrence’s long tenure, she knew only a handful of his colleagues, the few that had been asked home for dinner or those she’d bumped into at parties over the years. She dreaded the long evening ahead. Jo was very much the outsider and, contrary to her expectation, there was never any riveting discussion about, for instance, philosophy or world politics at these get-togethers. Just college gossip and endless complaints about pea-brained students, bossy administrators and the utterly lamentable pay. She was sure she wouldn’t be allowed to sit next to Lawrence.


‘So how’s the writing going?’ As Jo had predicted, she was nowhere near her husband, but sandwiched between Shenagh – Lawrence’s alarmingly glamorous head of department – and a morose research student called Nigel who gave only monosyllabic replies to Jo’s attempts at conversation. The seat opposite was still empty.


‘Fine . . . yes,’ she answered Shenagh. In fact her latest book for the Young Adult market – as teenagers were called these days in publisher-speak – had sold barely two thousand copies, and her publisher was havering about commissioning another. They wanted vampires, wolves and the supernatural apparently, and Jo wrote about family breakdown. Her first five books, especially the third one, Bumble and Me, had attracted an enthusiastic following, but even these fans seemed to have deserted her now for fangs and blood.


‘I’m afraid I haven’t read any of them,’ Shenagh was saying – somewhat smugly Jo thought. ‘Do they follow the same characters?’


‘No . . . different people each time. Although it’d probably have been more commercial to stick with a single family . . . follow them through.’


‘I imagine readers get attached to fictional role models. Especially teens, no?’


Jo nodded, irritated that this woman seemed to be telling her how to write books. She was boiling, flushed in the face, sweat trickling down her spine. The blue dress she had on was only cotton jersey, but it felt like a strait-jacket in the heat – the wine probably hadn’t helped. Shenagh, on the other hand, looked like the original ice-maiden, her fair hair falling shiny and straight to her shoulders, her pale skin, pale eyes, pale rose shift dress the antithesis of warmth. If I stare at her for long enough, perhaps I’ll turn to stone; Jo suppressed a smile at the thought.


A latecomer suddenly clattered down the narrow basement stairs to whoops of welcome from his colleagues. Jo’s heart lifted. The seat opposite must be his; she was saved. Arkadius Vasilevsky, Lawrence’s Russian colleague and now friend – they had also become regular chess partners in recent months – had been to the house on a number of occasions since he joined the college three years ago. He was lively and funny and both Lawrence and Jo enjoyed his company. She watched as he slid round the back of the tables to hug her husband, then made his way to the empty seat, leaning over to kiss her before sitting down. In his forties, Arkadius was dark and very handsome in a chiselled, polished way. But his real attraction was a smile of the utmost charm, which lit up his blue eyes and perfect teeth, radiating a genuine and irresistible warmth.


‘It’s ridiculous. He is not old enough for this,’ he pouted, waving his hand at Lawrence.


Shenagh, clearly as pleased as Jo that Arkadius had put an end to their dreary dialogue, nodded enthusiastically, ‘He’ll go on to greater things, I’m sure. Maybe a television slot about China. Such a star, we’ll miss him terribly.’ Her voice held an almost love-struck note, which Jo noticed with some irritation.


‘The students are not happy, I read their tweets. They vote his course the best of all of us,’ Arkadius said, generously.


‘Are you looking forward to having him to yourself all day?’


Shenagh’s question sounded patronizing to Jo, although she knew she tended to see insult where there probably was none when it came to her husband’s colleague. Jo hadn’t taken to her from the start, and it wasn’t helped by Lawrence’s endless praise for her and her brilliant running of the department since she became its head six months ago.


‘I don’t know,’ she mumbled, genuinely not sure. It was enough of a shock to have just turned sixty herself, let alone have a husband who was retired. It seemed impossible that they had both got to this stage in their lives. She was suddenly aware of Arkadius staring at her, searching her face, really searching, as if he wanted to uncover something fundamental.


Embarrassed, not understanding why he was staring, she turned away.


‘For better, for worse, just don’t end up making his lunch,’ Shenagh joked, and Jo heard the tinny echo as she joined in the laughter.


Arkadius’s next words were interrupted by the sound of spoon tinkling on glass, and everyone became silent for the speech, a rambling but nonetheless witty tribute delivered by Martin Pryor, as the person who had known Lawrence the longest.


*


‘God, it was suffocating in there . . . but you did it!’


They were slumped in the back of an Addison Lee taxi, on the way home to Shepherd’s Bush.


Lawrence sat with his eyes closed. ‘Mmm . . . just glad it’s over.’ He yawned.


‘It went well, don’t you think? They all talk about you as if you’re a complete superstar.’


‘Do they?’


‘It must be good to know you did such a great job.’


Her husband just nodded, looking out of the window at the shuttered shop fronts of Clerkenwell.


‘I was lucky, I had Arkadius. He helped dilute scary Shenagh. Nigel hardly said one word.’


‘Never does.’


She turned sideways to look at him. It wasn’t like Lawrence to be so quiet. Normally after a party they would gossip nineteen to the dozen.


‘You OK?’ she asked, reaching across to take his hand. Obviously he wasn’t, but she knew he wouldn’t articulate his distress, not least because he’d been so insistent about retiring early – a decision she’d questioned at the time and still didn’t really understand.


He glanced over briefly, squeezing her hand hard. ‘Yes, fine. Just really tired.’


