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I arrived at my parents’ house to find that, as usual, my sister had beaten me to it. As I crunched up the gravel drive to the crumbling red-brick farmhouse, I spotted Helena’s shiny blue BMW already parked squarely outside the gabled porch. The front door to the house was wide open. As I drew up beside her, Hector, my parents’ aged spaniel, came out to greet me, wagging his tail sheepishly. He turned to look apologetically at the rumpus coming from within. Voices were raised in anger. I could hear my mother’s shrill tones complaining that she could hardly be to blame for smashing a bowl she didn’t even know my father had won for school cricket seventy odd years ago if he insisted on cutting his toenails on her copy of the Daily Mail she hadn’t even read yet.

‘Always on the letters page,’ I heard her cry as I got out and patted Hector. He cringed and took up position behind me, very much staying outside for this one. ‘Which he knows is my favourite page. And then he trims his nasal hair on the arts reviews – and we all know the reason for that!’

‘If you’re implying I shed my personal detritus over Lucy’s husband’s column for unattractive reasons, I call that poor form,’ my father’s voice rejoined mildly. I stiffened at my name.

‘Why can’t you use your own paper? That’s what I want to know.’

‘I find a tabloid a more convenient size. And anyway, you don’t read it.’

I sighed and made my way towards the fray. Ducking under the low beam of the front door, I saw the parquet floor of the hall was strewn with umbrellas and walking sticks which had clearly been thrown in anger from the wooden hat stand, upended on its side. In the sitting room beyond, my parents were squaring up to one another either side of the inglenook fireplace. The Persian carpet was covered with bits of broken china. Helena, looking pompous, was positioned between them, arms outstretched, palms up, like an Italian traffic cop. All she needed was white gloves and a whistle. Hovering to one side, eyes shining delightedly, was Mrs Cummings, the neighbour who’d summoned us.

‘Thank you, Mrs Cummings, it was very kind of you to ring us, but I think we can handle this now,’ Helena was saying, glancing at but not greeting me. I didn’t greet them either, there didn’t seem much point. It was business as usual at Pope’s Farm, and to express upset or astonishment at the scene would be ridiculous. My parents had had another fight. My mother was worse the wear for drink and my father not far behind, but managing to seize the moral high ground on account of being far more of a functioning alcoholic than my mother. He had an air of practised bewilderment as he faced my mother, which naturally only served to stir the pot. Mum, slight and elegant in heels, her face red, fists clenched and quivering with rage, suddenly lunged at him. He ducked and she tottered and fell sideways – into a gleeful Mrs Cummings, who shrieked hysterically and sidestepped out of the way, rather unhelpfully, clutching her heart.

‘You see?’ seethed Helena, lowering Mum on to the sofa. ‘This cannot be ignored any longer, Lucy.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Cummings,’ I repeated more firmly, glaring at my sister in a must-we-do-this-in-front-of-the-neighbours way. ‘We’ve got this covered now, but thank you for your call.’

‘Well, I was only trying to help,’ she said rather huffily as I escorted her to the front door. ‘I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt. And of course I did think of ringing social services when I heard the breaking glass, but you’ve always said—’

‘That we’ll deal with it, and so we will. And I think you’ll find it was a china bowl rather than a cupboard full of glass, but thank you.’

She glanced regretfully over her shoulder as she went down the drive, back to the barn conversion next door, where once we’d kept hay for the horses. Pity we still didn’t, I thought, as I shut the door on her.

‘Busybody,’ I muttered, going back into the sitting room. ‘She must have been listening in the garden, for crying out loud.’

‘We couldn’t do without her,’ Helena reminded me tersely, as if my parents weren’t there, or were senile, which they weren’t.

‘Oh, I disagree, I think we should do quite well,’ objected my father. ‘When a long-married couple can’t have the most basic of conjugal rights, namely a flaming row, in the privacy of their own home, things have come to a pretty pass, as that wretched nosy parker would say.’

He began picking up pieces of his bowl, not looking at either of us, and although defiant, I could see he was embarrassed.

I went to the kitchen for a dustpan and brush with Helena on my heels. ‘They’re both so pissed,’ she whispered in urgent tones as I opened the broom cupboard. ‘It has to stop.’

It didn’t occur to me to wonder how Helena would go about achieving this, because I already knew. She wanted care: twenty-four-hour care, preferably, with my parents under close watch. All booze locked away, obviously, and presumably with some sort of armed guard. Sheltered Housing were words she used a lot, before getting out brochures for an over-seventies estate in Amersham, where residents had access to a pool, a spa, restaurants – and a range of bars, I’d pointed out last time she’d shown it to me.

‘Yes, but with like-minded people who would shame them into behaving, don’t you see? Peer pressure and all that. And there’d be a warden.’

‘Like being back at school. Which they’d both hate,’ I’d told her. ‘And which they’d resist with every fibre of their being.’

‘Well, they might hate it to begin with, but they’d pretty soon get used to it.’

Again, like boarding school: the first couple of terms utter misery, but thereafter, not too bad actually. And the final years decidedly jolly as one gained seniority, which, in my parents’ case, really would be the final term. The final curtain. As I gathered the dustpan and brush from the cupboard, I wondered if she was right. My parents rattled around in this erstwhile farmhouse in leafy Buckinghamshire where Helena and I had grown up, and drank themselves to a standstill most nights. It could often end in tears, admittedly, but no bloodshed or genuine fisticuffs had occurred yet, and but for the noise of smashing china, was it really anyone’s business what they did with their own property if no one got hurt in the process?

And nor were they alone. Mum and Dad still entertained on a regular basis, and many of their friends were in the same state. Nancy De Courcy, Mum’s BF and a fearsome pony club mother in my youth, had passed out in her soup the other day, apparently, whereupon everyone had chortled and agreed it was lucky it was gazpacho. So what? She’d been cleaned up, laid out on a sofa like a stiff, according to my father, while the rest of the guests pushed on through. She even came round to enjoy a glass of Château d’Yquem with pudding, before being driven home together with husband Archie by a very nice chap who’d come to collect them. As I pointed out to Helena, if that was our children, we’d think they’d behaved terribly responsibly.

‘Yes, but they’re not children,’ she’d objected. Helena wanted them to act their age: to play canasta and watch My Fair Lady with other ‘moved on’ folk, and, a tiny bit of my brain wondered, let her get her hands on the house.

