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1

      If I’m being totally honest I had fantasized about Phil dying. Only in a mild, half-baked, Thursday morning in Sainsbury’s
         sort of way. I’m not talking about lying awake at night plotting his demise, no, just idly cruising those aisles, popping
         in the Weetabix, or driving to pick Clemmie up from nursery, dreaming a little dream, that sort of thing. Like you do when
         you’re bored and you’ve got two small children on your hands and you’ve been married for a while to an irritating man. Wondering
         what life would be like without a husband. And always the life afterwards bit, the nicer bit, not the horrid bit of the death
         itself.

      
      Having the house to myself appealed. Getting rid of those ghastly leather sofas in tummy-upset brown, never having to hoover
         them again and get right down into the cracks, or keep the house immaculate as he liked, and as his mother had so assiduously
         done. No more wiping the skirting boards weekly, or turning the mattress monthly. No more meat and two veg and a lot more
         pasta. Or just a boiled egg. No more frantically raking up autumn leaves, I mused to myself now as one fluttered onto my windscreen,
         a beautiful, blood-red sycamore, spiralling down, winking at me. They could just lie where they fell, in a red and gold carpet
         on the grass as nature intended, instead of having to rush out like a lunatic when the first one dropped, Phil shouting, ‘Quick!
         They’re coming!’, raking furiously. These sorts of thoughts – innocuous, harmless ones, that crested, then sank, only to resurface
         some weeks later. Being alone with my babies, for instance; I glanced in my rear-view mirror at my toddler son as I drove
         along, watched as his thumb dropped wetly from his mouth and his eyes slowly closed. I reached back and deftly took the carton
         of juice he’d been clasping.

      
      And OK – I straightened myself back at the wheel – just very occasionally, very fleetingly, my mind had inevitably turned
         to the mechanics of it. A piece of scaffolding perhaps, falling on his head from the construction site he walked under every
         morning, on his way from Charing Cross to Ludgate Circus: the one outside the Savoy, where they’d been at it for months. One
         of the workmen dropping a hammer. Clunk. But after six months, the scaffolding had come down – I’d checked. So … what about
         a mosquito bite? Turning septic? Quickly and painlessly, on one of our annual trips abroad – always Spain and always cycling.
         Same hotel every year, with other cycling enthusiasts. I read, mostly, and looked after the children. But the summer would
         slip by and Phil would remain unbitten, so, to embrace the winter months, I’d fondly imagined him slipping on ice as he went
         to get the paper in the village shop.

      
      ‘It all happened so quickly,’ Yvonne, who ran the shop, would say, her saucer eyes seeing everything before it happened anyway.
         ‘One minute he was breezing out with the Telegraph, the next he was flat on his back, blood pouring from his head!’

      
      No, not blood, that would be horrid. All internal. I turned down the lane that led to my house, so narrow in places the hedges
         brushed the sides of the car. And unlikely too, because since when had an icy fall actually killed anyone? So then I’d had
         him falling off ladders while clearing gutters, but Phil didn’t do much gutter clearance so that didn’t really work; but then, it wasn’t supposed to work. It was just a run-of-the-mill, quotidian fantasy most housewives surely toy with
         occasionally when they’re married to – not a bad man, and not a complete fool, but not a terribly interesting or exciting
         man either.

      
      I narrowed my eyes at the low autumn sun, pulling the visor down in defence. And since the cycling bug had bitten – he’d taken
         it up with messianic zeal a few years ago – he was almost permanently clad in blue Lycra, which didn’t help. Even to Clemmie’s
         first parents’ evening, complete with extraordinary Lycra shoes. He’d arrived in the classroom, where Miss Hawkins and I were
         waiting, looking like Jacques Cousteau emerging from the depths. Miss Hawkins had dropped the register she’d been so flustered,
         and as he’d sat down beside me on an infant-sized chair, peering over his nylon knees like a garden gnome, I’d thought: not
         entirely the man I’d envisaged spending the rest of my life with. But then again he paid the bills, worked extremely hard,
         was faithful, didn’t beat me, loved his children – despite sometimes behaving as if they were annoying relations of mine who’d
         come to stay: ‘Your daughter thinks it’s a good idea to throw her food on the floor!’ Surely his daughter too? And even though
         he liked to be in complete control of our little household at all times – even taking the TV remote to the loo with him –
         I didn’t really hold it against him. Didn’t really want him dead.

      
      It was a shock, therefore, to open the door to the policeman.

      
      ‘Mrs Shilling? May I have a word?’

      
      Whilst he’d been cycling along the Dunstable Downs, the ridge of hills above our house, an easyJet plane returning from Lanzarote
         had simultaneously prepared for its descent at Luton. Dropping from freezing high altitude into warmer air, it had relieved itself: had fall-out. A chunk of ice, eighteen
         inches in diameter, had broken off from the fuselage and, five thousand feet below, found Phil, pedalling furiously. As my
         husband strove to render his body a temple, God, it seemed, had had other ideas.

      
      I remember struggling to comprehend this; remember gaping at the policeman as he perched opposite me on my sofa, twisting
         his hat in his hands.

      
      ‘A piece of ice? From where exactly?’

      
      ‘From the undercarriage.’ He cleared his throat uncomfortably. ‘From the toilet, as a matter of fact.’

      
      ‘The toilet?’

      
      ‘Yes. Blue Ice is how it’s known. Being as how it’s mixed with detergent.’

      
      ‘What is?’

      
      ‘The urine.’

      
      I stared. Not in a million years could I have dreamed this up. Fantasized about this in Sainsbury’s. Phil had been killed
         by a piece of piss. A hefty, frozen block of pee, travelling at spectacular speed and velocity – and which, it later transpired,
         hadn’t actually claimed him as he’d been cycling but, as bad luck would have it, when he’d stopped at a stile, taken his helmet
         off to scratch his head and wonder how to get the bike over. A freak accident, but not the first of its kind, the coroner
         would later inform me sympathetically over his bifocals as I sat at the back of his court in a navy-blue suit, hands clenched.
         ‘Thirty-five similar instances in the last year alone.’

      
      ‘Although in the last forty years, only five fatalities,’ the man from the Civil Aviation Authority had added stiffly. Six, then, with Phil.

      
      ‘Right. Thank you so much. I mean – for telling me.’ This, to the policeman in the here and now, in my sitting room. I stood
         up shakily.

      
      The officer got to his feet, uncertain. He spread his hands helplessly.

      
      ‘Do you … want to see him?’

      
      My mind reeled. ‘Where is he?’

      
      ‘In the hospital morgue.’

      
      I caught my breath. Oh, God. On a trolley. In a bag. ‘No,’ I gasped instinctively.

      
      ‘No, not everyone does.’ He hesitated, unwilling to leave so soon. ‘Well, is there … anyone you’d like to contact? Have with
         you?’

      
      ‘No, no one. I mean, there is. Are. Plenty. But – not now. I’ll be fine, really.’

      
      ‘Your mother, perhaps?’

      
      ‘No, she’s dead.’

      
      He looked shocked. So many dead.

      
      ‘Really, I’ll be fine.’ I was helping him, now. But he was only young.

      
      ‘And the children?’

      
      ‘Yes, I’ll pick them up from school.’

