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Chapter One


‘He’s packing. All by himself! I can hardly believe what a grown-up boy he is. Making an absolute hash of it, of course, but you have to let go, don’t you? Let them learn by their own mistakes.’


I’m on the phone to Gemma, my sister. She knows me too well. ‘Julie, you sound slightly hysterical,’ she says. ‘Perhaps I should pop over.’


‘Me? Hysterical? Not at all. Look, I’ve been through this gap-year business twice before. First with Tess, then with Katy. I’m used to it.’ I’m holding the cordless phone to my right ear. The middle finger of my left hand is doing its customary twiddle. Twiddling a lock of blonde-highlighted hair in a continual circling motion just above my left ear. I’ll regret it. I  do. Yesterday I went to the hairdresser. At eight in the morning, before work. An act of pure defiance, I’d thought at the time, observing myself dispassionately in the mirror, being blow-dried to unaccustomed sleekness. You see what we can do, my smooth, shiny, confident hair seemed to say back to me, we can survive this.


Together we can survive this.


‘You look different,’ he’d said to me in the evening, but of course he couldn’t identify what exactly was different about me. Men never can. And I wasn’t about to enlighten him. ‘Nice,’ he’d said, as I left the room.


‘Too late for nice now,’ I say to Gemma, voicing my thoughts.


‘Sorry, Julie, but I seem to have lost your flow . . .’


‘Yes, well, I suppose I am a little distracted. You see I went to the hairdresser.’


‘And . . .’


‘And nothing. I just thought you’d like to know.’


‘Have you been drinking? You sound a bit barmy,’ says Gemma. ‘Not that I’d blame you for being drunk or barmy given the circumstances.’


‘What do you take me for, Gemma?’ I reply, keen for this conversation to meander, to wander with neither aim nor direction, for as long as possible. ‘It’s ten o’clock in the morning. You know I never start on the gin before eleven a.m. on a Saturday. I tell you, last time I popped into the bedroom – on the pretext of needing to empty the wastepaper basket – he was scratching his head. Either he’s got lice or he’s completely flummoxed. A bit of me just wants to take over like I always do. He’s never had a clue when it comes to packing.’


‘Don’t even think about it, Julie. Just self-medicate – surely there’s something in your medical arsenal that will calm you down – and read the newspapers.’


‘But I could offer. It will mean he’ll be finished in half the time, and he may even get to the airport on time and not miss his flight.’


‘JULIE!’


‘What?’


‘This is not your call. It’s out of your hands. Why are you hanging around, torturing yourself like this? Leave the house or something. I’ll meet you for a coffee if you like.’


‘What do you mean torturing myself? I’m having fun. It’s a genuine spectator sport, watching him make a complete prat of himself. Anyway I can’t go out, he might need me.’


‘You’re crying, aren’t you? I can tell.’


‘Rubbish . . . Well, maybe just a bit.’ I give the hair-twiddling a rest and touch the corner of one eye with the back of my wrist. Definitely moist. ‘I mean you’re entitled to, aren’t you? It’s what you do when they leave the nest. Especially the last of the bunch. But they come back, don’t they? They don’t leave you for ever.’


‘It’s not the same, Julie. We’re not talking about Tess and Katy. We’re not talking about the girls. We’re talking about Walt, Walter. You remember who Walt is, don’t you? Walt is your husband.’


I pull a tissue from the sleeve of my sweater and blow my nose vigorously.


‘Of course I know it’s Walt. I mean you don’t go to the hairdresser because your son is going back-packing. But if your husband is buggering off for a Gap Year, well, going to the hairdresser makes some kind of sense. A statement of sorts.’


Dammit, I can feel the tears welling up. I was determined not to do this. Gemma was always the cry-baby of the family, but I’m supposed to be made of sterner stuff. Our mother had always said there’d been a mix-up in the birth-order, that from the moment I could talk – and boss and manage and organise – I had usurped Gemma’s older-sister role. Gemma didn’t seem to be bothered by it, she was so dreamy and sweet natured that she could go along with my plans while keeping a space free in her head to create the stories that helped her shine in English lessons at school, and eventually led to her becoming a writer. Gemma cried easily, but that’s because she was so sensitive to other people’s pain. She never cried because she felt sorry for herself.


‘I wish I was there so I could give you a hug,’ says Gemma.


‘Oh Gemma, I honestly think it would be easier if he had another woman. Or had gone gay on me.’ The truth is that however much I go over it in my mind, I’m still mystified as to why Walt’s doing what he’s doing. This leaving me for the Scarlet Macaws of the Brazilian rain forest, before heading for a flock of Australian sheep and moving on to some Indian yogi in a loincloth who spends all day standing on his head does my head in. And all this uncertainty about what’s going to happen when he comes back. If he comes back. ‘I don’t get it, Gemma, I really don’t.’


‘Neither do I, but you’re going to be all right you know.’


‘I don’t know about that. But I suppose I’m luckier than most. I do have the girls and my work and all my friends, and of course you and Antony.’ My fingers travel automatically back to the tangled knot of hair behind my left ear. So much for the twenty-four quid plus tip I spent at the hairdresser yesterday. I’m sure the scarecrow look was not what my stylist had in mind.


‘Zis will show ze barztard,’ he had said, admiring his handiwork and spraying a swirling mist of lacquer somewhere in the region of my head.


‘Well, maybe not me and Antony,’ says Gemma.


‘What? Sorry, I don’t understand . . .’ My thoughts are darting around like fireflies searching for a mate on a summer’s night.


‘Well, you’ve been a bit wrapped up. Don’t get me wrong. Understandably wrapped up. I didn’t want to mention it.’


‘Mention what?’


‘That I’m thinking of seeing a lawyer.’


‘Antony is a lawyer.’


‘A divorce lawyer, Julie. A divorce lawyer. I couldn’t ask Antony to handle our own divorce. In any case, he only does corporate.’


‘That’s not funny, Gemma. I mean this whole thing with me and Walt isn’t exactly a joke.’


‘I know it’s not a joke, Julie, and believe me, I’m not kidding either.’


‘But . . . but Gemma. You can’t. You absolutely one hundred per cent definitely can’t. I simply won’t allow it.’