The rest of the journey was spent in silence.


When they got home they both wandered through the sitting room to the kitchen, Lawrence running the tap to get some cool water, getting two glasses from the cupboard above the dishwasher. Jo pushed open the long glass door that ran the width of the kitchen and concertinaed against the wall at one end – they’d had it put in the previous year to give the room more light. She walked out on to the stone patio and breathed the close night air with relief. She had been dreading tonight, but it was over and now they could begin the next phase of their life together. Yes, she was nervous – she’d always been a very private person, and couldn’t imagine how she would cope with her husband around all day. But part of her was excited. She and Lawrence had first and foremost always been friends, and they still had so much to say to each other, so much in common, so much they both wanted to achieve. Retirement – if you didn’t call it that – could be a stimulating time of their life.


‘Will you bring the chocolate?’ she called through, and sat down in one of the battered wooden garden chairs, kicking off her black pumps and feeling the cool stone under her bare feet. Lawrence’s tall figure wandered out, placing the water in Jo’s hand and laying the chocolate bar – half-finished and wrapped in foil – on the rusty wrought-iron table next to her. Clutching his own drink, he stood at the edge of the stone terrace and looked off into the night.


Jo held the glass against her hot cheek. ‘Say something.’


Her husband didn’t move for a moment and didn’t reply. Then he turned. His face was lit by the glow from the kitchen and she saw him blinking furiously, his hands wrapped tightly round his glass.


‘Are you all right?’


He seemed frozen, a pillar, hardly breathing. ‘That beef was very salty, wasn’t it?’


‘Was it? I stuck to the fish.’


‘Sensible.’ He turned away again.


‘So how does it feel then? To be free?’ Jo’s tone was light, but looking at his rigid back she decided he must be in some sort of shock. The reality hitting him: that he was actually retired, was without a job for the first time in his adult life, had said goodbye to his colleagues and friends . . . ‘You’ll miss everyone.’


He didn’t reply and she decided to stop trying to cajole him into telling her how he felt. It never worked with Lawrence. The background hum of London was the only sound in the garden as they both fell silent. She broke off a square of chocolate and bit into it. Still brittle from the fridge, it tasted pleasantly sharp on her tongue – eighty-five per cent cocoa the packet boasted.


Her husband walked past her and laid the tumbler on the table. Crossing his arms tight across his blue cotton shirt, he stared down at her.


‘I need to tell you something.’ His voice was almost inaudible, but the tone was enough to send a chill through her body. ‘I don’t even know how to say this . . . but I’ve got to tell you.’


Jo waited, her heart pounding, her mouth dry. She had no idea what the matter was, but she had a sudden, urgent desire to stop him speaking, to block her ears and refuse to listen to what he was about to say. He seemed to be waiting for her permission to go on, but she wouldn’t look at him.


‘I’ve fallen in love.’


She heard the words, but they seemed ludicrous, beyond understanding.


‘I’ve fallen in love,’ he repeated, as if he knew she hadn’t taken it in, ‘with someone at college. That’s why I took early retirement. I just couldn’t handle it any more . . . the deception.’


‘Fallen in love?’


He frowned at her, as if she were being dim. She knew who it was, of course. Pretty, blonde, ice-maiden Shenagh, all youth and hero-worship. So bloody obvious. No wonder she was smug with her tonight. She waited for him to say her name.


‘This isn’t something I planned, Jo. I promise not. I don’t know . . . I don’t really understand it at all. But I feel so strongly, it’s like an illness. I honestly don’t know what else to do.’ He looked as if he might cry, his face, bathed in the light, tortured. She was glad her own was in shadow.


‘Who is it?’ She prompted quietly, disbelief preventing her from taking anything he was saying seriously. Say it, she urged, silently. Get on with it: say the bloody woman’s name.


‘You won’t understand, Jo. How could you? I don’t either.’ There was a long pause.


‘Lawrence.’ The word was like a pistol shot.


‘OK . . . it’s Arkadius.’


*


Joanna stood, cold and shaking, leaning for support against the high stool in her friend and next-door-neighbour Donna’s garden hut. It was just after six the following morning. The hut was more of a studio than a shed, taking up the whole width of the garden and half its length – Donna made pots and was usually at work by five-thirty. She and Jo had been friends since they became neighbours, both working from home, both in need of multiple cups of coffee during the day. The stool was a familiar perch for Jo. She dropped her hand to stroke Max, Donna’s Border Terrier, who was looking up at her with his dark, pansy eyes as if he knew she was in trouble. His rough coat felt warm and reassuring.


Donna was small and pretty, her short dark hair chaotic and spiky around her face, her bright blue eyes – always alive with mischief – vivid against the soft white of her skin. She shook her head, rubbing her damp hands, dusty pale from the clay, on the butcher’s apron swathed round her thin body.


‘I can’t get my head around it. Lawrence? Gay?’


‘Not gay, he says. Bi.’


Donna shrugged. ‘Splitting hairs. He’s still having sex with a man.’


The words hit Joanna like a truck. She almost retched.


‘Darling, sorry . . . sorry, that was a bit . . . look, sit down, I’ll make some coffee.’ Donna gently pushed her friend down on to the filthy, clay-spattered stool and wrapped her arms around her. Joanna was taller and broader than Donna, but the hug was strong and close. Jo resisted at first, her body stiff from shock, then she sighed deeply and rested into the embrace. It seemed like the first time she had breathed since the previous night.