      
      And pick them up I had. Well, only Clemmie. Archie was asleep in his cot upstairs, and I’d taken him with me and driven very
         slowly, because I was pretty sure I was in shock. I was a quiet mother at the gates, but not a distraught one, so Clemmie
         didn’t notice anything, and then I’d driven back and given them tea. Chicken nuggets, I remember, which I only serve in extremis.
         At the table Clemmie had told me about Miss Perkins, Mummy, who’s an assassin. ‘Assistant?’ Yes, and got a moustache. And
         later I’d bathed them and put them to bed.

      
      And then I’d walked around the house on that chilly, blustery evening, clutching the tops of my arms, gazing out of the window at the shivering late roses, the clouds rushing
         through the dark blue sky, flashes of sunshine casting long shadows on the lawn, waiting, waiting for something to happen.
         For the sluice gate to open. For my hand to clap my mouth as I gasped, ‘Oh, God!’ and fell, like Phil must have fallen, I
         told myself looking for a trigger, in a terrible heap to the ground. I tried to imagine him lying in the bracken, his bike
         a tangled mess, his face broken, shattered. Nothing. So I walked round the house some more, the house we’d lived in together
         for several years – happy years, I told myself sternly. This lovely cottage, in this beautiful village, which we’d stretched
         ourselves to afford, had done up meticulously, sourcing terracotta tiles from Italy, Victorian light switches from Somerset,
         cast-iron door handles from Wales, and from whence Phil had commuted into London every day, toiling in on a packed train,
         to bring back the wherewithal to raise our children. A selfless, dedicated man. I waited. Nothing.

      
      Shock. Definitely shock. I’d read about it.

      
      On an impulse, I hastened to our wedding album; found it tucked away amongst the books by the CD player. My eyes flickered
         guiltily over Phil’s Neil Diamond CDs, his Glen Campbell collection, which I’d never have to listen to again. I pulled the
         leather tome onto my lap. Tissue paper fluttered and a bit of confetti fell out. There I was on Dad’s arm, coming up the church
         path in a mistake of a dress: leg-of-mutton sleeves, the real things happily hidden away under shot silk. Dad looked a bit
         worse for wear already, perhaps under the influence of a pre-match tincture. Then me and Phil coming out of church, but Phil
         had his eyes shut, so that didn’t help, and neither did the grey morning coat he’d hired from Moss Bros, a totally different
         colour to the rest of the male congregation’s, much paler, and which he’d accessorized with a red carnation, whilst his ushers, in black, had favoured discreet
         white rosebuds. I flipped the page quickly. Me and Phil cutting the cake – shame about the pink icing, but then his mother
         had made it. And next – oh, no. I shut the book hurriedly, aware that the following shot might be of me and Phil going away.
         Not in a glamorous vintage car, or even a pony and trap, but, as a surprise from Phil, a tandem: a bicycle made for two. So
         that accompanied by shouts of ‘Go on, Poppy, get your leg over!’ and other hilarious quips, I had. And split the pink pencil
         skirt I’d bought for the occasion from top to bottom, and then had to cycle behind my new husband the half mile from the country
         club to here, white pants flashing, rictus grin on my face, waved off uproariously by our closest friends, and most of the
         village.

      
      It was getting chilly, but I didn’t seem able to put a match to the fire, the one Phil, who got up at six, laid punctiliously
         every morning with firelighter, kindling, logs and a drop of coal, for the evening. I stared at the log on top. For me, I
         told myself. All for me. And my children. A caring man.

      
      Perhaps I should tell someone? The moment you vocalized these things they became much more real. Tears would flow, it was
         well documented. The moment I picked up the phone and said, ‘Hi, Dad, look, Phil’s dead,’ that would be it. Phil wasn’t my
         father’s dream son-in-law but he’d nevertheless be shocked and horrified. Drop everything – probably a horse’s reins – and
         beetle down from Flampton in his ropy old pick-up to be at my side, still in his breeches and flat cap. But he wouldn’t cry.
         He’d sit beside me on the goose-poo sofa and take my hand and not know what to say. And together, dry-eyed, we’d stare glumly
         at the carpet. I picked up the phone. Punched out a number.

      
      ‘Jennie?’

      
      ‘Oh, hi, Poppy. Hang on, I’ll just take the sausages off. Jamie, stop it. No, you cannot have it in front of the telly, come
         and sit down – now!’ Then back to me. ‘Sorry. Nightmare day. Frankie had a party here last night and naturally one or two
         teenagers were sick. I cleared up most of the puke but at two a.m. I found another on the landing and just bloody hoovered
         it. Error. Mrs B beat me to the hoover this morning and now the entire house is giving off the most spectacular pong. Can’t
         think why Glade haven’t used it as an air freshener.’

      
      ‘Um, Jennie, the thing is, Phil’s dead.’

      
      Things happened quite quickly after that. Within seconds my back door had flown open because Jennie only lived next door.
         Within minutes it had flown open again, because Angie, who lives up the road at the manor, had been texted by Jennie, and
         in the space of another few minutes a gust of wind heralded the front door flying as Peggy, who lives across the road, heard
         from Angie. Beads jangling, cigarette still clasped in her jaws, she’d hurtled up the path, velvet coat flapping.

      
      Angie wept, clasping me to her expensive cashmere breast, my face pressed to her pearls, Chanel wafting up my nose. Jennie
         walked round and round, arms tightly folded, saying, ‘I cannot believe it. I cannot believe it.’ Peggy helped herself to my Famous Grouse, pouring one for me too, which, when I didn’t drink it, she polished
         off as well.

      
      One thing they were all agreed on, though, was that I was in shock.

      
      They agreed again an hour later, when I was still sitting composed and silent and I don’t think particularly white-faced,
         whilst they’d been bustling around boiling kettles and checking children and going into huddles and sitting and stroking my
         back muttering, ‘Poor poor Poppy’.

      
      A bit later on, they wondered, tentatively, if I’d like to be alone? Jennie’s children had been heard making merry hell through
         the wall, which she’d banged on a few times, and now there was an ominous silence. She’d texted frantically, but no response.
         Angie started muttering in her cut-glass accent about a parish council meeting which, as chairman, she was supposed to be addressing, but of course she didn’t have to, and Peggy had been seen glancing at her watch on account of Corrie. ‘Although Sylvia might have recorded it,’ she murmured into space when no one had moved.

      
      ‘Do go,’ I said, suddenly realizing; coming to. ‘I’m perfectly all right.’

      
      Angie and Peggy were already on their feet.

      
      ‘Sure?’ said Jennie anxiously, still stroking my back on the sofa.

      
      ‘Positive.’

      
      ‘You’ll ring if you need me? I’ll come straight round. You can call me at three in the morning if you like.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’ I turned to my best friend, her hazel eyes worried in her pretty heart-shaped face. If my eyes were going to
         fill, it would have been then. I knew she meant it.

      
      She gave my shoulders another squeeze and then they trooped silently out, shutting the door softly behind them. The cheese
         sandwich Angie had made me curled in front of me on the coffee table, the dusk gathered coldly outside the windows, the fire
         Peggy had put a match to smouldered in the grate.

      
      I gazed above it to Phil’s cycling medals and trophies on the mantle. Got stiffly to my feet. My legs had gone to sleep beneath
         me. It was still early, but I wanted it to be the next day. Not the day my husband died. So I went upstairs, checked on the
         children, who were sleeping soundly, and went to bed.

