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    for love is strong as death


    The Song of Songs




    ♥
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    PROLOGUE




    the letter bomb




    The night before, for the first time, we’d talked seriously about splitting up. For months there’d been stalemate: rows followed by long silences, followed by rows. We’d even tried counselling together and then he’d started seeing a therapist alone, a bad sign. One by one, in sworn secrecy, I’d confided in my closest girlfriends about our problems. I’d even told my mother what was going on – a very bad sign. Even so, facing the reality of the loss had brought on an onslaught of gut-churning dread and anguish. It was, after all, my fault. I knew this. It was me who’d ruined it all, months back, by admitting, finally, that I was restless; our relationship had been mostly celibate for some time.




    I wept all night. Ours was an affair of the heart. He was my twinned universe and our years together had been rich, eventful, loving and romantic. Now, all this felt long gone, ruined. The split was upon us, it was happening. How? Waves of grief washed over me, tears of disbelief. He slept on the sofa downstairs.




    The next morning, we sat at the breakfast table in a wordless state. My face was red and crumpled. It was dawning on me that he’d been assessing the situation with a clearer head, thinking it all through: he knew this was pre-split time, a grim but necessary part of any relationship to be endured. This had happened to him before, with two ex-wives. He was conducting these hours with what seemed to be a newfound steeliness. He’d come to his own stopping point maybe even months before. Now he only had to negotiate this dreadful time, not look me in the eye. I suspected he’d made plans of where and what he’d do next.




    He made us coffee and toast. There was unopened mail on the table, including a brown manilla envelope with my name and address typed on it. It had been lying on the table for over a week while I’d been away visiting my family in Trinidad. Bleary-eyed, over coffee, I picked up the envelope and began to tear at the flap. He sat opposite, expressionless, attempting to read the newspaper. We were in pyjamas and slippers, dressing gowns; neither of us was good in the mornings.




    I had so many things to say to him but nothing came. My body was weak from the sleepless night; my nerves prickled, like sugar in my veins. The thought of actually parting from this man, from our way of life, brought a feeling of mortal threat. I would die; surely I’d die if this happened.




    I pulled the papers out of the envelope. Three or four A4 sheets of blue handwritten scrawl and a thicker sheaf of printed-out emails. I took a sip of coffee and began to read the letter. At first it made no sense at all.




    Dear Monique, Please sit down; I have something shocking to say.




    The letter was from a woman I didn’t know. She claimed she’d had a passionate affair with my partner. She had fallen in love with him and he had rejected her. She was writing to tell me all about it.




    I sagged in the chair. A small atomic explosion went off in every cell. What on earth was this all about?




    The letter went on to tell me how they’d first met, where and when. She’d left her husband over this affair, had become so distressed that she had even stopped eating. She had thought of coming to our home personally, to tell me what had been going on. She wanted me to know what kind of man I was living with.




    I looked up at him, suddenly cold. His head was still buried in the newspaper. It was then my heart broke. My eyes filled. I couldn’t say a word. I looked down at the letter in my hands. There were emails too: emails from him to her.




    The emails were proof of her claims. I managed to read fragments of them, but the shock made them blur. He’d promised to be with her. He’d fallen in love with her – I saw that written too. He’d promised her that he’d leave me, to be with her: wait for me, wait for me. But he’d reneged on his promises. So she’d decided he wouldn’t get away with hiding their love affair.




    In her letter, she said as much. Briefly, I was able to take all this in. She wanted to make her presence known, wanted her status fully acknowledged. She was doing what we, so far, had been unable to do. She was parting us.




    I stared at him, hands shaking. ‘What the fuck is this?’




    ‘What?’ He hadn’t seen what I’d pulled from the envelope.




    ‘This woman . . . has written to me. About your affair.’




    He looked up and stared. His face paled.




    ‘What the fuck has been going on?’ I rose from the table. I stood tall then, tall and on the verge of a wildness I’d never known.




    His mouth fell open. ‘I can explain . . .’




    ‘Look!’ I shouted. I began to read from the letter. Terrible words were emerging from my mouth, amazing sentences. To me these words were violent, awesome. Like being walloped by lightning, like being run over by a truck. Overturned and bulldozed into the ground. She knew I was asthmatic! Knew about my novel, sun dog; had read it, even. She knew the hours I worked, when she could call him freely. She loved him, she said. And he’d rejected her. He’d ended the affair months ago, but she was still miserable.




    ‘Look!’ I screamed again. I began to read from the emails too.




    ‘No,’ he begged. ‘Don’t read them. They’re poison. They’ve been edited.’




    ‘I don’t fucking care!’




    Through a maelstrom of tears, I read scraps of the emails aloud. I’m only with Mon for career reasons. He’d been planning to join her, to be with her. Then he’d got cold feet. There was a flow of lust and fantasy in those emails, how much he wanted her. I stare at your photo, I want to make you pregnant. In those moments, I saw a picture of the affair, a proper full-blown wild and ardent love affair that had been raging alongside my own relationship – for how long? I didn’t know and I didn’t care when it had ended. Right then, the details didn’t matter. I hadn’t understood why our relationship was limping quite so badly, what had caused things to be so irreparable – at that moment it all added up. He’d already left our relationship. He’d stepped outside of it, gone elsewhere some time ago.




    I stared at my partner as if he might have shrugged from a suit of human skin to expose green scales, fish eyes and roving antennae, as if he’d just revealed himself to be another type of creature altogether. The man I knew had once adored me, gazed at me with eyes brimful with love. People had often commented on it. I knew things were bad between us, but had never thought that he would have the courage, the sheer audacity, to have an affair; it was beyond contemplation. Apart from the previous night, we had always slept in the same bed together. The logistics of it – how had he managed it? Even though our life together had been chaste for some time, even though I knew deep down that the sexual energy not released between us had to go somewhere, I hadn’t even suspected he could do this. Who was this woman? I stood and screamed at him – God knows what I said.




    ‘Please, please don’t read those emails,’ he sobbed. ‘Whatever you do, don’t read any more.’




    The cats we’d adopted together as kittens flew in from outdoors, as if they’d sensed the supersonic boom of our drama. They frowned at us. Their tails quivered. Paintings on the walls gasped. The walls sweated.




    In those first moments, I could have killed him. I could have killed her, too, stabbed them both into a bloody mess; now I understand how these crimes happen, like this, when a bombshell arrives in the post. With the letters and emails in my hand, I legged it upstairs. I pulled on some clothes and bolted back down and out the front door.




    ♥




    I’m a shit driver at the best of times. Tears flowing and hands leaden, I don’t know how I managed to escape in the van, driving the mile and a half to Totleigh Barton, the writing centre we looked after in Devon, where I thought I’d be safe. A place for me to sit and read through the letter and emails properly, gauge the situation, calm down, drink tea, gather myself.




    It was a Saturday, so I thought the centre would be empty. But I found it swarming with guests who’d rented the house and grounds for the weekend, efficient and cheerful types, togged up in green wellies and cagoules. I’d forgotten they were there. I turned round in the car park and sped back out and up along a narrow country lane. I didn’t notice that it’d been raining and the lane was very muddy. Soon, I found myself stuck, wheels spinning and throwing up clods of wet earth. I gave up trying to get out and sat and stared through the fogged-up window. I held the letter and emails in my hands and tried to read them again and again, but was blinded by tears.




    It was late January: 30 January 2006, to be precise. It was cold. It was winter, the season of death, hibernation. The frisky bullocks in the fields surrounding Totleigh had been slaughtered months back; the army of daffodils were curled in their bulbs deep underground. Lone roe deer foraged for roots and shrubs.




