







 

Andrew said, “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“My God,” exclaimed Sarah, for whom the penny had finally dropped with the efficiency of a cement-covered body thrown from a great height. “You’re having an affair with Hyacinth!”

Andrew corrected her gravely. “I’m in love with Hyacinth.”

Sarah, feeling as if she’d been hit in the solar plexus, took a slug of her champagne. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

“No,” said Andrew. “One is a transitory experience based on sexual desire, the other is a meeting of minds as well as bodies.”

Sarah stared at him for a few moments and then smiled. She felt the relief coursing through her veins. “Andrew Stagg, I almost believed you!”

“Sarah,” Andrew said. “I’m not joking.”

Sarah looked at him in disbelief. “I don’t know what’s worse,” she said at last, “the fact that you’re having an affair or the fact that you believe all that stuff you just said.”
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Alcohol Does Not Encourage Clear Thinking 

Sarah’s father always said amateur dramatics was a dangerous pastime.

The danger, when it finally appeared, came in the shapely form of Hyacinth Harrington, who was the first new member to have joined the Ambercross Players in years. Audrey Masterton, the company’s self-appointed director, took one look at her flaxen hair and her baby blue eyes and gave her the main part in the forthcoming production of Dear Octopus, thus gravely offending Harriet Evans, who had played the romantic lead in every production for the last eighteen years and had expected to go on doing so for the next eighteen.

Sarah, despite her father’s grave misgivings, had never been concerned about the dangers lying in wait for her husband. Andrew had been a member of the Players for fifteen years and had never shown a disposition to stray from the marital path, even when the horrible wife of poor Martin Chamberlain had done her very best to lure him into her web with the now legendary invitation, “Martin and I have an open marriage, if you know what I mean.” As if, as Andrew said to Sarah when recounting the episode, poor old Martin would know what an open marriage was.

When Andrew came home and told Sarah he at last had a credible leading lady, Sarah was glad he would no longer be irritated by Harriet Evans’s simpering imitation of youth. When Andrew returned from rehearsals, enthusing about Hyacinth’s charismatic stage presence, Sarah said with genuine sincerity that she couldn’t wait to meet her. When Andrew came home from rehearsals in the early hours, she didn’t bat an eyelid. When she watched the final performance she was moved by the intensity of Andrew’s scenes with Hyacinth, and when she said this to Martin Chamberlain at the after-show party, she assumed his discomfort was due to painful memories of his now ex-wife’s performance in the same role twelve years earlier. Sarah went up to Hyacinth and told her how wonderful Andrew thought she was and Hyacinth told her the feeling was mutual, which at least, Sarah thought later, cringing at the memory, was truthful.

Sarah had an inkling that something was not quite right when, driving home after the party, Andrew asked why the twins hadn’t come. He sounded as if he’d only just noticed their absence, which was odd because this was the first time they had ever missed one of their father’s plays. Sarah said they’d felt dreadful about missing the big night but had forgotten that it was their friend’s eighteenth birthday party. The boys, with characteristic absentmindedness, had only recalled the engagement an hour before the play and Sarah had dreaded telling Andrew. It was a family ritual that Andrew would return home like a victorious warrior, where they would all enjoy a celebratory bottle of champagne. Andrew merely asked if they’d be out for the night. He wasn’t angry; he didn’t even look disappointed. Sarah did glance at him then and wonder at the reason for his unaccustomed equanimity in the face of such provocation.

She found out, during her second glass of champagne. He was, he told her, glad they were on their own. He had something difficult to tell her, something he never thought he would have to say, and he wanted her to know he still cared for her and would never stop caring for her and that …

“Oh my God!” Sarah exclaimed. “Don’t tell me: you want to be a proper actor! I always thought you’d say this one day. Andrew, of course I’m with you. If the money’s a problem, I’m sure I can find ways of earning more.”

“Sarah,” Andrew broke in irritably, “What on earth makes you think I want to be a professional actor?”

“Well, you did,” Sarah said. “After Move Over, Mrs. Markham, you said you did.”

“That was eight years ago! I wasn’t a partner then. Now you’ve made me forget what I was saying.”

“You said you still care for me and that”—Sarah squeezed his hand affectionately—“you always will.”

“That’s right. And of course I will. You’ve been a great friend to me as well as a wife and I hope we’ll always be friends….”

“Of course we will,” said Sarah. A terrible thought struck her. “Andrew, are you trying to tell me you have some horrible illness?”

“No, I am not! How much did you drink at the after-play party?”

“More than I meant to. Dear old Adrian kept filling up my glass. He’s so sweet.”

“He’s a boring old idiot,” said Andrew brutally. “I’m finding this very difficult, Sarah, and it doesn’t help that you keep interrupting me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“The thing is, as you know, I’ve spent the last few months rehearsing with Hyacinth….”

“She was terrific tonight,” Sarah mused, “but she made me feel so old. Do you know she could be our daughter?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Andrew, adding for no obvious reason, “She comes from Surrey.”