      
      At precisely three in the morning, having stared, dry-eyed, into the darkness for six hours, I sat bolt upright and seized
         the phone. Jennie answered immediately. Drowsily, but immediately.

      
      ‘The children!’ I wailed. ‘My children won’t have a father!’ Tears fled down my cheeks. ‘They’ll be fatherless – orphans,
         practically!’

      
      She was there in the time it took to throw a coat over her nightie, fish in her fruit bowl for my spare key, run down her
         path, up mine, and leg it upstairs. She hugged and rocked me as I sobbed and grieved for my children, gasping and spluttering
         into her shoulder, choking out incoherent snatches about how their lives would be wrecked, asking her to imagine distorted
         futures, scarred psychological profiles, looming criminal tendencies, broken homes of their own and dysfunctional children.
         Eventually, when my body had stopped its painful wracking and my hyperbolic ranting had subsided, Jennie sat back and held
         me at arm’s length.

      
      ‘Except he wasn’t exactly a huge presence in their lives, was he?’ she said quietly. ‘Wasn’t around a lot.’

      
      ‘No,’ I admitted with a shaky sob, a corner of my mind rather shocked. ‘But he did love them, Jennie. There’ll still be a
         vacuum.’

      
      ‘Oh, sure, he loved them. He loved Leila too.’

      
      Leila was Jennie’s dog. A crazy Irish terrier who liked nothing more than to accompany Phil on his bike rides, lolloping along
         for miles beside him.

      
      ‘Yes, he loved Leila,’ I conceded, wiping my eyes on the duvet.

      
      ‘Spent a lot of time with her.’

      
      I knew where this was going. ‘More than he did with the children?’

      
      She made a non-committal not-for-me-to-say face: cheeks sucked, eyebrows raised.

      
      ‘Not everyone embraces fatherhood,’ I reminded her. ‘Particularly when the children are little.’

      
      She looked me in the eye. ‘No, but he almost resented it. Remember when you used to bundle Clemmie in the back of the car
         in the middle of the night and head for the M25 to stop her crying? So Phil could get some sleep?’

      
      ‘He worked so hard. Needed his sleep.’

      
      ‘True. But at the weekends, did he ever change a nappy? Push a pram?’

      
      ‘Once or twice,’ I said, wishing I could remember him doing any of those things. But Phil was dedicated to his work, his bike
         and his body in three equal parts; he didn’t like other distractions. We didn’t really see him. It was just me and the children.
         Which was how it was going to be now. No change. I shut my eyes. Prayed for courage. Wondered if I could tell her. Eventually
         I opened them and took a deep breath.

      
      ‘The thing is, Jennie,’ I said in a low voice, ‘I’d fantasized about it.’

      
      ‘About what?’

      
      ‘About Phil dying.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘What d’you mean, yes?’

      
      ‘Quite normal.’

      
      ‘Is it?’ I was shocked.

      
      ‘Oh, yes. How did you do it?’

      
      ‘I didn’t!’ I gasped.

      
      ‘No, but in your dreams.’

      
      ‘Oh. Well. I – I had him being hit by falling masonry, at building sites.’

      
      ‘Ah, the old scaffolding ruse. A rogue hammer?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I admitted. ‘And I had him bitten by a mosquito in Spain.’

      
      ‘Nice,’ she said admiringly. ‘I’ve only ever got to dodgy prawns on holiday.’

      
      ‘And then I had him poisoned by bleach when I was getting stains off teacups.’

      
      ‘I’ve left the bleach in the teacups. Poured it out later, naturally.’

      
      ‘Really?’ I peered anxiously at her in the gloom. ‘You’ve thought about it too?’

      
      ‘Of course! Life would be so much simpler without Toad.’ This, her husband of many years, whom I adored and thought the funniest
         man alive – fall-off-your-bar-stool funny – but of whom she despaired.

      
      ‘But, Jennie, I’m lying here thinking: perhaps I thought it so much, I made it happen. You know? Maybe … maybe whatever it
         is that causes bad luck – a glitch in the solar system, tectonic plates shifting, an elephant stepping on an ant in the Delta
         – everything that makes stuff happen, did so because I willed it to. Maybe I actually killed him? I mean, how bizarre was
         his death? It was like one of my very own fantasies – could have been my next one!’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, you haven’t got the imagination. Of course it wasn’t you. Did you beetle off to the airport and strap a lump
         of piss to a 747?’

      
      ‘No, but –’

      
      ‘Well, then.’ She paused. ‘Did you pray?’

      
      ‘Pray?’

      
      ‘Yes, did you get down on your knees and pray to God? Plead for his demise?’

      
      ‘Of course not.’ I was startled. I felt my eyes widen in the darkness. ‘Why, have you?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes.’ Jennie sniffed. She sat up straight and shook back her dark curls defiantly. ‘At the foot of the bed like Christopher
         Robin. Eyes tightly shut. Doesn’t mean I’d do it, Poppy. But that time he wrote off two cars in one week, let the bath overflow through the ceiling into the new kitchen,
         came back pissed from the office party and told Brian Cunningham on the train that his wife was having it off with our builder,
         then used Jamie’s tracing paper from his geography project, on which he’d laboriously traced the Great Lakes, to wipe his
         bum, that night I got down on my knees and asked God for deliverance. I did have a nervous moment when he crashed the quad
         bike a few weeks later, remembering my crash-and-burn plea, but we’re only human, Poppy. We can’t make these things happen.
         Did you imagine the funeral?’

      
      I stared at her, horrified. ‘Yes,’ I whispered finally.

      
      ‘I do that too.’ She drew her knees up chummily. Hugged them to her chest. ‘What did you think you’d wear?’

      
      ‘That Whistles skirt with the kick pleat and my good wool jacket from Hobbs.’

      
      ‘Over your grey silk shirt?’

      
      ‘I thought a cami.’

      
      She made a face. ‘Bit louche.’

      
      ‘With the jacket done up?’

      
      ‘Oh, OK.’ She nodded; looked thoughtful. ‘I’m going to wear my Country Casuals dog-tooth number to Toad’s. Elegant, yet restrained.
         Did you flirt?’

      
      ‘What, at Phil’s fantasy funeral? No! Did you?’

      
      ‘A bit. Only on the way out. Just a few vulnerable glances through tear-stained lashes, and only with Passion-fuelled Pete.’
         This, the local farrier, who shod Angie’s horses and was tall, blond and gorgeous. He caused quite a stir whenever his mobile
         forge rumbled through the village.

      
      ‘Why would Passion-fuelled Pete come to Toad’s funeral?’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t worked out the logistics, Poppy.’ She passed a weary hand through her hair, looking tired. ‘Perhaps
         he had a horse-drawn hearse?’

      
      ‘What, like they do in the East End? Like the Kray brothers?’

      
      ‘It’s only a fantasy, for heaven’s sake.’

      
      We sat companionably in silent contemplation for a moment, the only light shining through from the hall, where she’d belted
         up the stairs.

      
      ‘You’ll have it in the village church, I presume,’ she said at length. ‘I mean, the real one?’

      
      ‘I suppose so. Yes. Definitely.’

      
      ‘Everyone will come,’ she warned. ‘You know what they’re like round here. Any excuse.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Sunglasses?’

      
      ‘I think so.’

      
      To hide the dry eyes, we both thought.

      
      ‘And actually,’ she said slowly, ‘it will be quite ghastly. You will need those glasses. Trust me, you’ll sob.’