    A wild terror tore through me. The world shrank. How, what, where, when . . . how could he? I got out of the van and trudged back to Totleigh with the letters in my hand.




    There, on that hilltop lane which ran beside Totleigh Barton, I had a sense that more than just these letters was amiss. I was a frizzy-haired island girl, a Trinidadian, but a city person too, a Londoner by adoption. I was very far away from any kind of place I called home. I’d put myself in a relationship which, at its foundations, was flawed: the physical side, the sexual force had never flowed between us. Instead, it had been weak, complicated; then it had entirely died away. He’d desired me but I’d never desired him. Why not? I never knew. But I’d loved him with another type of passion. It had always been a puzzle. What was I doing with this man? There’d been this terrible problem and now it was exposed. I was exposed. How had I got it all so wrong? I shouldn’t be trudging through the January slush in Devon. I’d no business being anywhere near a roe deer or a badger. I had the grief-crazed, toxic letters of another woman in my hands. I stumbled along and the rain began to come at me in horizontal sheets, stinging my eyes, slapping my face. I wailed with fury and self-pity.




    ♥




    In the centre’s office, I made two phone calls: one to my neighbour, Deborah Dooley, to ask for rescue from the mud; the second to my boss, Stephanie Anderson, to tell her what had happened. By contract, he and I were yoked together as centre directors. Our job was very busy: there would be no faking it. We’d been there four years and we had been successful and yet it was time to move on. We had already handed in our notice and were three months from leaving our posts. It was a quiet time of year, only six courses left to run. I wanted to ask Stephanie if I could leave ahead of the due departure date, if I could arrange cover and vanish. I left a message on her voice mail. Soon Deborah and her husband Bob arrived, ashen-faced.




    My neighbours pulled the van from the muddy lane, drove me to their home and I stayed with them for a couple of hours, drinking tea. They were as shocked as I was. In fits and starts, in their kitchen, I managed to spit out what had happened. They gawped with horror. Mostly, I heaved and sobbed. Eventually, half-insane with grief, I went home and found him cringing but wanting to talk, hoping that ‘talk’ might be possible.




    ‘Are you mad!’ I spat.




    I threatened to kill him. I told him if we slept the night in the same house, I’d stab him in the chest as he slept; that I’d cut his balls off and feed them to the cats. He packed and left twenty minutes later.




    Stephanie called and I told her what had happened. She advised me not to drive as I was in shock; she said I should wrap up warm and sit tight, do nothing. I told her that I had kept trying to read the emails but couldn’t though my tears.




    ‘Burn them,’ she said.




    I took the letters out the back door of the cottage. There was a wind so I stooped close to the ground and lit a match. The flame flickered indigo and orange. My heart was in two pieces; I could feel it broken in my chest. I put the flame to the papers and watched it spread and destroy the words and the paper they were printed on. The ashes blew away and the cats chased after them.




    ♥




    I’d been felled by one woman. In the aftermath, a number of other women stepped forward to stand me upright again.




    Deborah Dooley was the first. Stephanie Anderson was the second. What a wise woman she was. For the next few hours I lay on the sofa and stared into space. The TV was on, some black-and-white romantic comedy. Lady Violet, the snooty fluffy cat, came and sat on my chest and glared at me, suspicious, as if demanding an immediate woman-to-cat version of events. Deborah came round with vegetable broth. Lovely, flame-haired Deborah. She had cried too, with her husband; they loved us both.




    Deborah told me she had a friend staying the weekend; this friend was a Relate counsellor.




    ‘Maybe she can help. Shall I send her over?’




    I nodded, mute.




    This was the third woman to save me. She listened to what had happened and at the end of my story she asked one simple question, one I may never have asked myself.




    ‘What do you want to do now?’




    I stared at the front door. Next to it was my suitcase, still unpacked from my three-week holiday in Trinidad.




    ‘I want to go back home,’ I whispered. ‘I want to go home and write a book. I want time for me.’




    ‘Do it, then,’ she said.




    The Relate counsellor’s name was Sarah McCloughry. If she hadn’t been there and asked me that question, I might have sunk into a terrible, terrible state. But in that moment, I knew what to do next. I would go home, back to my mother, back to Trinidad.




    I’m still so grateful to these women.




    Burn them.




    Do it.




    They gave me such clear and sound advice. I was to do as they bid. Fire and flight.




    ♥




    It took forty-eight hours to extricate myself from my life. I bought a plane ticket and found cover for the centre. I terminated joint bank accounts, snipped up shared credit cards. I began to pack. The cats paced the house. I couldn’t eat. I lost several pounds over the following week.




    Two nights later, the shock was so bad I got out of bed and knelt on the hard wooden floor and prayed for help. The prayers came all mixed up, in fragments, parts of prayers learnt as a child. Then I gave up. Help me, oh Lord, help me, I begged. The following night, I was sitting in bed and the phone rang. It was his father, a man with one lung and four ex-wives and a prostate the size of a grapefruit. He spoke just like an East End gangster. He’d abandoned not just my ex but also his fostered brother and another adopted daughter. He was a man hated by and alienated from his entire family.




    ‘Can I speak to my son?’ he rasped.




    I roared at him. The lightning-energy I’d been struck by left my body, doubly charged, and hit this man, this decrepit hate-filled man, a man who’d neglected his son and failed to give him a role model to live up to. I bellowed at him, hurling abuse. I had refused to meet him in all the years I’d lived with his son. His name was Alan; my father had been an Alan, too. My father had also been, to say the least, a difficult man. I’d never wanted to meet this other Alan. That moment, I told him why.




    ♥




    Nine days later, my entire landscape had altered. I’d packed up my belongings and was driving to London in a Luton van. I’d lost my relationship, quit my job and was leaving the cottage I’d lived in for four years. I had deposited my cats at the writing centre for the short-term, hoping to rescue them on my return. I wept. I couldn’t believe what had happened. Couldn’t believe my life with this man, my heart’s true love, my companion of six years, was finished.




    I couldn’t help thinking, over and over again, about the words written in The Song of Songs, a copy of which he’d given me, etched in gold and bound in engraved leather, the most romantic gift I’d ever received.




    

      

        

          Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples: for I am sick of love.


        


      


    




    That’s how it was. I was faint, as overwhelmed as the woman who speaks in the song. I was exhausted. And yes, sick of love.








  



    

       

    




    LOVE STORY




    

      

        

          ‘The dream companion I had longed for since I was fifteen’


          


          Simone de Beauvoir on Jean-Paul Sartre


        


      


    




    ♥








  



    

       

    




    the first love note




    This love story begins eleven years ago. At 10 a.m., on a Thursday. Thursday 16 December, 1999. Lancaster University Creative Writing department.




    He stood with his back to me, studying something pinned on the wall, or pretending to. He wore a dogtooth check trench coat and wide-leg tweedy trousers. On his feet were battered walking boots, which somehow managed to appear fashionable. He was tall, well over six foot. Big and tall and bald. The back of his head was fuzzy, wrinkled around the neck. A boulder of a head.




    I’d seen his face before he even turned around. A photo of him in a local newspaper cutting adorned the department notice board. He’d just published a novel and was an ex-student. I’d walked past his face twice a week for nine weeks of that first term. The face in the photo was winsome and open, cast in a warm half-light, a face which liked the camera and knew how to compose itself and take up the frame. I’d peered at this face many times while waiting for my class – I liked the look of this man.




    So, cheerful, I bounced over to him, wanting to introduce myself. ‘Hi,’ I said, tapping him on the shoulder. He turned.




    ‘Eh?’ he replied.