“She could be. She can’t be more than twenty-three.”

“She’s twenty-six.”

“Exactly. If you and I’d had children at seventeen, she could be our daughter.”

“We didn’t know each other at seventeen. Honestly, Sarah, your habit of going off on some hypothetical tangent is extremely irritating. Will you please shut up and listen? The thing is, there’s no easy way to tell you this…. In fact, in your present state there’s no easy way to tell you anything … but the thing is that Hyacinth and I have become very close.” He glanced at Sarah, who smiled encouragingly. “We’ve become very, very close.” Andrew looked significantly at Sarah. Sarah looked back blankly at Andrew. Andrew rubbed the back of his neck with his hands. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Sarah didn’t say anything. Nothing could be heard but the wheezing of the old fridge. She stared steadily at her husband.

She stared steadily at her husband and then, with a flash of inspiration that even Sherlock Holmes might have admired, pointed an accusing finger at him. “My God!” she exclaimed, “You’re having an affair with Hyacinth!”

Andrew corrected her gravely. “I am in love with Hyacinth.”

Sarah, feeling as if she’d been hit in the solar plexus, took a slug of her champagne. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

“No,” said Andrew. “One is a transitory experience based on sexual desire, the other is a meeting of minds as well as bodies.”

Sarah stared at him for a few moments and then smiled.

She felt the relief coursing through her veins. “Andrew Stagg, I almost believed you!”

“Sarah,” Andrew said, “I am not joking.”

Sarah looked at him in disbelief. “I don’t know what’s worse,” she said at last. “The fact that you’re having an affair or the fact that you believe all that stuff you just said.”

Andrew smiled. It was a very annoying smile and it made Sarah long to hurl her champagne at him. Since the urge to drink her champagne was even greater, she said nothing and filled her mouth with bubbles instead.

“Sarah,” Andrew said gently, “I expect you to be bitter. I understand you are hurt and resentful and I want you to know I think you have every right to be.”

Sarah stared at him. “That’s very big of you,” she said.

Andrew gave a sympathetic nod that was even more annoying than his annoying smile. “I have one question for you,” he said, craning his head toward her. “Do you love me?”

“Funnily enough,” Sarah said, “at this precise moment, not at all.”

Andrew sighed. “If you are going to be flippant,” he said, “we won’t get anywhere.”

Sarah folded her arms. “Where do you want to get? Do you want me to say I love you? Do you want me to say our marriage is a farce, a passionless farce? Well, pardon me, but when we made love last week, you gave a pretty convincing performance for a man in a passionless farce.”

Andrew raised his hands in the air and dropped them again. He had used exactly the same gesture to great effect in act 1, scene 5 of Dear Octopus. “You see, I talk to you of love and you respond with a smutty comment about sex. It’s what I’m trying to show you. We don’t speak the same language anymore.”

“I agree with you there,” Sarah said. “You sound like you’ve eaten and inwardly digested every romantic novel in the library. Is this Hyacinth’s influence? Does she talk like this?”

Andrew put his elbows on the table and pressed his fingertips together. “Hyacinth and I are in love with each other. I knew you’d find that ridiculous. You’ve never been happy to talk about love, have you, Sarah? Don’t get me wrong. You’ve been an excellent wife and you’re a wonderful mother.”

Sarah frowned. One moment he was a sugar-drenched love story and the next he was an end-of-semester report card. She swallowed her observation with more champagne and assumed an air of polite interest.

“The point is …” Andrew paused as if he’d temporarily lost the point and was waiting for it to show itself. “The point is … and I am not in any way trying to denigrate your contribution to our life together”—which meant of course he was trying to denigrate her contribution to their life together—“I don’t think you ever really loved me.”

The rank injustice of this comment cut through Sarah’s champagne-muffled brain like a knife. This was revisionist history with a vengeance.

“Do you know something?” she exploded. “You are just like Stalin! I mean, you are not exactly like Stalin because you haven’t created a man-made famine or sent people to labor camps or grown a silly mustache, but in every other way you are just like Stalin!”

Andrew stared at Sarah and then, meaningfully, at the bottle of champagne. “Sarah,” he murmured pityingly, “what are you trying to say?”

“When Stalin came to power, he had Trotsky’s image removed from all the photos of the Russian revolutionary leaders. He made it look as if Trotsky hadn’t been there. That’s what you’re doing, only you’ve started a revolution of your own, a revolution with you and Hyacinth, and you’re wiping me out. You’re obliterating me from your past and I won’t have it because it’s not true!”

“Perhaps,” said Andrew, whose sympathetic tone was sounding like a piece of plastic wrap that had been stretched too far, “I should talk to you when you’re sober.”

“If you talk to me when I’m sober I could give you year by year evidence to refute what you said. Be glad, be very glad I am not sober. How dare you say I haven’t loved you! How can you say I haven’t loved you!”

“I think,” said Andrew carefully, “you thought you did and I think I thought I did too. It’s only since I’ve met Hyacinth that I realize I didn’t know what love was.”