‘Why can’t I?’


‘You just can’t. It’s impossible. Ridiculous. I won’t be able to cope.’


‘You won’t be able to cope?’


‘Jesus, Gemma, I had no idea. Well, of course I did have an idea, but not that it was this serious. Just because you had a holiday fling three years ago and are killing yourself with guilt and remorse, that’s no reason to leave. You love Antony . . . Even I love Antony. Well, except when he’s being a pompous prick or expecting the boys to be performing seals, but his heart’s in the right place.’


‘Well then, you can marry him. With my blessing. Keep it in the family, that would be really cosy. And I can assure you that my holiday fling has absolutely nothing to do with it. I knew you wouldn’t understand. I should have kept my big mouth shut. At least until the dust of Walt’s departure . . .’ Gemma halts mid-sentence, as if suddenly aware that whatever she says is going to sound crass.


‘It’s just such a shock, Gemma, and your timing isn’t exactly . . .’


Another phone rings, playing the opening bars of ‘Goodness Gracious Me’ . . . Oh doctor I’m in trouble . . . Well, goodness gracious me . . . The ring tone was Walt’s doing, not mine. Being too technically incompetent to set up my own I asked Walt to choose something for me – something subtle but distinctive, and not too intrusive. This is what he came up with. I laughed a lot when I first heard it. Now every time it rings I want to hurl it at the wall. Or is it really Walt I want to hurl? When he’s gone I’ll change it, and I won’t ask anyone to help me this time. I’ll do it on my own. ON MY OWN. Three little words I hate even more than my ring tone.


‘It’s the mobile, I’d better take it, it might be Tess to tell me about the ultrasound.’


‘Of course take it. We’ll talk later.’


‘Gosh, Gemma, we could do double dates.’


‘I can’t imagine anything more horrible.’


‘Me neither.’ And then despite everything I begin to laugh. And then Gemma’s laughing, too. I can picture her putting down the receiver with a big grin lighting up her toothy mouth, a mouth which she customarily covers with her hand, just like Japanese women do when they giggle. Gemma has never liked her big, white teeth. Teeth too big for her sweet little face, so she covers her mouth from habit, even when no one else is there to see.


As I grab the mobile from the kitchen table I’m still chortling. ‘Hi, darling,’ I manage to splutter. ‘Tell me the good news.’


It’s not Tess on the other end though, it’s Aggie.


Aggie is one of those women who never introduces herself. She doesn’t even do that annoying thing of saying ‘Hello, it’s me,’ leaving you to wonder who the hell me is. She just launches right in.


‘Glad you’re having such a good time. What’s the joke? Fucking Armageddon here,’ she says.


‘I was expecting Tess,’ I say. ‘I’d better be quick. What’s up?’


Aggie is a drama queen. Armageddon could be running out of Touche Eclat, or a stray chin hair.


‘He knows everything. Last night. He extracted a full confession.’


‘Everything?’ I know exactly to what Aggie is referring. Everything means the catalogue of affairs that Aggie has been conducting throughout her twenty-year marriage to Charles. The paramour revolving door, as our gang likes to call it. The liaisons dangereuses that have kept her marriage all tickety-boo, as she has always insisted. Or rather the affairs that kept her marriage tickety-boo so long as Charles didn’t know about them.


‘I’m such a fool. I played too close to home. My first mistake in all these years. He’s chucking me out. I may have to come and stay for a while. Just until he agrees to take me back. He has to take me back, he has to . . .’


‘You know Walt is leaving later today,’ I say, deliberately changing the subject. I really can’t deal with Aggie’s histrionics right now. Not after Gemma’s bombshell, which I take far more seriously. I’ve always believed that Charles is fully aware of Ag’s antics, and has simply chosen to ignore them for a quiet life. If my theory is right, and he has been complicit all along, surely it won’t take long before he shrugs it off and continues as before. I decide to say none of this for now. What I want is Aggie off the phone as soon as possible in case Tess is trying to get through.


‘Of course I know,’ says Aggie. ‘That’s why I thought I might move in. Keep you company for a bit. Oh, I’m sorry, are you all right? Am I being terribly tactless? You sounded so cheery when you picked up the phone.’


Sometimes you put up with your friends despite their complete unsuitability for the job.


I’m suddenly aware of a particular patch of skin, just above my armpit, around the join where my arm meets my chest. It’s been flaring up lately, intermittently itching and burning. And there’s a matching dry, red patch on the other side. Pruritis to give it its proper name. I can’t help it – you can take the girl out of medical school, but you can’t take medical school out of the girl.


My skin is trying to tell me something. Of course! It’s not just a stress symptom, it’s a physical manifestation of what’s happening to my marriage, and indeed the marriages all around me. It’s the twenty-year itch. And it appears to be catching.


‘You still there?’ asks Aggie.


‘Sorry, yes. Just that I was thinking that all this stuff that’s going on, it’s like a virus. It’s like MRSA, only it’s not just in the hospitals, and it’s not bacterial, it’s out here, in the general population.’


‘You’ve lost me, Dr Broadhurst. You know I don’t do this medical stuff.’


‘Miss Broadhurst to you. I’m a surgeon, remember. And there’s nothing medical about it, Aggie. I was just musing on my itchy skin and then I got to thinking about all the people I know whose relationships are falling apart. And it made me think that the seven-year itch has been replaced in the twenty-first century by the twenty-year itch. Itchy armpit as marriage metaphor.’


‘But I’ve been itchy for at least fifteen of the last twenty years. The difference is I don’t want my marriage to end.’


‘Where did we go wrong, Ags?’


‘Search me, Julie my friend.’


The sound of a man dragging a suitcase across the floor in the room above brings me back to the present.


‘We’ll have a war council later. Once Walt is out of the house.’


‘Around seven thirty?’


‘Seven thirty will be fine. And I’ll get Gemma and Valentina to come, too. At least Valentina has a head on her shoulders. Despite what she’s been through.’


‘And a happy marriage.’


‘Well yes, but at this rate even her marriage could be over by tonight. No, that would be the worst. I shouldn’t have said that, even as a joke.’


‘Hang on in there, Julie.’