    ‘Hi,’ I said again. ‘We’re the writers.’




    ‘Eh?’




    ‘Your class. That’s us.’ I pointed to two of the other students loitering near the door.




    A grunt.




    But I wasn’t thrown off. ‘You’ve come to teach us, remember?’




    ‘Oh, er . . . yes.’




    I looked up at him and smiled. His face was huge. Oval and wide, somehow sad, clown-like. Small eyes, peering with a soft intelligence through thick lenses. Close up, he was very different from the photograph. Not so winsome: a thug, a ruffian, unkempt. But kind of cute, too.




    The workshop went badly. While he’d read our work, his feedback was wishy-washy, to say the least; he had nothing specific to say. He generalised and made vague comments, umming and erring, not wanting to be impolite or hurt anyone’s feelings. Clearly, he had little or no teaching experience.




    He’d liked my work, though, the first chapter of a novel, sun dog. There was a line about a crisp packet blowing along the pavement like a squid shooting off on the seabed. On the top of the first page I’d written my name in blue pen – Monique Roffey – on the left-hand corner. On the right-hand corner I’d written ‘For I. M.’ – his initials. Later, much later, he said he took that as a sign:




    

      

        

          M.R. 4 I.M.


        


      


    




    It was our first love note. That’s what he’d imagined.




    He also said he’d fallen in love with me before we met, with that piece of writing. He meant it at the time; he was a very romantic man. He said he fell in love with me on the page, that he knew he’d like me from what he’d read, that he was looking forward to meeting me. That it would be a meeting.




    Meanwhile, in the workshop, I began to get a little impatient with his waffle. He’d wandered off the point and was trying to fill the gaps in his critical approach with tales of how he got published, about his early short stories, the bleak days of writing while parenting a child single-handedly. All very interesting, but he was failing to deliver anything that resembled an MA workshop. I looked at our regular course tutor and could see she was becoming impatient too. She began to ad-lib. So did I. It’s fair to say we hijacked the workshop from him entirely. He didn’t seem to mind, though; in fact, he looked relieved.




    I was mad-crazy about becoming a writer back then, obsessed with the language of storytelling, with the technical aspects of narrative. Bossy cow with it, too. I think I was talking, talking, talking, a bit on overdrive that day. Trying to impress? Maybe. I noticed him looking at me in a cock-eyed, dreamy sort of way. Was he staring at my tits? I glared. This didn’t stop him. I glared some more. But he kept looking at me with open interest.




    I blushed. Yes: very different from the photograph. One of the oddest-looking human beings I’d ever seen. His forehead had a noticeable dent. His teeth were big and square. One gold tooth flashed in the corner of his mouth; others were nicotine-stained. But then I began to recognise a glimmer, just a glimmer of that winsomeness from the photograph in the way he smiled, a little crooked and mischievous – a boyish grin. Behind the large black-framed specs, his eyes were inquisitive. His manner was gentle and his voice, for such a big man, was soft. He filled the room with the aroma of wood smoke and cannabis. He reminded me of a big friendly marine mammal. A manatee.




    ‘An ogre,’ one of my classmates said later.




    It wasn’t love at first sight.




    the no




    In the café, during the break, he was encircled by some of the other writers on the course. I got talking to another student, a handsome younger man, Justin Hill, who was writing a novel too, The Drink and Dream Teahouse. The manatee and I didn’t speak, only glanced at each other with speculative interest.




    When the workshop ended, he was taken off to lunch. I was disappointed. I ate a sandwich with classmates in the same café. On the way back, walking across the university quad, I noticed him standing outside the campus bookshop, chatting to someone else from the class. I shortened my route to stop and join in. He was holding his mud-spattered briefcase and a bag of newly purchased books. The trench coat and cuffed suit-trousers, his duffed-in walking boots; he looked tramp-like, writerly. His appearance, from the neck down, was also worthy of note: his hips were voluptuous, like a woman’s. He had the posture and mannerisms of a showy transvestite. He cocked his head when he listened. When he walked along a bit, away from the bookshop, I noticed he was pigeon-toed, yet he turned this into something of a flamboyant feature, ambling with a curiously upright gait.




    On the quad, next to the entrance to the bus stopping point, we stood face to face.




    ‘Anyone getting the bus into town?’ he asked, looking directly into my eyes, a hopeful note in his voice.




    ‘No,’ I said, quite matter-of-fact.




    He shifted, uncomfortable. His eyes looked wistful.




    I could have gone, if I’d liked him. I could have found a reason to catch the bus into town with him, chatted on the way, maybe even made an excuse to have a cup of tea together. But my instinct was to walk away.




    ‘Thanks for the class,’ I said, meeting his gaze.




    He nodded.




    I smiled, curt and dismissive. Down came the barrier. Best to say ‘no’ to this confusing character, this man who needed a dentist and smelt of cannabis and who, despite it all, was winning all the others round with his charm. I turned and flounced off in the opposite direction.




    ♥




    A month later, after the Christmas break, our course tutor let slip that the manatee had talked enthusiastically about me all through their lunch together. My heart fluttered. Really? Curiosity got the better of me, and, after the class, I plucked up the courage to ask her for his address to write him a thank you note. She looked askance as she gave it to me.




    ‘He’s a well-known womaniser, you know,’ she warned.




    I didn’t care to hear this. I sent him a postcard anyway. So it was me who asked him out.




    We met a week later in the Ring O’ Bells in Lancaster. I was nervous, so nervous I uttered a brief prayer as I opened the door and entered the pub. He was sitting by the open fire, reading. When I approached, his forehead broke into beads of sweat. I noticed the book he’d put down on the table was some pulp fiction and made a remark to break the ice. He said it was about fascism; I was intrigued. Nearby, a woman sang ballads and played an acoustic guitar. I sat down, making sure I placed both feet square on the floor, earthing myself. I didn’t want to drink, but I ordered a glass of wine anyway and over the course of the evening, drank myself into an intense soberness. The con versation didn’t flow: we made the usual mutual polite enquiries about life and work. He stared at my tits. Again, I decided ‘no’.




    the yes




    Even so, when he rang a few days later, I agreed to a second date. I’d talked myself out of meeting him again – he was too fat and funny-looking, we didn’t get on – but I never made the call to cancel. I’m not sure why. Maybe I just needed to check my instincts were correct. So, a few days later, he picked me up from my student flat on the outskirts of Lancaster to go out for Sunday lunch. When he arrived I was playing the Neville Brothers – this seemed to liven him up.




    That day, we drove up a mountainside in sheets of brown rain. On the way, without too much probing, he talked about himself; he said he’d recovered from a nervous breakdown. He’d spent two years in bed, unable to function, had once called the Samaritans for support. The person on the line had turned out to be someone he knew socially; it had been embarrassing. Prozac and therapy had saved him. I thought a breakdown sounded glamorous. He said he’d spent his youth singing in pop bands, had wanted to be a pop star. He sang a few lines from an Elvis song. I turned and stared at the side of his enormous head and the hairs on the back of my neck stood upright. A nervous breakdown? A voice like Elvis?




    He hopped out in the downpour to open a cattle gate. Perhaps that’s when I started to love him, when I heard him sing and when I knew he’d broken down, and when I saw him walking back to the car through the rain with his friendly-monster face. When he got back in the car he said: ‘I’m a new man, I’m in a good place.’ Yes, I began to love him then: this man who’d almost ruined his life. He’d broken, and healed. Failed, and resurrected himself. He was forty-one, alive again, back from the edge.