Sarah, knowing it would annoy him, poured herself another glass of champagne. “How very convenient,” she said. “So what do you want to do?”

For the first time that evening, Andrew seemed to be at a loss for words.

“Well?” she demanded, daring him to make things worse. “Are you leaving me?”

Andrew hesitated. “I’m so sorry,” he said, “but I think I am.”
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Be Ready to Accept New Challenges 

Sarah and Andrew had moved into Shooter’s Cottage when the boys were three. They had been looking for a village with its own school, playground, and grocery shop. Amber-cross fulfilled all three requirements. Unfortunately, the only house for sale was on Finn Street, which ran straight through the village and formed part of a major artery to the South West.

The real estate agent had been almost apologetic about mentioning Shooter’s Cottage. Its owner, an eighty-year-old widow, was a virtual recluse and lived in the L-shaped house with six cats. Downstairs, there was a grimy little kitchen and a dark dining room with an archway into another small room, which had been given over entirely to the animals. There was a long sitting room with an enormous fireplace. On the day Sarah and Andrew visited, there was a dead crow in the grate.

The other rooms downstairs formed the bottom part of the L. They comprised a bathroom with the brownest bathtub Sarah had ever seen, a small bedroom in which the widow resided, and at the end was what the realtor euphemistically called the utility room. This last was crammed from head to foot with boxes, broken furniture, garden implements that looked as if they’d been there when the Romans invaded Britain, and some curtains that were home to a multiplicity of insects.

Upstairs, there were five bedrooms and a bathroom. When the realtor opened the door to the bathroom, he went very pale and after looking at his clients for confirmation, closed it again very quickly.

By this time, Andrew and the realtor were ready to go. Sarah, however, had noticed some very important advantages. The house might smell like cat litter but it was far bigger than any of the other places for sale in their price range. The garden might be a jungle but it was safe enough for her to leave the children playing there while she and Andrew were in the house. Shooter’s Lane ran parallel to Finn Street but was separated from it by a cornfield. Few cars went down Shooter’s Lane because it was simply a link between the two roads that ran either side of the field, and the widow’s home was the only house in the lane. At the back of the house, the garden looked out onto fields and woodland as far as the eye could see.

Andrew thought Sarah was mad to even consider it but eventually gave way to her enthusiasm. When they moved in, it took Sarah three months to exorcise the smell of the cats. After completing the Herculean task of cleaning the place, she set about decorating it.

Now, the house was almost as Sarah had originally imagined. In place of the overgrown drive and tangled bindweed, there was a sturdy white gate and a stone path with grass and rosebushes on either side. One of the upstairs rooms had been changed into a big bathroom and the three rooms of the bottom L were now one vast kitchen with a red cast-iron stove at one end and an enormous cupboard that faced the door into the back garden. Best of all, the old dining room and cat room had been transformed into Sarah’s studio, with its very own wood-burning stove.

Sarah had often said to Andrew that there was nowhere she would rather live. They had planned to build a conservatory in the spring and then the place would be perfect. Here on Shooter’s Lane they were in their own private little world with only cows for company.

Now, Sarah didn’t even have the cows for company, since they’d been taken in for the winter. In the three days since Andrew had left, she felt as if everything she’d loved about their home had been turned inside out. The peaceful solitude had become an isolated hermitage in which Sarah would soon be the lone occupant. Perhaps she too would become a mad old recluse with smelly cats all around her.

Now, the generous space of the cottage seemed to mock her single status. Last night, she and the boys had sat in front of a roaring fire and watched a Die Hard video. The sitting room still smelled of pine cones. Would she even bother to light a fire when the boys went away? How would she feel, alone in this house, night after night? Even her beautiful studio had now become a source of anxiety since Andrew had somehow packed her enthusiasm and inspiration along with his clothes.

The house was no longer her refuge and she had changed too. For more than two decades, she’d lived happily in Andrew’s handsome shadow, deriving her confidence from him. Andrew Stagg loved her, and as Andrew’s beloved she was confident, outgoing, and cheerful. Her entire perception of herself had been based on their relationship. What if Andrew had stopped loving her long ago? Perhaps he found her dreary and dull. Was it just a coincidence that he left her a few months before the boys were going away? Did he panic at the idea of living out his days with only her for company? Did he look at her and wonder why he ever found her attractive? Sarah tried to imagine herself in the tight little silver number that Hyacinth had worn to the after-show party. She’d never have got it past her hips. She stared fiercely at herself in the mirror and a faded woman with nondescript hair, sagging breasts, and a waist that could be sued under the Trade Description Act stared back at her.

And yet … In the last few days, that “and yet” had made her feel she was conducting a game of Ping-Pong inside her head. She didn’t know herself at the moment. She seemed to have the emotions of a weather vane. One moment she would be raging at the brutality with which Andrew had dispatched her, the next she would be weeping uncontrollably. She’d lost count of the number of times she’d picked up the phone. Thus far at least she had the sense to know that any attempt to speak rationally to Andrew would degenerate after a few seconds into ugly hysteria. The one constant feeling was fear: fear for the future, fear of the dark hole into which her husband had cast her.