I went back to the sitting room and found my father settling Mum in her favourite armchair, propping her feet on a footstool, adjusting her cushions. She was reaching out for his hand in thanks, her pale blue eyes watery as she squeezed it. Daddy brushed aside her apologies for breaking his cricketing bowl, and as I swept the small pieces he’d missed, he bustled off to the drinks cupboard, muttering about getting her a little pick-me-up, and one for him too. For the nerves. I knew it was hopeless to suggest this was not the most sensible option, and even Helena only got as far as opening her mouth – and shutting it again. We sat on the sofa opposite, watching dejectedly as my old dad, tall, rake-thin, still elegant and suave at eighty-six in his whipcord trousers and starched shirt, handed my mother, equally thin, and beautifully dressed in ancient Chloé (a few stains on the skirt perhaps), with her lipstick askew and too much eye shadow, what looked like a bucket of neat gin.

‘We had a marvellous time at the races the other day with the Montagues,’ he told us, settling into his own armchair, as if absolutely nothing had happened and Helena and I had just popped down for a social. ‘Didn’t we, darling?’

‘Oh, it was splendid,’ my mother agreed. ‘Quite the highlight of my week.’

‘Your mother’s got a new suitor,’ he told us confidentially, winking roguishly. ‘A retired endocrinologist, a professor, who’s moved to the village. He took us in his Bristol. Widowed, obviously, and of a rather earnest bent, but your mother worked her magic as usual.’

Helena and I forced tight smiles as Mum chortled, cheering up enormously. She patted her hair. ‘I can’t think what your father means.’

Helena and I could. Part of the fabric of my parents’ marriage involved spectacular flirtation on my mother’s part which always went absolutely nowhere but amused my father no end.

‘And then, blow me down,’ she’d say around the lunch table in our youth, about some poor besotted admirer, ‘he made a terribly improper suggestion, after I’d simply agreed to help him choose some cushion covers in Beaconsfield!’ Whereupon Dad would roar with laughter. Somehow it didn’t feel quite so funny, these days. Dad, too, would still regale us with his conquests, but they were tamer in nature: the girl in the chemist who, in her quest for the right knee bandage, had asked him to roll up his trouser leg, to which he’d retorted, ‘Only if you will!’

This charm offensive to anyone deserving enlivened their days, and no doubt reminded them of younger ones. And let’s face it, there’s precious little charm about these days. It’s hardly crime of the century. But it was about all there was left, now. Because the awful truth was that Mum’s eyesight was deteriorating to such an extent that she was practically disabled – although, God help us, she still drove – and any help came in the form of my father, who shielded and protected her, but who faced his own disabilities, with what he dismissively referred to as his gammy legs. How long could this situation go on?

‘Have you eaten?’ I asked helplessly.

They looked at each other rather vaguely as if trying to remember. I got to my feet and went to the kitchen with Helena on my heels, hers much higher and sharper than mine. It occurred to me that she’d clearly just abandoned her desk in the City and headed straight down, believing I couldn’t be trusted to take control.

‘This time we have to at least insist on AA for Mum,’ she told me as I opened the fridge, more through hope than expectation. Sure enough, a lemon for the gin and a packet of curly ham greeted me. I retrieved the ham and, realizing the fridge was filthy, quickly shut the door.

I sighed as I turned and regarded my very professional sister, the one who’d made such a success of her life: an equity partner in a major accountancy firm – although, as my son Ned said when I mentioned Helena’s triumphs in envious tones, when had making a success of one’s life on those terms ever got anyone into the kingdom of heaven? If my daughter Imo was present she’d roll her eyes and disappear, but Ned’s simple faith, which exasperated me on many occasions, was a comfort to me where Helena was concerned. Not that I necessarily felt I had a free pass into the holy stratosphere, but some half-remembered parable about camels and eyes of needles helped.

‘You know as well as I do, AA’s a shock tactic,’ I told Helena, as the music accompanying the Countdown clock suddenly blared through. ‘Dad knows it too.’

In fact they’d regarded us in abject astonishment, eyes wide like children, when Helena had broached it some time ago.

‘But we’re simply social drinkers!’ Mum had exclaimed, lifting her glass to her lips and getting most of it down her chin.

My father, who was more astute, hadn’t responded, but his frown and small headshake to his eldest child quashed even Helena, who tucked her pamphlet away. My father’s authority was still paramount and absolute. His years on the local bench as a magistrate after four decades in the City at a stockbroking firm and, before that, active military service as a young man, bringing with it a collection of medals, were not to be ignored. And he and his dear lady wife, erstwhile mannequin for Norman Hartnell and appearing in no less than three issues of Vogue in the fifties, were not to be treated as senile dribbling fools, whatever the circumstances.

‘Hels, there’s nothing more we can do,’ I told her gently as I cut the dry bits off the ham. I knew this was anathema to her. Helena thrived on control. ‘We’ve got Irene coming in once a week, and Dad isn’t totally incompetent. We can do no more.’

‘Except hotfoot it down here every time the alarm goes off.’

‘The false alarm, actually. From busybody Cummings. No, I suggest we don’t. I’ll speak to her later and ask her not to overreact again.’

‘Unless, of course, she sees a corpse in the garden.’

‘As long as it is a corpse, and not just Mum and Nance coming round from mild comas on sun loungers like it was before.’

Her mouth twitched. ‘Well, quite.’

She buttered the toast I handed her, the bread being too stale to eat fresh, and then popped in some ham and mustard. We added two glasses of lemon barley water and went back to the sitting room to find them merrily competing over the quiz show.

‘Sensibility!’ roared Dad, who could still do the Telegraph crossword before breakfast. ‘Any fool can see that!’

They took their sandwiches, Mum oohing and aahing about them being cut into triangles, and then ate them with relish, whilst Helena and I discussed who would do a major shop. She would, she decided, since she was here, there being no point going back to the office now. When we’d rustled them up a little fruit salad from a past-its-sell-by assortment in the fruit bowl, we prepared to go. As we got to our feet, Mum declared it a ‘very happy luncheon’, reaching up from her chair to take our hands in girlish delight. Her wide, happy smile glowed, as if we’d just sprung a surprise party on her.