‘You, too, Ags. Bye.’


A beep sounds out from my mobile. It’s a text from Tess, and it has an image attached to it. I press the bar to access the picture and a grainy, barely discernible image of a 12-week-old foetus appears on the screen.


‘My baby!’ says the accompanying text. ‘All is well. Beautiful/handsome genius cooking nicely. And if you think you can tell the sex, I don’t want to know.’


‘Walt!’ I screech, racing out of the room to the bottom of the staircase. ‘Walt, come here. Quickly. It’s Tess. The ultrasound is fine. The baby’s fine!’


A moment later Walt’s head and torso lean over the banister. A long-distance blur of an outline so familiar that I don’t need my glasses to help me fill in the features. The thick head of curly hair, made up of coiled springs in gun-metal grey streaked with black, reaching to below his collar and giving him a professorial air. The full, slightly feminine mouth. The still visible scar, tracing a jagged path along his nose, the result of a football boot spike slicing through it when he was a boy and a stitch-up job by someone who hadn’t learned to sew. And, most important, the stubble, which by mid-afternoon, despite daily shaving, would be clearly visible. For so many years, just by thinking about it, I could conjure up the sensation of his stubble lightly grazing my lips as I kissed his cheek or chin. It would send a tremor right through me. But that was then.


‘You see, grandma-to-be, I told you everything would be all right.’ I can hear the smile in Walt’s voice, and his acknowledgment of just how much this baby means to him as well as to Tess. I’d really rather Walt was horrible to me all the time. At least then I’d have something to fight back against. When he’s being kind, which is often, I feel utterly helpless.


I click on the text again. A new baby I can understand. I can absolutely see the point of that. A new life? For me? At fifty-three? Whatever for?










Chapter Two


When I walk into the bedroom I find Walt crouching next to his enormous back pack, shuffling stuff around. He turns and looks up at me over his shoulder with that look. It’s a look that takes me right back to the start, a look that seems to be asking a question, but isn’t quite sure how to phrase it, or whether he dares to ask it at all. That very first time, in the café around the corner from the hospital, he just looked at me, and then at Tess, who was wriggling around on the chair next to me, then back at me again. There was something quizzical about his expression. I guessed he was thinking, where’s the father? Later I found out I was right. He’d been attracted to me right away but assumed I was out of bounds. In the end it was me who started the conversation. He was too attractive to let slip. If I hadn’t said anything he would have continued to glance surreptitiously when he thought I was looking the other way, trying – and failing – to pluck up courage to make the opening gambit.


Far from sapping my confidence at the time, being a single mum to Tess gave me a certain boldness. Wrapped me in a warm security blanket. There was a real one for Tess, an imaginary one for me, cocooning me from the moment I knew I was pregnant. Together Tess and I were quite a team.


Tess had started lobbing little bits of lemon drizzle cake in Walt’s general direction, which gave me the perfect excuse. ‘Stop that now, Tess,’ I admonished my three-year-old daughter. ‘Sorry,’ I said, turning my attention to Walt. ‘She’s just learned the art of throwing, but not what not to throw.’


‘She’s adorable,’ Walt had beamed back, and had immediately started to engage Tess with a nonsense rhyme about crumbs and thumbs and big fat tums and sticky-out bums that I assumed he’d made up on the spot. There was something about its clunky spontaneity that made me warm to Walt right away, and Tess liked it because it was just a little bit rude, and a bit like the words to a song. ‘Crum, bum, tum, thum,’ she laughed on that day, all day, and for the week that followed.


 


Something catches in my throat, like a pearl of pomegranate, and I have to turn away from Walt and leave the room.


I don’t know where to put myself. I go back downstairs, try to be busy, in the study at the computer, checking emails, googling, putting paper into neat piles, and moving them round on my desk, but I can’t concentrate. It’s as though a feather duster is tickling at my insides, making it impossible to sit still.


I get up and wander into the hallway, stopping at the floor-to-ceiling bookcase to pull books randomly from the shelves. I find myself aimlessly flicking, halting occasionally to stare at a page. The letters and words, impossible to read without my glasses, bleed into one another, devoid of shape or meaning.


So I go upstairs again, deliberately sprightly and springy on the oak boards, so as not to let my feet betray my heart. I decide to go into Katy’s room and . . . well, just look around I suppose. If Katy, the daughter Walt and I made together twenty years ago, was a standard sort of girl, there’d be a job for me to do. Tidying up and sorting the debris she’d have left behind before going back to university, where she is reading geography, for the start of the second term of her first year. But Katy isn’t your average young woman, at least as far as domestic standards are concerned. Katy’s room has the kind of hygiene record that every hospital ward should be aiming for.


I don’t suppose it would go down very well but I’m seriously thinking of suggesting a tour of Katy’s bedroom to the head of cleaning staff at the hospital where I work. Spotless, clutterless, pristine perfection. Like a room-set for a magazine. Books on the shelves stacked in different sections according to theme and subject and within each section books arranged in descending order of height. CDs stored alphabetically by artist in drawers on rollers under the bed. Three cushions propped up on her bed cover, neatly overlapping and pointing up towards the ceiling, each at exactly the same angle. Desk drawers lined with scented paper; pens, pencils, erasers, postcards, stamps, writing paper, each stored in their own place. A box folder for personal letters, another for correspondence from her university, one for her old school reports. And inside the cupboards, too . . . I know what I’ll find but I can’t resist opening them, if only to marvel at how different a mother and daughter can be. All her summer T-shirts colour-coded in neat piles on the open shelves, spare bras stored in plastic bags, sandals and light shoes packed away in boxes at the foot of her cupboard, with Polaroids of each pair stuck to the outside of the boxes for easy identification.


Dear, difficult, vulnerable Katy who tries to compensate for her chaotic hormonal state with everyday order and control. The tidier Katy is, the more jittery it makes me feel. She’s clearly borderline obsessive, but I would hesitate to diagnose OCD. I keep telling myself it’s a phase, something she’ll grow out of when she starts to feel more comfortable with herself. Am I the first mother in the world to wish her offspring’s bedroom were more of a mess?


