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About the Book


Pru’s husband has walked out, leaving her alone to contemplate her future. She’s missing not so much him, but the life they once had – picnicking on the beach with small children, laughing together, nestling up like spoons in the cutlery drawer as they sleep. Now there’s just a dip on one side of the bed and no-one to fill it.


In a daze, Pru goes off to a friend’s funeral. Usual old hymns, words of praise and a eulogy but . . . it doesn’t sound like the friend Pru knew. And it isn’t. She’s gone to the wrong service. Everyone was very welcoming, it was – oddly – a laugh, and more excitement than she’s had for ages. So she buys a little black dress in a charity shop and thinks, now I’m all set, why not go to another? I mean, people don’t want to make a scene at a funeral, do they? No-one will challenge her – and what harm can it do?









This one is for Susan Jeffreys and Helena Ramsay,
with love









Prologue


I saw it in the window of a charity shop. A little black dress. Scoop neck, clingy. It spoke of cigarettes and Martinis – a surprisingly vampish garment for a seaside town at the height of summer. It was worn by a mannequin with painted eyebrows and crimson lips, who bore a distinct resemblance to Petula Clark. She leaned at a slant and her head was tilted towards me, as if she were about to burst into song. A feather boa was draped around her neck.


They have a certain smell, don’t they, charity shops? All those pasts, all those lives; no amount of laundering can wash that away. After fingering a few cardigans I’m usually out of there, but not that day.


My swim had invigorated me. For half an hour it had washed away my past few months, the horror and betrayal. The sun shone. I felt purified, and about time, too. I’d lived in darkness for far too long. I gazed at the dress, waiting for me behind my own ghostly reflection in the glass. I had no idea why I was drawn to it, not yet. Or whether it would fit.


But it did. Knobbly black wool, snug but not outrageously tight – I was seventy, after all, mutton and lamb – hinting but not revealing, with its scooped neckline and quarter-length sleeves. Standing in the curtained cubicle, I gazed at myself in the mirror. Even in that pitiless light, with my hair damp from swimming, the transformation was startling. I was an alluring woman of a certain age, hardly recognisable even to myself.


It all spins on a sixpence, doesn’t it? Chance, decisions. Why that high street, in that town? Why that dress? Why did somebody throw it out just then? Did somebody die, or get too fat, or simply realise that nobody has cocktail parties any more?


I stood at the counter. ‘I’ll take it.’









PART ONE









One


It was a sort of madness. I realised that at the time. How could a woman like me be capable of such a thing? But I’d been horribly betrayed, and was reeling from the shock. I was in freefall, all the branches cut off, nothing to catch me as I fell. And I was insanely lonely.


That’s no excuse either, but maybe you’ve never been there. Howling loneliness, month after month. I was alone when the lawyer’s letter arrived. No Greg beside me to look at those words wiping out our life together. What’s this all about? Leave it to me. It must have come to the wrong address.


I was alone when the car broke down on the North Circular Road at one in the morning. When a gutter got blocked and water ran down the walls. When a plumber ripped me off, and my laptop crashed.


I was alone when a rosy-cheeked vet arrived – just married, she told me – to put down the dog. I played Joni Mitchell, that song about her lover sniffing his fingers as he watches the waitress’s legs, Sidney’s head lowered and rested, a dead weight, in my lap.


So that was it. I was sixty-nine, and alone for the first time in my life. My friend Azra said: ‘Good sodding riddance. Greg was a tosser, I can say that now. You’re not too old to find another man. Go to the park. There’s plenty of them there, walking their dogs.’


‘I haven’t got a dog any more.’


‘You’ve still got his lead, haven’t you? Walk about calling “Sidney, Sidney.” Somebody’s bound to come and help.’


I laughed – a startling sound; I hadn’t laughed for weeks. Azra could do that to me. Glorious Azra, sprawled on my sofa in a fug of cigarette smoke. God, I loved her.


Greg didn’t fight me for the house. He’d moved onto a higher plane; he made me well aware of that. Our family home had mausoleumed into a repository of junk.


‘Who needs all this stuff?’ he’d said. ‘People bust their guts doing jobs they don’t like to buy stuff they don’t need, just to help corporate criminals ruin the planet.’


He said he was shedding his possessions and going on a silent retreat in Rutland.


‘Rutland?’


He was already removing himself to an unknown county. We’d never said the word ‘Rutland’ in our lives. So many unknowns he was going to discover without me. His tone was sorrowful but weirdly exultant.


‘I need solitude, to start my spiritual journey.’ He’d said this without a glimmer of humour. I knew then that I’d lost him. ‘I don’t want anything, you can have it all.’


That wasn’t quite true. He’d kept the cottage in Dorset. That’s where he was going to live. We’d talked about retiring there but decided we’d die of boredom.