‘Do let’s do it again soon. We don’t see nearly enough of you girls. And bring the children next time, don’t you think, Henry?’

‘Oh yes, let’s make a party of Mrs Cummings’ summonses. So much jollier,’ he chuckled.

‘Oh no, we don’t want her,’ frowned my mother. ‘Dismal old witch. If I didn’t dislike her so much I’d give her a voucher for Elizabeth Arden. If only she knew how a little rouge would improve her.’ She attempted to get to her feet.

‘Don’t get up, Mum,’ Helena told her gently. ‘Dad will see us to the door.’

She demurred and sank back into her armchair, and my father did just that. Once we were outside in the drive, well out of earshot, he assured us quietly that all was well. And sweet though it was of us to worry, there was really no cause for alarm. And no, they absolutely didn’t need any more help. None at all. He wouldn’t meet my eye, though, when he kissed me goodbye, and he didn’t see us off as he usually would, smiling and waving in the drive. Instead, he hastened back inside, to Mum. Except it was more of a shuffle than a hasten.

Helena sighed as the door closed softly behind him. She opened her mouth to opine, then shut it again, defeated.

‘How’s everything with you, anyway?’ I asked quickly, before she could get second wind.

‘Oh, fine,’ she said in surprise, wrong-footed. ‘Non-stop as ever. I’ve got an associate director starring in a white-collar fraud trial on Monday and he hasn’t quite decided if he’s pleading guilty or not, which is a minor wrinkle. But other than that, yes, fine. Up to my eyes and single-handedly keeping the wheels on a highly expensive domestic bus. Business as usual.’

‘Ant’s ill?’ I asked sympathetically, managing not to add, ‘again’.

Helena’s husband, a delightfully shambolic, charming actor who of course didn’t get paid when not working, suffered a bit from hypochondria, which sometimes meant even longer stretches of inactivity. It drove Helena insane.

‘He’s currently got a lump on his leg which naturally he thinks is bone cancer, even though every clinician tells him otherwise. He’s supposed to be auditioning for Richard III at the National, so I told him to bloody well get on with it and do it with a limp as well as a hunchback. No director’s going to mind that. But, of course, he won’t. Needs a fourth opinion. And how’s Michael?’

‘Oh yes.’ I made myself smile but delved quickly in my bag for my car keys. ‘He’s on good form.’

‘So I hear,’ she said lightly, but it was the lightness of steel. ‘The word is you’ll soon be cosying up to some Swedish woman called Ingrid in your own jaw-dropping, inimitable style.’ She eyed me beadily, but then saw something in my face: naked sorrow perhaps; fear even. She instantly regretted her jibe and, instead, reached out and put her arms around me. We held on tight.

‘Don’t do it this time, Luce,’ she whispered into my hair. ‘Do something else. Something brave. Leave him, hm?’

I shut my eyes and tried hard not to cry. I nodded as I stepped back. She still had her hands on my shoulders as I retrieved my keys. I couldn’t look at her.

‘I’ll help,’ she promised earnestly. ‘I didn’t mean that about the expensive bus, we’ve got pots of money. I’ll help, OK?’

I managed a laugh as I got in the car, still avoiding her worried eyes. ‘No need,’ I told her, shoving on my sunglasses, which were conveniently on the dashboard. I shut the door and buzzed the window down between us which gave me a moment. ‘No need. I promise. All’s well. But thank you,’ I told her, meaning it. I stretched out my hand and squeezed hers. Still not looking at her, and knowing I was on the cusp of dissolving, I started the car. Then I performed an immaculate three-point turn in my parents’ drive, gave her a cheery backward wave, and drove away.
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As I drove home, I gave a long, shaky sigh into the privacy of my steering wheel. It was more one of exhaustion than anything else. More to do with the effort of keeping up appearances, the constant need to be on high alert. Helena had caught me unawares. And she was right, of course she was right. This time I really should be brave. Leave Michael. Ned and Imo said the same and they knew how much courage it would take. Up to a point. But then again, old habits died hard. Particularly when I’d had such success with my methods in the past. This sounds like an eminently foolish thing to say, but my husband’s particular brand of philandering was something I knew exactly how to deal with. I prided myself on it, because it was one of the few things, concerning Michael, that I did well. His more awful proclivities I had no control over. But just as some wives dealt with depression, anxiety – hypochondria, like Helena – my particular strand of man management took the form of subtly diverting my husband’s feet from straying to the sunny side of the street, where, as an attractive man, temptation beckoned, and back to the more prosaic side, where his family lived. Which might sound counterproductive – many adulterous husbands are easier to live with, apparently, but sadly, mine didn’t fit that mould. Fortunately, I knew exactly what to do.

The first time it had happened, I’d cried myself to sleep – in retrospect, more through shock than grief – but I’d had small children at the time. Also, things weren’t so bad. It was early days. I’d thought about it, at length, and decided I didn’t want a divorce, so no, I hadn’t confronted him. Instead, I’d confronted her. In a manner of speaking. When Michael was away, I’d contacted the lady in question and asked her if she’d like to play tennis. I knew her vaguely – I usually did, indeed once it had been a friend of mine – and I knew she played. I’d done my research. I remember her surprise, but she’d come. We’d had a game at my club, and then I’d bought her lunch afterwards. She was rather nice, actually. They usually were nice. Over lunch, I learned that she loved modern art, and so I later bought tickets to the Hockney exhibition at the Royal Academy. I invited her. Michael was still in America, seeing shows on Broadway. By the time he came back, it was all over. His embryonic affair, I mean. Sally was too pleasant and too well meaning to countenance an affair with a man whose wife she liked, and contrary to public opinion, not all divorced, middle-aged women are predatory bitches.

So that’s what I gambled on: conscience. Only once, it nearly hadn’t worked. Had threatened to backfire. A rather sharp, married woman called Tara Harding – an actress in a play Michael had given a rare good review, I wonder why? – had refused to play ball. On arriving at our house for supper at my invitation, she’d flirted outrageously with Michael all night, right in my face, as if to say – bad luck. Fortunately this had infuriated her small, balding, screenwriter husband who, the following week, decamped the entire family to the South of France for the summer, where Michael was too lazy to follow. That was the other element I relied on: Michael’s laziness. Unless it was easy, and on a plate in front of him, he couldn’t be bothered.