    We drank beer in a pub in a village called Dent. This time the conversation flowed. I was loosening up, responding, in spite of myself, to his irrepressible charm. He chain-smoked, waving his fag about like a drag queen. He talked in civilised and sometimes theatrical tones, spoke of books (Walden was his favourite, by the American writer Henry D. Thoreau, a memoir of a year spent in a woodland cabin, experimenting with a simple life). He talked of religion: he described himself as an Agnostic High Church of England Buddhist. He knew much of the history and geography of Lancashire and talked a great deal about the Lancashire witches. He knew a lot about the whole of England, in fact. He joked and laughed, the sound rising from deep in his chest. Others glanced at him; it was half donkey bray, half operatic boom. But he didn’t seem to care or notice: laughter was something he owned and spread around him.




    He wore the cuffed tweed trousers again, with crepe-soled shoes and a roomy ginger-coloured fleece, which he referred to as his ‘bear costume’. We talked more about books. I mentioned some of my favourite authors: Camus, Steinbeck, Plath, Jean Rhys. He liked the kind of male English writers I instinctively avoided: Anthony Powell and Evelyn Waugh. A man of the working class, he insisted he was a ‘gentleman.’ And I could see he’d modelled his persona on this certain type of so-called gentleman writer. Those soft eyes rested on me with careful intent. He asked if I’d like to go back for tea in his caravan. I imagined a rather comfortable affair, a park home with proper rooms and a loo, something homely. So I said yes.




    andromeda heights




    In a farmyard on the outskirts of Lancaster, behind the farmhouse, on a desolate muddy spot surrounded by brambles and clucking chickens, there was a small white hump, a two-wheeler caravan of the kind you might see pulled behind a family hatchback.




    ‘You live in there!’ I gasped. But he seemed proud, delighted.




    ‘Welcome to Andromeda Heights.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘My home.’




    I laughed out loud. I knew the Prefab Sprout song he was referring to. Paddy MacAloon – what a songwriter.




    

      

        

          We’re building a home on the side of a mountain




          Above the clouds, next to the sky




          And after our labours the stars will be neighbours




          We’ll take our place with them in space




          We’re not using concrete or plaster or wood




          They’d lower the tone of our new neighbourhood




          And mortar will crumble with age and neglect




          We’re building our home upon love and respect




          And when we’ve built it we’ll call it Andromeda Heights




          And when we’ve built it we’ll call it Andromeda Heights




          And when we’ve built it we’ll call it Andromeda Heights.


        


      


    




    Sellotaped to the right-hand side of the caravan’s minute door was a crude handmade Valentine’s card.




    ‘From my eldest daughter,’ he explained. I suppressed a smile of incredulity and followed him into the gloomy, cramped space.




    The caravan consisted of a damp and lumpy multi-duveted bed at one end and a desk with an ancient computer, half-destroyed by smoke at the other. In between there was a wood-burning stove, a Formica cupboard bulging with clothes and a tiny sink crammed with unwashed dishes. The air was musty and heavy with carbon from the stove. A thin layer of soot smothered every object. The interior of the van was grim, ashtray-esque. He put the camping kettle on to boil and sat cross-legged on the bed. I perched on a stool at the desk opposite. I didn’t know what to think or say. I dared to look around. It felt inconceivable that anyone could live in such a place and be happy. But he seemed to be. It was where he’d written his first novel; it was the refuge he’d escaped to after years of lone parenthood to a teenage girl. It was his cave of peace and rest and work. If he needed a bath, he went to a friend’s house. If he needed a meal, he went to a café, Penny’s of Penny Street.




    I marvelled. So, this was Bohemia. I’d found it here, at last. A person living for a noble cause – the life of the pen. A man who had rejected materialistic bourgeois society for the sake of exploring a higher way of living, that’s what I thought. I was impressed. Impressed! By his poverty and dignity with it. Here was a real writer. Many of my literary heroes had lived rough. Jean Rhys had spent her last years in a galvanised tin hut in a bleak wet village called Cheriton Fitzpaine. F. Scott Fitzgerald had died of a tubercular haemorrhage in a friend’s flat. Hemingway had lived in a shack in the Bahamas with tons of cats with six toes. I was also living in a pokey garret – which I loved – a half hour’s walk from the campus. This was the type of writer I imagined I’d be; brilliant and self-destructive and living life on the edge. This was the kind of person I wanted to be. All of a sudden I was very pleased to meet this writer-gypsy.




    A black cat wandered in from the yard and purred up to him, its tail erect.




    ‘Hello, Cheeky,’ he said to the cat as it arranged itself in his lap. He looked at me and smiled, then turned to the cat and bombed its head with a kiss.




    That was when I fell in love with him. When he kissed Cheeky the cat. That was when I didn’t go backwards or forwards any more. I was in it.




    the things I didn’t care to heed




    That I didn’t think him brainy the first time we met.




    That he’d had a breakdown – that I’d thought this glamorous and didn’t question him about it too closely.




    That I didn’t look up anything about breakdowns, that I didn’t even stop to ponder what a breakdown was.




    That he had been married twice; that he had left both wives.




    That he was the marrying type.




    That he liked books I didn’t.




    That he lived in a tiny filthy caravan. A caravan!




    That my tutor had referred to him as a womaniser.




    That I was thrown by (rather than attracted to) his strange physicality.




    Having made this list, most sane right-minded women would run a mile.




    But I was not the sanest or wisest of people. And I didn’t make a list, not until now. I overlooked all the above. I was already writing our creation myth. I was entranced by what I perceived as the romance of this man, of who he was: poor, failed, broken-down and funny as hell. Also published, highly educated. Great company. I wanted what he had. To be a working writer at whatever cost, and the greater the human cost, the more exciting.




    On paper, everything was bad. He wasn’t the kind of man to introduce to my mother.




    ‘Mum, I’ve met someone! He’s broke and twice divorced, a single parent, he lives in a caravan with a cat called Cheeky and a chicken called Ginger. He has bad teeth, two daughters and is newly recovered from a nervous breakdown. But he’s very funny. I love him, Mum.’




    I was thirty-four. The youngest child and the only daughter. My family still hoped I’d marry well: a lawyer, a doctor, someone who’d take care of me for the rest of my life. My mother had all the hopes a mother is entitled to: she’d been happily married herself. While she knew I was ‘headstrong’, she thought this ‘being a writer’ thing was just a phase; that I’d come round to a careful woman’s life of devoted childrearing and allegiance to one man.




    But even then, the word ‘marriage’ brought me out in a rash. Like the spirited orphan Jane Eyre, I didn’t like the sound of the arrangement at all. It signified a contract which had been thought up before the Victorian era, an unrealistic goal, a prison for someone like me who planned to write and travel and meet the world. I didn’t want a surgeon who worked round the clock, who was committed to a mortgage for life. I respected this man’s choice, the sacrifices he’d made for his art.




    st valentine’s day




    We courted for about two weeks, up until Valentine’s Day. Dinner dates, tea and cake, long walks, and not so much as a kiss. I was beginning to worry it would never happen. The night before V-day, I invited him and two friends round for dinner and we played card games up in my garret room until midnight. When my friends departed, we were left alone.




    When are we going to kiss? I’d recently written on a postcard and posted it to Andromeda Heights. It felt like a romantic thing to do.




    Now we were sitting on my narrow single bed.




    ‘I got your card,’ he said.




    ‘I’m glad.’




    He leant forward and kissed me on the lips. He was wearing a tweedy suit and as we began to undress each other, I wondered if he was the tidy type; would he want to fold his suit over the back of a chair?




    Soon we were kissing and struggling with each other’s clothes. He stopped and stood up and ripped off his jacket and flung it on the floor matador-style. Then he ripped off his trousers and flung them on the floor too.




