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1. Everybody



Everybody said I should see one. ‘Talk to a professional,’ they said. ‘It might help you get things in perspective.’ At this point I’d been sobbing for eight days straight and when I wasn’t sobbing, I was gazing at the empty spaces left behind by my husband, Elliot, who’d dumped me for someone called Franny Hooker (believe me, that was her name).


‘You can’t go on like this, Alison,’ they said. ‘You’ll make yourself sick.’ But the truth was, I was already sick. Of course, no one knew this at the time. No one except for me. I might have found it funny if it hadn’t felt as if I were drowning.






2. No. 43


Ever since I was a child, I’ve had this gift for judging the interior of a building by looking at its exterior. No. 43 Crescent Villas was no exception. It gave me the creeps. More than that, it put me in mind of 10 Rillington Place, where serial killer John Reginald Halliday Christie murdered eight people. This obviously says more about me than it does about the person to whom No. 43 belonged, but given I’d had such a violent reaction, why hadn’t I just turned around and walked away? Why hadn’t I made up an excuse when Dr Carl Obermann (PhD, BA (Hons), MSc, Dip. Psych., Cert. Ed., BACP accred.) opened the door? I could have said I’d got the wrong address. What did he care if my husband had left me for someone called Franny Hooker. Or that approximately three days and seven and a half hours after Elliot confessed to the affair, I’d spoken to Margot Fischer, my oncologist at the Royal Free Hospital, who’d confirmed I had uterine cancer. I needed support, I needed empathy, but why on earth had I thought I’d find it behind the door of No. 43 Crescent Villas?








3. The Silent Treatment


Dr Carl Obermann was in his late sixties, a tall, ashen-faced man whose eyes were the colour of dishcloths, with soft pockets of skin underneath, while his teeth … his teeth looked (dare I say?) fly-blown. In the consulting room, Dr Obermann indicated I was to lie on the couch. He sat behind me in an old wooden armchair where he began noting my details: name, address, date of birth …


‘Marital status?’ he said.


‘Unresolved,’ I sniffled.


‘Unresolved,’ he repeated, after which a blanket of silence descended over the room.


I tried making myself comfortable, but the couch wouldn’t play ball. Lumpy and upholstered in a thickly woven brown fabric, every time I moved, a thin layer of dust puffed into the air as if the couch were spewing up the accumulated debris of all Dr Obermann’s previous patients. Nor was the rest of the room an improvement. An overflowing wastepaper basket was shoved under a cluttered-looking desk. Books lay scattered across several shelves, some with their spines facing inwards, some jammed in so tight you could see their covers creasing under the strain, while the sole painting, which hung on the wall directly in front of me, did so at a peculiar angle. It made me feel very uneasy; however, rather than dwell on this, I tried thinking of the other rooms in the house and what they might look like. A vision of a kitchen sink full of dirty dishes floated into my mind, a hinterland of grubby tea towels, stained teacups and, in the master bedroom, unwashed socks, underpants and empty biscuit packets stashed under the bed. Then I began imagining what Dr Obermann (PhD, BA (Hons), MSc, Dip. Psych., Cert. Ed., BACP accred.) might be up to behind my back. (It’s amazing where the mind wanders when silence descends). Was he peeling a grape? Rolling tobacco between one long, foggy grey finger and thumb? Doing a tango with a sad-looking dandelion gripped between his rotting teeth? Maybe he was texting his mistress? (At this point in my life, everyone was being unfaithful.)


The only thing distracting me from these fantasies was attempting not to sneeze. I tried holding my breath while listening to the sound of a clock ticking along the hallway.


‘It feels strange lying here on your couch,’ I began. ‘Talking to someone I’ve not met before. Is there somewhere I should begin? No? Okay, so … my husband, Elliot, he’s left me. We’ve been married for twenty-five years and now he’s run off with this person … girl … woman called Franny Hooker. I didn’t see it coming. It’s been going on for ages, apparently, right under my nose. She kept giving him presents. Vegetables and stuff, and a few days after he left, I was diag … diagno …’ But suddenly I couldn’t bring myself to say the words ‘uterine cancer’. Call me neurotic, but the room was simply too dirty to open up to this man about my internal organs. Instead, I reverted to talking about Franny and Elliot. ‘She’s so unbearable,’ I cried. ‘Plus, he’s not the type of man to do this sort of … Leastways I didn’t think he was.’


Silence. Stony silence (except for my sneezing).


Had someone sliced Dr Obermann’s tongue off? Had what I said been so unworthy of a response? Perhaps I was boring him, or perhaps he was more used to people with serious problems, yet surely there was no hierarchy of distress? Besides, talking allowed minds to touch, allowed people to relate to each other, didn’t it? That’s what I’d always thought, and yet this seemed to apply everywhere except Carl Obermann’s consulting room. Then it occurred to me that maybe I’d missed something on his website. Had he written that he specialized in silence, perhaps? Had he said, ‘I focus on the ancient practice of The Silent Treatment. This little-known methodology allows patients to drive themselves insane attempting to figure out the meaning behind my non-verbal responses, consequently distracting them from worrying about what brought them to therapy in the first place.’