And the latest one had indeed been easy, and the plate had been at a supper party at the Taylors’, who, it occurred to me now, as I drove home, were not only friends of mine, but of Helena’s, too. Michael’s attraction to Ingrid, a Swedish interior designer, had been so blatant that Millie Taylor, our hostess, had even tried to intervene. When Michael and Ingrid had stayed at the table long after everyone had retired for coffee, she’d hastened back to join them, pink-faced with embarrassment. Later, I’d texted Millie for Ingrid’s number, on some pretext about wanting to re-do our kitchen in a Scandinavian style. I knew she knew, but frankly, at this stage, I didn’t care. That’s how low I’d sunk. It had no doubt gone straight back to Helena.

Actually, that’s not true. Of course I cared, it was totally demeaning; but it was necessary if I wasn’t to be further humiliated. I sighed as I joined the heavy M40 traffic back to London. And I’d hate you to think this was a constant surveillance mission, a never-ending stealth operation. It wasn’t. Michael and I had been married for twenty-eight years. We had two grown-up children, and I could count on one hand – well, all right, two, but only just – the times I’d had to step in and … you know. Operate. And neither was I alone in this. Melissa, my best friend, did it too. Turned a blind eye. Or at least she had done, until she’d failed to observe the cardinal rule, if you want to remain married, which, trust me, many women, for a variety of reasons, do. She’d hurled his laptop – on which she’d found the evidence – out of the bedroom window and deposited his clothes in a bin bag on the steps of his girlfriend’s house in Chiswick. Except they weren’t in the bag, they were scattered all over the steps, cut into tiny pieces. Melissa lives near me now, across the road in Fulham. In a tiny rented flat she can barely afford. Dominic, her husband, moved into the large Chiswick house belonging to his girlfriend.

And therein lay the rub for many wives, I thought, as I cruised along in the middle lane where I didn’t have to think. Money. Not that it bothered me much. Not at all, actually. But I’m ashamed to say I used it as my foil. If I divorced Michael, as Helena, and even Ned and Imo, who knew the pitfalls more intimately, said I should (Imogen reasoning down the phone from New York about it being time now, and Ned from his tiny modern rectory above the chip shop in Ealing, persuading me they no longer needed protecting), I told them it worried me. Or I pretended it worried me. The financial implications. Instead of the all-consuming fear I couldn’t voice. Where would I live, I asked them? Where would Dad live? And then I’d rattle on about the house being re-mortgaged to the rafters and the debts eye-watering, and the position, frankly, impossible. They’d go quiet. A mixture, perhaps, of knowing what I couldn’t say, and not wanting to hurt me by voicing it. So much subterfuge. So much deceit. Was it necessary? Of course it was. If it protected people’s hearts. People’s lives. Pitfalls? Ruddy great man traps.

As if in defiance, in a sudden show of uncharacteristic boldness, I pulled out into the fast lane. I overtook a lorry, but ducked back in fright as a Mercedes roared up behind me. I sank back to a more restful seventy in the middle lane. And it wasn’t as if life was awful all the time, I reasoned. It wasn’t as if I hated him every minute of the day. Although recently, as I’d lain in bed and looked at him, admiring his profile in the mirror in the en suite bathroom – still square-jawed and handsome, steely-grey hair swept back from a high forehead, eyes clear and blue – something much worse than hatred had consumed me. Something closer to homicidal rage had made me turn over, so that I couldn’t see him.

We’d just had sex, on that particular morning. I didn’t want to, I hadn’t for a long time, but somehow I knew it was in the rules. Always in the mornings, and usually once a week, on a Saturday. To set him up for the weekend. And to celebrate a week pretending to work, but actually lunching and drinking with his cronies in a pub in Soho, all of whom, except one old soak who propped up the bar in fingerless gloves, were male. Michael preferred male company. He wasn’t really interested in women. He didn’t understand them. But even Michael couldn’t in all conscience slope off to the pub on a Saturday, so sex in the morning put him in a good mood for the weekend. Thereafter he played the diligent father and husband, welcoming the children when they came home, which wasn’t so much these days, carving the roast, and hinting jovially at potential grandchildren. Neither of my children was married, so it wasn’t that jovial. Our children, I should say. Except they felt more like mine because they were my proudest possession, and Michael’s was his ego.

Michael was a theatre critic, and I nearly prefaced that with ‘respected’, which he had been in the old days, but now I think he was just feared. His column in the Sunday Times had been shifted to Mondays, then cancelled, and now he only featured occasionally in my mother’s Daily Mail. Latterly, he’d written regularly for a glossy magazine, but after he’d single-handedly closed one too many shows, he’d been asked to leave. The gentle young editor, blinking with embarrassment, had asked him to come in, which was brave. In his office, he’d asked him to step down, because, on the whole, he said, they only reviewed plays they liked, as who wanted to wade through a poisonous review to be told they shouldn’t see it? They were a smart, country magazine but eager to promote all things cultural. To get the county folk up to town, or to support their local provincial theatre. Michael’s famous temper, spoken of in hushed tones in newspaper circles, had surfaced. He’d turned the editor’s desk over, leaving the poor man lunging for his glasses on the floor as he stormed out to meet his boorish colleagues in Soho.

And along with his quiet threats, which made me go cold, that was the thing I feared, I thought, as I parked the car an hour or so later. His temper. He’d never raised a hand to me, ever, but his fury could be so vile; his words so wounding; the things he called me, which I won’t repeat, so crushing, that occasionally I wished he would hit me. Sometimes it took me so long to recover, that not even Melissa or Helena could reach me. I shrank into my quiet, dark shell. And wrote. For days on end. And of course I never complained to the children. I kept the picture as rosy as possible for them, as I always had done when they were younger, trying to shield them from the worst of his rages. They knew, though. They’d seen it. And been on the receiving end of the quiet threats too. I sometimes worried it was why Imo had chosen a university in America and stayed there ever since, and why Ned had remained very close, down the road in Ealing, but turned to God.