Not now. Greg had moved beyond boredom. Gazing at the immensity of the ocean would restore him to himself, a prelapsarian Greg, unmuddied by compromise and familiarity, by a mortgage and a thickening waist, by family rows, by the chronic hopes and disappointments of simply weathering the years. By me.


‘It’s not you,’ he’d said. ‘It’s nothing you’ve done. It’s just that since my cancer scare I’ve realised that life is so very short, one must live each day fully, concentrate on what’s important—’


‘So I’m not important?’


‘Be honest, Pru. You’ve felt it too, I can tell. We only have the one life—’


‘Oh, shut up.’


‘And you must admit that our marriage has run out of steam. It’s become stale and predictable. We’ve lost that joy in each other’s company. To be brutally honest we haven’t been happy for years. Isn’t it time we had the courage to part as friends—’


‘Friends?’


‘And rediscover the aspects of ourselves that have lain dormant all these years, nurture them and let them flourish – you as well as me. Don’t we owe it to ourselves—’


‘Who is she?’


‘What?’


‘Who’re you fucking? There must be someone waiting in the wings or you wouldn’t be spouting this drivel.’


But he swore there wasn’t and promptly burst into tears.


Since starting therapy Greg had been more in touch with his feelings. He’d gone to treat his depression and it seemed to have worked. My bookish, gloomy husband had morphed into a cult member, bland and glazed, with a visible lifting of the spirits and a whole new vocabulary of self-awareness. No, self-absorption. Quite honestly, I preferred the old Greg, whose leaden footsteps on the stairs sounded like a man going to his own execution.


So there was no woman waiting in the wings, just his so-called ‘facilitator’, who seemed to have facilitated the end of our marriage.


The madness came later. At first I was simply shell-shocked. Everything unravelled so fast, because how can you fight someone who gently, and oh-so-patronisingly, makes it clear that he no longer loves you? Who says it’s not your fault, it’s his? Who’s attempting to relive his youth, or have a late-life crisis, or whatever the heck it was, leaving you to face the future alone?


There was, simply, nothing to say. Of course we’d had our problems but we’d always managed to talk. Now the rubber band had snapped and we’d sprung apart, two ageing strangers. Had it all been a delusion, those decades together? I listened to the cupboards opening and closing, his footsteps on the floorboards above, the rumble of his suitcase wheels. And then with a sorrowful hug he was gone, sprung free, without a single shouting match.


‘You’re such a wimp, letting him get away with it,’ said Azra. ‘You should’ve put up a fight.’


‘You can’t fight somebody back into love with you.’


‘Or gone for counselling, or something.’


The truth was, I’d thought Greg and I had been getting on fine in the past few months. His depression had lifted. We still held hands in the cinema. Now we’d both retired we were talking about walking the Coastal Path; we’d discussed selling up and buying a communal house where we could live with equally ancient baby boomers, playing Led Zeppelin and snorting coke. We’d given up flying so we spent whole evenings on the internet working out how to get to Italy by train. Anything but a cruise, was one of our running jokes. What a ghastly thought . . . a fifth circle of Hell . . . why on earth would anyone do it?


Though, actually, now I remembered, it was me who led these discussions. Maybe Greg’s mind was already elsewhere, plotting his release, wondering what to shed and what to take. Working out when to tell me. Rehearsing what to say to our middle-aged and far-flung children, who may or may not have seen it coming.


Or maybe it was an impulse decision, prompted by a single moment, an utterly irrelevant moment, like the sight of me slotting a tablet into the dishwasher. I no longer want to be married to this woman. Once he realised this, he was swept along helplessly and there was no turning back.


Who knew? It was too late to ask. I was alone in my stagnant house with no other person to stir the air. The slightest noise made me jump. Those first weeks I felt too exposed to go outside, yet indoors the hours stretched endlessly. Friends asked me to supper but that still left the rest of the day to kill. It was November, and darkness fell at four. When I could rouse myself I’d go round switching on the lights but then I thought: why bother, just for me?


I missed him. I missed him so much, despite my bitterness and humiliation. I missed him groaning with me when Trump came on the TV. The companionship we shared, in an ever-more dismaying world. The chatting and banalities. I missed the talking, more than anything, even his annoying habit of asking me a question when I had a mouth full of toothpaste. I had so much to say, the words silting up as the days passed. All those thoughts rolling round my head, all those unsaid words – what could I do with them all? Needless to say, I couldn’t sleep. I missed his arms around me at night, keeping me safe. His naked body, the smell of his skin. How could he bear to be alone?


For now he was settled in Dorset, living his new life. What did he do all day? Didn’t he miss our arguments? The squabbling seagulls were no substitute. I wanted to know about his niece’s latest love rat, and his friend Bing’s scan results. But these conversations were no longer appropriate. He’d made that clear.


I’d been dumped out of the blue, and overnight become one of those women I’d secretly pitied and kept meaning to invite to supper. Single women with their single cinema ticket and single hotel room and single Serves One Vegan Bake. And a cat, always a cat. That was me, now.