Underneath, there might have been recommendations from some of his former patients:


‘You haven’t lived until you’ve experienced The Silent Treatment. Dr Carl Obermann (PhD, BA (Hons), MSc, Dip. Psych., Cert. Ed., BACP accred.) didn’t utter one word throughout my 164 sessions. Words cannot express what this meant to me.’ #don’tsayaword


Or:


‘I hadn’t heard of The Silent Treatment until I boked [sic] an appointment with Dr Carl Obermann. Now, not a day goes past without me recommending it to one of my friends. Nothing you say elicits a response of any kind whatsoever. Mind-blowing!’ #notalkingplease


All this occurred to me as I lay on the couch, staring up at Obermann’s ceiling (cracked) until eventually, I said, ‘Okay … I know not all men are unfaithful. I’m a fairly intelligent person, obviously anyone can go rogue, but we’d built such a good life together, or at least I thought we had.’








4. Ghosts etc.,


And I really had convinced myself that Elliot and I had built a good marriage together; that we were moderately happy people. Over time Elliot had established a successful career in the Civil Service and after several years working in a second-hand bookshop, I’d begun writing short stories. This was a time when I firmly believed that if you wrote short stories, they had to be sad. The first one was called ‘That Sinking Feeling’ and featured a girl so enamoured by Virginia Woolf that she began swallowing stones. No one could understand why. ‘Why stones?’ asked her psychiatrist more than once. Eventually the girl had to be operated on. The surgeon removed eleven huge pebbles plus a handful of gravel. Two weeks later she was back swallowing stones. Then she walked into the River Ouse and sank. Audible gurgling noises could be heard.


I sent this story out on a Monday to a publication called Parlait. By Wednesday I’d had my first rejection. I found this incredibly depressing – both the rejection and the fact I’d written a story about a girl who swallowed stones. But I wasn’t deterred. I sent the same story out to five more publications, who all rejected it. Then I wrote a second short story, this one about a writer who kept receiving rejection letters until finally she drowned her sorrows in a bottle of whisky before jumping into the Thames. Audible gurgling noises could be heard etc., etc. I sent this story to the editor at The Times Literary Supplement, who wrote back saying they didn’t publish short stories, but that he’d never laughed so much in his life and would I like to meet up for a drink? I rejected his offer, but his email gave me pause for thought. Comedy might not be such a bad idea.


Twenty months later my first novel was published. Shelved Lives was set in the stacks of the London Library and enjoyed a quiet success, although five people gave it a one-star review on Amazon (brooding’s my speciality). But despite this, I loved writing. I loved creating my characters. Working out what they would wear. What colour eyes they had. Had they good teeth? If you start with teeth you can’t really go wrong. Rotten teeth, for example, always imply moral turpitude, while veneers are the dental equivalent of ‘all fur coat and no knickers’. And how might a character style their hair? Perhaps they’ve dyed it a peculiar colour? Does this person sweat, scratch, spit or snore like a donkey? And what of their childhood? Questions like this brought me alive. So you see, in general, Elliot and I were very fortunate. True, we hadn’t been able to have children, and this had caused considerable sadness – if not on Elliot’s part, then on mine – but we loved our jobs and we loved each other and we lived in a beautiful house bought with money Elliot had inherited after his mother, Andrea, had died.


‘So, why,’ I began ranting at the top of my voice, ‘couldn’t Elliot just say something was wrong, that he wasn’t happy and that we needed to do something about it instead of running off with Franny bloody Hooker – who, by the way, works in his office at the Department for the Environment. That’s just lazy. And then there’s this other thing,’ I continued, barely giving myself time to draw breath. ‘Okay, not so much a thing, but I keep seeing this woman standing outside our house. She’s young. Well … I think she’s young, maybe in her mid-twenties? But she just stands there, staring up at the windows. Plus, she looks … okay, this is going to sound nuts, but she looks kind of ghost-like. Sort of there, but not there. She’s dressed in these really weird tattered grey clothes and every time I go out to speak to her, she … vanishes.’


This time Obermann made a sound as if clearing his throat, but all that came out was a sort of ‘uh ah, uh ah’, which wasn’t at all what I wanted to hear. I needed him to say Elliot was a fool for leaving me and that this woman who kept turning up outside our house was intriguing. I’d said the word ‘ghost’, after all. Didn’t that make him even the slightest bit curious? Or how about a little bit of empathy over my husband dumping me for Franny Hooker? But instead of commenting on either disclosure, he coughed a bit and cleared his throat, so I tried joking instead. ‘I thought only God made his presence felt by his absence? Are you still there?’