And actually, I thought, as I climbed my steps and put my key in the front door, and as classical music filtered through to me in the hall, the sun pouring through the French windows at the back of the house, rosy was what we most certainly pretended we were, a lot of the time. We rubbed along quite genially, until the next storm clouds gathered. And naturally, the more you pretend, the more you convince yourself it’s the truth. Some days were even good. As Michael’s voice, strong and musical (not unlike that of Simon Callow, an actor he greatly admired and knew a bit) boomed through, I knew this was a good one. I shut the door behind me with relief.

‘Darling!’ he called, getting up from his desk in the corner of the kitchen. He removed his reading glasses and came to greet me. He was very tall and broad, what you might call a commanding presence. He set his hands on my shoulders and looked down at me, concerned. ‘What a day you’ve had, what a mission! Are you completely knackered?’

‘Utterly,’ I agreed, relieved. Perhaps he’d had a pay cheque. Or lunch with Patrick; that always put him in a good mood.

‘I got one of those M&S fish pies for supper. I popped it in at about seven, so we can eat soon. Drink?’

‘Please,’ I agreed as I followed him into the kitchen. I didn’t drink much, as a rule (it featuring too strongly in my family’s repertoire) but I’d had a long drive. I perched on a stool at the island and watched as he poured me a glass of something cold and white. The kitchen, I noticed, was tidy. Rather sparkling.

‘You’ve had a clear-up,’ I observed, glancing around, surprised.

‘Well, I decided you were right. If I’m determined to work here, rather than in the study, I’ve got to get a grip. It is, after all, the engine room.’

Michael and I had, historically, both worked either side of a large table in the study, me writing my novels, and Michael his critiques. In the old days it had been pleasant. But as tensions rose, and as his career hit the skids, a mutual tacit agreement had forced him in here. It had certainly helped both work and general relations, but it caused chaos domestically. I smiled and sipped my wine, noting the desk in the corner which he’d tidied into neat piles.

‘Sometimes I think it would be better if I was the one in here,’ I commented. ‘After all, I spend so much time here, or in the garden. And you always loved the study.’

‘No, no, your need is greater.’

It was true, but magnanimous of him. A rare admission. I needed a proper desk. My books might not sell many copies, or bring in much money, but I was prolific. Relentless, some might say, still writing a book a year. As a result, my publisher in Bloomsbury was able to give me a small regular advance each time. In the early days, I’d had a reasonably successful run, but the murder mystery market had been swamped recently by sophisticated psycho-noir thrillers. My gentle Midsomer Murders style, with my feisty detective, Susie Sharpe, at the helm, had rather fallen out of favour. Still, Frankie, my lovely editor who’d become a true friend, nevertheless did everything she could to usher Susie forwards; and sometimes, to our mutual delight, she appeared not just in a back room at WHSmith, but in the supermarkets too, where my more mature readership found her convenient to pick up with their Ovaltine. Recently, I wondered if my heroine’s level of forensic ability had begun to reflect the cosiness of the demographic I attracted. The other day, I’d heard her say airily: ‘Oh, I think the body can keep. Pop it in the freezer overnight and I’ll get the pathologist to look in the morning.’ That would never have happened in the old days. Susie Sharpe – who in real terms was probably about a hundred and four – was in danger of becoming Susie Blunt. Nevertheless, she forged on, hopefully brightening the days of retired gentlefolk, who were often kind enough to write and tell me as much. And what little my books continued to bring in still eclipsed Michael’s meagre salary. It was nice of him to acknowledge this.

‘How were the aged Ps?’ he asked sympathetically, reaching into the freezer for a bag of frozen peas.

‘Oh, predictably in denial. Lots of assurances they were fine and everything was going swimmingly. But it really is the seven ages of man down there.’

‘Sans eyes, sans teeth, sans everything,’ he quoted.

‘Well, not quite everything, but certainly sans any modicum of restraint. Dad’s more on it, of course, but only marginally. They sent their love.’

They hadn’t, but Michael smiled and nodded in gracious acceptance, knowing they hadn’t either.

The games people play, I thought, getting up to lay the table as he poured peas into boiling water and checked the pie. But if they don’t, I thought later, after a convivial supper at the kitchen table, the television on low in the corner, the necessary third wheel to turn to in times of trouble, if they don’t play games, what then? Surely there was no escape from reality, which was often so ugly and stifling? I climbed the stairs to bed, leaving Michael to watch Newsnight. He’d doze in front of it, before coming up later, when I was asleep. Always a blessing. Crossing the bedroom to draw the curtains, I gazed down a moment into the lamplit street below. It was damp with rain. I turned and went through to the bathroom. Surely daily life was more bearable if one acted a part, if one pretended one was someone else? I switched on the bathroom light, catching my eyes in the mirror as I did. They were strained. Because yes, such theatrics were a strain. That was the trouble. I averted my gaze and busied myself with cleaning my face with a cotton-wool pad, something I could do without looking, determined not to prolong the scrutiny. And let’s face it, lots of people’s lives were strained, I thought, tossing the pad in the bin. Lots of people just buggered on. Because what was the alternative? Being myself? Where had being myself ever got me in the past?
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I met Ingrid Schroeder, my husband’s potential lover, at the Arts Club, where I was a member. I couldn’t afford it these days but I kept up the subscription – albeit with eyes slightly averted when the email came through – because, in my mind, it was central to my operations. Call it subliminal, but I felt being on home territory played in my favour, gave me a tiny advantage, which put my guest on the back foot – historically, likewise, the tennis club, now prohibitively expensive. In any event, it was the rendezvous of choice and a good one. Nevertheless, when I came up the steps from Green Park tube, it wasn’t without some trepidation: a little flutter of nerves. I was ten minutes early so as to be in situ when she arrived. To my surprise, however, when I’d pushed through the old oak doors, greeted the doorman and walked into the members’ room, Ingrid was already there. She was perched on a stool at the bar, a glass of white wine in hand. Given that you had to be a member to buy a drink, I was taken aback. She was talking to a tall, portly-looking chap with attractive, smiling eyes who was leaning on the bar beside her, listening attentively.

‘Lucy,’ she said coolly, looking round as I approached. She didn’t get up to greet me, which meant I had to bend down to kiss her cheeks. ‘I was early and made the awful faux pas of swanning in and ordering a drink, not knowing that wasn’t the form. This gallant gent saved me and put it on his sheet – wasn’t that kind?’