Donna went to the back of the hut and unscrewed the aluminium espresso maker, knocking the old grounds into a plastic bag hanging from a hook, spooning fresh coffee from a battered tin into the metal basket, filling the bottom with water from a plastic bottle, then setting the coffee pot on the single-ring electric stove that sat on the wooden ledge beneath the window. Jo had seen her do this so many hundreds of times over the years, and the ritual was infinitely soothing.


Neither she nor Lawrence had slept.


*


‘I never meant this to happen,’ he had kept repeating, clearly distraught. ‘But I’m in love . . . I love him.’


She found herself responding as if it were a friend telling her a story. ‘How . . . how did it happen?’


‘God . . . it was like a lightning bolt. You know, a proper coup de foudre. We’ve been friends for a while of course, as you know. But just friends, I promise. I was very fond of him, but I hadn’t ever thought of him in that way . . .’ He’d broken off, checked her face. But she must have looked reasonably sane, so he’d ploughed on, ‘Then one evening we were having one of our chess games. We play quickly, it’s challenging and a lot of fun. You know he’s way better than me, but I’m catching up. Anyway . . . our eyes met, and I just . . . well, I just started shaking . . . like he’d cast a spell over me.’


‘When?’


‘When?’ he asked, as if it were a bewildering question.


‘When did your eyes meet, Lawrence?’


He told her it was a year ago, ‘about’. He couldn’t remember exactly. And they hadn’t had sex immediately, in fact not for a long time, he said, with an odd show of pride. But that seemed to be the only thing he couldn’t remember. On and on he went, no longer even seeing her apparently, just chronicling every emotion, every look that had passed between him and Arkadius. Talking to himself. Maybe trying to explain it to himself. And she didn’t have the energy to stop him. They had stayed outside for what seemed like an eternity to Jo – the sky was getting lighter and she was shaking with cold – but still he wouldn’t stop. Finally she dragged her frozen body inside and wrapped herself in a woollen shawl that was lying over the back of the sofa, then huddled in a ball against the cushions, still no closer to understanding what he was talking about.


‘It’s best if I leave, I think,’ he’d said, following her to the sitting room. She thought he was like a performer coming down from a show, all buzzy and loud.


‘Leave?’ she asked, dazed. ‘You mean you’re going to live with him?’


Lawrence shook his head, his expression surprised. ‘Lord no. Arkadius wasn’t even expecting me to tell you. It wouldn’t work anyway, me living with him.’


‘So where will you go?’


Her husband sat down on the chair opposite. ‘Well, Martin’s going to Greece for the summer . . . you know he’s got a shack there where he channels Socrates or something. He said I could borrow his flat till October.’


‘So it’s all planned.’


‘Don’t Jo . . . please. I didn’t plan any of this. I still can’t believe I’m even thinking it.’


‘But you are.’


He nodded slowly, gave a long drawn-out sigh. ‘Yes . . . yes, I suppose I am.’


*


‘He seemed so detached. As if I meant nothing to him . . . almost as if I was someone else, as if he was telling a friend.’ Joanna took the mug her friend offered, one Donna had made herself – a small, slab-built cup decorated with a delicate leaf pattern etched on a stone-white glaze. The coffee, as usual, was teeth-achingly bitter and hot, but this morning Jo didn’t complain.


‘Is he on something?’ Donna sipped from her own mug.


Max gave a short bark and Donna opened the door of the hut and let him out into the garden.


‘You mean drugs?’ Jo snorted.


‘Well you might think it’s a dumb idea, but all this sounds totally daft, Jo. Just ridiculous. Maybe he’s in the early stages of dementia and it’s affecting his cognitive processes. I heard of someone once who—’


‘Lawrence has never even smoked a cigarette.’ She closed her eyes, opened them again. ‘But you’re right . . . he is on something. Love. Way more powerful than any actual substance.’


‘Oh, darling. I’m so sorry. What are you going to do?’


‘Do? I haven’t the faintest idea. What can I do?’


Donna twisted her face, frowned. ‘Fight for him? Tell him how stupid this is, how he’s throwing his life away.’ She paused. ‘I don’t know, but something . . .’ She took her friend’s hand. ‘Because you know he’s going to regret it, don’t you?’


‘Maybe not,’ Jo said. ‘Maybe this is what he’s always wanted.’


There was absolute silence in the cluttered studio. Joanna loved it here. She loved the smell of the cool clay mingling with Italian coffee; the soft squeak of the wheel; the tins filled with upside-down brushes, knives, modelling tools; the slips and glazes and rows of finished ceramics with their vibrant colours; clay spatter on every surface. ‘Maybe this is who he is.’


‘Oh please!’ Donna groaned. ‘I know you’re in shock, sweetheart, but you can’t just roll over and accept this. You know who Lawrence is, for heaven’s sake, you’ve been married to him for a million years. He’s never shown any sign of fancying a man before last night . . . or anyone else for that matter. I’ve been flirting with him for decades and he’s never responded.’ She stopped and stared at Jo, her eyes wide with significance. It was a standing joke between them; Donna’s light-hearted but nonetheless shameless flirtation with any and every member of the opposite sex.