    I gasped. His body was vast. Like a Beluga whale. White as milk and ungainly. Folds of skin on his chest, soft tender breasts, a robust stomach which hid his genitals. His hips! Great swells of flesh which were soft and somehow mesmerising. It was the body of a man who’d expanded and contracted and expanded again. Carefully, he removed my jeans and laid me down on the bed. And then he kissed me from my toes upwards, kissed my insteps, my ankles, shins, knees, thighs, reaching my cunt where he sighed and gasped:




    ‘You’re so pretty there, so, so pretty!’




    At thirty-four, no man had ever stopped to declare his love of my cunt. My previous lovers had, until then, been an unimaginative bunch. These were the most precious words anyone has ever said to me – then and still. To have a man declare his love and admiration for the softest, quietest place on my body, a place so hidden and mysterious that even I had no real idea of how it looked, close up. For the first time ever, I felt fully adored. Like a treasure, a fabulous and exotic work of art.




    He threw himself into lovemaking in a most unselfconscious manner, kissing me, kissing every part of me. He was only seven years older than I was, but way ahead of the other men I’d been with. Sex, that first time, was an event, so different, so theatrical and intense, that it wasn’t the right time to judge: is this good, do we have it? Am I turned on? Too much else was happening. In bed, as in all things, this man was showy, a romantic and oh, so strange with his big bald head and ogre’s face. I didn’t know what to make of him.




    We woke on Valentine’s morning smooshed up in my single bed. In the post, I received a card from him and a cassette tape of love songs he’d made. He blushed as I opened the gift in front of him. We devoured a cooked breakfast in a local caff and agreed to see each other the following evening before going our separate ways. I was fine with that; I went home and listened to the tape he’d made: ‘Gypsy Woman’, by the Temptations, ‘Didn’t I Blow Your Mind’, by the Delfonics, ‘Into My Arms’, by Nick Cave. I stared out the window wondering what I’d got myself into. I listened to ‘My Funny Valentine’ – it seemed to sum him up. That Valentine’s night I spent alone, thinking of him. He spent it at the local pub’s quiz night.




    ♥




    The next evening, we went to see the film American Beauty. As we walked there his suit trousers came loose around his waist. He jumped and danced along the pavement until they fell to his ankles and he danced a jig, flashing his bum. It made me love him even more.




    After the film, we walked back to his caravan in the moonlight. Ahead of us a plastic bag was caught up in a thermal of wind, dancing an eerie lonesome dance, just like the plastic bag we’d seen in the film. The caravan was parked near a patch of allotments and I saw broccoli growing for the first time, sprouting in hard green nubs from stalks like goose necks. In the caravan, he threw me on the lumpen bed. He wanted to make love to me with the passion of all men. But when he was upon me there was something in his eyes, a wild glint which terrified me. His face was drained of blood. A vein stood out on his forehead.




    ‘Stop!’ I begged.




    Had I made some terrible mistake? In an instant, the maniac’s face dissolved; again he was the mild-mannered man I knew. Or rather, I was getting to know. For years afterwards, he’d bring this cry of ‘Stop!’ to my attention; I’d asked him to stop his passion. But he didn’t know the murderous face I’d seen when he was above me.




    I forgot this face. It fell away. I forgot this explicit glimpse of his dark side. He never showed it again.




    ♥




    We spent many happy times at Andromeda Heights. On Shrove Tuesday, on his Bunsen burner of a stove, he managed to cook us lemon pancakes. Ginger, the chicken, proved to be female competition. She clucked fiercely at the door to be let in whenever I visited. From the caravan, he’d accompany me to the outdoor lav in the freezing cold dead of night and whistle as I peed, balancing on the broken seat. His bed was hideous: stiff with frost on the top layers, slimy and fungal on the inside. You had to break frost on the duvet and then unpeel the gluey covers and slide into the bed as you might slide into the gullet of a large dead fish. Once we were inside it, steam rose off the covers. We would lie there not moving for several minutes, our bodies acting as two huge radiators till the sheets warmed. Above us, squirrels skittered. They had bitten through two sets of electricity wires. When it rained it was like being in the rainstorm; when leaves fell it was like being in a sandstorm.




    This was his second winter in the caravan. I soon realised it wasn’t so much living, as surviving. The Bohemian ideal vanished. Life in the caravan wasn’t the least bit romantic; it was arduous, filthy, damp and bone-chilling. Whatever food he bought went off; but he ate it anyway and often got food poisoning. Field mice, free-ranging chickens and grey squirrels were always trying to get in to nest. He began to spend more time with me in my garret where we made a raft on the floor out of bits of bedding. I would rehearse Riverdance in my bra and knickers to entertain him. He would impersonate the Queen in the nude. Once, he flung himself on his knees and put his arms around me saying:




    ‘Could you ever love a dwarf?’




    He always made me laugh.




    When I had an argument over the washing-up with my sport-obsessed Danish flatmate he penned me the following poem:




    

      

        

          Denmark




          

            Of all the nations I loathe and despise,


          




          The Frances, the Scotlands, the Spains,




          There is one above all which makes my blood pressure rise




          The land of those tossers the Danes.




          

            Their watery bacon and horrid blue cheese


          




          Are insipid and processed and boring.




          Hans Christian Anderson and Kierkegaard




          Just make me start dozing and snoring.




          

            Oh jutting peninsula! Shaped like a cock


          




          I guess that you think you are cute




          But all that you are is an anagram of




          Your greatest of kings, King Cnut.


        


      


    




    He did more than cheer me up. He gazed at me when we were together, alone or in public. He took great interest when I talked about myself. He bought me gifts. Books. Flowers. Songs. He wanted to know who I was. Other men had loved me too, others had been admiring. But not like this. He called me his Helen of Troy. He called me pixie pants and honeybee and puddle duck. He told his best friend Paul he’d met the love of his life. I was star-struck by all this attention. I loved being loved like this. I loved being loved by him. He had a talent for love. His love melted me, dissolved my reserve, softened me up. I basked in his loving gaze. It felt healthy and good for me. I blossomed. It all happened so easily. Within a month, and without much question, we’d fallen into each other’s lives.




    donkeys




    His car was a heap of shit, bought for fifty pounds from an uncle who was a part-time second-hand dealer. He believed in buying near-dead cars for environmental reasons and so our entire time together was plagued by shit cars. Dolly, Collette. Shit cars with women’s names. Even so, we had many adventures in them. Neither of us believed in walking. Him, because he was a lazy bastard; me because, coming from the Caribbean, I have no notion of the habit of walking for pleasure. So we drove about a lot. We visited many beaches. On the way to one, we visited Sellafield nuclear power station and this started a tradition – we visited quite a few nuclear power stations over the years. We visited churches too – Whitby Abbey, Jervaulx Abbey. We fell in love with Black pool, both in and out of season.




    Once, in winter, in Blackpool, we parked the car opposite a shoe shop called Vernon Humpage. We hooted about the name for months, thinking it the best name for the hero of his next novel. We walked along the beach in the dark and the cold; we ate mushy peas and chips in the only fish shop open. In the summer, we rode the tram into Blackpool, the best way to arrive. This time, we walked the beach barefoot. We loved the pretty but patient donkeys all lined up in their fancy tack, waiting to give snot-nosed kids rides up and down the sand. I wore strange flip-flops we nicknamed ‘toe-breros’. I once had a photograph of that day, of those donkeys; of him, the famous tower in the background, his trousers rolled to the shins, smiling and toothsome, holding my toe-breros.




    your dad




    His pop star career never happened. Instead, it mutated, via a string of other bands and some stand-up comedy, into a bizarre light entertainment musical comedy double act called Your Dad. This double act comprised my ex and his piano player, Chaz. Chaz secured the gigs and they travelled the country in his clapped-out car. Just them, some props and a keyboard. I’m not sure how or why the act got started: my ex said that when his pop career waned, he needed to keep singing, needed to dance and perform, to let off steam. It ‘let out his dark side’, he said more than once, but I never paid this enough attention.