Every few seconds I look at my watch, fretting about the time, about when Walt needs to check in at the airport, but I’m determined not to say anything. I don’t even intend to go back into our bedroom, not with him still there, but I’m drawn in as if pulled by powerful magnets. Now it’s my own cupboard I find myself heading towards. The huge armoire that sits to the right of the fireplace.


One of the sweetest memories of my life with Walt is of those early days – or rather nights – after Katy was born, when Walt would light the gas fire and I would sit close to it in an armchair inherited from my grandmother, and give Katy her 2 a.m. feed in the warm glow of firelight. Sometimes Walt would go back to sleep. Other times he would prop himself up on pillows, one hand behind his head, and watch from the bed, a sleepy smile on his face, as Katy sucked at my breast. I felt that as a family we had been vacuum packed. Nothing from the outside could permeate, long-lasting freshness guaranteed.


I open the armoire, remove a sweater from the shelf. I shake it out, examine it, try to decide whether or not to put it on, even though I was dressed for the day hours ago, and have no real intention of changing. It’s just something to do, to keep me close to Walt without giving him the impression that I’m hovering. And so, with a couple of deft movements and a raised-knee manoeuvre, I refold the jumper from a standing position and replace it exactly where it was before.


I note that folding a sweater while remaining upright and with no surface to rest it on is something I do really well. It has a kind of clarity to it. A satisfying simplicity. I could get a job in Gap. There’s one just round the corner from the hospital. A job that wouldn’t use up quite so much of me. Leave something over for . . .


I’m aware of the silence, but I don’t know how to fill it. Walt’s head is deep inside his own wardrobe, the wardrobe that stands to the left of the fireplace opposite the bed. I can see my reflection in the open mirrored door of his cupboard, as well as in the mirror of my own armoire. Too many mirrors.


I scrutinise myself. For clues. Clues in my appearance as to why Walt might be leaving. I can’t deny that there is more of me than there used to be, especially round the middle. The jawline has gone a little fuzzy. And my eyes look somehow smaller, less alert, probably as a result of my eyelids not holding up as well as they used to. But I wouldn’t say I’ve let myself go. I do care about how I look, but I don’t obsess about it. When too many pounds pile on I cut out wheat for a couple of weeks, or announce a no-alcohol fortnight, and I shrink back again. Well, not right back, perhaps, but almost. And although I am gym-phobic, I do walk the half hour each way to work and take the stairs rather than the lift up to the fifth floor of the hospital. Could I make more of an effort to firm my flesh, do I need a Gok Wan to come and sort my wardrobe? Yes and yes, but that’s not what this is about.


I find myself shrugging at the sight of my middle-aged self and the laughable little knot of hair above my ear. I wonder if Walt metaphorically shrugs when he looks at me. Is he resigned to the way I look? Or indifferent? Or repulsed? It’s so long since he touched me that maybe it’s gone beyond indifference to repulsion.


I try to redirect the voice in my head. The cupboards, Julie, you were thinking about the cupboards. Even though I have far more clothes than Walt, we each have an armoire to ourselves. This is an equal opportunities household, always has been. His cupboard is full, too, but only because everything is spread out with room to breathe. He and Katy, so very alike. Not that Walt has ever been less than loving towards Tess, who didn’t belong to him, not biologically at least. Katy thinks her father has taken leave of his senses. She told him, to his face, that he was being ‘totally pathetic’. And she never criticises him. Tess, the psychologist, takes a more balanced view. ‘You can’t escape yourself when you go away, you know. You’ll be with you all the time.’


It’s so damn neat inside Walt’s cupboard that I sometimes get the urge to barge in there when he’s out, or when he’s snoring in the middle of the night and disturbing my sleep, and shake things up a little. Put one of his polo shirts in with one of his dress shirts, twin a brown sock and a grey sock, encourage a pair of his trousers to slide off the hanger and onto the floor. There’s stuff all over the floor in my cupboard. Unless you want to haul whatever there’s no hanging or shelf space for downstairs to the basement, on top of your shoes would seem the next best location as far as I’m concerned. On the outside these cupboards look pretty much the same. On the inside it’s Sloane Street designer store versus Cricklewood car boot sale. It’s one of the things about Walt that drives me mad. So how come Katy being like this, only far more exaggeratedly than Walt, doesn’t drive me mad the same way? How come I’m so much more forgiving of Katy than I am of Walt for almost exactly the same thing? Marriage, that’s the difference, I suppose.


The two armoires were bought at auction when we first moved in together. Not exactly a matched pair. Mine – or at least the one I decided had my name on it – was more in the rococo style, with a sensually curved top featuring a shell with flowers and leaves, and small curvy legs. His, I was told at the time, was Henri II style. It was squared off at the top, though decorative, too. Just a tad more masculine. We stripped them down ourselves, then hand-painted them in white, distressing them as was the fashion. It took a whole weekend, what with stopping for sex and sandwiches and sniping affectionately over who was making the faster progress.


Our marriage has been a bit like those armoires. I can feel a slow smile spreading across my face at my own cleverness, before I rein it in, abruptly. I’m not sure that smiling – given the current circumstances – is appropriate. But those cupboards are us. I’m surprised that I’ve never thought of them this way before – and the smile creeps back, despite my best efforts. Look at them, sitting companionably close to one another, separated only by the fireplace, just not so close that you can’t tell them apart. Equal in all respects, and yet different. Compatible and yet at the same time completely independent entities. Not a matched pair, but a good match. At least on the outside, as far as appearances are concerned.


Inside, hidden to the outside world, and perhaps even to themselves, there have been different things going on over the years. In his cupboard, the neatness has intensified. In my cupboard, the mess has been mounting. Open those cupboards at the same time, and you’d think no wonder this is where it’s ended up. And yet, despite the chaos on my side, it’s me who has been relatively calm all these years. He’s the one who’s been festering away beneath the pristine surface, storing up petty grudges for later. ‘Here’s one I prepared earlier,’ I can almost hear him saying, as he lobs yet another grudge, like a hand grenade, something I’d said years back that had deeply wounded him, and of which I had no memory whatsoever. I wonder if it’s a good thing, a positive character trait, that I am able to let things go, to shrug off petty slights and quarrels. Or does it demonstrate a lack of sensitivity? I would like to think the former. I fear Walt would say it was the latter.