A rustle and more clearing of the throat. ‘You fear perhaps I’ve abandoned you, much as your husband has done?’


I sneezed, then waited for Obermann to say, ‘Bless you,’ but nothing more was forthcoming and suddenly I saw myself as if from above, as if I were having one of those out-of-body experiences you hear so much about, where people believe they’re dying or dead. Which I wasn’t. Not yet. Instead, I was stretched out on a couch inside a very untidy room with some man I’d never met before sitting behind me in silence. How many other people were doing the exact same thing as this, I wondered? How many other people were at this very moment lying on their therapist’s couch waiting for something to happen? A couple of nights back I’d watched a gameshow where the host had asked a contestant to calculate how many people (average height 5 foot 5) laid out top to toe it would take to reach the moon. How many patients, I now began wondering, laid couch-end to couch-end would it take to do similar? Better still, how many patients’ monologues strung together would it take to reach Mars or Pluto or Neptune? All those streams of consciousness being spoken out loud at that very moment to therapists seated in India and America and Azerbaijan etc., and what of the therapists themselves? What were they saying? Suddenly I became aware that the sound of Obermann’s breathing drowned out the sound of his clock. In. Out. In. Out. It was unbearable.


‘Okay, so it’s my turn again, is it?’ I said. ‘I’m definitely allergic to your couch.’


‘I doubt this very much,’ said Obermann.


‘No,’ I replied, irritably. ‘Your couch is very dusty.’


‘I’m a bit dusty too, perhaps? A bit old-fashioned? The sneezing is your way of resisting being here?’


So, here’s the thing. Getting to Obermann’s had taken me over an hour and a half, first on a bus, then on the tube and finally on foot, so this comment seemed more than a little erroneous. Not to mention the time it had taken me to find a therapist in the first place.


Another sneezing fit, accompanied by more tears and snot. The more I sneezed, the more hysterical I grew and the more hysterical I grew, the more miserable I became. How on earth had things come to this?


‘I intimidate you a little, I think?’ Obermann boomed.


‘No, it’s the couch.’


‘The couch intimidates you? Can you say a bit more?’


‘I’ve just said it,’ I said. ‘I’m allergic.’


‘No one else has had this reaction.’


‘Well, I’m not intimidated by a couch. I love couches … I’m … I just want my husband to come home, only he won’t and every time someone rings the front doorbell, I tell myself that it’s him wanting to come back, saying he’s sorry, saying he’s made a huge mistake, but it’s never him – it’s the postman or it’s a neighbour or it’s some bloody man wanting to clear out my gutters (not a euphemism). It’s taking up too much brain space.’


I’m on my way to Tesco and all I can think of is, does Elliot still love me?


I’m taking a bath, and I think, maybe Elliot will ring me tonight?


At the library: should I send Elliot a book?


At the dentist: what book would he like?


‘Plus, there’s my mother,’ I said. ‘I don’t know where to begin with her. She’s not the nurturing type. That’s what Elliot says. “God forgot the M when he created Julia.” And he’s right. She’s totally other.’








5. Julia


The first time I introduced Elliot to my mother was at our local pancake house in Queen’s Park. Elliot had been going on for months about meeting her.


‘It’s not a good idea,’ I kept saying. ‘Besides, she’s most likely away at the moment. That’s just who she is. On the move. All of the time.’ Then Elliot accused me of not wanting to introduce him because I found him embarrassing and I’d nodded ‘yes’, which caused even more offence so I’d picked up my phone and punched in her number.


Two weeks later Julia descended upon us at the café. She said she’d just flown in from Washington DC. My mother was a professional sightseer and amateur journalist and travelled the world wearing bizarre combinations of trainers and turbans with a selection of flimsy dresses draped indiscriminately in between. What she wrote on these trips, I never knew for certain. Her articles and photos rarely appeared in any of the newspapers or online forums she told me about, although once, when I was walking through Berwick Street Market, a man approached me and said, ‘I think I recognize you,’ and I told him I’d no idea why as I hadn’t a clue who he was, but then he said that he’d seen a photograph of me standing next to a woman called Julia whom he’d met in Prague. ‘Incredible lady!’ he enthused. ‘She did the most wonderful impersonation of Trump.’ I smiled and walked on. This was not a picture of my mother I recognized. The picture I recognized was of a woman so slim she could slip down the inside of a drainpipe, who barely (if ever) cracked a smile and who, never mind what you were talking about, always brought the conversation back to herself. I’d say ‘Mildred Abernathy’s sister died last week. Isn’t that sad?’ and my mother would say, ‘What’s sad about that? I have no siblings.’ Or I’d say, ‘I bumped into Ben the other day in Sainsbury’s. You remember Ben Stiles? Lovely man. Works for the British Heart Foundation …’ and my mother would say, ‘I always go to Waitrose. Can’t abide Sainsbury’s, all those dreadful burgundy and orange uniforms.’ My mother couldn’t abide a lot of things. Shower curtains, Anaïs Nin, people who breathe too loudly, daylight, sage and onion stuffing, children, me … Anyway, on the day she was coming to meet us, we arrived to find my mother already seated.