    My ex had a touch of the Eric Morecambe about him. Chaz, his ‘Ernie Wise’, however, was a shambolic man who looked like a horse-thief and ate with his mouth open. They irritated each other and yet couldn’t live without each other. Their act was based on the premise that they were two embarrassing old men, just like someone’s dad, pissed up in the pub, and taken to the mike. It was musical cabaret meets concrete poetry, so edgy and dark in places it was blue.




    The first time I saw Your Dad was in Lancaster, in a room above the Yorkshire House. The room was packed with local friends and stalwart fans, a captive audience. He wore a pink ruffled dress shirt. He was thinner then, bald and lean and powerful behind the mike. He crooned love songs, stopping to make a show of singing ‘Mona Lisa’ to me. My heart swelled.




    He sang other songs too, camping them up and twisting the words. He skipped about and wiggled his curvy hips and rolled his eyes like a naughty child; he stomped and swore and yes, revealed the darkness in him, flashing those black gold teeth and roaring at the vulgarity of his own jokes. He played a kazoo, waved a football rattle, threatened to French kiss men in the audience. That first night I saw him perform, I encountered a mixture of feelings: pride, awe, and a tinge of reserve in my belly because the act was so unashamedly hackneyed and recycled. But, he left the stage to great applause. I went to see him in the tiny dressing room and found myself in his arms, kissing him like a groupie. There was a knock on the door. When he opened it, a young woman, just out of her teens, stood there, glowing with phosphorescent lust.




    ‘She fancies you,’ I said to him when she left.




    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, she’s one of my daughter’s friends.’




    But she did. Just another thing I let pass: women fancied him. Women of all ages.




    Despite the act’s poor taste, people loved Your Dad. They got lots of work, especially in festival season; he loved gadding about, the tents, the muddy fields, meeting other ne’er-do-wells of the road. At small festivals he was a big act, at big festivals he was on the outer fringes, a micro-star. Yet he brought with him the spirit and anarchy of what all festivals are about: he loved being last on the Glastonbury playlist. He was a travelling showman, representing olde England and upholding its ancient lore. Sometimes, Your Dad was so ramshackle that their keyboard collapsed mid-act. Often, they forgot the words, or the music. One or twice they punched each other on stage. They often ad-libbed, surviving off their wits just like the old fuckers they were sending up.




    Your Dad? Yes, quite. It was some time before it hit me straight between the eyes. How very much this bookish charismatic man was just like my father. He even wore the same thick black horn-rimmed spectacles.




    i’ll look after you




    Six months had passed. In July 2000, when my MA in Creative Writing had finished, I knew I wanted to leave Lancaster and return to London. By then, he and I were an item, a double act of our own. There was no question of leaving him behind. I invited him to come south with me, see how things worked out. He said ‘yes’.




    We stuffed all his belongings into a white Transit van. It didn’t take long. Much went to Oxfam in black bin liners; some things, like the wood-burning stove, were left in the caravan. We both had very little – he the contents of a small hump, I the contents of a garret – so it all happened quickly. Before moving to Lancaster, I’d spread my few possessions, some books, clothes, and a couple of armchairs amongst my friends in London. We packed the Transit in a morning and headed south. It was exciting.




    We held hands and listened to pop music all the way down. There was no master plan, no ‘let’s set up house’. I was leaving and he was coming with me. Simple as that. He’d been a father half his life and this was his big escape. His eldest daughter was twenty and settled in Lancaster. His youngest daughter was eleven and in Brighton with her mum, (ex-wife No. 2), so we’d be closer to her. This was a new life for him. He was embracing a metropolis, and well-earnt freedom. I was returning to a familiar life, a city I knew well and loved, a place with long-established friendships associated with my youth and its multifarious adventures and misadventures. But I was bringing back a new man, a grand love. I was sure everyone would like him, that London would be good for him, that we’d be happy.




    We had very little to go on by way of accommodation or income. I’d found a room in a low-rent short-life housing coop, bang in central London, a prize for a writer. I was intent on squeezing him in. In the meantime, he’d secured a small flat on a housing estate in north London, rent-free for a couple of months. The flat, which belonged to a friend of mine, had been sold, and while the deal was going through, it was fine for my ex to stay there. So we each had a landing pad. He had a little cash from the deal of his second novel; I planned to extend my loan and buy time to finish my first. We were coming to London with just our wits and talent and love to rely on. It was rather late in life for both of us to be living so hand to mouth, but, like many writers, we were also choosing rather than falling into this kind of existence.




    ♥




    The minute we hit the outskirts of London we got lost. I knew the city well, but only on foot, by tube and by bus. I knew the parks and cafés and shops and pubs and clubs – but not the roads. He assumed I could direct him to my friend’s flat. I assumed he could map-read.




    ‘I thought you knew the way!’ he snapped.




    ‘I thought you had a frigging map!’




    ‘Jesus. Where are we?’




    ‘I don’t know.’




    ‘Fuck.’




    ‘Shit.’




    ‘Fuck.’




    We argued and panicked, finding our way there in the small hours, arriving tired and lost and hungry. We made tea in the empty flat and went to bed in the empty bedroom. I wrapped my arms around him. I assured him all would be well from now on: he was with me. I’ll look after you, I promised.




    In the morning my friend rang to say the deal had sailed through and the new owners wanted to move in the following week. I rang everyone I knew and asked around for a flat, a room, anything, but came up with nothing. He rang his ex-brother-in-law’s wife who lived in Hackney, a posh, jolly woman who loved him. She said yes, that he could come over immediately. She had a spare room, nothing big, but he was very welcome. Because of my place at the co-op, and because we were so poor, we hadn’t thought of finding a flat together. The co-op was worth waiting for, would make living in London possible while we wrote books. And this was no ordinary housing co-op. The Black Sheep Co-op was infamous.




    summer of love




    103 Grosvenor Avenue was a grand Victorian townhouse on a leafy Islington street a ten-minute walk from Upper Street. It had five floors, many large rooms with high ceilings, and a thirty-foot garden out back. In the early 1980s it had fallen derelict and was squatted in by punk anarchists who set up camp and painted the interior black. They brought their pets and musical instruments with them. It was a time of do-it-yourself social housing, when many of the city’s artists and anarchist communities lived or squatted in the rundown and unfashionable areas of Hoxton and Hackney.




    So, for the next six months, my ex and I lived apart, me at the Black Sheep Co-op and him a number 38 bus ride away in Hackney, with his ex-brother-in-law’s wife. Within weeks, he landed a job as a bookseller at Quinto, a sprawling secondhand bookshop on the Charing Cross Road. We saw each other every day. I occupied the co-op’s ‘garden suite’, a large room in the basement of the house with a window looking out onto the rose beds, and set to work finishing sun dog. At 6 p.m., after work, he’d knock on the door, often brandishing a bouquet of flowers.




    One afternoon, the doorbell rang. I skipped up the stairs and threw open the door. My beloved stood there in his old suit, the suit he’d worn under his dog-tooth check coat the day we’d met, the suit he’d ripped off that first night in my garret. He was holding a bunch of red roses, and he was beaming with love. Then, inexplicably, he roared with laughter.