Our house was in Muswell Hill, which made it even worse. Muswell Hill was entirely populated by smug couples leading enviable lives. At dusk I’d walk the streets gazing into my neighbours’ windows, each a lamplit tableau of middle-class contentment. Ten-year-olds playing the violin. Candlelit dinner parties. Teenagers romping with labradoodles. The women sang in choirs and did Pilates, and the men played football with the other husbands and they sent their children to private schools even though they read the Guardian. They had date nights and said they were each other’s best friend – how nauseating was that? Some of them were on their second marriage and even smugger. Some weren’t married at all because they didn’t believe in a piece of paper, and they were the smuggest of the lot. And every Saturday they all went to the farmers’ market where everybody smiled at everybody all the time.


‘Ugh! They make me vomit,’ said Azra, who lived above a Turkish takeaway. It was only a bus ride from Muswell Hill but it was another world. ‘Anyway, I bet the husbands are banging their PAs.’


Azra lived alone but there was nothing pitiful about her. Quite the opposite. She was a fierce, feral creature. Long legs and masses of hair, which she streaked pink and blue, or sometimes dyed jet black. She didn’t give a toss about her age. Both men and women had fallen under her spell and been spat out when she’d finished with them. I’d known her for ever and her adventures had thrummed through my marriage like a distant tom-tom in the jungle. How timid my own life seemed, compared to hers! She was my best friend and I loved her with all my heart – even more so now that I was on my own.


For Azra was my inspiration, my role model for this new me. ‘Who needs men cluttering up the place?’ she said. ‘Go, girl. Eat what you like, do what you like. Reclaim your territory. Stay in bed all day if you want to. Go out all night if you want to. Fart in bed, pamper yourself, don’t pamper yourself, who gives a shit? Come on holiday with me, get drunk, have a laugh. Get rid of his stuff and make the house your house. It’s fun, and you haven’t had much of that with boring old Greg, have you, sweetheart?’


Her contempt for Greg surprised me. Azra wasn’t normally the soul of tact but in this case she’d kept her feelings hidden, out of consideration for me. Now it all gushed out.


‘He’d become such a pompous old git. Didn’t it annoy you, the way he cleared his throat before giving his opinion on anything? And how he let everybody know he’d been a professor at the LSE? He always got it in somehow. And how he’d met Mick Jagger – he got that in, too. He was such a starfucker.’


‘Was he?’


‘God, Pru, didn’t you notice? But much, much worse was the way he undermined you.’


‘Did he?’


She rolled her eyes. ‘All the time. Little squelches. Squelch, squelch, squelch. Contradicting you in front of other people, putting you down, that sort of thing. Being a control freak. No wonder you felt so inadequate.’ She gripped my arm. ‘But you’re not, you’re so not! You taught for twenty years in the toughest comprehensive in Hackney – catch Greg doing that – and you’re funny and clever and gorgeous, and you’ve brought up two fabulous children—’


‘He really wasn’t that bad.’ Ridiculously, I felt a throb of loyalty. ‘I think, deep down, he felt inadequate. That’s why he was so moody and difficult. It’s all the fault of being sent away to boarding school, feeling abandoned. He was so damaged by that. I could’ve killed his parents. He was depressed for years – you know that – but he was trying to sort himself out. Better late than never. I think it was the cancer that shook him up. He was trying, honestly. He was going to a therapist.’


Azra shrugged. ‘I don’t know why you’re standing up for him when he’s been such a shit. I was only trying to help.’


I grabbed her bony shoulders and gave her a hug. It was awkward, on her kitchen stool. She pushed back her hair and took another gulp of wine. Her bangles tinkled as they slid down her arm.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


‘No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let rip. It’s just such a relief, to say what I feel.’


People don’t, do they, when you’re married? They can analyse your lovers to bits when it doesn’t really matter, but the moment you get married the curtain is lowered and nothing critical is said until the marriage is over, the curtain is lifted, and they’re stumbling over each other to tell you how ghastly your spouse was.


Azra was particularly tense that day, and fell silent after we’d spoken. She obviously felt that even by her standards she’d blurted out too much.


Of course I was buoyed by her criticisms of Greg. But I was also hurt that she hadn’t, even in the most guarded way, hinted at some of this before and offered her support. After all, she’d known the two of us for years.


And, quite honestly, he wasn’t that bad. If he were, she must have thought me an idiot. Azra was a passionate woman and inclined to lash out in all directions, sometimes missing the mark. Maybe her hostility stemmed from Greg’s ambivalent attitude towards her.


I’d long suspected that he found Azra threatening. He’d kept quiet because she was my friend, but sometimes it would slip out. Bit of a ballbreaker, isn’t she? And the way she wangs on about the patriarchy and racial profiling, all that stuff, nobody can get a word in edgeways. Bloody bad manners. I had to agree about the manners, but Azra felt things deeply and didn’t give a toss if that upset people. I’d been the target of this myself, often enough.