None of this made any sense. They had always been so happy. How could Andrew want to throw away the mountain of shared experiences and memories? She knew him better than anyone else. He knew her better than anyone else. How could he want to go and live with a girl called Hyacinth who could never know the Andrew she knew? Surely this was just an aberration, a panic-stricken reaction to the looming cloud of middle age? She and Andrew had talked about the next stage of their lives. There would be no empty-nest depression for them, oh no. They would improve their house, they would travel, they would have fun!

The rest of the world did not know Andrew had left her. Sarah had what she knew was an irrational belief: if she told no one, perhaps Andrew would change his mind and come home before there was any need to say anything. It was always possible.

REACTIONS OF THE REST OF THE WORLD

1: The vicar

Sarah’s paintbrush hovered over her palette. Should she, or should she not, paint the client’s eyelids the color of frozen peas? On the one hand the client had covered her eyes in frozen-pea eye shadow, so presumably she thought frozen-pea eye shadow was incredibly attractive. On the other hand, the color did not look good against the mustard yellow background of the sofa on which the client was sitting and the client had insisted that the sofa should be shown in all its glory since it was the sofa on which she and her husband had created what the client described as the crowning achievement of their lives. The three-year-old crowning achievement had a nose that produced record levels of snot, the color of which was an exact match of the sofa, a fact which Sarah found pretty spooky if not aesthetically attractive.

Sarah had just decided that if the client truly felt her three-year-old son was a crowning achievement, then she would probably want her makeup to be immortalized on canvas, when, as her brush dipped into the emerald green, the doorbell rang.

It was the vicar. The Reverend Michael Everseed was an eager young crusader with a fresh-faced wife and two sweet little boys when he had taken on the parishes of Ambercross and Gassett ten years ago. His wife was now a fierce-looking mathematics teacher, his sons were devastatingly dangerous predators, the biggest threat to female virtue in Wiltshire, but the Reverend Michael had retained both his enthusiasm and his faith. He was a good-looking man whose patent goodness denuded him of any sex appeal. Two years into his residency, Sarah had stopped accompanying Andrew to church when she realized, during a particularly stirring reading of the second lesson by her husband, that she had long since stopped believing in the hereafter. The Reverend Michael had never reproached her with her defection but his presence always provoked in her a Pavlovian sense of guilt. This feeling invariably manifested itself in an effusive case of hyperactive chatter. So now, Sarah greeted him as if he were the answer to prayers she had long since stopped making.

“Vicar, how lovely to see you! Do come in and I hope you’ll excuse my appearance. I must look a sight. I’ve done no work for a week and I’m terribly behind with everything, so I’ve been painting madly. I was just going to put the kettle on. You’ll have a cup of tea, won’t you? I’m afraid the kitchen is in a terrible mess. I was just about to start doing a clear up, but you know what it’s like when you start painting, you lose track of all time…. Well, I suppose you don’t know, but believe me it is true. Now let me move my bag and the newspaper and you can sit down. Is Andrew supposed to be reading the lesson on Sunday? Because if that’s why you’ve come, there might be a problem….”

“Sarah,” the vicar interrupted her gently. “I know about Andrew.”

“Oh!” said Sarah. In the last few weeks, some malevolent badgers had been unearthing stones from the bank in her lane. Two days ago, Sarah’s front left car tire had been neatly punctured by them. She knew just how that tire must have felt. “How do you know?” she asked faintly.

The vicar glanced hopefully at the kettle that a frozen Sarah was holding aloft as if she were posing for a painting. “Andrew thought I should know why he could no longer be on the list of church readers,” he said. “It was good of him to remember his responsibilities to the church in his time of crisis.”

Outrage defrosted Sarah. She put the kettle on the stove and went over to the cupboard to get two mugs. “I wouldn’t feel too sorry for Andrew,” she said acidly. “If he’d remembered his responsibilities to his family, he wouldn’t be having a time of crisis in the first place.”

The vicar took off his donkey jacket, unwound the long scarf from round his neck, and placed them carefully on the back of a chair. He sat down at the table and cleared his throat. “You must be feeling very angry at the moment,” he said, “and you shouldn’t blame yourself for such feelings.”

“I don’t,” Sarah muttered, reaching for the tea bags. “Believe me, I don’t.”

“Such feelings are a healthy response to a terrible situation.” The vicar spotted a faded carrot lying on the floor. He picked it up and set it on the table. “You know, Sarah, in your situation, I’d be feeling exactly the same.”

“Really?” Sarah placed the biscuit tin in front of him. “Won’t you have a biscuit?”

The vicar lifted the lid and took out the one remaining chocolate digestive. “Actually,” he continued apologetically, trying not to look at the white powdery surface covering the chocolate, “I think I’ll just have tea.”