‘Elliot!’ she cried, leaping up and launching herself across the room in the style of a grande dame of the theatre. ‘So good of you to come!’ Then my mother told Elliot that in a former life he’d been a sixteenth-century Sicilian vintner who’d drowned his five-year-old cousin. My mother was a great one for former lives. According to her, she’d been an Inca princess, a concubine to the Yongzheng Emperor in China and a general on the side of the Union during the American Civil War.


‘What’s a vintner?’ Elliot asked and my mother said, ‘Extraordinary,’ which was a favourite word of hers, one she was in the habit of infusing with all manner of reactions: surprise, disappointment, joy (but mostly disappointment). Whenever she said it, I felt on edge. ‘Extraordinary!’ said my mother. ‘I’ve just told him he drowned his cousin in a river and he wants me to define what a vintner is? He’s an Oxford man, isn’t he?’ Then, she began spelling the word out letter by letter.


‘V!’ she shouted. ‘I N T N E R.’


I shook my head. Not at him; at her.


‘Can you not?’ I said.


‘Not what, darling?’ she replied. ‘What am I doing that’s so offensive? I’m just filling him in on his past. Some people are curious about where they come from.’


I opened my mouth, then swiftly closed it again, after which Elliot said it was okay. ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘I’m okay.’


‘See, he’s okay!’ my mother cried, victorious, before leaning over and whispering (loudly) in Elliot’s ear, ‘You know, Alison would have made a great policewoman. Always trying to prove everyone’s wrong, except her.’


Later, after we’d left, Elliot asked if my mother might have been drunk and I said I’d warned him about her.


‘She’s like a cushion,’ I said. ‘She constantly needs plumping up.’


‘She barely spoke to you. When was the last time you two saw each other?’


‘April, maybe late March,’ I said, only I couldn’t really recall because I wasn’t certain my mother had ever properly seen me. Then Elliot wanted to know if she ever asked me anything about myself, such as what I was doing or what I was writing or if I was in good health and I said no, that wasn’t her style.


‘Why did she say I drowned my cousin? Do I look like a murderer?’ I laughed and took hold of his arm. ‘It’s not that I didn’t find her amusing,’ he continued. ‘She’s just so …’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘She’s just so …’ Over the years I’d used numerous words to describe Julia. ‘Egotistical’, ‘distant’, ‘selfish’ were some of the kinder ones. My mother was an overturner of apple carts. A crystal-ball breaker of social codes. As colourful as a rainbow with its promise of gold; a promise I’d spent my entire life in search of, only to realize it didn’t exist.








6. Dear Dr


Not existing was something I also felt lying on Dr Obermann’s couch. In our second session my sneezing and sobbing continued, plus I began fantasizing about bottles of bleach, tins of floor wax, vacuum bags, lemon-scented furniture polish and an oxygen mask. Consequently, having sneezed nineteen times in under twenty-five minutes and nearly choking on my own tears, I lied and said I’d decided to leave London and therefore would no longer require his services.


Obermann’s reaction was unexpected. He sighed and then said he was very sorry to hear that because he thought we were just beginning to get somewhere.


Seriously? Where the hell had we got? Could he please give me a clue because I still felt wretched, and I’d not even told him about the cancer thing yet.


‘It’s just that,’ I stuttered, ‘I’m telling you about my husband dumping me for someone else and I want to know that you’re listening … that I’m not just talking to myself. I can’t even see if you’re nodding or frowning or anything very much … in fact for all I know, you might be asleep … or you might have left the room altogether?’


I knew I was babbling, but I needn’t have worried because by this time Obermann had stopped speaking again and there was only so much ‘silent treatment’ I was willing to take. I’m not a shallow person, but perhaps he’d decided I was? It was as if we were immersed in two separate worlds; mine rooted in the physical properties of dust, dirt and despair, his based on the illusion that I was denying him access to the darker recesses of my mind.


I spent the remainder of this session writing him an imaginary letter.




11 September 2017


Dear Dr Obermann,


I don’t enjoy making sweeping (no pun intended) statements, but houses require care. They need people to look after them and this is even more vital if said people are employed in the psychotherapy business. What does it say, after all, to those individuals who place their fragile mental states in your hands, if those hands have not seen fit to perform even the most perfunctory care for their immediate environment?