Besides, she’d had a tough upbringing. She’d been born in Sunderland to a single mother, and known real deprivation. In her teens, however, she’d escaped, hitch-hiked south and reinvented herself as Azra, simply because she liked the name. I so admired her courage; in fact, I was a little in awe of her. She was a free spirit, utterly classless, and beholden to nobody. In the circumstances, good manners seemed irrelevant.


I think, too, that Greg was threatened by her bisexuality. I’ve noticed this, with men. They suspect that their dicks aren’t enough to satisfy a woman and that anybody bi must really prefer another female. So where did that leave them? Pretty disposable, that’s where.


But Azra was beyond all that. When I fall in love, that’s the last thing that concerns me. They’re just a person – who gives a fuck?


I gave a fuck. However, I pretended to agree. In truth I found her airy pronouncement a bit pretentious, but she was my soulmate, something Greg had never been, not really. My soulmate and lifesaver.


He’d been gone four months by then. Outside, the sun was sinking. Azra and I had finished the bottle of wine and were taking turns to swab bread around a tub of guacamole. It was eerily warm for January and Azra’s window was open. The smell of kebabs drifted up from Karim’s takeaway. On the nearby rooftop, amongst the satellite dishes and extractor fans, sat a crow. It tilted its head and eyed me speculatively, sizing up my thoughts, before bouncing sideways and flying off.


Azra rubbed her thumb along my forearm. ‘I shouldn’t have said all that. What happens if you two make it up? I’ll feel such a twat.’


But he was gone. It had taken a long time for it to sink in, that he was gone for good.









Two


I thought I’d get used to being alone. Spring had arrived, with its lambs gambolling and hope abounding, but if anything I felt worse. I’d find myself standing for hours looking into the garden but unable to move. The grass needed mowing but what was the point, with nobody to see it?


Things started to break down. The kitchen grew dimmer as one by one the halogen lightbulbs fused. It was only Greg who could prise the bloody things out. I’d never understood the display panel on the dryer and it started manically beeping and leaving the clothes sodden. I know I should have worked it out but when I found the instruction booklet it seemed to be in Japanese. The car needed oil but I couldn’t wrench out the dipstick and found myself standing in the street, weeping, as I gazed into the open yawn of its engine.


I wasn’t just helpless; I was gripped by a sort of panicky inertia. Maybe, even then, I was starting to go crazy. I’d resumed work and was tutoring half a dozen pupils, and seemed to cope with that, but the moment they’d gone I sank into torpor and could barely move. I’d find myself stilled in the hallway, hypnotised by the colours on the floor where the sunlight shone through the stained glass. Yet my heart was racing.


My friends were sympathetic and still asked me over for supper, but less often than they’d done in the early days. I seemed to be becoming one of those single women I myself had so cruelly let slip through the net. When I did get an invitation, however, and the countdown began, I found myself becoming pointlessly agitated. Despite my longing for company, I was becoming fearful and agoraphobic. And I hated the preparations: pulling off the baggy trousers I wore all day, putting on make-up, a dress. When Greg was around it had been a companionable thing, sometimes the best part of the evening. Want a glass of wine before we go? Now, as I twisted round laboriously to zip myself up, I was already dreading coming home alone, and the number of days before I could ask my hosts back to my house without sounding needy. There were only so many times that one could phone.


Alex and Bethany, Jim and Rachel, Tish and Benji . . . they were my friends, but looking back now, I’m ashamed of the envy I felt. Envy of the easy familiarity between them. I remember watching Tish and Benji, married for ever, playfully butting each other’s hips as they stood side by side, dishing up.


Sometimes they said, It’s only us, I’m afraid, and my heart would sink. Sometimes they said, You’ll love Brian; he’s just moved back to London after his divorce, and my heart would lift. Brian, however, would be bald and overweight, and after asking me, Do you ski? would swing round and talk to the woman on his right.


I knew my hosts talked about me afterwards, bonded together by my situation. Poor Pru. How lucky we’ve got each other. It gave them an erotic jolt, and that night they’d make love for the first time in weeks with an ardour that startled them both.


My envy became all-consuming. I can admit it now. Even more than the laughter, I envied the bickering and arguments, because that was so familiar. Whether Greg and I were happy seemed irrelevant by now. I simply envied the normality of what I’d taken for granted. Not trips to Venice, not big things. Just the ‘we’ so casually scattered through the conversations. Just being a couple.


And now the weather was warmer you couldn’t avoid the bastards. I didn’t mind the young ones, of course; it was the old ones who upset me. Walking hand in hand in Highgate Woods; queuing at the cinema. I’d see them in Aldi, helping each other at the checkout – you had to be fast, in Aldi – a practised team, like grizzled, synchronised dancers, loading the trolley for their grandchildren’s visit.