Sarah whipped away the offending tin. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I cannot get my boys to put lids on properly. Don’t you find this with teenagers? They never put lids back on properly, so all my biscuits go soggy and my cakes go hard but they eat them anyway. They’ll eat anything. Only yesterday, James made himself cheese and banana on toast. He said it was delicious.”

“I don’t know,” the vicar sighed. “My boys seem to be remarkably unadventurous in their choice of food. They like pizzas, burgers, and fry-ups and crisps. We show them all the articles about the dangers of fast food. Angela is a wonderful cook. She does things with a blender you simply wouldn’t believe, and do they appreciate them? No, they do not. It’s upsetting for Angela. She takes their indifference very personally.”

Sarah nodded sympathetically. “It must be hard for her. You must tell her that even if she was the best cook in the world, they would still prefer take-out. Adolescent boys are programmed to reject everything their mothers do for them!”

The vicar raised his hands in mock despair. “Teenagers! As I say to Angela, we must remember we were all teenagers once!”

“Quite,” said Sarah, taking the milk from the fridge. She couldn’t imagine the vicar as a teenager.

The Reverend Michael cleared his throat. “I came here, Sarah, to tell you that, despite what you’re feeling, this is not the end of the world.”

“Right,” said Sarah, pouring the boiling water into the mugs. She wished they could continue talking about teenagers.

“In fact,” the vicar said, “I have some good news for you. Firstly, we said prayers for you in church this week.” He stopped and looked at Sarah, like a dog that has dropped a bone at her feet.

“Did you?” responded Sarah, recalling her visit to the village shop yesterday. She had wondered why everyone had stopped talking as soon as she’d entered.

“Secondly,” the vicar leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands on either side of his face. “I know you are feeling abandoned, betrayed, and deserted at a time in your life when it is not so easy to make new friends and when you are conscious that your youth has gone. But, Sarah, now is the time to realize some things are more important than a flawless complexion or a perfect body. I have often felt you have an inner beauty and spirituality. Let that blossom! Don’t turn to bitterness or hate! Andrew has been weak and selfish…. Indeed, I told him so, but he is not wicked or inhumane. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Sarah swallowed a mouthful of tea. It was very hot and made her eyes water but at least it stopped the impulse to burst into tears. “Yes,” she said. “I do. You’re saying I’m old and ugly and alone but it doesn’t matter because I’m beautiful on the inside, although since nobody in the whole world can see me there, I don’t find that particularly reassuring. You’re saying if I make myself think sweet thoughts about my rat of a husband I’ll feel better. And all I can say is if that’s your idea of good news”—Sarah stopped to blow her nose—“I’d hate to hear what your bad news is like.”

The vicar laughed. “There you are, you see! Smiling through your grief! You are a strong woman, Sarah, and a good one. You will be fine.”

He did not, Sarah couldn’t help noticing, deny that he thought she was old and ugly. The one chink of hope was that since he was wrong in thinking she was strong and good, he might also be wrong in thinking she was old and ugly. He was certainly wrong in thinking she’d be fine.

“I’ll tell you something else,” he said. “You live in a caring and loving community. The entire village is behind you!”

2. Clementine Delaney

Sarah was sitting in front of three boxes of Bargain Assorted Christmas Cards. The cards were pretty vile: a mixture of robins, Christmas trees, the sort of snowmen no one could make, and the sort of holly no one could ever find. Sarah had taken out the first card twenty minutes ago. It had a picture of a large baby Jesus and a startled-looking Virgin Mary. She had sat at the table for twenty minutes, pen poised, wondering what to write. In the past she had always written, “With love from the Stagg family.” What should she write now? Perhaps “With love from Sarah, Ben, and James but not Andrew because he’s buggered off” or “With love from Sarah and the children and Andrew can do his own frigging cards” or “With love from Sarah and the boys and, by the way, Andrew has left us” or possibly “With love from most of the Stagg family.” She had just decided on “With love from Sarah and the boys” when the phone rang. It was Clementine Delaney.

Sarah did not like Clementine and the fact that she knew her antipathy stemmed from her own failings rather than those of Clementine only served to fuel her dislike. Clementine was a handsome woman. Tall and lean, with dark blonde hair that was always swept back into a tight chignon, she reminded Sarah of a thoroughbred racing horse. This was less to do with her long nose and high forehead than with the air of effortless self-belief that radiated from her. She was, indisputably, a good woman. She did the flowers in church, she made regular forays around the village, soliciting funds for the British Legion, the N.S.P.C.C., and the local dogs’ home. She called on old Mrs. Cruickshank regularly and did her shopping for her. She was one of the prime organizers of the Midsummer Village Fete and the Christmas Bazaar. She was a valuable and valued member of the village community, unlike Sarah, who could leave tomorrow without causing a ripple. Sarah knew that one of the reasons she disliked Clementine was because Clementine’s well-developed sense of community only highlighted her own apathy. But there was also a faint patina of superiority in Clementine’s dealings with Sarah that was all the more annoying for the fact that it was justified. It didn’t help that Clementine’s husband was charming, as were her children. She was also a brilliant cook. And a superb gardener. And she made her own curtains.