I’m tempted to speak my observations aloud. Not the bit about grudges, of course, but comparing our marriage to the cupboards. It’s the kind of analogy he’d love. There was a time when Walt would look at me intently as I spoke, and his head would nod, almost imperceptibly – no one but me would ever have noticed it – as if I held the key to the universe in every utterance, however mundane. He so adored me then. Walt must have heard me come in. But this time he’s pretending he hasn’t noticed. Why doesn’t he at least acknowledge me? Oh, what the hell! What difference does any of it make?


As I leave the room yet again, I glance at the marital bed that I have shared with Walt for twenty-three years. What I’d really like to do is crawl into it, pull the duvet over my head, and hide there until this nightmare is over. Until he comes in, too, pulls back the covers and tells me it was all a joke. But the bed is barred to me. I can’t get in. It’s covered with kit, his kit for the great journey that lies ahead.


The kit is something else I can’t come to terms with. There’s the iPod, the BlackBerry, the portable SatNav. It’s what modern adventurers do. You can’t set about finding yourself, the meaning of life, until you’ve sorted the kit. Start with the kit, then head for the ashram, or the monkey sanctuary or the Amazon rain forest, to commune with nature, never more than five seconds’ contact away from your mates back home. There’s no Wash ’n’ Go for the male, mid-life adventurer.


Then there’s all the stuff I told him he’d need. Well, I’m a doctor after all, and even if I could kill him for going off like this, I don’t actually want him to die. So there are the water-sterilising tablets and the Dioralyte and the just-in-case antibiotics for his stomach, and the malaria pills. I even wrote him a list of all the inoculations he’d need, which he could easily have found out about himself from the travel health clinic. As a medical journalist Walt would in any case know all this stuff. It’s something I find hard to accept, the idea that Walt probably knows as much about medicine as I do. More maybe. He got right through med school before dropping out, and has read up on vast quantities of research as a journalist over the years. Me? I’ve specialised, so I know masses about my subject, but not much else. Walt thinks I patronise him and he could be right.


I’m remembering Walt’s diatribe against the material madness of London life, his urgent desire to get away to something simpler, more spiritual. ‘It’s over for me,’ he said, months before he told me he was leaving.


‘What’s over?’ I had asked, distractedly, thinking about a pregnant patient whose baby had just been diagnosed with a heart condition that would necessitate surgery within days of it being born.


‘This place, this city,’ he had said. But that was only part of what Walt meant. I wasn’t listening properly. Or rather I chose not to hear.


‘Well, you could go to the country,’ I said. As a journalist Walt didn’t need to live in the centre of London. ‘We could increase the mortgage and invest in a cottage and you could spend part of the time there. Or we could sell up and buy a flat in town and a place in the country.’


It was not what I wanted to do but it was a compromise I was willing to consider. In my heart, I hoped this would be a passing fancy, an idea that would burn itself out. But I realise now that it was never the country that he wanted, but another country, a country where I wasn’t.


 


Walt, pronounced Wolt, as in Disney. But these days when I think of my husband, I think of Wart, not Walt. On angry days, thinking of him as Wart helps. It helps to convince me, even if it only works for minutes, sometimes seconds, at a time, that I need to excise him from my life. Get the Bazuka Extra Strength Gel, apply judiciously, and let the salycilic acid work its magic. Walt, or rather Wart, will disappear! Zapped from my existence, freeing me to . . . To what? That’s the problem. That’s the huge, soaring, looming, ginormous problem. Freeing me to what? To be alone. To be lonely. To have sex with strangers. Please God, not that. To pursue my own goals? But I’ve been pursuing my own goals anyway all these years.


What is this nonsense about a Gap Year? A Marriage Sabbatical! The man has gone quite mad. Or I have, letting him get away with it.


The front doorbell rings.


‘Damn it,’ says Walt, finally acknowledging me. ‘It must be my mini-cab. I’m not finished.’


‘I’ll tell him to wait. How long do you need?’


‘Tell him ten minutes. I’ll be ready in ten.’


‘I’m not sure I can handle the goodbyes,’ I say. On impulse I add, ‘I’m going to go down the road and get myself a cappuccino. I won’t be back until you’ve gone.’ And before he has the chance to reply, I say, ‘Bye, Walt. See you in a year. Maybe.’


‘Ju—’


Too late. I’m disappearing down the corridor. I run down the stairs and past the hall table, grabbing keys and purse. Stooping on the mat to pick up my boots and the Puffa jacket I’d flung there the night before, I grab at the front door latch. On the porch I collide with an impatient mini-cab driver.


‘If he’s not down in ten minutes,’ I tell him as I struggle, hopping, into one boot at a time, ‘you’d better ring again. He’s hopeless at time-keeping.’


The driver seems amused by my ungainly hopping and raises an eyebrow conspiratorially, as if agreeing with my statement about hopeless men, but I’m in no mood to be matey. I’ve got my boots on and I’m gone, breaking into a jog, racing off down the street at the same time as trying to get my arms into the sleeves of my coat. I never jog. By the time I reach the first junction I am already breathless. But I keep on running. At the end of the road I turn a sharp left and within seconds I’m outside the little Polish-owned coffee bar that only opened a week ago, replacing the Romanian-run one that opened and closed the week before that. I shoulder my way in, heart racing, breath coming in short gasps.


‘Cappuccino please,’ I wheeze, slumping into a chair by the window. It takes me a minute or two to recover my breath. At the table opposite is a mother and child, a little girl of about two sitting in a high chair stuffing a cream bun into her mouth. This has to be the moment, the moment when Walt walks in. This is when we meet for the first time and play the whole thing over from the very beginning.


I raise my cup of cappuccino, and rubbing the condensation away from the window with my other hand, look out through the glass. It’s as though I’m watching out for someone, waiting for someone to arrive. But who? I don’t realise how much my hand is shaking until coffee spills over and scalds the back of it. The cup rattles against the saucer as I set it down again. I wipe my hand, stinging now from the hot coffee, with a paper napkin, and blow on it, then hug my arms around myself and look once more out of the window. By the time I’ve stopped staring out into the grey, cold, mid-January day, my coffee is cold and bitter and undrinkable. He’s not coming, of course not, how stupid of me. He’ll be well and truly on the way to the airport by now. I look out for what I am determined will be the last time and as I do so a silver saloon car drives past with a male passenger in the back. It’s him, I’m sure of it. Oh my God, it is, it’s him.