Will you cleaning your house help bring back my husband (or cure me of the cancer I haven’t told you about yet because your house is so filthy)? No, it will not. Nor will you emptying your bin help explain why I keep seeing a woman hovering outside my house. However, my life is enough of a mess without having to sit in an even larger one while paying for the privilege of doing so.


Yours sincerely


Alison Solomon


PS I don’t expect you to answer.










7. Erosion (Coastal and Otherwise)


But I had expected an answer from Elliot. Or at least an attempt at one. After all, we’d been together a long time. He was supposed to be the person I knew and trusted the most in the world and foolishly I’d believed he felt the same way about me. Then he’d come home one night and announced he was leaving.


‘But it’s after ten thirty,’ I protested, thinking his boss had suddenly demanded he attend some obscure conference on ‘The Effect of Thermal Abrasion on Areas of Coastal Erosion’ or ‘Anthropic and Geomorphic Changes to Dune-Fringed Coastlines in north-west Spain’. ‘Can’t you leave in the morning?’ I said, switching on the kettle to fill our hot-water bottles. ‘You look exhausted …’


‘You don’t understand,’ stuttered Elliot. ‘I’m leaving you. I’m leaving you. I’ve been having … I’ve been seeing someone else … well it’s sort of an affair. But I think I’m … Jesus, Alison, I’m so sorry.’


Honestly, I didn’t know how to react, so I said, ‘Do I know her? Is it someone I know?’


‘Franny,’ said Elliot. ‘From the office? You met her at that charity event we all—’


‘Franny Hooker?’ I said, unable to hide my surprise because (and I say this begrudgingly) Franny is very young and exceedingly pretty with a small, heart-shaped face and these huge, misty-blue eyes that can’t fail to enchant you. She also has very glossy, chestnut-coloured hair that she normally wears in a perilously high ponytail, and the type of skin magazines might describe as ‘farm fresh’. It was easy, therefore, to see what Elliot saw in her, but what on earth did she see in Elliot? Yes, he was good-looking for his age (at nearly fifty years old), but to a young woman of twenty-seven, surely not? Then it struck me that on the two occasions I’d met Franny, I’d had the feeling that under all her girlish charm lurked the ambition of a woman plotting a one-and-a-half-inch land grab on her next-door neighbour’s back garden.


‘Actioning her career development, is she?’ I said, employing the type of language commonly used in the Civil Service, language that Elliot and I frequently joked about and that he said Franny was only too fond of using even when she wasn’t in the office. She was always ‘circling back’ on things here, or ‘spotlighting’ things there. Elliot would come home cracking jokes about it, making me laugh.


But not that night.


‘Don’t,’ he said.


‘Don’t “don’t” me,’ I snapped. ‘I should’ve seen this coming. I should have realized …’ But here’s the thing: I never guess the murderer when reading detective novels because I always take what everyone says at face value. Even when they get caught in a bare-faced lie, I find it hard to adjust to the idea they’ve not been telling the truth. In any case, I hadn’t caught on to what Elliot was up to, despite him bringing home armfuls of vegetables (Franny Hooker owns an allotment). One day it was a cabbage, the next a bagful of broad beans, the day after that, Brussels sprouts. ‘Thank you,’ I’d say, or ‘Please tell Fran she’s incredible,’ or ‘We should ask Franny to dinner one night. Does she eat meat?’ Fool that I was, it never occurred to me, not for one second, what else was springing to life among Franny’s vegetable beds. Not even when Elliot returned home carrying a thumping great phallic symbol of a marrow did I catch on. Instead, I cracked a joke about Cabbage Patch dolls. ‘I bet Franny has a hoard of them at the foot of her bed. Can you imagine her boyfriend? He’d have to make them into coleslaw just to have sex with her …’


But Elliot didn’t so much as crack a smile, which should have been another clue something was up. Instead, I thought he was tired from all the symposiums he’d been attending on coastal defence mechanisms because, apart from our marriage, the only other significant relationship Elliot had ever had was with Mother Nature. They were like lovers. At the seaside he’d spend hours gathering crab claws, driftwood and clam shells, while back in London he constantly spotted things to stockpile: feathers, seeds, bits of old tree bark. Mostly, though, Elliot was obsessed by the sea. He loved watching the tides and poking a stick into rockpools, plus there was no one as knowledgeable as Elliot within the DoE on coastal erosion. I loved that he loved this stuff; it’s what had first brought us together.