“Sarah,” Clementine said, “it’s me. I won’t take a minute but I had to ring and tell you how sorry I am…. I simply can’t believe Andrew could do such a thing. I was so upset when I heard.”

Sarah could well believe that. Andrew had always flirted outrageously with Clementine, but even as Sarah recalled Clementine’s heightened color after one of Andrew’s more outrageous compliments, she knew she was being unfair. Clementine was genuinely appalled.

“I want you to tell me,” Clementine said earnestly, “if there’s anything I can do for you, anything at all.”

“That’s very kind,” Sarah murmured, “but …”

“I know. It’s silly. What can I do? What are you doing for Christmas?”

Sarah had a horrible suspicion that she was about to receive an invitation to spend Christmas with the Delaneys. She moved quickly to forestall it. “My parents are coming down,” she said. “They want to see the boys before they go off on their travels.”

“Of course, your sons are going backpacking, aren’t they?” Clementine gave a huge sigh. “And then, oh poor Sarah, you will be utterly alone!”

“Yes,” said Sarah brightly, “I suppose I will be.” She wished people would stop pointing out unpleasant facts to her.

“I’m sorry to be rude about your husband,” Clementine said briskly, “but I would never have believed he could be so selfish. To leave you at a time when the children are flying the nest is too cruel.”

“Don’t apologize,” Sarah said. “You can be as rude as you like.” She was beginning to warm to Clementine.

Clementine laughed awkwardly. “I think you’re fantastic. I’d be a complete wreck if it were me. Now listen, Sarah, you’ve probably forgotten…. In the circumstances I know I would have … but we had invited you and Andrew to dinner on Saturday. I felt I must ring and say I totally understand if you don’t want to come. It’s only that I’m doing my shopping list and I thought I should check with you.”

Sarah put a hand to her forehead. “I’m sorry. You’re quite right, I had forgotten. I think I can safely say that Andrew will not be coming.”

“And neither will you, I completely understand. The last thing you’d want to do is join three happy couples at a jolly dinner party. And I’m crossing you off my Boxing Day party list. At a time like this you’ll want to stay quietly at home with your family.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” murmured Sarah, who’d seen the occasion as an opportunity to escape if only briefly from parental demands. “I think I could manage—”

“No, no, I won’t hear of it. Believe me, I understand. There is nothing more depressing than surrounding yourself with happy party guests when you’re … well, when you’re depressed. I’m canceling you out as I speak. There! Now I’ve taken up enough of your time but if you ever wish to have a sympathetic ear, I’m at the end of the phone. Good-bye, Sarah!”

The phone went dead quite suddenly. Sarah stared at the handset and put it on the table. The image of Clementine crossing out her name was rather chilling. Was she expected to go into purdah now? Should she be floating round the village like a wraith, with a bell in her hand and a placard announcing Abandoned Wife: Keep Away? The fact that Clementine had rung off so quickly suggested various interpretations: one, she was so overcome by sisterly solidarity that she couldn’t trust herself to speak anymore; two, that sensitive to Sarah’s grief, she had not wished to intrude on her time any longer than was necessary; three, she had rung in order to prevent a deserted woman from inflicting her gloomy presence on Clementine’s house and frightening the other women with visions of a fate worse than death. The fact that Clementine had rung off as soon as she’d guaranteed Sarah’s absence seemed to indicate that the third alternative was the correct one. It was almost enough to make Sarah decide to turn up to the sodding parties. Almost.

3: Jennifer Upton-Sadler

Every morning since the beginning of September, Sarah had risen at six in order to give her sons a good breakfast before they went to work. Ben drove his brother in the creaking antique on which he had blown the accumulated savings of two years of holiday jobs. He dropped James at the chicken factory where James spent his day dismantling legs and bones, an activity which within the first forty minutes had transformed him from a cheerful carnivore into a committed vegetarian. Ben then drove on to Bath, where he had a job as a waiter, for which he had had to sacrifice what his girlfriend called the sexiest stubble in Wiltshire.

Since Andrew’s departure, the boys had treated Sarah as if she were afflicted with a terminal illness. They had told Sarah they were quite happy to get their own breakfasts but, as Sarah assured them, at a time like this, she found routine reassuring. The facts that James always left half a piece of toast on his plate and Ben always spilled milk on the table were comforting in their predictability. So now on this morning, ten days before Christmas, Sarah smiled as she heard Ben’s car give its habitual groan before tottering up the lane. She looked at the table with its usual early morning residue and felt momentarily overwhelmed with love for her handsome sons. Then she remembered that she must finish the yellow sofa painting today. It was destined to be a Christmas present for the client’s husband and Sarah had promised to deliver it before the end of the week.

She was just wondering whether to make herself a coffee before starting work when she heard the front door open and a voice call out, “Sarah?” adding quite unnecessarily, “It’s me!”