I look at my watch, take £1.70 from my purse and place it on the table, then dive back into my purse again for another 20p, for the tip. Act normal, I command myself. I get out a little notebook from my bag and start to write a list. My pen hovers above the pad. The girls are coming round this evening, there’s no white wine left and barely a thing in the house to eat. Hummus, olives, goats cheese, salami. I can write shopping lists in my sleep. Grissini sticks, French bread, grapes. I know exactly what’s in the fridge, how many spare Toilet Ducks there are in the cupboard and whether I’m about to run out of stock cubes and matches. I don’t even need to check. Clementines, wine, juice, hot-smoked salmon and mackerel fillets, salad, a packet of almonds with raisins. This is how it is when you’ve been a wife and mother for as long as I have. It’s what I love about domestic life, the certainty of food that can always be replenished, a crisp, new roll on the toilet-roll holder, a fresh, beeswax candle on the dining table. The knowledge that someone else – a child, a husband – will be there, too. Not physically there all the time, that’s not necessary at all for peace of mind, but imprinted there, even in their absence.


Act normal, I repeat silently, and everything will be all right. And somehow it is. I leave the café, walk to the supermarket, nod at shoppers I recognise and cashiers who have served me hundreds of times on twice-weekly shopping expeditions over a twenty-year span.


I feel foolish for not having brought the car when I have six carrier bags full of food to carry. So much stuff, much of which will go to waste. But never has a full fridge felt quite so necessary.


Getting home is a struggle, I have to stop every couple of minutes to rearrange the bags as the plastic handles slice painful furrows into my fingers. The ten-minute walk seems to go on for ever.


Dumping the bags on the porch in relief, I rummage in my handbag for the keys. As I open the door I am reluctant to enter. No, it’s more than reluctance, it’s a rush of pure fear. Is it possible to be mugged by your memories? To be assaulted by an empty house?


I pick up the bags and go in, tentatively, banging the door shut with my bottom. Heading towards the kitchen at the end of the corridor, still dressed in my Puffa, I go about my mundane business. The kettle is switched on, provisions placed inside the fridge and the store-cupboard and the vegetable basket, and empty plastic bags shoved into a drawer. Eco-bags, I think randomly, I really must start buying reusable carriers. I put a tea bag into a mug, add water and milk and stir.


‘My husband is going on a Gap Year,’ I say aloud, testing the sound of the words as I sit down at the kitchen table. How will I say it when I tell people? Jauntily? Ironically? Bitterly? Contemptuously? As I sip my tea I feel acutely aware of my smallness. I can feel myself shrinking, almost to the point of disappearing altogether. And then, still feeling very small, and with tears beginning to course down my face, I get up and start to potter, bringing out cutlery and plates and platters for the salami, and wine and water glasses and paper napkins. Ten minutes must have passed before I realise that I have forgotten to remove my coat.










Chapter Three


That weekend of Katy going up to university for the first time in early October had started with everyone being tetchy. Walt and I had bickered over whether there’d be room for me in the car in addition to him in the driving seat, Katy and all her paraphernalia: clothes, books, towels, bed linen, pots, pans and a giant supermarket shop, amounting to enough provisions for at least a fortnight.


‘It’s you or the bean bag,’ Walt said.


‘How about me and the bean bag?’ I’d countered. ‘That bean bag and I have been through a lot together, and we’re not going to be parted now. I’ll even sit on it if necessary.’ I was keeping it light, though I wasn’t feeling light at all about Katy going away. For all the difficulties between us I love Katy with a fierceness that’s quite different from the mellow, easy-going love I feel for Tess. The more we clash, the more I feel her vulnerability, and want to protect her. She drives me mad, but she never drives me away. The prospect of her going off to university had me ricocheting emotionally from relief at being able to put some distance between us, to guilt about feeling relieved and anxiety about how she’d cope in an unfamiliar environment. It’s not that Katy doesn’t make friends, but she doesn’t make them easily. There are two girls with whom she has a special bond, but she doesn’t do the gang thing, avoids pub gatherings and parties in favour of going to the cinema with one of her mates if they’re available. Otherwise she stays in. The fact is Katy doesn’t like herself very much and I think she assumes other people won’t much like her either. Especially boys.


The way it seems to work – or rather not work – between us is like this. I sense Katy’s anxiety and become anxious on her behalf. She picks up on my anxiety, which only compounds her own, and then we row, about the most trivial of things. Like bean bags.


Katy and her two best friends, Mel and Annie, all going up to university in different parts of the country at the same time, had been going on about bean bags for months, and they all eventually agreed that having one was de rigueur, the must-have accessory that would give their halls or rented rooms a bit of personality. Four times I’d taken Katy out on the great bean-bag hunt, and each time we came home sans bean bag. In Ikea, after losing one another for 20 minutes, she accused me of disappearing on purpose because I was ‘pissed off’ at her inability to make up her mind. I agreed I was pretty fed up with her dithering, but denied I’d lost her on purpose and she burst into tears and said she hated geography and didn’t want to go to university anyway. So I took her to the café for a hot chocolate with pink and white marshmallows floating on the top and a slab of cake, where we made up, and then I felt bad for compounding her weight problem by filling her with calories. If Katy was too fat, it could only be one person’s fault. Mine.


I’d been shopping in John Lewis one day the following week when I’d come across what I thought might be the perfect bean bag, but of course I dared not buy it without consulting Katy whose taste I was never quite in tune with and who was likely to think it the naffest, most toe-curling bean bag she’d ever set eyes upon. The way I am with Katy, always fearful of getting it wrong, losing my temper one second, apologising the next, is in total contrast to me in my professional life, when I am never less than cool, capable, competent and in control. In a hospital emergency I never falter. When Katy wobbles, I become a quivering wreck. I do try not to let it show, but I don’t always succeed.