8. Pondlife


I’d first met Elliot during Freshers’ Week at Oxford. He was in his second year at Wadham studying PPE, while I was in my first year at Magdalen studying English Lit. It wasn’t love at first sight. Not by a long shot. This, despite Elliot being moderately good-looking. He was half Irish, which accounted for his dark features (my previous boyfriends had all looked like half-pint bottles of semi-skimmed milk, while Elliot was tall with broad shoulders and a swarthy complexion). He was handing out leaflets for the Oxford Pondlife Society (of which he was president), and without thinking I’d taken one, then immediately tried handing it back because pondlife did not seem the way to go in terms of exciting extra-curricular activities. But Elliot proved me wrong. Our first kiss was by the edge of a pond in Port Meadow. The kiss smelled of mud and marigolds, and after that, whenever we spent a night or two outside London, we’d head for some equally watery neighbourhood. Not that this was ideal as I had a long-established phobia of water, meaning I’d never learned to swim. Elliot did his best to teach me, but this always ended in tears, so when we went away at weekends he’d be happily wading into any available river or pond, collecting his specimens, while I remained on terra firma like some Victorian aqua virgin, point blank refusing to join him. Even at the height of summer when my body yearned for relief from the heat, my mind wouldn’t allow it. Nevertheless, we still spent a lot of weekends by the sea, mostly in Suffolk or Norfolk, scouring their coastlines for long-shore drift or the landward migration of beaches; or we’d travel further north to inspect some overhanging cliff in Scarborough or Skegness, that being a sure sign that something was about to collapse.


Elliot always had one eye on the prize. Indeed, it’s my belief that even when he wasn’t consciously thinking about coastal erosion, it still played on his mind. Somehow, somewhere, something was always in a state of collapse. Cliff faces, governments, marriages …


Groynes were Elliot’s favoured form of defence, those long walls stretching from shoreline to sea-line, constructed out of timber or concrete. They weathered well and became covered with bladderwrack and barnacles and because of this, quickly blended into the landscape. On the other hand, seawalls were more effective when it came to protecting cliff faces (or so Elliot said). He would take photographs of them wherever we went, methodically cataloguing them when we got home. Yet even the seawalls were limited in what they could prevent. One time, for instance, we made a trip to see a house teetering over the edge of a cliff, half of the building having fallen into the sea. The sight made me as queasy as if I were looking at a split-open stomach with the internal organs exposed. Bits of wallpaper flapped like skin in the wind. Floorboards lay scattered down the cliff face, sticking up between clumps of thistle and sea thrift like rib-bones. How long had it taken for the waves to eat into the land on which the house was built? How long had the house’s occupants known they were living on borrowed time? Did they lie in bed every night listening to signs that the house was being demolished?


Elliot always said he’d love to live by the sea. Bracing walks were his thing. He’d get a dog, a Labrador or a spaniel, and be out in all weathers. ‘Let’s circle back on this soon!’ he’d say, making me laugh.








9. What Is Alfalfa?


The shock of hearing Elliot tell me he was leaving to shack up with Franny made me feel sick. Physically. I threw up almost the second the words were out of his mouth. We were in the kitchen and I rushed to the sink as vomit spouted from between my lips.


‘I’m so sorry, Alison. Really, I never wanted to hurt you,’ he mumbled and then, ‘I don’t believe this is happening,’ and he really did look upset. Nevertheless, I could hear his thoughts. ‘Poor Alison!’ he was thinking. ‘What a sorry figure she cuts. How horrendous to be left behind by someone like me. It must be devastating. All those tears she’s shedding. She’ll never get over this.’


It didn’t occur to me that these thoughts weren’t his.


‘Elliot, you can’t just up and leave,’ I said, my voice barely above a whisper. ‘We need to talk about this … please. When did all this start? I don’t understand.’


‘Neither do I,’ said Elliot, weakly. ‘It began and then it sort of just kept going. We tried to stop. Really, we did. Franny asked to be transferred to the Department of Health.’


‘Seriously?’ I laughed. ‘The Department of Health?’


‘What’s funny about that?’


‘Because contrary to popular opinion, the government’s still quite fond of the NHS, isn’t it?’


‘Don’t,’ said Elliot.


I inhaled sharply. ‘Okay, but twenty-five years of marriage and you were just going to walk out on me? No explanations?’


‘I’m explaining now, aren’t I?’


‘Too little, too late. We need to talk about this properly. We need to sit down and … for fuck’s sake, stop looking at the door.’


‘You’re always so angry.’


‘No, I’m not,’ I replied, angrily.


‘So why are you shouting?’


‘Because you keep looking at the front door! Look! you just did it again.’


‘Okay,’ Elliot said, turning his back on his exit route. ‘Better?’


‘Don’t humour me. I’m not after your pity. (Of course, I was after his pity, but naturally I wasn’t about to admit this. If groynes were Elliot’s first line of defence, denial was mine.) Then Elliot apologized again, but I couldn’t bear him doing this either. ‘You’re not sorry,’ I said. ‘You’re going to live with a woman obsessed with purple-sprouting broccoli and alfalfa … What is alfalfa, by the way?’


‘You’ve vomit on your chin,’ said Elliot, looking around for a tea towel. ‘Jesus, Alison, you’re an untidy woman.’