If I’d had grandchildren, it might have been easier. I’d have someone to love. But my daughter, who lived in Reykjavik, was a workaholic with a same-sex partner, and too busy to be pregnant, and my son, who lived in Pasadena, was a computer nerd and seemed to find it hard to relate to anybody, let alone breed with them.


Besides, I suspected that Max, my son, sided with his dad. He’d always been a loner and no doubt understood Greg’s need for solitude. Working in IT suited him fine as he didn’t have to talk to anyone at all. Lucy was more communicative, FaceTiming each week, but I didn’t want to worry her and pretended that I was coping OK. ‘To tell the truth I’ve seen it coming for years,’ I lied. ‘It’s actually rather a relief and I’m enjoying my new-found independence!’


It didn’t help that Azra and I had one of our rows. Azra had been supportive for months, treating me with uncharacteristic kindness, but she could flare up unexpectedly. She probably thought I was recovering and could take it. At the doorstep she’d crossed paths with one of my pupils, and when we sat down in the garden with our tea she launched into an attack.


‘I can’t believe you’re helping these kids,’ she said, ‘someone like you, with your politics. Drilling them with all that stuff to get them into private school! Haven’t they got enough bloody advantages already, the rich little cretins?’ She dredged out her teabag and flung it into the flowerbed. ‘Don’t you feel guilty?’


Of course I did, but I wasn’t letting on. ‘I need the money,’ I said. ‘And anyway, aren’t they just people? I seem to remember you saying that.’


‘When?’


‘About sex.’


‘You’re having sex with them?’


‘No! When you said it didn’t matter what gender a person is. “That’s the last thing that concerns me,” you said. “They’re just a person – who gives a fuck?” You were quite sneery, actually. Quite squelchy.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘Oh, forget it.’


‘No, tell me what you mean. You’re saying I undermine you?’


‘No! I’m sorry, it’s just that sometimes you do just what you say Greg did.’


‘Greg? What’s he got to do with it?’


‘Squelching.’ I paused. ‘Never mind, I probably am a bit pathetic.’


We were sitting on the patio. I gazed at Greg’s collection of herbs, each in its terracotta pot. They were already choked with weeds. He’d been a terrific cook, much better than me. Ottolenghi recipes, using ingredients one never used again; our cupboards were full of the obscure little packets and bottles. And he’d loved giving dinner parties. It was one of his best qualities. He liked preparing in advance, the rows of chopped herbs, the more arcane the better, the obligatory heap of pomegranate seeds. He even wrote out placements, standing at the kitchen table, biro in hand. Who’s going to sit next to your stroppy friend Azra?


She was stroppy, he was right. Suddenly I missed him so much my eyes filled with tears. Why had he left me, just when we were free to go anywhere and do whatever we wanted? We had so many plans. It was so companionable, getting old together. Did he ever regret abandoning our shared life? Did he really want to live like a hermit, gales roaring around him and only a bike for transport?


Today Azra seemed a poor substitute. How difficult women were, compared to men! She sat beside me, rolling a cigarette while she gazed into the middle distance. She’d painted her nails silver, and wore her red velvet leggings and a beautiful stripy jumper she’d found in a charity shop. Somebody must have spent weeks knitting that, and finding its star-shaped buttons. Azra wasn’t beautiful, but she was stylish and sexy and utterly confident of the effect she had on other people. It was hard to believe she was seventy.


To change the subject, I told her about the men at the local car wash, who I’d discovered were Syrian. One of Azra’s many jobs was working with Syrian refugees at a community hub in Tottenham. I said how courteous and kind the car-washers were. ‘Trouble was, they’ve retuned my radio to Kiss FM and I can’t get it back to Radio 4.’


‘Oh, don’t be such a pantywaist.’


I burst out laughing. ‘Pantywaist?’


‘You’re a perfectly capable woman, don’t pull this helpless shit.’


‘What’s got into you?’


‘Nothing!’ She tipped back her head and drained her mug. ‘I’m just saying you can learn to tune a radio. It’s not rocket science.’


In this mood she needed careful handling. I didn’t reply and we sat there in silence. It had rained during the night and the daffodils’ lovely heads were still bowed from their battering. I remember that day so well, how distracted Azra seemed, tense and quivering, like a racehorse. I thought: sometimes I don’t really like you at all.


In mid-April something happened that was to change everything. It didn’t seem significant at the time. It simply seemed material for a comic anecdote, funnier in the telling than in the experience.


I was invited to the funeral of a man I hardly knew. He was the husband of someone I’d met long ago when I’d briefly joined the local choir. We’d gather on Monday evenings to eat home-made flapjacks and tackle Handel’s Messiah. I liked the people there, I really did: they despised the Tories and did their recycling. But their woolly liberalism and cars matted with dog hairs didn’t fool me. Beneath the self-deprecation thrummed a ruthless ambition for their children and a networking system of nepotism and queue-jumping that would impress the ruler of Uzbekistan. Nowadays they’d be called the Metropolitan Elite, and blamed for Brexit. In those days I simply called them Smug Marrieds, whose offspring all seemed to slide into jobs at the BBC or top legal chambers without any trouble at all.