‘Not flirting with you doesn’t make him gay. It just means he has principles.’ Jo realized she was defending him still. And in fact, contrary to what Donna said, her husband did have a propensity to flirt. But not in a way she found threatening. Jo had always taken it as his natural exuberance, his love of bonding with people – the very characteristic that made him such a successful teacher. ‘Anyway, he’s not likely to have told me, is he . . . if he did. Or if he had.’


Donna frowned. ‘You think he’s done this before? With other men?’


‘No . . . well, no, I’m sure he hasn’t. But then up until last night I was sure he loved me and we were walking hand in hand into a blissful retirement.’ She stared blankly out of the window, where Max was sniffing something fascinating under one of the rose bushes along the fence. ‘Is it possible, at the age of sixty-two, suddenly to start fancying men . . . out of the blue? And actually have sex with one, without having had the least inclination to do so before?’


‘Doesn’t sound very likely.’


‘Exactly.’


‘I mean we all know that lots of happily married men “cottage” on the way to or from work with guys in public loos. They probably think of themselves as essentially “straight” . . . and their wives never find out.’ The look Donna gave her was apologetic, but Jo couldn’t associate the men Donna was talking about with her husband.


Another silence was broken by the wail of a police siren on Shepherd’s Bush Road.


‘So you’re saying you think he might have done it before?’ Jo asked, in too much turmoil to make any sense of her own thoughts.


Her friend shrugged. ‘I suppose it’s possible. So how long . . . has the thing with Arkadius been going on?’


‘He said he couldn’t remember exactly. But further down the line he got carried away and mentioned August . . . nearly a year ago. A year, Donna! That’s certainly when he started meeting him after work for their “chess games”. But why should I believe a word he says?’


‘What, you think it’s longer?’


‘I don’t know.’


They sat, heads bowed, thoughts whirling.


‘Is it worse that it’s a man?’


‘You mean would I rather he’d run off with Shenagh Miles, for instance? I thought that’s who he was going to say it was, when he told me he was in love.’


Donna came and put her arm around her friend’s shoulder again.


‘And honestly?’ Jo raised her red-rimmed eyes. ‘The answer is Yes. Yes, I would a million times rather he’d run off with Shenagh. At least that would have been explainable, within the range of possibilities.’


‘Maybe a different sort of hell. But hell whoever it is, poor darling.’


Donna put her coffee cup down on the window ledge, reached for the pot. ‘I always liked Arkadius,’ she mused.


‘So did I,’ Jo said, remembering the way his smile lit up his handsome face. The thought of his gross betrayal of friendship should have made her angry, but she didn’t feel anything at all.









Chapter 2


13 June 2013


Nicky sat draped over the kitchen table, his head resting dramatically on his folded arms. Jo wanted to reach over and brush her hand over his dark-blond curls, but knew better than to pet her twenty-nine-year-old son. When he finally raised his blue eyes to her – his father’s to a T – she saw how shock had blanked his expression.


‘Did you know?’ Nicky asked, rubbing his hands over his face as if to erase the conversation.


‘About Arkadius? Not till two days ago.’


‘No, I mean did you know he found men attractive?’


‘No.’


‘He never gave any hint?’


Jo shook her head. Lawrence had already gone when she got back from Donna’s the previous morning. He’d taken just one bag of his things. She had wanted him to be there so badly, even after all he’d revealed. It hurt her that he had left without saying goodbye. She went searching the rooms like a lost child, the pain of his absence unbearable.


Please let me tell the children, a note on the kitchen table requested, along with the assurance that he was willing to talk about anything at any time and ending with love sent, ‘as always’. Which had elicited the first flash of anger from her. As if anything could ever be ‘as always’ again.


But Nicky had dropped by unannounced, and Joanna wasn’t able or willing to dissemble.


‘Will you ring him?’ she asked her son.


He looked at her blankly, shook his head. ‘No. No, Mum. And if he calls I won’t pick up. I mean what the fuck would I say to him? “Oh, hi, Dad. Mum tells me you’ve left her and shacked up with that nice Russian guy you brought round for barbecues. No probs.”’ He threw his hands in the air, bringing them down hard on the table. ‘What does Cassie say?’


‘I haven’t spoken to her. Dad wanted to tell you both.’


‘Yeah, he texted earlier . . . must have been why.’ He gave her a puzzled frown. ‘Aren’t you angry?’


She didn’t answer at once, because she didn’t know. At least she was sure she must be, but mostly she just felt as if she was a passive bystander in her own drama.


‘Not yet.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Nicky seemed to be talking to himself. ‘You and Dad have the perfect marriage. How can he leave . . . and after all this time? Was something wrong between you? Were you arguing or something?’


‘No. Nothing. Nothing that I was aware of anyway.’ And however much she looked back over the past year, she couldn’t find any turbulence at all in her marriage, only the recent tension that she’d mistaken for anxiety about retirement . . . and the regular chess evenings that Lawrence seemed very keen not to miss.


‘God . . . listen, do you want me to stay for a bit?’


She shook her head firmly, touched that he had offered. ‘I’ll be OK.’


‘Mum! Dad’s run off with a man and you’re “OK”? How can you be?’


She couldn’t help laughing. It must have been a laugh touched with insanity, because Nicky didn’t join in. But it did sound funny. Then a moment later the laughter turned to sobs. Horrified – Jo never cried in front of her children, or anyone else except Donna, who seemed to expect it of her – she quickly brushed the tears away and tried to take a steadying breath. But she was so weak, so utterly exhausted, that she found she couldn’t control herself. Nicky seemed unfazed by her tears. He came round the table and pulled her to her feet, turning her until he could wrap her in his arms. He was tall like his father, and broad from all the working out he did – aspiring actors were required to have the body of a god these days – and she welcomed his strength.