      
      ‘Really?’ I looked at her anxiously, hoping for grief.

      
      ‘Really.’ She regarded me steadily. ‘A human life has been taken here, Poppy. A young man cut down in his prime. And that’s
         very sad. You’ll cry. But don’t you go feeling guilty about not feeling or weeping enough. You never wanted to marry that
         man, you just slid into it. You made a decent fist of your marriage because he was the father of your children, but let’s
         not get carried away here. A few years down the line, you wouldn’t have been with him.’

      
      ‘You don’t think so?’

      
      ‘I know so. You’d have flown, Poppy. This way, you’ll just fly a little sooner.’

      
      As she said it, I felt some faint metaphorical itch between my shoulder blades where, one day, I might sprout wings. It was
         instantly followed by a lorry load of guilt tumbling on them like rubble, which had me cringing on the bed. We sat there side
         by side, Jennie hunched in her old camel coat and hugging her knees, me in my baggy Gap T-shirt, crouched under the duvet.
         Through the wall, we could hear Toad, or Dan as I preferred to call him, gently snoring. Not so gently, in fact; he was gaining
         momentum. She turned to me, appalled.

      
      ‘I didn’t know you could hear him!’

      
      ‘Only occasionally.’

      
      ‘I’ll put a pillow over his head!’

      
      ‘Do not. I don’t mind. Quite like it, actually. Sounds … masculine.’ And automatically I thought how Phil had been quite feminine.
         Fastidious. Clean. Two showers a day. Nail brushes. And slept like a mouse.

      
      ‘Well, at least there’s no danger of you hearing anything else,’ she remarked darkly.

      
      I didn’t reply. Jennie’s increasing lack of interest in the physical side of her marriage could wait for another night. And
         anyway, this wasn’t entirely true. On the odd occasion I had employed ear plugs.

      
      ‘Go, Jennie,’ I said quietly, at length.

      
      ‘Sure?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘I’ll be back tomorrow.’

      
      I nodded; gave her a weak smile. Then she hugged me and slipped away. I listened to her footsteps going down the stairs, the
         door closing behind her. I knew she would be back, first thing. Knew I was blessed with friends like this; knew that moving to this village was the best thing I’d ever done.
         That it had been a huge compensation for my marriage, and would now stand me in very good stead. And although my heart was
         heavy as I went to the loo and then crawled back to bed – I dreaded my next hurdle, which was telling Clemmie in the morning
         – as I lay down and shut my eyes, a part of me was already thinking about how I’d clear the medals from the mantle above the
         fire, take down the Tour de France pictures in the loo, sell the rowing machine on e-Bay. Not have to wake up to him doing
         press-ups by the bed in the morning. Not have to go downstairs and find a note in the kitchen headed ‘Poppy – Things to Do’.
         And part of me was also thinking: no longer, Poppy Shilling. No longer can you say nothing ever happens to you. Finally, something
         has gone on in your life.
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He hadn’t always been like that, of course. Phil. Boring, meticulous, health-conscious, dedicated to his own physical well-being
         – the supreme vanity, in my book. Hadn’t always wanted a blood-pressure kit for Christmas or a treadmill for his birthday,
         hadn’t always been so inward-looking. Once upon a time he’d been quite – I was going to say fun, but I’ll qualify that with
         normal. He’d always been around, part of the crowd I’d hung out with in London when I lived in Clapham, but on the edges,
         the periphery. Somebody’s brother had known him at university, not Jennie’s because her brother went around with quite a fast
         lot, but it could have been Tess’s brother at Durham. Anyway, there he was, at parties, in pubs with us, probably not on the
         raucous beery table I was on, but next door with others I vaguely knew but not well. A nice guy. Nice Phil, if you asked.
         Oh, yeah, Ben would say, Phil’s a nice guy. Don’t know him that well.

      
      Ben was my boyfriend. Had been for years. Ridiculously, on and off since we were fifteen. In fact it was a bit of a joke.
         We’d met at school, gone out for a year, split up for a year, got together in the sixth form, got a bit more serious, split
         up for our gap years, and ended up going to the same university together. We hadn’t intended to, but I had to go through clearing
         because I hadn’t got my grades and the only place I could read history was at York, where Ben was. I’d worried slightly that
         he might think I was following him up there, but he was very cool, totally relaxed, and after the first year we were back together again, and then for the next three. There were the inevitable jokes about us being a little married couple
         and joined at the hip, and girlfriends asked me if I’d ever been out with anyone else, but we shrugged it off. Then in London
         we were still together; at parties, concerts, suppers, always Ben and Poppy, Poppy and Ben.

      
      It wasn’t that unusual. It was cosy too. But when Jennie came back to the flat we shared in Lavender Hill one evening, pounding
         up three flights of stairs, coat flying, cheeks flaming, like the cat who’d got the cream, crying, ‘I’ve met him! I’ve met
         the man I’m going to marry! He’s called Dan and he’s a wine trader and he’s a bit older than me and I love him, I love him
         – and oh, my God, I’ve never felt like this before. Never!’ – when I looked down into her shiny eyes as she flopped on the sofa, I wondered if I ever
         had. Felt that sheer, unadulterated, in-loveness. That euphoria. And when she’d gone to meet Dan for dinner in Chelsea – Ben
         and I could only afford the pub – still wrapped up in her happiness, I’d felt a bit flat. A bit jealous. Jennie hadn’t had
         a boyfriend for a couple of years, was always bemoaning the fact, but now it seemed she’d not only landed on her feet, but
         leaped ahead of me; sprung up the ladder, trumping me with not just a boy next door of our own age, but a proper romantic
         hero, who sent flowers to her office, took her on proper dates to restaurants, was older, sophisticated, and what’s more,
         adored her.

      
      And then Ben had come round complaining he’d had a shitty day, kicking his shoes off like we were married, slumping down in front of the television, while I made us spag bol in the kitchen and while Jennie sat in Tante
         Claire, toying with artichokes and blushing prettily. And when I brought supper in to eat on our laps in front of Friends, Ben had his feet up on the sofa, was yawning widely and scratching his balls, and for some reason I flipped; I snapped at him about not
         being a bloody waitress. Then a few weeks later, I split up with him.

      
      A guy in my office, in my PR agency, had been flirting with me for months. An attractive guy called Andy: slightly rough around
         the edges, not strictly my type, but rather thrilling, very good-looking. Hot. Andy and I had a fling. A very exciting one
         in his flat in Docklands. He was only the second man I’d ever been to bed with, and he whisked me off to nightclubs – admittedly
         more Brixton Sound than Annabel’s – and we had a laugh. We drank a great deal, smoked in Ronnie Scott’s and I thought I was
         living. I think I knew his family were a bit shady but I never met them. And then one night, over dinner, he admired the jewellery
         I was wearing; it was quite good because it had been Mum’s. A heavy gold chain and a bangle she’d always worn. And he asked
         me why I didn’t accidentally lose them and claim on the insurance? Because it had never occurred to me. But after that – and
         it took some time for the penny to drop – one or two other things did. Like the way Andy gambled a lot and spent nearly every
         Sunday night playing poker. And a few weeks later we argued about something, and he pushed me. Not hard, but I fell against
         the wall. It was enough: we were history.