‘Very,’ I agreed, shaking hands with the gallant gent, who introduced himself as Tim Farrow, a publisher I’d heard of slightly, but who certainly wouldn’t know me. He politely pretended he did, though, and we exchanged a bit of publishing small talk and then he excused himself and said he was off to lunch at the members’ table. He disappeared into the dining room, but not without giving Ingrid a last wistful glance. She was well out of his league.

Ingrid was one of those ice-cool Scandinavian blondes who would have been ravishing in her youth and was still quite something. She had a slightly transatlantic lilt to her Nordic accent, having been brought up in various different countries by a rich industrialist father, but had married a fellow Swede, Lars Schroeder, who was in property, and they’d settled over here. But the marriage was shaky. Open, even. All this I’d gleaned from her manicurist, after Millie Taylor let slip she and Ingrid had a regular Tuesday slot at a nail bar in Parsons Green. See what I mean about research?

Obviously, there were quite a few nail bars in Parsons Green, but it didn’t take long to breeze into some of them, claim Millie had recommended the joint, and then, after three had shaken their heads, locate the right one. Fourth time lucky. I’ve never been to a manicurist in my life, but according to Fatima, who filed, buffed and polished me, it was high time I did. She also told me how lovely Millie was, and how she admired Ingrid’s style. But the crucial nugget came when she told me Ingrid was writing a book, about interior design. This was a gift from God, as far as I was concerned. All prospective authors were wide-eyed at the prospect of an introduction to an agent or a publisher, which, of course, was exactly what I suggested when I rang her. I’d opened with the Scandinavian kitchen makeover, and she’d said she’d come round and give me a quote. She’d asked where I lived and, when I’d told her, she’d sounded surprised: said she was literally round the corner. Obviously I didn’t want her popping round, so I said I’d love to see her work first, and she’d blithely directed me to her shop, and her manager, Helmut, as I thought she might. I’d agreed to go – and later, of course, decide, with regret, it was too expensive – but wondered if there was anything I could look at? A website, or even a brochure? The rest was easy. She’d bitten.

I settled myself beside her now at the bar and we chatted a bit about the club: how cosy it was, albeit a bit run-down. And then Ingrid glanced around, blue eyes searching.

‘Is she here?’ she asked, referring to my agent, Sonia, who was in fact in Hampshire seeing her newborn grandchild for the first time. ‘Or did you say she’s meeting us later?’

‘Later,’ I agreed. ‘If she can make it. But she did actually send a text saying she was slightly held up with an author. She said she’d do her best, though. Ingrid, you look amazing, have you been away?’

‘Portugal,’ she said shortly. ‘Just a long weekend in Lisbon.’ She frowned. ‘So … maybe we should make it another day? Rearrange? I could easily do some shopping today.’ She began to gather her suede bag with its slinky gilt chain from the bar.

‘Oh, you never know, she may yet show. Just a tonic water, please,’ I said to the barman, who was raising his eyes enquiringly at me. ‘And could we see the menu, please? I’m starving, aren’t you?’ This with a beaming smile at Ingrid, who was looking a little disgruntled.

‘Well, I suppose we may as well eat now we’re here,’ she said petulantly. Lord, she was bad-mannered. What did Michael see in her? She was gorgeous, of course; sleek and shiny and with long silky hair, too long, possibly, for late forties, and she’d had some work, I decided, looking at her very smooth brow. Not that a man would probably notice. It was subtly done, and she’d sensibly avoided her lips. We ordered a salad apiece. Then we moved to a little table in the corner, and as we chatted about how nice the Taylors were, she became a bit more genial. After the salads arrived, I glanced surreptitiously at my phone, which wasn’t actually allowed in here.

‘Oh.’ I pocketed it quickly. ‘Sonia’s definitely not going to make lunch,’ I explained, ‘but she’s going to try to join us for a coffee later. Now. Tell me all about it. The book! It sounds amazing. Do you have any pictures?’

She brightened and pulled out a tablet, then hid it quickly under the table as the barman frowned. I swivelled around to take a closer look. Shot after shot of typical Scandi room sets whirred past, all blond wood and bleached floors but with a twist, she told me, in case I hadn’t spotted it, in that the walls were flocked velvet, suede sometimes, and the upholstery too, making the juxtaposition all the more vivid. And all the more alarming, I thought privately, as I oohed and aahed, gushing extravagantly, thinking – only rich industrialists, surely? But Ingrid was encouraged by my laying it on thick and began to thaw a little. She even managed to smile when, on learning she’d taken the pictures herself, I declared she could be a photographer, too.

‘D’you think? Well, you’re very kind. You must come and see it, if you really like it. My shop, I mean. It’s in Chelsea Green.’ Of course it was.

‘I’d love to,’ I enthused. ‘I’m hopeless at interior design. I could really do with some good ideas. Did you study it for years?’

Clever Lucy, clever. She hadn’t, of course; she was self-taught, and had been set up in a jiffy either by Daddy or her husband, but loved that I thought she was a professional and not just a rich housewife filling her days. So off we went again on her ‘instinctive eye’ and ‘unfailing feel for colour’, so that before long I knew exactly what she and Michael had in common: themselves. And actually, I was disappointed. Usually they were nicer than this. I began to have a slight sinking feeling. Conscience, my trump card, was not feeling so strong.

‘Will you open another shop?’ I asked eagerly, as if I simply couldn’t wait and hoped it was next door. ‘You know, expand?’

‘I might,’ she said, pale eyes widening, and I could tell it hadn’t occurred to her, but she was encouraged I might think she could make an empire out of her plaything. Perhaps an upmarket IKEA? She was beginning to thoroughly warm up and even gave a tinkly little laugh as she knocked back her wine. I admired her hair and she ran a hand through it. Normally at this point in the proceedings – indeed, long before – the other party might politely ask me a question, albeit, in the case of Tara, the actress, in a bored, offhand fashion, but not our Ingrid. As I moved on to the rocks on her fingers, gazing rapt and appreciative at the glittering spectrum, she ran me through each heirloom. Only when we’d exhausted this did I ask about her children, which usually had to lead to mine, together with a chummy, self-deprecating eye roll about our adored but impossible offspring. A sharing of photos and tips. But Ingrid didn’t conform.

‘One, a girl, Sophia. Rather spoiled and princessy at the moment.’ I waited, but she didn’t expand. Neither did she reciprocate.