‘No, I’m not, I’m a writer,’ I said just as Elliot pulled a pristine white handkerchief out of his pocket. He licked one corner then moved towards me. ‘Don’t you dare!’ I shrieked. ‘I’m not a bloody child.’ My skin prickled. The edge of my body felt so sharp it could draw blood.


Elliot gave a wan smile. ‘I just wanted to … you know … you used to like Franny. You said what an interesting girl she was that time you met her, that you read the same books. I’m sure you’d like her if you got to know her better.’


‘Are you crazy? Why on earth would I want to know her better?’ I said, trying to remain calm. ‘Really, Elliot, why? She could be the loveliest person in the world, but I’m never going to like her, not now, not after …’


‘I don’t know what I’m saying … just that it happened, is happening. I’m sorry.’


‘So you keep saying, but why? We’ve built such a good life together, haven’t we? I thought we were okay?’


‘Maybe that’s it. Maybe it all feels too … This house, our work, everything we’ve wanted has sort of been done.’


‘Remember that party we went to at Susan and Ted’s?’ I said. ‘You talked to Franny all night? And when we got home, I asked if you fancied her?’


‘What about it?’


‘You said, “No.” You told me she looked like Bugs Bunny. You were sleeping with her even back then, weren’t you?’ I said, picturing a string of dead rabbits hanging up outside a butcher’s shop window.


‘I hate seeing you like this.’


‘You wouldn’t have done what you’ve done if you did.’


‘I really didn’t think it would go this far …’


‘Just answer my question. Were you sleeping with Franny even back then?’


Elliot’s cheeks turned red. ‘No,’ he said.


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Well, okay, she just sort of …’


‘What? Hopped into bed with you?’


Elliot smirked.


‘It’s not funny,’ I said. ‘All those nights you told me you’d been called into meetings with Peregrine whatsis name or Percival Valmont-de-fuck-knows-who …’


‘I also work with people called John.’


‘Sir John de Boissière?’


‘John’s a very nice chap. Besides, isn’t one of your lot an Honourable something or other?’


By ‘your lot’, Elliot was referring to Sheila, Edwina, Molly and Pippa, who made up a small writing group I attended, all of whom were left-leaning, radical feminists including the Honourable Molly Bashford-Drake who never, as far as I knew, made use of her title.


‘At least Sir John earned his rank,’ continued Elliot. ‘Yours was just born into it.’


‘Why d’you always do that? Make everything competitive?’ I said, recalling the time I’d bought Elliot an expensive bottle of vintage champagne for his birthday and when it came around to mine, he’d given me a whole crate of the stuff. Or the time I’d fallen ill and within seconds Elliot said he wasn’t feeling well either. He always had to be twice as sick as me, as if there were a gold cup with his name engraved on it hiding somewhere off-stage. Sometimes I wondered if he kept an imaginary cabinet for all his trophies. Most Irritable Bowel 2015. Worst Case of Ringworm 2012 …


Elliot glanced at his watch.


‘Am I keeping you from something?’


Elliot stared out of the window into the dark. ‘I am sorry,’ he said, ‘but I can’t do this. Not yet.’


‘When, then – tomorrow? Next week? We have to talk, Elliot. Can’t we just sit down, open a bottle of wine and—’


‘Is there any food in the fridge?’


‘I could order takeaway if you’re hungry?’


Elliot shook his head. ‘I’m not really,’ he said and then, ‘I can’t talk right now.’


‘But I’m the one who’s hurt,’ I whispered, trying to get him to look at me. This wasn’t the husband I knew, the man I’d lived with and loved for twenty-five years. It was all wrong. It was like when you used to visit a video store to take out a film such as Terms of Endearment or Goodfellas and the man behind the counter would hand over a box, but when you got home you’d find it contained something called Jada Fire Is Squirtwoman or Flesh Gordon III.


‘This is mad,’ I said, before quickly adding, ‘Isn’t it?’ but Elliot didn’t answer. Instead, he picked up his coat and headed out the front door.









10. Cutting Edges



‘He’s done what?’ said Susan Scheerbart when I finally reached her on her mobile a few days later. Susan was my best friend. We’d known each other for years, in fact ever since I’d gate-crashed a private view at the gallery Susan, who originally hails from New York, owned with her second husband, Teddy Scheerbart. I’d passed their gallery often enough, usually on my way to or from the London Library, where I liked to work, but that evening a particularly glamorous-looking party was taking place.


A sculpture in the shape of a gigantic vulva stood in the left-hand corner of the first room, constructed out of barbed wire and razor blades. It was something a sexually repressed psychopath might have built in an art therapy class. Glittering blades stuck out from between the labia.