      
      When I turned around, Ben had gone. To America, it transpired. New York, where his investment bank had transferred him; promotion.
         So I contacted him. Asked when he was coming back, if we could meet, have lunch. I wasn’t unduly worried. In fact I was so
         casual I think I was even painting my toenails on the stairs in Clapham at the time, phone tucked under my chin. And he’d
         said not for a bit, not for a good six months, and anyway, he’d met someone in New York. Caroline. An American girl, who worked with him. Same age, twenty-four. A banker. They were going to get married.

      
      Hard to describe the body blow felt at the time. The breathlessness. The pain. Ben, who’d always been there. Funny, clever,
         beautiful, blond Ben, who of course would be snapped up in New York – would be snapped up in London, but with the accent,
         the whole Brit bit, would go down a storm over there – but who loved me. Had always been there for me. Whilst I’d been totally
         complacent about him. My Ben.

      
      Jennie had endured much grief and wailing. Much smoking of too many cigarettes, much talk of shelf life, and, eventually,
         the months having ticked by, much furtive hiding of wedding plans from me after she admitted she was engaged.

      
      She’d meet me after work, samples of shot-silk organza hidden in her handbag, CDs of suitable music for bridal entrances secreted
         about her person. She’d counsel and sympathize and suggest suitable replacements for Ben, but all were unacceptable. All were
         second-bests. Will Thompson was nice enough, I supposed, when she told me he fancied me, but he didn’t have Ben’s charm, his
         easy manner, and Harry Eastgate was fun too, but, oh I don’t know, Jennie, he worked so hard, was very driven.

      
      ‘What about anyone at work?’

      
      ‘What, like Andy?’ I said gloomily, sinking into my cider without bothering to pick it up.

      
      When Jennie got married it was fine, because I knew she would, to Dan, who turned out to be everything she described and was
         madly in love with her, but then Tess, a sweet girl on the fringe of our group, got engaged, and the following year Daisy,
         a really good mate, and then Will Thompson and then Harry Eastgate. Which pretty much just left me. And I can’t tell you how panicky I felt. I told myself to relax, but I hyperventilated.
         I went to spas with girls I knew quite well, but not like Jennie and Daisy, and lay around wrapped in seaweed. I went to the
         Canaries to get an early tan for the summer. I even went to see Madame Sheriza – not a fortune-teller, you understand, but
         a proper medium, at a reputable institute of psycho-something in South Ken, and she told me I’d meet someone through my sister,
         except I didn’t have a sister. Sorry, I meant your brother. Don’t have one of those either. And all the while my eyes roved
         around in a crazy fashion at parties, and one day I panic-bought. Those crazy eyes lit on Phil. Phil. On the periphery of
         society, tall, pleasant-looking, fair-haired, slim – nice Phil, surely?

      
      ‘Oh, lovely Phil,’ Tess assured me eagerly. A good friend of her brother’s. Really lovely Phil.

      
      ‘Quite nice Phil,’ Jennie said, more hesitantly. A bit sort of … bland, maybe? And don’t forget, Tess’s brother read sociology.

      
      But I wasn’t listening. Off I went on dates with him and he was delightful. He hadn’t had a girlfriend for years and feeling,
         I think, he was punching above his weight, was pulling out all the stops: taking me to country-house retreats, weekends in
         the Cotswolds, even mini-breaks in Paris.

      
      ‘Phil’s great!’ I’d squeak, flying round to Jennie and Dan’s in Twickenham, where she’d be reading to her stepdaughter, Frankie,
         or getting the supper amid packing cases, poised to move to the country. ‘And he’s mad about me, and yesterday I got roses
         at work!’

      
      ‘Good. And you’re mad about him?’ She poured me a drink and we perched on a box.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘And does he make you laugh?’

      
      ‘Oh – laugh. Last night we went to see Airport and we couldn’t stop laughing!’

      
      ‘I think you’ll find that was Gene Wilder making you laugh, but good, Poppy. I’m pleased. Shit. Hang on.’

      
      She’d moved like lightning, legging it up the stairs to meet Frankie, aged four, who’d appeared damp and tearful at the top,
         still wetting her bed at night.

      
      I finished my drink and left her to it; went home hugging my happiness. My settled-ness. My all-organized-ness. And if, for
         a moment, I had any doubts, they were only really tiny ones, like the way he spoke to waiters. The way he’d said to that young
         girl in the bistro: ‘I’d like my salad dressing without vinegar. What would I like my salad dressing without?’

      
      She’d glanced at him, surprised. ‘Vinegar.’

      
      ‘That’s it.’ He’d smiled thinly. And she’d smiled too, relieved.

      
      ‘I have to do that,’ he’d confided quietly to me when she’d gone. ‘Otherwise they forget, and I can’t abide salad with vinegar.’

      
      Of course not.

      
      A few months later Phil proposed, and things got even better. We went around Peter Jones with our wedding list and discovered,
         to our delight, that we had exactly the same taste. We inclined towards the red Le Creuset rather than the blue, the retro
         fifties toaster, the antique weighing scales, eschewed a dinner service in favour of hand-painted Portuguese plates, more
         conducive to cosy kitchen suppers which we infinitely preferred to dinner parties, decisively ticking our lists attached to
         clipboards. Another box ticked. A big one, we felt as we gazed at one another under the bright lights of China and Glass.

      
      We also both agreed we wanted to get out of London.

      
      ‘Too frenetic,’ Phil said, frowning thoughtfully, ‘and too …’

      
      ‘Superficial,’ I continued and he smiled. Heavens, we were finishing each other’s sentences now.

      
      He favoured Kent, where his mother lived, but I wanted to be near Dad, so we looked at villages in that direction, within
         an hour’s commute of town. Eventually we decided, somewhat sheepishly, that Jennie and Dan really had done their homework.
         That it was hard to better theirs. Sleepy, idyllic, with two pubs and a duck pond, but a functioning village too, with a shop
         and a school.

      
      ‘But do you mind?’ I asked her anxiously, when a house at the other end of the village had come up for sale.

      
      ‘Mind?’ Jennie shrieked down the phone. ‘Of course I don’t mind, I’d love it!’

      
      She had made one friend, she told me, a lovely girl called Angie, frightfully glam and rich and great fun, but apart from
         that was bereft of kindred spirits, and couldn’t think of anything nicer than having her best friend down the road. For moral
         support if nothing else, she said grimly, which she needed at the moment, what with dealing with daily tantrums from Frankie,
         and Dan’s increasing inability to pass a second-hand car showroom without buying a banger – they were a four-car family at
         present – which he drove at speed down the country lanes, parp parping like Toad. Not to mention the dawning realization that
         she appeared to be pregnant.

      
      Unfortunately the house at the other end of the village fell through, but then she rang me to say there was one for sale next
         door.

      
      ‘Bit close?’ I said doubtfully. ‘I mean, for you, not me. I don’t want to – you know, cramp your style?’

      
      ‘Trust me, I don’t have a style. Unless you count heartburn that makes me belch mid-sentence, or piles that have driven me
         to adopt the post-natal rubber ring two months prematurely. Please come, Poppy, before I change the e in antenatal to a vowel
         I regret.’