‘I’ll make you my spag bol,’ Nicky insisted. And although she had no appetite at all, the process of him cooking calmed her down. Her son was not an instinctive cook – unlike Cassie, who could throw together a sumptuous, last-minute meal from stuff she dug out of the fridge. He still followed a recipe to the letter, spending hours chopping the onion fine, precisely measuring ingredients, setting the timer, checking and stirring relentlessly.


There are things that can be relied upon, she thought, as she watched her son: Nicky cooking up spaghetti bolognese; Donna brewing her Italian coffee; constructing a sentence until it pinged like an un-cracked glass; pressing a bulb into the dark soft earth; digging my fingers into Max’s coat. Actions that would last and be repeated in some form or another for ever. Emotions were another thing. Bought up on a seesaw of emotional instability, Jo had never trusted emotions, never really understood their mechanism.


On one side of the seesaw was her beautiful, unhinged, utterly fascinating mother – unreliable to a fault – who sprayed her emotions about like the sprinkler system on the lawn, until everyone was soaked. And on the other, her father, the exact opposite; a man who exhibited barely any feelings – not even love . . . especially not love – just a dogged sense of duty to his wife and daughter and the solid Gloucestershire community where they lived. She explored feelings relentlessly in her writing, but it was as a blind person trying to describe a visual landscape.


Some part of her, she realized now, had been waiting for Lawrence to behave like this since the day they met. The weight of the years made little difference; the fear had always been there. She’d fallen in love with his confidence, his ability to talk to anyone, to take charge of things, to know how the world worked. But the flip side of this worldliness, in Jo’s eyes, had always been that she might lose him to one of the many with whom he so regularly bonded.


‘Dad’ll come back. He’s bound to,’ Nicky was saying. ‘He’s just having a mortality drama.’ He stopped stirring to peer at her. ‘You know the thing. God-am-I-that-old-is-life-really-over sort of panic.’


‘With a man?’


Nicky shrugged. ‘Yeah . . . that’s too weird.’


Jo sighed. ‘I’d say.’


‘We should call Cass. She’s got to know what’s happening.’ Nicky put the wooden spoon down carefully on the draining board and dug in his jeans pocket.


Jo stood up. ‘No, please darling. I can’t cope with talking to her yet.’


‘I’ll tell her then.’


‘Don’t, not now. We can do it later, after supper.’


Cassie, she was sure, would be hysterical. Her passionate daughter would scream and shriek and demand answers. She’d rail against her father and expect Jo to join in. Ever since she was a small child, the family had been in thrall to Cassie’s moods. And just as her bad moods were dire, her good moods were a life-force that could light up the room, charm them all into forgiving her. She currently lived in Devon with her eco-obsessed husband, Matt, but Jo knew she would want to be on the first train to London as soon as she heard.


Nicky looked dubious. ‘OK . . . but . . .’


‘Dad promised he’d call her. Let him explain.’


*


Lawrence Meadows rang the bell – to his own house. It hurt Jo more than she could explain. She wondered why she’d agreed to his request to come round and ‘talk things through’. But the truth was that she wanted desperately to see him, even if it hurt like rubbing salt into an open wound.


‘Hello.’ He waited like a guest for her to stand aside and let him in. He stood tall, with his customary elegance, but his face had the decency to look drawn and pale. They both walked through to the kitchen, Jo put the kettle on, brought out the tea. The glass door to the terrace was open; it was another hot June afternoon like the night of the party. But not like the night of the party.


‘I don’t know why you’re here.’


‘I didn’t say goodbye properly . . . and I thought . . . well, that you deserve an explanation,’ he said, hovering on the edge of the terrace.


She didn’t reply. No one, not even her clever husband, could explain love. And no way was she going to listen again to how his eyes had met Arkadius’s over a row of pawns and he’d lost his mind. So she just completed her task: brewing the tea, pouring it into two mugs, putting them on the flower-pattern plastic tray, adding milk to his cup, honey to her own, placing two spoons alongside the mugs, carrying it outside. Her recent endorsement of mindless, repetitive action was working for her so far. They sat next to each other in the two wooden garden chairs, she handed him his tea.


‘You must want to ask me stuff,’ he suggested.


Jo didn’t look at him. ‘Not really.’


‘Jo.’ He laid his hand on her bare arm. ‘Please. I can’t make this any easier for you, but at least I can listen to how you’re feeling . . . you must be angry, upset.’


Don’t you dare tell me how I ‘must’ feel, she thought as she snatched her arm away, her stomach knotting with outrage at his calm, almost patronizing delivery.


‘If you think I’m going to scream and sob and beg you to come home, you can think again.’


‘I don’t expect you to.’


‘Well, what do you want to hear then? That I’m fine, that I understand? That it’s perfectly normal sixty-two-year-old behaviour to leave your wife and family for a Russian history professor in his forties?’


‘No . . .’


‘So what is there to talk about? Seems like a fait accompli to me. You have somewhere to live, someone to love, an exciting new life.’


‘Jo . . . please . . . it’s not like that.’


‘In what way is it “not like that” exactly?’ She had been determined not to cry, and she didn’t, but she almost frightened herself with her sangfroid.