Having children who were stubbornly unachieving, I didn’t stay in the choir long. I could hardly remember Anna, the grieving widow. At that time, in Muswell Hill, the more goody-goody wives had a certain look: navy-blue outfits, velvet Alice bands and patent-leather shoes with little brass buckles. You could barely tell them apart.


Because of this, I nearly didn’t go to the funeral; it seemed intrusive to join people I hardly knew, who were mourning a man I couldn’t remember. But I needed to get out of the house. A roofer was fixing the leak in the kitchen extension and he was being laboriously flirtatious. I could see his heart wasn’t in it – I was far too old – but once he’d started he obviously felt obliged to carry on. I dreaded the creak of the ladder as he descended for yet another cup of tea. I also suspected he was ripping me off.


So I put on some suitably sombre clothes and drove to Golders Green Crematorium. The mourners were already filing in when I arrived. I didn’t recognise anyone, but that was scarcely surprising.


I sat down near the back. I could hardly see the coffin, or what looked like a display of photographs. Nor had I thought to pick up the order of service. So it took me a while to realise what had happened. We all rose for ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. Then we sat down again and a young man in army uniform made his way to the microphone.


‘We’re here to celebrate the life of Dawn,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘My sister was taken from us far too soon. Her struggle against ill health and her bravery in these last challenging months have been a lesson to us all. Even when she lost the use of her legs she kept on smiling, because that was Dawn all over. She was the best sister in the world, and I’m sure there isn’t one of us here who hasn’t benefited from her kindness and generosity. I’d like to celebrate the Dawn we loved with a short poem.’


Heck. I’d come to the wrong funeral.


It’s easily done. They run a tight ship at Golders Green, in and out in thirty minutes, no hanging about. Surreptitiously, I checked my watch. There had been so little traffic that I’d arrived half an hour early.


I shifted in my seat, blushing furiously. I’d been hemmed in by some late arrivals and couldn’t sneak away.


So I sat it out. Dawn was obviously a wonderful woman, but then everyone’s wonderful when they’re dead, aren’t they? Despite being fearful of discovery I found myself drawn into Dawn’s life story, which seemed one of battling against a series of personal tragedies that would have defeated a lesser spirit. When it was over I made my escape into the drizzle. As I did so, a stranger turned to me and said: ‘I don’t know half these people, do you?’


Maybe it was then that the seed was sown. At the time I was just filled with suppressed giggles as I hurried away. I remember thinking: I wish Greg were at home, so I could tell him about it and we could have a laugh.


But there was nobody at home. When I arrived back, having sat through the next funeral, the one I was supposed to attend, the roofer had gone. He’d taken his cash and left an ashtray full of cigarette butts and a turd in the lavatory.


I rang Azra to tell her about it but she was away. She was away a lot that spring. It turned out she was in France, yet again. One of her money-making schemes was trawling brocantes, buying old lace and linen bedsheets – apparently they’d become popular again now people had forgotten what a pain they were to iron. She’d bring them back in her van and sell them in antique markets.


A week later she was home. Her door was open and I glimpsed her in her kitchen, leaning against the draining board, reading a magazine and eating cold tortellini out of a saucepan. I was flooded with love.


She turned round. How great she looked! Radiant, in fact, with that wild hair and big, generous mouth. She was one of those sexy women who looked as if they have a secret, like a child sucking a forbidden sweet, up to something that only they find amusing.


I was suddenly suspicious. ‘You got a fancy man out there?’


‘What?’


‘In France. Is that why you keep going?’


Azra laughed so hard she ended up coughing, her thin shoulders shaking. This seemed an overreaction and I was mildly surprised. When she recovered, however, she assured me it wasn’t true. I couldn’t help feeling relieved. I realised, yet again, how much I needed her. The thought of her disappearing into a love affair filled me with desolation.


I told her about being an imposter at Dawn’s funeral and how I’d started to feel weirdly close to this unknown woman. How it seemed somebody had to die before people travelled across the world to express their love – why didn’t they do it when the person was still alive?


‘And nobody questioned me being there,’ I said, ‘because at funerals all sorts of people crawl out of the woodwork: people from the past, from bits of the past nobody knows about. We have such different compartments in our lives.’


‘My friend Tabitha gatecrashes weddings,’ said Azra. ‘She lives in Kidderminster, near a big hotel where there’s always weddings, so she puts on a nice frock and joins the guests, gets sloshed on Prosecco and snarfs the canapés. That’s her weekend sorted. Sod all else to do in Kidderminster.’


Who was Tabitha? It confirmed my point. When Azra died, this unknown Tabitha would pop up at the funeral and nobody would have a clue who she was and where she’d fitted into Azra’s life. From Azra’s brief career as an actress? From the time she lived with a sculptor in New Mexico? From Greenham Common? From primary school?