      
      I shot down to look at the house: a dear little whitewashed cottage, low-slung, as if a giant had sat on the roof, with bulging
         walls, a brace of bay windows downstairs – one on either side of the green front door – two more poking out under eaves, a
         strip of garden that gave onto farmland at the back and the forest beyond. It was attached to Jennie’s similar cottage on
         one side, and next to a sweet terraced row on the other. Inside was a mess: low, poky rooms and an outdated kitchen and bathroom,
         but Phil and I decided we could knock through here, throw an RSJ up there, just about have room for an Aga over there. ‘And
         lay a stone hallway here,’ he said, indicating six square feet just inside the front door.

      
      ‘Yes!’ I yelped, thinking how uncanny it was that I’d been thinking the same. ‘Limestone or slate?’ I asked, hoping for the
         latter.

      
      ‘Slate, I think,’ he said thoughtfully, and I almost purred.

      
      We moved in, already engaged, and, once the structural work had been done, got to work. We stripped the walls together, sanded
         doors, rubbed down floorboards, re-enamelled baths, working every weekend, evenings too, radio blaring so not much chat, whilst
         Dan and Jennie, who’d got a team of decorators in to do theirs, popped round to marvel. Jamie was in Jennie’s arms now and
         Frankie was still sucking her hair and scowling. Well, of course she was, Jennie said staunchly; her mother might have drunk
         too much and run off with an Argentinian polo player, but she was still her mother, for crying out loud. She missed her.

      
      So Phil and I scrubbed and varnished and stippled and dragged, and even found a window of opportunity one Saturday to get
         married, arranged with military precision by Phil, both of us agreeing on the music, the number of people, the flowers; as
         I say, the only fly in the ointment was the tandem to go away on, the surprise googly, as it were. Another year of tireless
         house restoration followed before we sat back on our weary heels and looked at each other, delighted. With the house, at least.
         But I do remember, as I regarded Phil that day, spry and fair, putty scraper in hand, slightly narrow lips which didn’t smile
         that often, remember looking at him as if I hadn’t seen him for some time, had seen only Designers Guild samples, Farrow and
         Ball paint charts, and it being … quite a shock. As if I’d taken a year-long nap. Was this my husband? This man, so free of
         jokes and wit and laughter, but full of plans for the garden? This man who had ideas for opening up the inglenook fireplace,
         growing roses round an arbour – both romantic notions, I felt – but who made love so quickly and quietly, almost … stealthily?
         Who was disinclined to linger in bed afterwards but wanted to get those tulip bulbs in, wanted to get on?

      
      Joyless was a word horrifyingly close to my lips. And as I sat on my heels and looked at him and he asked if I’d ordered the
         bedroom carpet, and I replied I hadn’t yet, he held my eye. ‘That’s the second time I’ve had to ask you, Poppy,’ he said slowly.
         I went a bit cold.

      
      ‘There’s a sample in the kitchen drawer,’ he went on. ‘In the file marked Floor Coverings.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘On the back you’ll find the John Lewis number,’ he added patiently, when I didn’t move. ‘Do it now, please.’

      
      I got slowly to my feet. Moved kitchen-wards.

      
      In retrospect that should have been my moment. Before children. My moment to take a deep breath and think: what have I done?
         Marrying this man who knew his way around B&Q blindfold but not the human heart? Who could spot a speck of damp at twenty
         paces but not a faint tremble of misgiving from his new wife? A small cry for help? But that way horror lay. And anyway, I
         told myself, getting the carpet sample from the file, one of seven files, all neatly labelled in Phil’s precise hand, we were
         so good together. Everybody said so. Such a good team. I ordered the carpet and then went quickly to boil the kettle with
         the curly spout, the one we both liked and had bought in a junk shop. I made us some tea.

      
      If this all seems a trifle submissive for a hitherto sparky girl, a typical product of the twenty-first century and not the
         nineteenth, let me say something about confidence. Mine had taken a battering: first on losing Ben, and then, it seemed to
         me, losing everyone else. So many happily married. And I’d experienced quite a bit of loss in my life; didn’t want to experience
         any more. Which brings me to family. I didn’t have the backing of a big happy one to wade in and give advice, sit around kitchen
         tables cradling mugs of tea before brandishing motherly or sisterly handbags if needs be. I had Dad. Who was lovely, but –
         well, a dad. And I’d never missed Mum so much. Never wished so much that I could talk to her, that she hadn’t died. Which
         perhaps explains why I’d flown to my best friend’s side. I’m not making excuses here – of course I should have been more punchy,
         answered back, told him to order the bloody carpet himself. I’m just outlining mitigating circumstances. I’d only been married
         a short while; I wanted to keep the peace. Wanted us to be happy. Didn’t want to throw saucepans at this stage.

      
      And after all, what would I do without Phil? Phil, who pitted his wits against the entire building industry, plumbers who
         plumbed in radiators upside down, tilers who used the wrong grouting, the distressed-pine kitchen fitter, who disappeared
         mid job, with four out of seven cupboards unfitted, and who, when we rang, leaving messages on his answerphone, seemed to
         have disappeared into thin air. Phil eventually tracked him down. His wife, it transpired, had had a miscarriage. But Phil
         had him back working in an instant, albeit looking as distressed as his cupboards, I thought, as I took him a cup of tea.

      
      ‘It’s the second baby they’ve lost in two years,’ I told Phil as I joined him in the garden, where he was tying up runner
         beans.

      
      ‘So I gather. But life goes on.’

      
      I shot him a look. ‘I hope you didn’t tell him that.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t be terribly tactful.’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Maybe not, but it does.’

      
      We continued to do the beans in silence.

      
      Teamwork, that was the key. And of course it would be an even stronger team when we were three. When we had a baby. Even I
         could spot the sink-estate mentality inherent in that notion, but it disappeared the moment I discovered conceiving wasn’t
         that easy; when nothing happened for a year or two, when we had something else to pit our wits against, another cause to campaign
         for, besides the house.

      
      Phil read books, went on the Internet, and declared that the first thing to do was to identify the culprit.

      
      ‘The culprit?’

      
      ‘Yes. See whose fault it is.’

      
      ‘Bit soon, isn’t it?’ I said doubtfully. ‘Shouldn’t we – you know – try for a bit longer first?’

      
      ‘What, and waste more time?’

      
      ‘Might be fun. I read somewhere that if you do it every night for a month you stand more chance of hitting the egg. Blanket
         bombing.’

      
      I smiled flirtatiously, but he’d already turned back to the computer. And within a twinkling, had made appointments for us
         both in Harley Street. Me to have my tubes blown, him to fill a test tube, assisted by a girly magazine. This fascinated me.
         Not that a smart Harley Street joint provided such a thing, but the idea of Phil looking at one. The results came back and
         we were both declared innocent, which I could tell surprised Phil.

      
      ‘Why, did you think you were firing blanks?’

      
      ‘Oh, no, I knew I’d be OK.’

      
      After that our marriage roared into action, with Phil at the helm, morphing swiftly from house restorer to infertility doctor.
         He knew the temperature of my body to within a whisker, knew when my ovaries were ripe and rumbling portentously, could pinpoint
         to the hour when conditions were ideal for copulation. He knew when I was hot, in the strictest, David Attenborough sense
         of the word. There was to be no blanket bombing, but once a month he’d ring me at work to tell me to hustle home sharpish
         and get my kit off, and if that sounds sexy, it wasn’t. Not when your husband is grimly plunging his testicles into freezing-cold
         water beforehand without cracking a joke – I tried one, about cold fish, and it didn’t go down very well – and not when I
         was instructed to lie doggo for at least an hour afterwards, the only laugh coming when I suggested he lie with me. Personally
         I wondered if the tight Lycra cycling suit he squeezed back into afterwards and wore ninety per cent of the time was helping
         matters, but since I was rapidly losing interest in the whole project, I decided not to mention it.