    ‘What?’




    ‘You wagged,’ he replied.




    ‘What do you mean, wagged?’




    ‘You wagged your tail, just like a dog.’




    ‘No, I didn’t.’




    ‘Yes you did.’




    ‘Did I?’




    He came forward with the roses and kissed me on the lips. ‘Yes, you did.’




    He was right. This man made me wag my butt like a dog wags its tail. I often hid behind the large lime trees when I saw him advancing down Grosvenor Avenue. I’d leap out and shout ‘boo’ to him, or bound up in greeting, leaping to kiss his face. Yes, I remember that: how I jumped and wagged and kissed his nose, his ears, his face, not quite licking him.




    ♥




    That summer of 2000, he, a stranger to the city, introduced me to London. He showed me many sights I’d never seen and we did things I’d never done before. We walked the length of the canal from King’s Cross to Camden; he told me all about locks and we emerged to crowds of people sitting with their pints, soaking up the sun. We walked the dead-straight Kingsland Road in Dalston, originally a Roman road. We browsed the shops of Stoke Newington and saw the spotted fallow deer in Clissold Park. Through him, and his job at Quinto, the intricacies of the second-hand book-dealing world of Charing Cross and Cecil Court were revealed; the runners and the dealers, all of whom he came to know on first-name terms, and the celebs who stopped by, the bad and mad book deals made there.




    Together, we shopped for new clothes for him – he had very few items of normal clothing. Much of what he owned was stage wear, ancient braided comedy coats and jackets, the top halves of military suits of all persuasions (God, how happy was I, when, years later, moths attacked and ate the lot). His one pair of crepe-soled shoes was full of holes. But it wasn’t easy going shopping with a curmudgeonly manatee. Once, in a shop on Upper Street, I forced him to stop and consider just trying on a pair of shoes, some suede moccasins. They were a bit of a departure for him, but they weren’t uncool, just different. He was unhappy and huffed and made a fuss; the shop assistant had to jam the shoe on.




    ‘Look,’ he complained. ‘They won’t do.’




    I’d averted my attention, trying to ignore the fuss. But I turned in time to see him kick his foot high, in a burlesque manner. The flick of his ankle sent the moccasin whizzing off his foot and out, out, out of the shop door, out into the air, at head height, above the pavement.




    honk




    In January 2001, when another person moved out of the coop, my ex moved in. These were the co-op’s last days. A central ceiling beam in the kitchen was so rotten that scaffolding had been erected inside the kitchen to keep the room from collapsing. The scaffolding was decorated with fairy lights and an enormous cheese plant. The kitchen was the only warm room in the house because the gas oven door was kept open as a makeshift heater. There were holes in other ceilings and holes in the floors. An old taxi klaxon had been fitted to the outside door and the word ‘honk’ scribbled in chalk. The co-op was well known locally, especially by the residents on the estate opposite: the only house on the street that burglars wouldn’t even consider robbing – perhaps out of respect for the co-op’s ethos, but more likely because they understood it was a scrappy hippie house. Old fridges and pieces of furniture were often put outside the front door to be recycled back into the community.




    My ex and I were allocated two whole floors, the basement and the rooms above the kitchen. We arranged ourselves accordingly, with our bedroom downstairs and a shared study and living room on the higher floor. He brought his library out of storage, the one thing he did own. Books. Tons of them. He loved books so much he’d rather spend money on them than food. He ate books. Along with fags and sweet tea, they were his soul food.




    We built a little nest on those two floors, a writerly den with heavy marmalade-coloured silk curtains and a 1920s sofa and a glass coffee table we found in a vintage store on the Hollo way Road. The other co-op members were Ben, a peaceable chef who’d opened a designer soup kitchen in Old Street station, and Richard, a hippie and an inventor-designer, a house elder who’d lived there since the punk days. For some reason, perhaps because of his ancestral status, he became Uncle Richard to us. We lived happily with our new housemates; the four of us were an industrious team. There were no house pets, no cats or dogs back then. Just rats and mice, quite a few of both.




    rats




    Every night we huddled together in my old iron-framed French bed. Really, it was a large single bed, one made for a shorter (French) person. His feet stuck out the bars at the end. With no heating, in the dead of winter, they often turned blue overnight, but, perhaps because he’d endured even colder conditions at Andromeda Heights, he never complained. Most nights we listened to the sound of rodents squeaking in the walls, inches from our heads.




    We spent weeks falling asleep to the sound of squeaking walls, maybe months. Then, one spring morning, a Sunday, the sun pouring in through the curtains, filling the room with soft lemony light, I sat up in bed and yawned. My beloved was snoring lightly next to me: it seemed to me that my life was blessed. I was in love. I was writing my first novel. I was even signed to a literary agent. I was still young, thirty-five. I had my health, good friends, everything I’d ever wanted. I threw my arms up in a wide self-congratulatory yawn, almost hugging myself.




    Just then, a rat the size of a rugby ball popped out of a hole in the wall. It sat on the carpet, two feet from our bed. Its whiskers were silken and long. It twitched and stared at me, as if it was cool to share the room, as if it had been going about its business.




    ‘Oops, sorry, wrong exit,’ the big rat seemed to be saying as the bleakest and most horrifying dread spread through my veins. I screamed until my throat was hoarse, screamed my beloved into a sudden wild and fitful consciousness. The rat fled. Vanished – poof – into thin air.




    ‘Darling, what on earth is the matter?’ he spluttered, seeing the room empty.




    The next day, under my orders, the whole house was dismantled. Holes in the doorframes were patched. Rat traps were bought and bolted to the floorboards. Rentokil came and laid poison. We caught nine large rats the following week in the traps alone. Other rats were found dozy and stoned on poison, frothing at the mouth and lolling around the rooms.




    Once, we found a dying rat on the stairs. It was blocking our path down to the washing machine. No one was brave enough to touch it or go near it in case, with a final surge of strength, it might sink its fangs into us. Me, Ben and Richard gathered at the foot of the stairs, nervous and scared. For some reason, we began pelting the hideous creature with pieces of broken chalk from the blackboard in the hall.




    ‘Die, die,’ we chanted.




    But the creature didn’t stir. It was scared too, dying a horrible death and unable to move.




    Just then, my ex arrived home from work. He was appalled at what he saw; his housemates, a group of middle-class hippies, hurling stubs of chalk at a dying rat.




    ‘Stand back,’ he commanded. From the kitchen toolbox, he found a hammer. We made room for him and watched, aghast, as he clambered down the stairs and hammered the rat to death.




    maria grubzi[image: ]ska




    He was a romantic man. He found it easy to declare his love. Once, when ambling along Church Street, browsing in bookshops, he stopped in the street.




    ‘I wish,’ he said.




    ‘What?’




    ‘I hadn’t been married before.’




    ‘What do you mean?’




    ‘I wish I’d waited . . .’




    I was dumbstruck. I didn’t know if I felt the same way. His previous two marriages did mar things. Was I to be a third wife? Would that be wise? But his heart was open and his eyes brimmed with love. I believed his love to be genuine. He often spoke of his love for me and showed it every day.




    Often, he brought me books from Quinto. One day, he came home and presented me with a slim black hardback. The board covers were exquisitely etched, the pages illustrated with couples embracing in fields of flowers, sheep, deer. There were ornate capital letters etched with pure gold. The pages were hand-stitched together. It was a handmade book, a limited edition made by a small press. There was a bookplate in the front flap, foxed and aged, with the image of a knight bowing to the statue of a woman cradling an infant. The name Maria Grubzi[image: ]ska was written on the plate. Once, this slim book had been a gift to this woman. Now it was mine. It was a copy of The Song of Songs, the erotic Hebrew love poem of the Old Testament. Maria Grubzi[image: ]ska and I had the ancient poem in common: had we both been loved, cherished, admired, just like the woman in the song?