‘Intriguing, isn’t it?’ I said to two elderly women dressed in black who were standing beside it. (I find ‘intriguing’ is a good word to use at art openings.) But the women were too deep in conversation, exchanging tales of past love affairs, to bother with me.


‘Harold who?’ the first woman said.


‘Harold. You know … Pinter.’


‘What was he like in bed?’


‘Terribly dull!’ woman number two boomed.


Swiftly I moved to the centre of the room, where I pretended to examine a sculpture that had been given the title Cutting Edge (it wasn’t). Or perhaps that was the joke. Perhaps it was a comment on the art world. Whatever the point, the sculpture was in the shape of a guillotine made from what appeared to be a load of grey paper, but which turned out instead to be lethal-grade stainless steel. What on earth possessed me to slide one finger down the edge of the blade, I’ve no idea, but suddenly blood was spouting from the wound onto my jacket. I lifted my arm high above my head, trying to stop the flow, and that’s when this very tall, exceptionally striking woman glanced over. She was talking to a small group of men on the far side of the gallery, holding a glass of pink champagne in one hand, cigarette in the other, but on seeing me she abandoned the group and strode over to where I was standing.


She looked puzzled. ‘Do you have a question?’ she asked.


‘No,’ I said. Then I looked up at my raised hand and realized what she was getting at. ‘Oh no!’ I said. ‘No … I’m so sorry, it’s just that I cut myself on this sculpture and I needed to stem the—’


‘Shit, that looks serious. Should I call for an ambulance?’


‘It’s nothing. I’m fine, honestly.’ But by then the blood had started to pool on the floor and I’d begun to feel faint.


Seconds later, Susan was guiding me (arm still raised in the flagpole position) through the gallery to her office where she applied a large sticking plaster over the wound. That’s when she introduced herself as the owner of the gallery and I confessed I’d just gate-crashed her event.


‘I was sort of just passing and needed to pee. I thought maybe there’d be a bathroom, but … it’s an interesting show.’


‘You think so?’


‘Intriguing,’ I said.


‘Intriguing,’ repeated Susan as if she were tasting the word, rolling it around in her wide, spectacular mouth. ‘That pretty much sums the artist up. Intriguing. Like a child. Would you like some?’


‘Children? Not right at this minute …’


‘Champagne,’ Susan said, tapping the side of her glass.


‘Sure. Thank you.’


Susan fetched another bottle of pink champagne while I made use of her loo.


‘Again, I’m so sorry for all the trouble I’ve—’


‘Stop apologizing!’ Susan shouted in her long, drawn-out, New York drawl. ‘Come and mingle, why don’t you.’








11. The Joke Was on Me


‘He’s done what?’ said Susan.


‘He’s left me,’ I hiccupped. ‘A few days ago. For Franny Hooker.’


‘Why on earth didn’t you say something earlier?’


‘I was hoping he’d change his mind,’ I sobbed, ‘but he hasn’t, and everything feels so empty, Susan. Plus … it’s such a bloody cliché, saying he’s been working late at the office when really he’s been … And of all the women he could have fallen for … Franny’s not even that …’


‘Sexy?’ said Susan, who, when she’d met Franny at a charity event, had described her as ‘exceptionally unexceptional’ – although I’ve always thought that a little unfair. On the other hand, at that same charity event (for the Women’s Miscarriage of Justice Alliance – oh, the irony!) Franny had demonstrated an irritating habit of shouting trite little phrases at everyone, such as: ‘Turn that frown upside down!’ and, worse, ‘Winning doesn’t always mean coming first.’


‘Yes it fucking does!’ Susan had growled.


I was looking pretty good that evening (which I think is important to mention here because, as anyone whose husband has had an affair knows, it knocks the self-confidence). But that night I’d worn a tight-fitting, dark green velvet skirt and jacket, together with a faux-diamond necklace that shimmered like sugar. Even Elliot had commented on how good I looked. Franny, on the other hand, had turned up wearing a lurid pink dress with huge purple daisies printed across it, alongside Mary-Jane shoes and white ankle socks. Mary-Janes! Okay, I acknowledge this makes me sound like a bitch, but being observant is also what makes me a half-decent writer. Besides, how on earth was I to know that she and Elliot were sleeping together? After all, she didn’t scream mistress material – plus, in most films men go for chic, sophisticated women. Women who wear killer heels and whose interest in vegetable matter is confined to nibbling salad leaves, not growing them. ‘An allotment is nature’s answer to therapy,’ Franny had said to me that evening, before going on to describe how much her sex life had improved since she’d started tilling the soil. ‘It’s probably all that fresh air,’ she’d then added, glancing over at Elliot while caressing her ponytail. Then she began regaling our table with tales of her carrots and where to purchase the best beetroot seed. At the time I recall itching to tell her she’d be so much less irritating if she simply stuck to talking about sex and forgot about her potatoes and parsnips.
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