      
      Why was I losing interest? Why was I finally succumbing to what can only be described as torpor as I rumbled home every night
         on the train from the West End to what should have been my enviable country love nest? Because everyone has their saturation
         point. And happy as I wanted us to be, little by little, drip by drip, as the months, then the years ticked by, I was coming
         to the mind-numbing conclusion that I’d made the biggest mistake of my life.

      
      My epiphany came as I was standing at the kitchen window one Thursday morning, on one of my precious days off from work, looking
         at the list of ‘Things to Do’ he’d left me, the last of which read: Have your hair cut.

      
      I reached for the phone to tell Jennie I needed a coffee, pronto, and also to tell her I was leaving him. Her answering machine
         was on. I knew she was in, though, because I’d seen her in the garden a few moments earlier. I was about to go round and tell
         her, when I stopped off in the downstairs loo, and saw the pregnancy test he’d left me. It was open, with a note propped on
         one of the sticks.

      

Poppy – pee on this today. You’re day 14.



      I sighed but peed on it nevertheless, thinking it was the last thing I would ever do for him. Then I watched the blue line
         darken, and realized I was pregnant.

      
      As I slowly went back into the kitchen, the telephone rang.

      
      ‘Poppy? Did you ring?’

      
      ‘Hm? Oh. Yes, hi, Jennie.’

      
      ‘You OK? You sound a bit down.’

      
      ‘No, no, I’m fine.’

      
      ‘D’you want to come round for a quick coffee? I’ve got literally twenty minutes before I pick Jamie up from school.’

      
      ‘Er, no. Better not. I’ve got the ironing to finish.’

      
      ‘This afternoon? Cup of tea?’

      
      ‘Actually, Jennie, I think I’m going to have my hair cut.’
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      The funeral took place a week later and was indeed dreadful. Much worse than I’d imagined or even Jennie had prophesied, but
         perhaps for different reasons. The brightness of the day and the pure blue sky didn’t help, adding poignancy somehow, throwing
         the occasion into relief. Ancient yews cast long dramatic shadows across the churchyard and villagers were silhouetted starkly
         as they left their cottages, one by one or in hushed groups, following the haunting relentless toll of the bell, wreaths in
         hand ready to lay at the church door. Inside a sorrowful aroma of dank stone, polish and candle wax prevailed. Our tiny church
         was full, as Jennie had also grimly predicted, the respectful silence broken only by the odd hushed whisper or rustle of skirts
         as people took their seats, casting me sympathetic glances the while as I swallowed hard in the front pew, biting my lip.
         One week on and I felt utterly drained and exhausted. A small part of me was relieved at that. How awful would it have been
         to stand here at my husband’s funeral singing ‘The Lord’s My Shepherd’ and not to have a lump in my throat? Not to have to
         count to ten and dig my nails hard in my hand as the organ struck a mournful chord, everyone got to their feet, and the coffin
         processed up the aisle?

      
      Three of Phil’s cycling cronies were pall-bearers: tall, skinny and anaemic-looking to a man. Each what my dad would call
         a long streak of piss. The fourth was my father himself, who’s tiny, so that the coffin, I realized in horror, leaned precariously his way. And his shoulders sloped at the
         best of times. The congregation collectively held its breath as the coffin made its way, at quite an alarming angle, to the
         front, Dad’s knees seeming to buckle under the strain with every step. The cyclists had to stop more than once to let him
         get more of a grip, but finally the altar was achieved. I shut my eyes as the coffin was lowered. There was, admittedly, a
         bit of a clatter and a muffled ‘Fuck’ from Dad, but I think only I heard. My father glanced round as he straightened up, unable
         to resist making eye contact, to suggest he’d done really rather well, under the circumstances.

      
      I gave a small smile back as he puffed out his chest and stood respectfully a moment, head bowed over the coffin. The other
         pall-bearers had dispersed. That’ll do, Dad, I thought nervously, as the seconds ticked by. My father may be small, five foot
         seven in his socks, but he’s frightfully important-looking, as small men often are. In his youth, when he hadn’t been riding
         point-to-pointers or driving all over the country to do so, he’d done a lot of am-dram, and something in his manner suggested
         there was still a chance he’d sweep a cloak over his shoulder, hold Yorick’s skull aloft and proclaim to the gallery. When
         he’d milked his moment for all it was worth he turned on his heel and came, head bowed, to sit beside me, clearly relishing
         this particular performance.

      
      The vicar meanwhile, after we’d sung the first hymn, manfully launched into the eulogy. Manfully because he’d never met Phil,
         so he was really quite at sea. I’d decided to leave it to him, though, despite his anxious ‘Really, Mrs Shilling? Sure there’s
         no one else?’ ‘Quite sure.’ And now he was telling us what a helluva guy Phil was, what a pillar of the community, what a loss to the village. All nonsense, of course, because Phil had never been involved in village life; had indeed never
         been inside this church before now, except to get married. But then the vicar said what a marvellous father he’d been and
         what a loss to the children, and that’s when I welled up. He hadn’t been marvellous, but any father is a loss. You only get
         one, and my children would never have another Christmas with him, another holiday with him, not that they’d necessarily want
         to cycle through the Pyrenees being yelled at constantly to keep up, or … OK, he’d never make speeches at their eighteenths,
         twenty-firsts, that sort of thing. Actually Phil had only ever made one speech to my knowledge, a best-man’s speech for a
         cycling crony, which had gone on for forty-six minutes, and been so turgidly dull that eventually, when everyone began coughing
         and nipping to the loo or the bar, the bride’s father, a bluff Yorkshireman, had got to his feet and said firmly: ‘That’ll
         do, laddie.’ I couldn’t have put it better myself.

      
      I sighed. Still. My poor babies. Clemmie, in particular. Archie, at twenty months, was too young to understand, but Clemmie
         had listened soberly when I’d told her the bad news the following morning, sitting her down before nursery school, explaining
         carefully exactly what had happened. Her brown eyes had grown huge in her pale little face, knowing, by the tone of my voice,
         rather than the content, that this was bad.

      
      ‘So is he breathing?’

      
      ‘No, darling. He’s dead.’

      
      ‘Like Shameful?’

      
      ‘Yes, like Shameful.’

      
      This, a ram in the field at the back of our house, who’d been found stiff and cold last month, and was so called because he rogered every ewe in the field before breakfast, which
         Phil had found offensive when he was eating his muesli.

      
      ‘It’s shameful!’ he’d roar, so Clemmie thought that was his name.

      
      ‘Where is Daddy?’

      
      ‘He’s … well …’ I hesitated. The morgue sounded horrible. ‘At the undertaker’s. It’s a special place where dead people go
         before they’re buried.’

      
      ‘Not in heaven?’

      
      ‘Oh, well, yes. Yes, his soul will go to heaven. It’s quite complicated, darling, but the point is, you won’t see him again.
         Do you understand?’

      
      She nodded. ‘Will Shameful go to heaven?’

      
      ‘Yes. Yes, I’m sure.’

      
      ‘Even though he had lots of girlfriends?’

      
      ‘Well … yes. I don’t see why not.’