‘I’ve got two,’ I volunteered, rather desperately. She nodded. Sipped her wine. ‘And … how old is Sophia?’ I ploughed on.

‘Seventeen. She lives mostly with her father in New York.’

I felt my heart pound. ‘You’re divorced?’

‘Oh no, that would not be financially viable, but we lead separate lives. It’s much easier.’

She smiled thinly and I was about to agree warmly that this was, of course, the ideal scenario, when I realized this was the only thing I should absolutely not agree with her on. I was slightly floundering now, to be honest, when luckily, a friend of mine, a smiley Irish author called Maggie Healy, chose that moment to interrupt. She swept across from the bar and materialized before us in a long floral dress. She kissed me warmly on both cheeks, bending down to squeeze my shoulders.

‘Lucy! It’s grand to see you. I was wondering where you’d been hiding yourself! Sorry to interrupt,’ she shot a wide, apologetic smile at Ingrid, ‘but I couldn’t resist beating you to it. Look what Sonia’s just sent me!’ She had her phone hidden in her bag and glanced back to check on the barman, who was luckily distracted. ‘Lucy and I share an agent,’ she explained to Ingrid. ‘Take a look at that, now. Isn’t that the sweetest babe you’ve ever seen?’

I looked. At a very lovely, smiling photo, which became a video, of a beaming Sonia. She had a newborn wrapped in a shawl in her arms and looked every inch the proud grandmother. I felt my throat tighten. ‘Isn’t she the most gorgeous bundle of joy? Augusta Sarah, born last night, on the stroke of midnight.’ Maggie turned her phone inclusively, so Ingrid could see.

‘So … that’s your agent?’ asked Ingrid, peering, confused. ‘With the baby?’

‘Taken two minutes ago. She hotfooted it down there this morning when she heard the news. But you knew that, didn’t you, Luce? You’re in the WhatsApp group?’

It seemed I had neither breath nor words to draw on. An awful lot of blood seemed to be leaving my face. My mouth opened mutely.

Ingrid fixed me with her cool blue eyes. ‘I don’t believe we were ever meeting your agent here,’ she said quietly. ‘I think you got me here to divert me, in some insidious way, from something else.’

Maggie looked horrified. Also baffled. She dropped the phone back in her bag. Then, making wide, apologetic eyes at me, she muttered her excuses and melted away.

‘I’m not interested in your husband, Lucy,’ Ingrid went on, never taking her eyes off mine. ‘He took me to lunch yesterday, and we had a nice time, but I shan’t be going again. And not because I’ve been warned off by you, or because in some weird way you tried to befriend me, but because he’s not my type. Believe me, though, if he had been my type, I wouldn’t let a little ruse like this stop me.’

She shot me a defiant look. Then she gathered up her suede bag and got to her feet. She adjusted the gold chain over her shoulder and turned on her heel. I watched as she threaded her way through the room. Despite the great legs, her skirt was a bit short and tight, although none of the men in the bar would have agreed with me. Their eyes all strayed from whosoever they were talking to, to follow her out. A female editor I knew smiled and rolled her eyes despairingly at me. But I couldn’t move my face at all. I just sat there, in the corner, frozen.

Maggie, sweet Maggie, beetled back. She took Ingrid’s seat beside me, and then my hand, distressed. She asked me quietly, ‘What on earth …?’ I licked my lips and told her, in halting, whispery tones, what I’d done. Or had tried to do. She didn’t speak. Didn’t judge. She just squeezed my hand. As my eyes welled up, she led me out of the bar to the Ladies. There I had a bloody good cry in her arms. Later, sniffing and balling bits of tissue from the loo roll she handed me, I assured her I was fine. She saw me downstairs and got me an Uber. And she wouldn’t say a word, not to anyone. She promised. I knew she wouldn’t. I trusted her. An old friend, who actually wouldn’t be a bit surprised. Not really. She watched me go, sadly, into the London traffic.

Michael was waiting for me when I got back and he’d been drinking. As I closed the front door behind me, I knew at once this was a very different atmosphere to the one I’d encountered yesterday. I walked down the hall to the kitchen and he came towards me from where he’d been waiting. A muscle was going in his cheek and the familiar anger vein was throbbing in his forehead. He’d called the club, he said. I’d been so long, he was worried. Asked the doorman who I was lunching with, who’d signed in as my guest. He said he knew my nasty little ways of old. Knew exactly what I was up to. He began to shake with fury, his face florid. He said he was mortified, thoroughly ashamed of me, that I was a complete embarrassment. And then it started. How nobody liked me, nobody. I had no friends; people only accepted me for my association, by marriage, with him. His friends all pitied him, wondered why he stayed with me, this timid soul who churned out drivel. Terrible disposable book after disposable book. I was a laughing stock. He said pity was the only reason he stayed with me. That he knew I’d be destitute if he left me. The house, in a covenant organized by trustees of his parents, belonged solely to him. He knew I’d be on the streets. He said he despised me. All this, as he prowled around me, whisky on his breath, hissing in my face, leaning in now and then for my ear. Michael was always careful now, not to make too much noise.

I groped for a stool. My legs were wobbly and I always physically shrank under the verbal abuse, often with my head bowed, my eyes shut. Still he prowled, and hissed: about what a pathetic creature I was. Overweight, fat, ugly. An insult to my sex. And all this, actually, I could take. As long as I took cover, thus, in silence. I knew, from his sister, that when they were younger she’d suffered similar insults when he’d been thwarted in some way. She’d repeated some of the things he’d just said to me word for word, so although it left me breathless, I could take it. I waited, mute and trembling, on the kitchen stool, for him to finish. In the past, of course, when I was younger, I’d retaliated: shouted, screamed even, but that would only kick-start something extra – something he’d yet to say, about the children – so I didn’t. Finally he bent right down to put his face close to mine, that vein pumping in his forehead, to deliver his last insult.

‘And don’t you ever think of leaving, you sad little bitch. Because you know what I’ll do. You know I’ll find you. Or someone else.’