    I didn’t know what to make of this gift at first. I thanked him, but it somehow made me pensive. He adored me so openly. But I didn’t understand my own feelings, quite how I loved him back. I’d never been so engulfed in a relationship, part of something so much bigger than myself. It made me groggy and unfocused. I was aware I was taking a risk, that I was in the midst of an enormous life shift. But also, I felt distant and guilty. There was an unspoken problem between us: my body didn’t respond to him. In fact, my sexual desire, my usual hunger and playfulness, had mysteriously vanished since meeting my ex. Where and why it had gone, I didn’t know; but I was always aware and often troubled by this, as I’m sure he was. And so I recognised that the love spoken of in the Hebrew song was the same and yet entirely different to my love for him.




    When I read The Song of Songs I found it enigmatic and endlessly fascinating. In traditional theological terms, the poem is seen by the Jews as a grand allegorical representation of God’s love for the children of Israel. Christians also regard it as a poem about man’s love of God, or of the Church. However, from the mid-nineteenth century, post-Enlightenment scholarship understood it differently, as a natural love poem. In fact The Song of Songs is not one long poem but a number of small poems strung together, where two voices, one male, the other female, call to each other and speak of human love.




    The song opens with an expression of female desire for a man: let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth. The woman in the poem says how much she loves the way her man tastes, like wine; how she loves the scent of him; how she yearns for sexual union. She is exuberant and impatient for intimacy. She wants him to be with her. She invites him to a tryst. Throughout the poem the woman is ardent; she often takes the initiative herself. It is a poem which celebrates and also warns of the potency of erotic love: for love is strong as death.




    I wasn’t sure what to say about this gift. It was an expression of his ardent love and intent; clearly he saw himself as the male voice in the poem. I put the book in my bookshelf and didn’t want to look at it.




    My agent put sun dog out on submission to editors. Because of the ongoing rat plague, we moved our mattress and bedding to the floor of our study. Again, it was my romantic idea of Bohemia. I loved our ramshackle adventurous life. One night, we gazed at each other.




    ‘I love you,’ he said.




    ‘I love you back,’ I replied.




    ‘I’m sorry I don’t have more . . .’




    ‘More what?’




    ‘To offer you.’




    But he’d given me the most famous love poem ever written.




    ‘I don’t care,’ I whispered back. ‘I love you.’




    And I did. I stared at him as he slept, basked in his smile when he was awake. I couldn’t wait to see him, talk to him, be with him every day. It was a strong brash love: he is the one my soul loves. I wanted his argument, his opinions, his take on everything. I’d hurt anyone who ever hurt him. And so, why? Why didn’t I feel desire for this man I loved so much? I fell asleep most nights asking myself this question.




    ♥




    That year, 2001, we decided to have a big Christmas celebration at the co-op, inviting some friends and his daughters to come and stay. We bought a tree and a huge turkey and some Fortnum’s mince pies. On Christmas Eve it was like Santa’s Grotto in the co-op kitchen, with everyone chopping vegetables and helping to prepare for the next day. Glasses of sherry, carols sung off-key – until we noticed spirals of wispy smoke snaking through the air.




    ‘A heater on upstairs?’ someone wondered.




    ‘Must be.’




    And then the sounds of urgent banging on the front door. We opened it to see our neighbour, bug-eyed, clutching her cat.




    ‘Fire!’ she shouted.




    Next door’s bathroom heater had exploded into flames. Two flashing fire engines were already parked outside. His daughters and I stood on the pavement with our glasses of sherry and watched as the fire was extinguished. My ex arrived, through the crowds on the pavement, his arms laden with booze.




    ‘Ho, ho, ho,’ he sang.




    ‘Thank God you’re here!’ Thank you, God.




    That night we made it to midnight mass and I prayed for us, that we should be safe and happy. The next day, during Christmas lunch, which he cooked, we all told stories of the day we were born. I was riveted by his story.




    ‘I was pulled by forceps from my mother’s womb,’ he said, exhibiting his forehead. ‘See?’




    This explained the strange dent in his brow. It was easy to see two marks, where the forceps had grasped.




    ‘It caused me fits as a child. So my mother was very over-protective.’ The story made me wonder. As an adult, my ex hated being mothered. And I didn’t have mothering instincts. In the past, he’d chosen a string of aloof, queenly wives and girlfriends. Women like me.




    New Year came. Soon it would be 2002. To celebrate, we went to a dinner party in Hackney at his ex-brother-in-law’s wife’s flat. The night evolved haphazardly and yet harmoniously as they sometimes do if you stick to a small patch of London on foot. We ended up at a house party nearby where we met lots of interesting people including Jake Prescott, an old anarchist who’d served ten years for bombing a Tory minister’s home, a member of the Angry Brigade who’d known the punks at 103 Grosvenor Avenue.




    It was the first time we’d seen in a year together. We walked home to the co-op around one o’clock, talking about anarchists and punks. We went back to the garden suite, to my iron-framed French bed. The rats had been exterminated.




    We didn’t stir until some time in the afternoon on the first day of 2002. It was dark down there in the basement; cold, too. The curtains were drawn and we were snuggled together, sharing the dim heat of our bodies. There was love between us and we lay in this love. He began to kiss me all over, moving down under the covers, down where he kissed and whispered love-clotted words, prayers to my cunt. Then he was on top of me and we were fucking until he collapsed full of the sweethappy sadness of orgasm.




    ‘God, I love you so much, Mon. Love you, love you, love you,’ he murmured, spent, his head on my stomach.




    I put my hand on his head, unfathomably moved. I loved him, but it was as if my heart was struggling inside my chest. It was hard for me to register his love, to absorb these tender loving words. I basked in this love, needed it like a flower needs water. But I couldn’t return it fully. I didn’t know how. I couldn’t love him sexually; something was blocking this. It was like a curse, to adore a man in every other way, but not in bed. Your Dad. That was key. I didn’t mother him, but he fathered me. I know that for sure now, but I only half-guessed it at the time. I craved the adoring attention of a man just like my father.




    ♥




    I was younger then, ten years younger. I was used to being disappointed by sex. Sex had never lived up to all my hopes and expectations. It was one of life’s great unsolved mysteries. Vaginal and whole body orgasms were ideas I’d received from Hollywood films and books; they were well out of the realm of my experience with men.




    So, I didn’t care enough that sex between us was just ‘okay’. Well, often more than okay. My ex was an ardent and selfless lover at first. I was the one who was tricky and complicated. My ex had breasts, ever so small, but nonetheless there, small, pale, hairy breasts. I didn’t fancy them at all. While I knew I loved him, I had no physical appetite for him. Yet I ignored this conundrum. This was why I was so unsettled at receiving his gift of The Song of Songs; deep down I knew our love didn’t match up to it. Desire? Mine had evaporated into thin air. I wanted to be with this man, but I didn’t yearn for the taste or smell of him.




    interview with a cat




    In February 2002, we’d been together two years. Just around that time, we were shortlisted for a joint position: centre directors for the Arvon Foundation. The Arvon Foundation, a unique organisation, owns three large houses in the countryside and offers residential weeks for those who wish to learn more about writing. I’d had a tip-off from Andy Brown, the current centre director at Totleigh Barton, that his post would be advertised and so we knew when to look for the job in the Guardian.
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