‘I told you the other night . . . I didn’t plan this. I love you so much, you know I do. I’d never intentionally hurt you. But this thing with Arkadius has just sent me wild. I didn’t know what else to do, except stay here and lie to you. Would you rather I’d done that?’


She shook her head. ‘Don’t make me responsible for what you do, Lawrence.’


‘You know I didn’t mean it like that.’


‘The children think you’ve been at it all your life.’


Lawrence bowed his head for a moment. ‘I know, and I understand why they do.’ He turned to her, his light eyes pleading. ‘But I swear on their lives I haven’t. Not ever. Not with anyone, woman or man.’


For a second her mind skittered back to a moment decades ago. They had been having a cheap supper in a Thai café in Acton – Lawrence loved finding new places to eat. The tables were side by side in a row, and a very pretty girl had sat down next to Jo, opposite Lawrence. Jo had got more and more jealous as her husband’s eye constantly wandered in the girl’s direction. She’d become sulky and refused to speak to him. But once outside, Lawrence had grabbed her, laughing, kissed her hard on the mouth as they stood in the dark on the pavement outside the café.


‘Don’t be like that. I’m sorry, I’m really sorry if you think I fancied her. She had a sort of fascinating face, that’s all. You’ve seen those people . . .’ And when she still refused to be mollified, the jealousy winding a tight knot in her guts, like a stabbing cramp, he had just gazed at her. ‘I love you, Jo, you know I do. More than anyone else on the face of the earth.’ As he spoke he had pushed her against the cold wall, kissing her urgently, clasping her face in his hands, his gaze intense with desire, until jealousy had been totally replaced by her own arousal.


Now, as she looked up at her husband, the memory laid a trail across his features, like a cruel mirage that seemed to compound his betrayal.


‘They also think you’re having a senior moment . . . that you’ll come to your senses and be back.’


Lawrence didn’t answer immediately, and Jo found herself counting the seconds, holding her breath as she waited for him to confirm that this was, indeed, a possibility.


‘I . . . I feel too crazy to . . .’


‘I don’t think you’ll be back. I’m just telling you what the children say.’ She interrupted his stammering reply, unable to bear another reiteration of the truth.


Cassie had been on the phone for hours the previous night. Lawrence had told her before Nicky had the chance, so perhaps she’d vented her rage on him, because she was calm and very supportive with her mother. Jo, always loath to ask for help, had felt for the first time that Cassie was the adult, herself the damaged child. Cassie had offered to come to London, or as an alternative, suggested Jo stay with them in Devon for a while. But Jo had refused both options. She loved her children for their concern, but at the moment she needed to be alone. People wanted answers; they wanted to know what the plan was. But there was no plan.


Her husband got up, put his mug back on the tray. He had tears in his eyes. ‘I’m so sorry, Jo.’


She felt her throat constricting and looked quickly away as he hovered, his shadow over her face as he blocked out the sun.


‘I’ll call you,’ he muttered.


‘Don’t,’ she replied.


‘The children—’


‘Cassie and Nicky are adults, Lawrence. They make their own decisions.’


He nodded and turned to go.


*


Joanna sat in front of her computer in her upstairs study, her sanctuary. The room was piled with books – her own and other people’s – both on the shelves and off them, stacked on the floor, the filing cabinet, the windowsill, leaving space only for her large beech computer desk and ergonomic chair. Looking over the garden, it was hot with the afternoon sun. Normally she would be working in there every day, but she hadn’t been into her study or checked her emails since the night of the party; she’d been existing in a numb cocoon. Now she found nearly forty messages from her friends, colleagues, her agent, all relating to that other time, her normal life, before Lawrence’s baffling announcement. How would she tell them? The Meadows had an enviable marriage, everyone knew that. Would they laugh now, enjoy the fall from grace? She was ashamed to think they might, but had she and Lawrence been a bit smug? Donna’s twenty-odd years with Walter had ended in separation four years ago – the only argument between them by then being who should keep Max – as had many of her other friends’ long relationships. But the Meadows had seemed immune to the threat of boredom and sexual infidelity, even surviving their children’s departure from home without a glitch.


She decided she wouldn’t answer any but the most pressing email. The news would filter out anyway, it always did. And until then she could pretend.









Chapter 3


30 July 2013


‘I’m worried about you.’ Donna had her concerned frown on, one she wore a lot these days with Jo.


‘Yeah, so you keep saying. I’m just not sure what you expect me to do that would stop you worrying.’


Donna lay on the grass outside the hut, her head on an ancient patchwork cushion, steadying a glass of red wine with her right hand. Jo sat on a folded tartan rug, leaning against the wooden wall of the hut. It was late, after nine and still not quite dark, warm enough for them not to move inside.


Donna pulled herself up, crossed her legs in the navy crumpled-linen trousers, making Max – snuggled next to her – stir in his sleep and open one eye. ‘Not sure either. But you seem so calm. As if Lawrence has just gone on an extended trip to China or somewhere, not actually left you . . . perhaps for ever.’ Donna held up her hand as Jo was about to protest. ‘I’m saying it how it is – or at least how it might be – darling, because you don’t seem to get it. Sorry to sound cruel, but you do understand that Lawrence . . . well he might not come back.’


Jo didn’t answer, just rubbed her eyes, as if she was having trouble seeing clearly in the half light.