Knowing she was mooching around at home towards the end of the summer holidays, I rang Katy and got her to look up the bean bag on the store’s website. ‘I don’t know, Mum, I’m just not sure,’ Katy had said.


Here we go again, I thought. I adopted my most patient, reassuring tone, the one I use for terrified patients. ‘I have this feeling you’re going to love it. Although it’s not real suede it’s got this really soft suede feel to it, unlike all those other horrible, scratchy ones we’ve seen. The cover is removable and washable, and it’s . . . it’s . . . well I’d say it was a prince among bean bags.’


‘But isn’t beige a bit boring?’


I repeated the mantra. Treat her like a terrified patient, not an exasperating daughter. ‘Well it won’t clash with anything, and personally I think it’s extremely chic. I saw one just like it in Elle Deco magazine in the waiting room last week.’ I was sitting on the bean bag as I spoke, shifting this way and that to assess its comfort rating and rather enjoying resting my feet in the middle of the furniture department. I’d invented the bit about seeing it in a magazine because I thought it might help Katy to make up her mind, although it could just as easily backfire on the basis of Elle Deco not being the sort of magazine you’d want to see something you owned recommended in. What I wanted to say was, It’s only a damn bean bag, why the hell don’t you just say yes or forget it. Even though there are valid reasons for it I don’t think it’s healthy that I tread so carefully around Katy, and one of these days I’m going to break the habit and just be me. Only not just yet.


‘OK, Mum, go for it, as long as they’ll take it back if it really sucks.’


‘As far as medical science is aware,’ I replied, ‘bean bags do not have a sucking reflex.’


I detected the slightest hint of a snigger coming down the line, and ended the call with a deep sigh. Surely those multiple small cysts on Katy’s ovaries can’t be entirely responsible for her inability to make up her mind about anything. Of course, I know that Katy’s dodgy hormones aren’t the whole story, because she’s not this way with her dad. The difference between me and Walt is that I’m always trying to get it right with Katy, and failing, he just says whatever comes into his mind and Katy is generally cool with it.


‘No way am I going without the bean bag,’ said Katy.


‘And no way I’m not coming with you to see the campus and help settle you in.’


‘Well then, why don’t you drive, Julie, and I’ll stay behind,’ Walt pitched in, playing the martyr card.


‘Oh no, Dad, I really want you to come,’ said Katy. I noted she hadn’t said the same about wanting me around. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ she continued, ‘I’m going to take some of the food back into the house. You do know I’m going to have to share a fridge with at least ten people in my corridor, and this is so over the top it’s embarrassing.’ At least ten Tesco carrier bags were lined up on the driveway next to the open boot, ready to be stuffed into corners between the suitcases.


‘But Katy . . .’ I started.


‘I’m just not having it,’ she yelled at me, and immediately started riffling through the bags one by one, depositing various tins and packets onto the tarmac, defiantly determined to carry them back inside the house. ‘I’m moving into a hall of residence on campus, for heaven’s sake.’ Katy shot me a Hannibal Lecter of icy glares. ‘It’s not exactly a million miles from civilisation, and I know for a fact there’s a supermarket on site.’


‘She’s right,’ said Walt. ‘And this way we’ll be able to squash the bean bag into the boot between the suitcases.’


‘I was only trying to be helpful,’ I said, disliking the peevish and put-upon tone that had crept into my voice. ‘I do remember what it’s like trying to settle yourself into uni, getting to know people, sorting out your work schedule, finding your way around, without having to worry about what you’re going to eat. It’s no different from what we did for Tess.’


‘Well I’m not Tess, unfortunately for you . . .’


‘For God’s sake, Katy . . .’


She stormed back into the house with her arms full of rejected provisions. I shoved the bean bag into the boot and got into the back of the car. I’d decided, even before war had broken out, that I wasn’t going to leave Katy on her own in the back, alone with her thoughts. She was as nervous as a child in the dentist’s chair for the first time, which I could tell by the way that she’d started munching at the little skin tags at the side of her nails. She never bit the actual nails when she was anxious, only the tiny bits of skin at the side, sometimes leaving her fingers red and raw around the cuticles.


For my part I preferred sitting in the back of the car. I felt more relaxed and less inclined to ask Walt to slow down or find my foot reaching for the imaginary brake pedal whenever Walt was doing his boy-racer thing. It drove Walt nuts when my foot reached out like that, but it had become automatic and I couldn’t break the habit. Better for everyone if I sat in the back and kept my mouth shut.


In fact no one spoke much on the journey. Walt was concentrating on the road, Katy on her fingernails and me on how well or not Katy would cope and hoping she’d find a boyfriend, someone kind who would make her feel good about herself. I wasn’t sure geography was a great choice for Katy, as I didn’t think it would help her find a career, but at least I didn’t have any fears for her on the academic front. It was in a social setting that Katy was awkward, giving the impression of standoffishness when shyness was the real problem.


 


It was some time after Katy hit puberty that her hormonal problems began. Her periods were normal at the beginning, then started to become irregular from about the age of sixteen, but for a full year she didn’t say a word to me about it. It was only when I realised that I hadn’t stocked up on Katy’s tampons for ages that I was finally alerted.


‘Everything all right with your periods, Katy?’ I asked one morning over breakfast.


‘Well no, actually,’ Katy had replied, not looking up from her cornflakes.


‘When was your last one?’


‘About three months ago.’


‘Three months! That’s way too long. And the one before that?’


‘I dunno. Six weeks, two months, I really don’t remember.’


‘And before that?’


‘Bloody periods, bloody hell. You’re doing my head in.’


‘You should have told me.’


‘But you always make such a fuss. So I’ve a missed a period or two, so what? I’m not pregnant, am I?’


‘I should hope not.’ I felt my stomach spasm.


‘Of course not, Mum. I’m still a virgin? But you know that. I’ve never even had a boyfriend.’


‘You’re only just seventeen. It’s not a crime to be a virgin, you know.’


‘Yes I do know that, Mum, thanks very much. If I wanted your advice I’d have asked for it. Why are we even talking about this stuff?’


I had found it hard not to lose my temper. ‘But your periods shouldn’t be so irregular, it’s an indication that something’s not working properly.’