I remember gazing at Azra, who was making us coffee. She wore a turquoise shirt, psychedelic leggings, and a pair of earrings I’d given her – little silver acorns that bobbed when she moved. I’d know her for thirty years but there were so many things I hadn’t asked her. So many unknowns, yet she was my closest friend. Maybe she felt the same about me.


Actually I doubted this. Azra lacked curiosity. She lived in the moment, unreflectedly. I’d always admired this animal spirit, but today I felt another lurch of loneliness. Would I ever meet somebody who wanted to look at my photograph albums? Who asked about my schooldays? I don’t think she even knew the names of my parents.


I sat slumped on her sofa. The rain battered the window. My visit to the crematorium had shaken me up. Time was running short. Was I really going to die alone?


This naked fear could drain my blood. And the bitterness . . . oh, it was eating me up. I was still smarting from the subsequent funeral, the choir one, the one I was supposed to attend. I’d recognised some of the people there – couples who were still together, after all these years. And they looked perfectly happy! I watched them at the wake, fetching plates of sandwiches for each other, brushing crumbs off each other. How I envied them. What had those women done, to deserve such devotion? They hadn’t been dumped. They had arms around them at night to ward off the terrors.


I was cornered by a woman called Anthea Mills, now fatter and older but still insufferably complacent. She boasted about her grandchildren, all doing marvellously at school, all living nearby, in and out of her house all day. ‘We hardly have a moment to ourselves, do we, darling?’ She jabbed her husband with her elbow. ‘So we’re sneaking off to Paris for the weekend, just the two of us. Can’t wait!’


‘I could have shot her,’ I told Azra.


Needless to say, Azra treated this bourgeois crowing with contempt. ‘They’re probably miserable. Just too cowardly to split up.’


‘They didn’t look miserable.’


She raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you really want to find somebody? Isn’t it a relief to be on your own? I thought you were coping better, now.’


Humiliatingly, my eyes filled with tears. An old woman crying is not a pretty sight. It’s best left to the young, and nowadays they have plenty to cry about.


‘Oh, lovey.’ Azra sat down beside me and put her arm around my shoulders. ‘Don’t be sad.’


It came out in a rush. ‘I can’t bear it. I hate everyone being a couple and me being the gooseberry and put in the back seat of the car. Don’t they understand how lonely that is? And going to the cinema alone, it makes me feel like those grubby men in Soho, when Soho was Soho—’


‘You can always go with me.’


‘— and rushing out before the lights come up so nobody’s sorry for me. I hate it, hate it, hate it. And I hate myself for resenting people being happy.’


‘Sweetheart, it’s only been seven months—’


‘You manage it. You love living alone but you’re not the same as me.’ Shamed by my outburst, I got up and tore off a piece of kitchen roll.


‘Get another dog, then.’


I wiped my nose. Down in the street a siren wailed. Azra lived in Tottenham and this was the chorus of her days. Only the week before there had been a stabbing across the road; the police tape still sagged from a lamppost. She took these things in her stride. I, on the other hand, felt myself becoming more and more timorous. Even the sound of the doorbell made my heart jump. I pictured myself in the years to come, a wrinkled hermit cowering behind the shutters.


‘I’m not myself,’ I said. ‘I’m becoming deranged. I keep waking up, thinking there’s a burglar downstairs. Or on the roof. Or was it a very heavy squirrel?’ Even opening letters filled me with dread. I didn’t tell her that; it was too humiliating. Azra didn’t need a man to protect her from the vast and threatening world.


Instead I said: ‘I wonder if he misses me.’


‘Forget him! He’s an arse. You’ve got to move on.’


We sat there in silence. I had a suspicion that Azra was losing patience with me. Did she resent the weight of my dependence? Even a friendship like ours had its limits.


She was so brave, that was the trouble. There was a mosque down her road, where the worshippers left their shoes in the porch. A week before, she’d come out of the greengrocers and seen a man pick up the shoes and throw them into a skip. She’d yelled curses at him, chased him down the street and thwacked him with her bag for life, carrots flying everywhere.


Another time she’d slashed the tyres of a brand-new SUV, which was blocking an anti-racist march. And more, much more. She didn’t give a fig about getting arrested. How fearful I felt, next to this urban warrior. And though she sometimes embarrassed me, how proud I was of her uncompromising courage.


Azra rolled a cigarette. She was the only person I knew who still smoked. ‘It can be better with a woman, you know.’


‘Yes, you’ve told me.’


‘We know each other’s bodies and we have more laughs.’


‘I’m not that way inclined,’ I said primly.


She raised her eyebrows. ‘How do you know if you’ve never tried it?’


From anyone else this would have been an invitation, but I knew Azra too well for that.


‘Look, you can be all fluid and non-binary and whatever, but I want a man,’ I said. ‘I want to find the loo seat up. Call me old-fashioned.’