      
      She finished her cereal in silence. Got down from the table. But no tears, which worried me. But then, she was only four;
         it probably hadn’t quite filtered through. And the thing was, Phil never got home until they’d gone to bed in the week, and
         at the weekends he’d cycled all day, so how much more had she seen of him than of the ram at the back of the house? In the
         field where my children played most days, climbing on the logs, splashing in puddles?

      
      When I collected her from nursery, though, Miss Hawkins had caught my eye, scuttled across.

      
      ‘May I have a word, Mrs Shilling?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘I just thought you should know that Clemmie says her daddy was hit by a plane.’

      
      ‘True, in a way.’

      
      ‘And that he’s died and gone to heaven.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And that anyone can go, even if they’ve had lots of girlfriends. Even if they’re shameful.’

      
      I blinked.

      
      ‘Right. Thank you … Miss Hawkins.’

      
      She was already hastening away before I could put her straight. I sighed. Oh, so be it, I thought as I watched her departing
         back. Let the entire village think he was the local lothario. It couldn’t be further from the truth. Unless it was in the
         interests of conception, which appealed to Phil’s competitive nature, he regarded sex as … a bit of a chore. A box to be ticked
         by a workaholic who’d rather be on his Black-Berry. There hadn’t been much since Archie had been born, which, Jennie told
         me darkly, I should thank my lucky stars about. Dan hadn’t even let her get to her six-week check after Jamie, and when she
         was up on the ramp having her overhaul, she hadn’t liked to tell the nice young doctor who’d coyly told her she could start
         giving herself back to her husband, that he’d been helping himself for weeks.

      
      But no, Phil hadn’t been much of a bedroom man; indeed the idea of him putting himself about locally was almost as fanciful
         as him putting his goodwill about, being a stalwart of this parish, where, thankfully, the vicar was winding up now, his material
         being quite thin. He cleared his throat and enjoined us to stand and sing the final hymn, number one hundred and seventy two:
         ‘Jerusalem’. We all got gratefully to our feet.

      
      As questions go I’ve always thought the one about whether our Lord’s feet actually walked in ancient times upon England’s mountains green to be not only rhetorical, but, if pressed,
         a resounding no. I was still thinking about it as we filed out of church a few moments later. Blake had clearly lobbed it
         up metaphysically, wryly, not to be taken literally, and yet hundreds of years later it was belted out by congregations across
         the land and embraced patriotically, the answer a resounding ‘Yes!’ from those who wanted Him to be an Englishman ten foot
         tall. Would it have amused Blake, I wondered, as I reached the gate on the lane, my eyes narrowed against the low sun which
         was dazzling, blinding almost, to hear it sung with such fervour? Did it amuse God?

      
      ‘Mrs Shilling!’

      
      A voice cut through my reverie, scattering my thoughts. I turned, abstractedly, at the gate.

      
      ‘Mrs Shilling?’ There was a note of incredulity to it.

      
      Back at the top of the path, in the grassy, undulating area to the left of the church, otherwise known as the cemetery, the
         vicar was waiting, prayer book open, cassock flapping, saucer-eyed, surrounded by the rest of the congregation. They appeared
         to be clustered around a huge gaping hole in the ground which … Shit. I’d forgotten to bury my husband.

      
      Shock, naturally, Jennie and Angie both quickly consoled me, as I hastened to join them, to stand between them; that and nervous
         exhaustion. I nodded dumbly. Horrified and sweaty-palmed I bent my head, which was indeed very muddled, so that as I was passed
         some earth to throw onto the coffin and nervously did so, Angie, swathed in black mink, had to touch my arm and murmur: ‘Easy,
         tiger. Wait till the vicar gets to the earth-to-earth bit. Let’s not hurry this along too much, hm?’ She handed me some more in her suede-gloved hand.

      
      Later, and it seemed like an eternity – so horrible, seeing him lowered in that dreadful box into the ground, so final – I
         was back at the church gate again with the vicar. I knew it had been part of the plan at some point, I’d just hastened there
         rather too quickly. One by one the villagers filed past to pay their respects, to say how sorry they were, pressing my hand
         and murmuring condolences. Yvonne, the post-mistress – whom Phil had once called an interfering busybody to her face when
         she complained about him leaning his bike against her shop window – said how much she’d miss his sunny smile. Sylvia Jardine
         at the Old Rectory, who considered herself the local nob and didn’t know Phil from Adam but clearly thought she’d done her
         homework, said, in a carrying, fruity voice that Philip had been an outstanding bell ringer, a misunderstanding courtesy of
         this month’s parish magazine, in which someone had complained about Phil ringing his bicycle bell at six in the morning as
         he waited impatiently for Bob Groves to drive his cattle through the village. Dan, Jennie’s husband, gave me a huge hug and
         whispered, ‘You’re doing brilliantly, girl,’ which made me well up, and Frankie, in a black minidress and matching nail varnish,
         who at sixteen had never been to a funeral and had come out of interest – she later confided she didn’t think there’d been
         nearly enough weeping or black veils – squeezed my hand and said I must be ‘properly pissed’.

      
      Happily many of the condolences were for the children, whom I’d deemed too young to come for the whole service, and who were
         now with Peggy across the road. Peggy, who’d brought the children briefly and sat at the back, but who’d told me in her throaty drawl, as she dragged on her fourth cigarette of the morning, that she wasn’t a great one for funerals,
         and anyway, she’d never liked him. I smiled to myself. Just the one voice of truth ringing in our valley. How I loved Peggy.

      
      She wasn’t an obvious role model, being widowed and childless, and cut an eccentric figure in her long flowing coats and beaded
         scarves, down which she dripped cigarette ash – the only time I’d seen Peggy cook, I’d watched fascinated as two inches of
         ash had fallen from her cigarette into the Bolognese: and she’d calmly stirred it in, muttering ‘Roughage’ – but she had a
         certain objective wisdom. Objective, perhaps because of a lack of blood ties with the world, which ensured impartiality. And
         a glorious irreverence for anything humbug. Those who cared to sit in the snug at the Rose and Crown and play backgammon with
         her, drink copious amounts of vodka and listen to her quiet, upper-class voice and her throaty laugh could learn a lot. I
         loved her refreshing take on life. ‘When I am old I shall wear purple’ could have been written for Peggy, although I suspect
         she’d always worn purple: it was just that these days it was diamanté-studded.

      
      As we all trooped away from the church and across the green for coffee and sandwiches at my house, my father fell in beside
         me. He linked my arm.

      
      ‘Well done, old girl.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Dad.’

      
      He tactfully left it at that. I might not have rushed to complain to him in the early days of my marriage, but I was close
         to my dad, and recently he’d known Phil and I had had problems.

      
      ‘And I’m sorry you’re missing Tick-a-Tape run.’

      
      This, my father’s horse, or leg of a horse, the one he owned in a syndicate, and for whom he hadn’t missed a race since he
         bought him. He was running the biggest one of his life today, in a steeplechase at Kempton.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, it’s only a race. There’ll be others. He was my son-in-law, for God’s sake.’

      
      Teetotal, fiercely competitive and allergic to horses: everything Dad was not. We walked on in silence.

      
      ‘Got the beers in, love?’ By now we were following the procession up the path, into the house.

      
      ‘Well, I thought coffee. And a few bottles of sherry?’

      
      Dad stopped; looked appalled. ‘Right
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