Jennifer Upton-Sadler had a low throaty voice that sounded as if it were perpetually on the edge of a cough. She and her husband, George, lived in the most beautiful house in the village, an eighteenth-century mansion opposite the church. Their garden, a pastoral idyll with its graceful weeping willows, great glassy pond, and rolling lawns, was a mecca for local horticulturalists.

Some friendships, like some love affairs, are inexplicable. Sarah and Jennifer had little in common apart from the fact that they both lived in Ambercross. Yet they had liked each other from the moment they’d met in the village shop five years earlier, despite the fact that Jennifer’s Jaeger skirt and cashmere twinset seemed utterly incompatible with Sarah’s denim trousers and Greenpeace sweatshirt. Jennifer’s girls boarded at Bedales; Sarah’s boys, until a few months ago, coasted at the public school. Jennifer’s idea of a perfect Sunday was church in the morning followed by a point-to-point horse race in the afternoon. Sarahs was a couple of hours with the Sunday papers and an old film on the television after lunch. Yet Sarah never failed to feel uplifted by Jennifer’s company.

Now Jennifer thrust a huge bunch of lilies into Sarah’s arms and said, “These are for you. I haven’t been here before because I’ve had my suicidal sister staying with me. She keeps going on about the pointlessness of life, and I say ‘Why does everything have to have a point? Can’t you enjoy yourself without having to have a point?’ But of course she can’t and it’s all so exhausting and after a while I find she’s got me starting to worry about points, so I thought I mustn’t come near you until my sister’s gone and I can start being myself again. And now I’m taking the girls to see Mummy for a couple of days before George’s parents arrive for Christmas, so it’s all too frantic, but I bought these for you last night. I have to tell you, Sarah, I always thought Andrew was a bit of a slacker, though if you get back together again I shall deny I ever said that.”

Sarah breathed in the opulent perfume of the lilies. “These are beautiful,” she said. “Why do you think Andrew’s a slacker?”

“I don’t know.” Jennifer screwed up her face. “I suppose it’s because he’s so very good-looking. Men as good-looking as Andrew are always spoiled and it doesn’t help that the Ambercross Players have always treated him as if he were a second Rudolph Valentino. And for a man of his age to go off with a woman of Hyacinth’s age is unoriginal yet somehow not surprising. Do you know what I mean?”

“I’m beginning to,” said Sarah. “Can you stay for coffee?”

“I’d love to but I must get back and wake the girls. It takes them two hours to make themselves presentable and I promised Mummy we’d be with her by lunch. I’ll ring you when we come back. Are you going to the Delaneys’ Christmas do?”

“Apparently not. Clementine says I would find it depressing.”

“Really? How extraordinary! Though actually I do find Clementine terribly depressing. I must go.” Jennifer shifted her shoulder bag. “Now promise me you won’t go thinking this is all somehow your fault. I know you. You’ve been a perfect wife for Andrew. George has always maintained you’re far too good for him.”

“George,” Sarah said warmly, “is a very sweet man.”

“Well, he’s very fond of you. He says Andrew must have a screw loose to let you go. I must say, I agree. I’m sure he’ll see that for himself eventually. In the meantime, keep your spirits up: it’s such a pity you don’t ride. There’s nothing like a horse between your legs to make you feel good. Never mind. Just keep reminding yourself of all the good things.”

“Are there any?”

“Of course there are. You know how you always hated going to Andrew’s business functions, being charming to loads of creepy people? No more! You can paint till you drop, you can eat when you like, you don’t have to drop everything for Andrew, you’ve got the whole bed to yourself, and I bet Andrew was the sort who took all the bedclothes. And you can try being selfish for a change. I promise you, it’s very seductive. My cousin, Ariadne, says she’s never been happier since Rupert left her.”

“Is that the cousin who’s an alcoholic?”

“Well, yes she is,” Jennifer conceded, “but she’s a very happy alcoholic. Darling, I must go. Now remember, be positive. Enjoy your freedom!”

Sarah watched Jennifer drive off. I am very lucky, she told herself, I have the whole bed to myself. Caught between sleep and consciousness that morning, she had reached out instinctively for the husband who was no longer there. Most mornings, she would wake to find Andrew’s hand roaming idly over her body. Sometimes, she fell asleep again: more often, she would respond and he would turn to her with a grin and she would smile and open her legs. She loved those lazy, almost inadvertent couplings. Remembering them now, she felt her throat constrict. She blinked back the ever-lurking tears, swallowed hard, and went back inside.

4: The Ambercross Players

“Sarah? It’s Audrey Masterton. Be a dear and ring me back. It is important. I’ll be waiting.”

Peremptory, autocratic, infuriating, and impossible to disobey. Sarah switched off the answering machine and sighed. She had taken the yellow sofa painting to the client, endured an embarrassing argument with the client, who had tried to win a thirty-pound discount from Sarah on the dubious grounds that she had given Sarah’s name to at least three friends who had vowed to use her. Then, on the way home, she had become snarled up in a lengthy traffic jam and when she had finally got back she discovered she’d left her scarf at the client’s house. Sarah wanted a cup of tea before she did anything else but she knew she would not relax if she didn’t first get the Audrey Masterton phone call out of the way. It was pathetic that at the age of forty-three she regarded Audrey with the same terrified deference she had once given to her first headmistress, Miss Turner. Sarah picked up the phone. “Audrey?” she asked with well-simulated enthusiasm, “It’s Sarah Stagg. I’ve just got in and found your message. How can I help?”