Katy had simply shrugged.


‘Do you have any other symptoms, sweetheart, anything you’re not telling me?’


At which point Katy had burst into tears and run out of the room.


I looked at my watch. It was 8.15 and I had a clinic at the hospital beginning at 9.00. If I dealt with Katy now the clinic would start late and finish late and then I’d be late for lunch with one of my colleagues to talk over the research project, which in turn would make me late for the weekly departmental meeting . . .


I raced out of the room and up the stairs and knocked on Katy’s firmly closed door. I knocked twice before trying to turn the door handle. The door was locked. ‘Let me in, sweetheart,’ I cajoled.


‘I’m late for school. Why don’t you just leave me alone to get ready. Please, Mum, go away.’


‘OK, Katy, love, we’ll talk tonight. But we do need to get to the bottom of this for your own sake.’


Silence.


I turned reluctantly away from my daughter’s door and compartmentalised my concern into a passage of my brain marked LATER. Julie LATER Broadhurst, I thought. Later is practically my middle name.


Over supper that night, a home-delivered takeaway Chinese because despite starting on time I had still overrun my day by two hours and was feeling utterly exhausted, Katy didn’t say a word. She knew she was going to get a grilling the minute the aluminium cartons had been gathered and binned.


I was watching her mopping up sauce from the prawns with her middle finger, sucking on it greedily and returning it to the carton to scrape it even cleaner. ‘Do you have to do that?’ I asked. ‘It’s extremely bad manners, you know. And one day you’ll do it in public without even realising and embarrass yourself dreadfully.’


Katy pulled a face and returned to her finger work, sucking on it noisily to make sure Walt and I knew exactly how she felt about me interfering with her table manners.


‘We really do have to talk, Katy.’


‘I’ve got a stomach ache,’ said Katy. ‘Actually I feel a bit sick.’


‘Not surprising, the way you’ve been stuffing your face.’


‘Thanks, Mum.’


‘Thanks for what?’


‘For being so sympathetic. I mean I might have salmonella poisoning or a burst appendix for all you know.’


‘Well then you’re lucky there’s a doctor in the house, aren’t you?’ Instead of my temper flaring out of control I suddenly found myself wanting to put my arms around my awkward, grumpy daughter who was so uncomfortable in her own skin. I wanted to hold her tight and soak up her anxieties and absorb them into my own flesh. If only Katy could shed a stone in weight I thought she’d probably shed her spots as well and then she’d feel so much better about herself. But weight was one of those issues that I carefully skated around. My clinics are full of anorexic girls who’ve stopped having periods and whose bones are beginning to look like Aero bars. I didn’t want Katy to become size and diet obsessed.


‘I’ve got a bit of work to do,’ said Walt. This was the pre-arranged ploy that would enable me to get Katy on her own.


‘OK then,’ I’d said, noting with satisfaction that Walt had not only cleared away the debris but also wiped down the kitchen table and the sink. There couldn’t be many men around who were as good-naturedly domesticated as Walter.


As he left the room, I turned my attention back to Katy.


‘Tell me what’s going on, sweetheart.’


‘I hate myself, that’s what’s going on.’


‘Come on, Katy, that can’t be true, you’ve so much going for you . . .’


‘Oh yeah? Like what? Like the fact that I’m fat and I’m spotty and I don’t get periods and my hair’s falling out and I’m turning into a man.’ Katy was beginning to cry and alarm bells were ringing in my head.


‘Hair falling out? Turning into a man? What’s all this about?’


‘Look at my hair. Look at it!’ Katy was close to hysterical. ‘Why do you think I’ve got this stupid side parting? Why do you think I tie my hair back to keep it in place so you can’t see how thin it’s got?’ Katy’s hair was dark like her father’s, but fine and straight like mine.


‘It’s normal to shed between seventy-five and a hundred hairs a day. It sounds a lot, I know, but it’s perfectly normal.’


‘I don’t care about your stupid statistics. I don’t care what’s normal. I’m going to be bald in a minute.’


‘Katy, sweet, it can’t be that bad or I’d have noticed.’


‘You don’t notice anything, do you? You’re always too busy working or arguing with Dad.’


‘That’s not . . .’ I stopped myself. It was important to stick to the agenda.


‘Let me have a closer look, Katy. Let your hair loose and let me take a look.’


‘Don’t touch me!’ Katy shrieked.


‘OK. OK. We’ll take it slowly. So what’s this turning into a man business all about? Not having periods doesn’t mean you’re turning into a man. It’s not possible to turn into a man.’


‘Well maybe not a man then, maybe a gorilla.’ Katy was utterly out of control, beginning to hyperventilate.


If Katy had been a GP referral and this exchange had been taking place in my consulting room I would have suspected right away what was going on. So caught up had I been in Katy’s emotional outburst that I had quite failed to see the obvious. I breathed a slow sigh of relief, stood up from my chair and moved round to the other side of the table so I could sit next to rather than opposite my distraught daughter.


‘Let’s try and take this calmly, shall we, Katy?’ I said, grasping her two hands between mine. ‘I think I have quite a good idea what this is all about. And turning into a man or even a gorilla is definitely not your problem.’


Katy continued to snuffle and tremble as I began to gently probe.


‘This gorilla business. Does it involve hair in places that as a girl you think you shouldn’t be having any hair?’


Katy’s head, which had been firmly pointing in the direction of her lap, shot up.


‘Like hair around your nipples for example,’ I said, trying to give no hint of my own emotional turmoil.


Katy started sobbing again. ‘What am I going to do? It’s horrible. It’s the only thing I ever think about.’


‘For a start you’re going to show me, and then we’ll decide what to do next. Now that it’s a problem shared, I think you’ll pretty soon feel a whole lot better. Having a mum as a doctor is no bad thing, you know.’


Katy’s sobs were growing still louder.


‘What it sounds like to me – and we’ll have to start with some blood tests to be sure – is a case of PCOS, or polycystic ovarian syndrome. It would explain everything from your periods to your hair. The good news is that it can be treated. You’d never guess how common it is. You may hate statistics but it’s estimated that between five and twenty-six out of every hundred women in the UK has PCOS.’
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