She laughed, and slumped back on the sofa. ‘All right, you win.’ She pulled a thread of tobacco from her teeth.


She sat there, smoking. I sat next to her, lining up her remote controls. Back home I had an even larger selection. Several of them were a mystery to me and now I would never find out what they were for. Did we once own a Panasonic?


‘If you want a bloke you’ll have your work cut out,’ she said. ‘If they were going to leave their wives they’d have done it by now – they’d have done it ten years ago, for a younger model. It’s a bit late in the game, at our age. They’re starting to get lots of ailments and need to hunker down with the woman they’ve got, because who else’ll nurse them? And they’ve come to adore their grandchildren because they give them hope when the world’s so shit, and they can give them back to their parents when they’re being a pain.’ She shrugged. ‘So you’ll have to wait till their wives die and then move fast because a whole lot of women will be crawling – no, galloping – out of the woodwork with their casseroles and condolences—’


‘— and their gardening skills, because he’ll have let it go to rack and ruin—’


‘— being too busy nursing his wife,’ said Azra.


‘And they’ll listen to him banging on about how marvellous his wife was,’ I said, ‘and agree with him even if they didn’t like her – they’re not stupid—’


‘— and they’ll be charmingly helpless: Could you possibly look at my car, it’s making a funny noise—’


‘— but not too needy, because that’s a turn-off,’ I said.


‘And they know he’ll be attracted to somebody younger so they pull out all the stops, conversation-wise, so he’ll get interested despite himself. You have to work at it when you’re old—’


‘— and they’ll make him laugh—’


‘— something he hasn’t done for years because his wife was dying and he’d been feeding her mashed potato and holding back her hair when she’s been vomiting from the chemo—’


‘— if she’s got any hair,’ I said.


‘— because he’s lived with death for so long, with all its smells and sadness, that he wants somebody bursting with health, so for God’s sake keep quiet about your ailments. He’s had enough of all that—’


‘— and these young women, despite their tight little pussies, don’t understand this, and they don’t know who Alma Cogan is, and when he’s not shagging them it’ll make him feel so bloody lonely.’


We collapsed against each other, exhausted.


‘Or you could go on the internet,’ said Azra. ‘But it’s full of wonderful, intelligent women and the men are all crap—’


‘— or weirdos—’


‘— because why would they bother to go online when they can take their pick of gorgeous women like us?’


We sat there, slumped together, bemused by the mystery of it all.


During those months I became more and more reliant on Azra. It shamed me, how when I was married I’d forgotten about her for weeks on end. Not that she’d minded, I’m sure. She probably didn’t even notice. But when I was teaching I was busy, and in the holidays Greg and I would disappear to Dorset. Being an academic, he did much of his research online and could work anywhere.


Besides, we had children and Azra didn’t. From the day they’re born, children shift the centre of gravity, and it stays that way for ever. In this respect, Azra was an outsider. Sometimes I pitied her; sometimes I envied her life of freedom in her tiny flat in North London’s premier crime hotspot, flooded with sunshine and vibrating from the passing buses. Even if she had the money she wouldn’t have moved. She’d been there for ever and knew all the shopkeepers – the Turks, Afghans, Bengalis – and the names of their children.


In Muswell Hill, on the other hand, everyone went to Waitrose. And, unlike Azra, they’d benefited from the property boom. Our generation had been the lucky ones, buying at the right time, sitting on our backsides and watching our houses turn us into millionaires. So unfair, we’d say, with sorrowful exuberance. My friends had been cannily investing, too, whilst downplaying their purchases: ‘Oh, it’s just a tiny buy-to-let,’ or, ‘It’s for the children, to get a toehold on the ladder,’ or, ‘Of course we couldn’t have afforded it, but I got this surprise legacy from my uncle, and of course we’ve had to take out a huge mortgage.’


I, too, was sitting on a fortune. And I was living in a house that was far too big for me. It had been too big even when Greg was around. He’d said, ‘I don’t want anything, you can have it all,’ but I suspected he’d soon regret this reckless passive-aggression and come to his senses. His sparse, infrequent emails gave no sign of this, but then I was in a state of limbo, too, and unable to make any decisions. There were three spare rooms upstairs, including his abandoned study. I knew I should take in lodgers but the thought of strangers in the house was even worse than being on my own. The creaking footsteps on the stairs, the shuffling around each other in the kitchen, the hesitant tap on the bathroom door. Azra said I should take in a Syrian family – they’d be cleaner and more polite than an English one – but I’d prevaricated.


‘Why don’t you come and live with me?’ I said. ‘You say you’re skint – well, you could rent out your flat and make some real money. You’re always saying you want a garden. And it could be fun.’


She shook her head. ‘I’m good,’ she said. It was a phrase I particularly disliked. I knew she valued her independence but I still felt rebuffed. Squelched.
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