‘You’ve got to face it one day. Otherwise you’ll just stay in this limbo for God knows how long . . . waiting.’


‘And this facing it? How exactly does that work? Sounds like you won’t be satisfied until I’ve had a nervous breakdown and been carted off to the bin.’


‘Don’t get upset. Of course I don’t want you to have a breakdown. It’s just your life seems to be going along as usual. I can’t see that anything’s changed.’


Which was true. It was six weeks since he’d left, and the time had plodded past in a determined effort on Jo’s part to Keep Occupied. She’d got into a rhythm each day: reading, gardening, walking and the gym, even making bread – which she hadn’t done for years, though the loaf turned out leaden and sour – dropping in for coffee or wine with Donna. Her husband called every few days but she didn’t answer the phone, and she hadn’t told a single person about the separation. Lawrence had occasionally taught a Human Rights course at Columbia University’s summer school. He would be away in New York for nearly three weeks in August. Now felt like then to her, Donna was right.


‘You should get back on the horse,’ her friend was saying, ‘before it’s too late. It’ll help you move past Lawrence.’


Jo stared at her in amazement. ‘You mean . . . men?’


Donna giggled. ‘Well, women if you like . . . on the principle that if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.’


‘You are joking.’


‘Of course I am . . . sort of.’ Donna leaned forward earnestly, her hands cradling her wine glass. ‘OK, I’m going to be blunt—’


‘That’d be a first.’


‘Yeah, yeah. But seriously, darling. I reckon you’re still hanging in there on the shaggable index. Sure, you’re sixty, but you don’t look it: tall, slim, legs up to your armpits, those stunning grey eyes . . . you’ve even got muscles in your arms. Your hair could do with some attention, but I’d fancy you if I was that way inclined.’


Joanna brought her hand up to her hair, self-consciously aware that the thick, layered, light-brown – tinged with grey – mop her friend referred to was long overdue for a cut and colour.


‘But the horrible truth is that you’re on the cusp. Another few years and your choices’ll be limited to the drooping willies, paunches and bad teeth of the ageing British male. Not a pretty sight.’


‘Thanks. So encouraging.’ Jo held out her glass for a refill. ‘Anyway, aren’t you forgetting something? You didn’t go out at all, not for months after you and Walter split.’


‘That was different. I was in love with someone who wasn’t in love with me. That bastard Julian broke my heart. Walter’s departure had nothing to do with any of it.’


‘And my heart’s not broken?’ Jo heard the tremor in her voice.


Donna didn’t reply, just got up and came to sit next to Jo, wedging herself on to the rug and clasping Jo’s hand tightly. ‘I know it must be, darling. But I think I’m glad to hear you say it.’


*


Jo got off the two-coach train at Barnstaple and looked around for her daughter. The platform was normally deserted, but today there was a crowd of over-fifties backpackers milling around the small station. Cassie’s tall figure hurried towards her, long, golden hair flying behind her in the wind as it had when she was a child. Jo was always taken aback by her beauty. Cassie had her father’s aquiline nose, her mother’s large, grey eyes and thick, dark eyelashes, a clear complexion now enhanced by a light summer tan, the whole put together in a robust, charismatic beauty that drew the eye of every man she passed, despite the plain T-shirt, jeans and sandals she wore.


Cassie squeezed her mother tight. ‘So glad you came, Mum.’


‘Me too,’ Jo replied, although she had her usual reservations about the visit. It wasn’t Cassie – she loved being with her daughter, and missed her terribly since she’d moved to Devon. Even earnest, humourless Matt (such an odd choice for her extrovert daughter) was bearable for short periods. The challenge was their eco-house.


Matt had built it himself entirely from recycled materials. It had taken him years of painstaking work – he lived in a prehistoric canvas army tent on site throughout – and it was still unfinished when he’d met Cassie. She’d helped him out, driven him on, mainly out of self-preservation, and it was now habitable – to Cassie and Matt at least. Sitting on the edge of Muddiford Wood, north of Barnstaple, no other house in sight, a stream running alongside the extensive vegetable patch, it looked like a large woodsman’s cottage from a fairytale, except for the solar panels taking up most of the south side of the pitched roof. And although two eco-magazines had dubbed it ‘idyllic’, Jo preferred ‘primitive’.


It was freezing in winter (despite the state-of-the-art Swedish wood-burning stove), boiling in summer, full of spiders, recycling bins and coir matting that skinned your feet if you were stupid enough to go barefoot. And if that weren’t enough, it was also noisy with the endless clucking of the chickens and grunting of Moby, the pig, in the run outside. But she could just about put up with all that. It was the composting loo that proved the last straw. Not only did it stink in all seasons, attract flies in summer and wobble alarmingly when she sat on it, but she was constantly aware of sitting above the collected poo of weeks. That it was covered in a thin layer of sawdust and aerated by some mysterious method that Matt had unsuccessfully explained about fifty times, was no consolation.


Jo could tell that Cassie was nervous about seeing her for the first time since Lawrence’s news.


‘Do you and Dad talk?’ her daughter asked in a low whisper, as soon as they were seated at the back of the Ilfracombe bus.


‘Not for weeks. I asked him not to ring. Although he keeps leaving messages.’


‘He’s sent me loads. Texts and voicemail. But I haven’t called him since he told me.’


‘You should, darling.’


‘Mum! Dad has left you – and us – so he can shag a bloke. Why should any of us speak to him again, ever?’