“A great deal, I hope.” There was a pause after which, sounding uncharacteristically hesitant, Audrey said, “I am so sorry about Andrew and Hyacinth. We could see what was going on, of course, and I did try to warn Andrew that if he and Hyacinth did not pull themselves together I would find it difficult to direct them in the next production. I am only sad that he found it impossible to heed my advice.”

“So am I,” said Sarah, “but thank you. Anyway …”

“Anyway, the point is,” said Audrey, instantly recovering her equilibrium, “we are facing disaster. Our next production is going to be Rebecca. As a matter of fact it was Andrew’s idea. He had always wanted to play the part of Maxim de Winter and I must say, he would have been perfect. And Hyacinth would have been the ideal young Mrs. de Winter. In fact I … Never mind.” Audrey paused to sigh audibly. “It is no good to dwell on what might have been. I have agreed with both of them that it would be appropriate if they have a temporary break from the spotlight. Our problem is that all the programs for Dear Octopus had news about Rebecca and they have generated great enthusiasm. We can’t possibly back out but we have no Andrew, no Hyacinth, and as of yesterday no Harriet Evans, since for some inexplicable reason that she did not choose to share with me, she has defected to the Frome Operatic Society. I am ringing everyone, Sarah, to say that the Ambercross Players is in a state of crisis and that it is up to the villagers of Ambercross to pull together and help their oldest society in its hour of need. Auditions are on January seventh and I hope I can count on you to attend.”

Sarah sat down on her bed and threw off her shoes. “Well, of course I’d be very happy to design the posters and programs just like I always do. But I don’t need to come to the auditions for that.”

“I’m sorry, Sarah, but that won’t be sufficient. I fully understand that it is not your fault that your husband has let us down but I do think in the circumstances you should at least attend our first meeting. Remember: it’s January seventh. Write it down. I look forward to seeing you. Have a happy Christmas!”

The phone went dead, leaving Sarah unable to tell Audrey that there was no way she would attend auditions for a play that had been chosen in order to show off the talents of her husband and her husband’s girlfriend. Of course, Sarah would never have dared to say any such thing but she could have thought up some convincing excuse, like “I’d love to come to the audition but unfortunately I’ll be in the Outer Hebrides.” At least now she could just write the excuse at the bottom of her Christmas card and Audrey would be unable to talk her out of it: “Happy Christmas, and by the way, I shall sadly have to miss the audition as I shall be visiting my therapist.” That was more convincing than the Outer Hebrides.

Feeling she had successfully worked her way out of a fate worse than death, Sarah celebrated by opening a new packet of chocolate digestives.

5: Sarah’s best friend

The first person Sarah rang after Andrew left home was Miriam. In the first term of her first school, Sarah had been fascinated by the truncated lavatory doors from which could be viewed the small feet of the occupants. While kneeling down to shout “Peek-a-poo!” at a classmate, she had been hauled off by a self-righteous prefect, one Monica Bennett, who had delivered Sarah, like a sacrificial lamb, into the hallowed portals of Miss Turner’s office. Miss Turner had asked Sarah if she did such things at home. Sarah replied that she did not, since the lavatory doors there reached down to the floor. Miss Turner told her she was a disgusting little child who did not deserve to belong to an institution like Fairlawn School for Girls. Afterward, the classmate found Sarah crying and marched into Miss Turner’s office and told her that she had been playing peek-a-poo with Sarah only moments earlier so she must be a disgusting little child too. Sarah had loved Miriam ever since.

Miriam was the first person to hear about Sarah’s first kiss and Sarah’s first period. After Sarah lost her virginity and decided she did not like sex, she told Miriam. When Sarah discovered she did like sex, she told Miriam. When Sarah lost her heart to the godlike but sadly uninterested Barney Melton at art school, she told Miriam. When Sarah fell in love with Andrew, she told Miriam. Their lives had followed very different patterns after Sarah’s marriage. Sarah’s life revolved around first Andrew and then around Andrew and her baby boys. Miriam traveled the globe, teaching English to students whenever she ran out of funds. Along the way she met Johnny, bronzed and blond, with a smile that could have melted the heart of even Miss Turner. They settled in London and Miriam became an extraordinarily effective English teacher, all the more extraordinary since she found most children dull and depressing. When Johnny ran off with an equally bronzed and blond young man called Malcom, Miriam continued to teach. Ten years ago she had married Clive, a large man with a wandering eye, whom Miriam kept neatly tethered by the simple expedient of appearing at strategic intervals to consider straying herself. Sarah knew that if anyone could help to pull her from her slough of humiliation and misery, it was Miriam.
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