I froze, waiting for him to elaborate. To tell me about the accidents that happen daily. A girl who fell from a high-rise window only a block from Imo’s in Manhattan. How, in Ned’s church, a huge lump of plaster had dropped from the ceiling, wounding a parishioner. He didn’t. Just a lot of heavy breathing, the whisky fumes revolting. Still I waited, though, and when I knew he wouldn’t go away until I glanced up, I did. He spat in my face. I didn’t brush it away, I knew the rules.

Finally I sensed him moving off. There was a rustling behind me as he collected his door keys from his desk in the corner. Then he blundered heavily past me through the kitchen. Down the passageway he went, and then the front door slammed behind him, rattling in the frame.

I raised my head and wiped my face. My hand was trembling. He’d be off to Soho to meet his buddies: a few alcoholics, out-of-work actors, none of whom had families any more, all of whom had been deserted. Boozing, ageing luvvies, who would have been there all day. And there he’d stay, until they were finally chucked out, in the early hours. Michael would pour himself into a black cab and trundle, expensively, home. He wouldn’t come up to the bedroom, I knew – thank God. He’d prostrate himself on the sofa in the study, and there I’d find him in the morning.

And then, the nightmare would continue: for days, weeks sometimes. A different sort of treatment: silent, deadly, brittle and tense. No words would be exchanged, and during that time, I’d determine to leave him, once and for all. Go to the police. Tell them about his threats. No bruises, of course, he was too clever for that, and I could almost hear the police sighing in my head. Telling me many people threaten to do things when they’re angry. Still, this time I’d do it. And just as I’d be building up to it, with Helena there too, for moral support, he’d come home beaming, almost as if he knew. The sun would come out and he’d have flowers in his arms and tickets in his pockets for Venice, just the two of us. And I can hardly bear to tell you this, but something inside me would crumble. My resolve. All the tension of the last few weeks would dissipate, and I’d feel such ridiculous relief flood through me. And I’d try not to picture Helena’s face, contorting in disgust and incredulity, as I found myself on an EasyJet flight a few days later. I’d text her, assuring her all was well, and that I was having really rather an amazing time. She wouldn’t reply.

But not this time, I thought, as I sat there chilled and still, for what, I realized, when I glanced outside, must have been ages. It was getting dark. This time it would be different. I’d actually report him. And then disappear. Go abroad, maybe. To America, to Imo. Aware I’d resolved this countless times before, I climbed the stairs to my bedroom. Neither hungry nor thirsty, I drew the curtains and got undressed. But I couldn’t face brushing my teeth. That mirror in the bathroom, so shaming. I just crawled into bed.

Some time later, I heard him return: his key in the door; it slamming shut. Then a shuffle down the hall towards the kitchen, and thence the study. A light appeared around my door frame for a few minutes, then darkness again. I shut my eyes, exhausted but sleepless. And then, an hour or so later, when I was still wide awake, I heard a crash. Breaking glass. I lay still, shocked. Then I heard a voice, Michael’s voice, a shout. And then a cry and a thud. I sat bolt upright in bed. What the fuck? Had he woken for a pee and crashed, pissed, into that glass coffee table? Knocked a lamp over? Silence, now. I leaped out of bed and flew to the door in my nightie. Terrified at what I might find, I froze, my hand on the knob; but then, resolute, I opened it and crept down.

The house was in darkness. I passed the children’s old rooms on the next landing, then their bathroom on another, and stole on down the stairs to the hall. The kitchen was very dark, but I felt my way through and pushed open the door to the study. A bright stream of light, a torch, suddenly swung round and was in my face, blinding me. The light was dazzling in its intensity and stopped me in my tracks. There was heavy breathing too. I was terrified. I stood, frozen. Then came to my senses.

‘Hey!’ I shouted, instinctively covering my eyes with my arm.

All of a sudden, it was gone. Snapped off. Darkness fell, and as my eyes acclimatized, the intruder, who I instantly realized I’d disturbed, was off. Out the way he’d come, flying through the open French door, a pane broken where the latch hung. I fleetingly saw him leg it down the garden. Just as the moonlight had briefly illuminated him, it was also enough to reveal Michael. He lay motionless, face up on the floor, between the sofa and the coffee table. Beside him was a bucket, which already had vomit in it. His face was deathly pale and there was a small pool of blood beside his head. I stared. Didn’t immediately move. Don’t ask me why. But the room still had the air of someone fast-moving and violent passing through it. And that dazzling white light. The breathing. So close. I felt violated.

Then I crouched in my nightie. I felt his pulse. Very faint. And blood was seeping still, from his head. Beside him was a heavy marble lamp stand, a wedding present. The shade was off, away in a corner. We didn’t have a landline, and when I reached in Michael’s jacket pocket, on the sofa arm, for his phone, it was out of charge. I’d have to find mine. I realized my movements were slow, though, and my breathing was very laboured. Very … considered, almost. Where was it? My phone? Upstairs? No, of course not, it was still in my bag, in the kitchen on the island. Somewhere in the distance a light went out. I darted out and found it.

When I returned, I sat down on the sofa, looking at Michael on the floor. I felt numb. Weirdly disconnected from my body. Michael seemed miles away. Yet he was right at my feet. Vast and motionless. All at once, he looked very close. Such a big man. His mouth was open as if in shock, eyes shut. Two buttons on his shirt were undone and there was a yellow curry stain down the front. It took me a while to avert my gaze. I’d never seen him so defenceless. I looked at the phone in my hand. I’d been out all day, so maybe it was out of charge? It wasn’t. There was twenty per cent left. I raised my head. The French door was hanging on one hinge. We had good locks, so the frame had been forced too. The garden, long and thin, was illuminated by the moon. He must have legged it over the wall and vaulted into the next garden, I decided. It was high, the wall, but not insurmountable. I looked at the phone, limp in my hand. I must be in shock, I told myself, although I sort of knew I wasn’t. And I have to tell you, I was neither trembling, nor terribly scared, as I picked up Michael’s wrist again. This time the pulse was barely there. I sat on the sofa and waited. I felt extraordinary. Other-worldly. As if it wasn’t me sitting there at all.

At length, I tapped a number into my phone. Raised it to my ear. When the ambulance arrived, minutes later, from Charing Cross, the young team of paramedics checked Michael quickly on the floor, before placing a blanket calmly around my shoulders. The elder one sat beside me. She told me quietly and very gently that my husband was dead. I wasn’t really surprised. In fact, I wasn’t surprised at all.
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