Jo wished everyone would stop pointing this out. Did they think the horrible fact had somehow escaped her?


Cassie’s voice had risen, but the three other people on the bus didn’t even twitch, they seemed to take no interest whatsoever. Perhaps it was standard practice in north Devon.


‘Whatever he’s done he’s still your father. You don’t want to lose touch.’


Cassie was silent for a moment. Jo knew how hurt she must be. She idolized Lawrence.


‘That’s what Matt keeps telling me, but I don’t know how to talk to him . . . what to say. And the longer I leave it, the worse it gets.’ Jo heard the stubborn note in her daughter’s voice.


‘Believe me, I understand, darling. But it’s almost harder for you and Nicky than it is for me.’


Cassie shot her a bewildered glance. ‘Uh, no, Mum. I don’t think so. Your life has been turned upside down.’ She sighed. ‘I’m just embarrassed . . . for him as much as myself.’


‘My life hasn’t really changed.’


Now her daughter’s look was astonished. ‘How can you say that?’


She shrugged. ‘Well it hasn’t. The only difference is that your dad doesn’t come home any more.’


‘And that’s not relevant?’ Cassie grabbed Jo’s bag. ‘This is our stop.’


*


Joanna was up early the next morning. The day was cloudy and still. It wasn’t the chickens or the thin futon that had kept her awake this time. Still dressed in pyjamas, she put on her daughter’s wellington boots and wandered outside, taking long, deep breaths of the clean air, heavy with impending rain. She missed the country, but Lawrence had a horror of anywhere without people and a pavement and they’d rarely spent much time out of cities, except on a beach, which didn’t seem to panic him in the same way as green rolling hills.


Jo went over to lean on the fence that supported Moby’s pen. The pig was an Oxford Sandy and Black, a breed which even had its own pig society – set up, according to Matt, to get it recognized as a true rare breed. Moby was pretty, with his light sandy coat and black blotches, his lop ears almost covering his eyes. He snuffled over to Jo and stared up at her with his buried black eyes. ‘They’ll never eat you, will they?’ she asked softly. But the pig was clearly unconcerned by her question and wandered off, riffling the mud with his snout as he went.


She looked round for Matt. She’d heard him get up and go out hours ago. Matt was always happier outside. After a short while in the house, he would just wander over to the hooks on the wall by the door and collect his anorak, pull on his battered striped beanie without a word, as if he’d been programmed. Cassie would ask ‘Where are you going?’ but his answer was always vague. Jo thought he’d probably gone for a ride now – bikes were his only hobby outside his eco-obsession – and she was glad she didn’t have to face him yet.


There had been an argument the night before. Nothing serious, but they’d all had quite a lot to drink – Jo had brought a good supply of wine with her – and she knew she was doing it, pushing Matt’s buttons. She found herself almost enjoying it. But it was Cassie, of course, who’d been upset and the guilt had stopped Jo sleeping. There was something about her situation at the moment – a sort of pity badge – that seemed to give her licence to behave badly. And with her son-in-law it was all too easy.


It had started with him retrieving the camomile teabag Jo had dropped, after some thought, into the recycling bin labelled ‘Paper and Card’. It was one of five, the others bearing the respective tags: Plastics; Glass; Aluminium Foil/Tins; Electronic (including things like printer cartridges, batteries). Matt had then pointedly placed it in the stainless steel compost bucket behind the sink.


‘It’s confusing. Can’t you just have two bins? Biodegradable and non-biodegradable?’ Jo asked.


Matt’s look was careful, clearly controlled. ‘It’s not that simple. Have you seen the inside of a recycling plant?’


She confessed she hadn’t. ‘But honestly, does any of all this have an impact on Global Warming? Are you really saving the planet by putting the teabag in the compost and not in the bin?’


‘I think we’ve had this conversation before, Joanna. I’ve told you why I do it,’ Matt said, a trifle pompously. He was a small man, shorter by a couple of inches than Cassie, and wiry, lean, his dark hair floppy and long, his complexion permanently weathered. But his potential good looks – she reminded him of Neil Oliver, the Scottish historian – were marred, in Jo’s opinion, by the almost fanatical light in his grey eyes, which seemed to bore into her, monitor her actions, find fault. He had been a banker in his previous life, a successful one by all accounts, and the single-minded, relentless pursuit of profits had now transferred itself to his current alarming eco-fervour.


‘Look, I’m the first one to hate waste, I get why you want to recycle as much as possible; your dedication is commendable. But I don’t see why you have to be so obsessed about it. Never buying anything, not having a TV, no car . . . not even a fridge.’


Fridges consumed more energy than any other household appliance according to Matt. So they kept milk and butter in a lidded bucket in the stream when the weather was hot, the rest in a larder built on the back of the house with cool, slate shelves. ‘It just seems spartan . . . punishing. And it takes up so much time.’ Jo could tell her daughter had become tense, but she pushed on. ‘Or do you really enjoy it?’


Jo realized she’d been wanting to say all these things for the whole of the three years Cassie and Matt had been together. Until now she’d been careful, respectful of his lifestyle choices for Cassie’s sake. And there were aspects of Matt she liked, not least his clear love for her daughter. But her son-in-law seemed to have got worse of late: more fanatical, more obsessive, as if he were trying to reduce their lives to something almost nineteenth century. And in the light of Lawrence’s departure, she seemed to have lost the will to control herself.
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