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“Who was that?” 
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“My Mother,” replied my wife. She sighed, dropping our home phone back into its charging port, glaring at me across the lounge as though I was to blame for whatever had been said before I entered the room. 

“Sounded a little testy.” 

“Yes, it was.” 

She didn’t miss the slight narrowing of my brows. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence whenever her mother came up in conversation. Even though I’d made a conscious effort for several years not to badmouth or say anything negative about the old battle-axe, I hadn’t yet developed the ability to prevent the automatic frown that had developed in the early years of our relationship at any mention of my mother-in-law. 

“It’s complicated. I need to process it,” she added. 

No more was said on the subject that evening and I kept myself out of Veronica’s way, retreating to my study to watch Monday Night Football. I didn’t care that it wasn’t my team playing, I was just happy to have the escape of watching the game I loved. However, my focus on whether Fulham could hold on to their surprise 2-0 lead at Leicester City didn’t last long.

Late November 2020, short days, long dark foreboding nights, even longer year. I supped absentmindedly on my bottle of Corona, bemoaning what had become of my life over the last eight months. The unsettling emergence of Covid-19 and the still uncertain future was constantly nagging at me.

Living in the major English city of Sheffield, with an abundance of coronavirus cases, there were many people who were still wary and fearful, even though we were currently out of lockdown. It was a difficult situation for everyone, and I was no exception having been furloughed back in March. There was no sign of me going back to work anytime soon. No guarantee there would still be a job at the end of it either. 

With Boris Johnson and his shambolic Conservative Government continuing to make a complete hash of things, people were fed up and restless. It was no surprise that there were people out and about being downright reckless, ignoring the ever-changing rules, believing they couldn’t catch it or pass it on. Or maybe they just didn’t give two fucks about anybody but themselves. 

Personally, I was minimising the risks where I could. My only excursions in the car were to the supermarket. I was having a daily walk to maintain my sanity and enjoy some fresh air and the natural surroundings on my doorstep. That was it. 

My wife and I hadn’t seen our daughter in person since Christmas. Almost a year. She was doing okay. In geographical terms, she was almost two hundred miles south of us in London. Right now, it felt like she may as well have been on another planet. Thank goodness for facetime and the like. 

I’m certain that I had the virus when the seriousness of the outbreak first became apparent in mid-March 2020. At that time there was no testing, so although I can’t be a hundred percent sure, I had two of the major symptoms: a persistent dry cough and high temperature. I also lost my sense of smell entirely. It was a week after I was over the worst of it, that I first read that lack of smelling power was another symptom. There was still no absolute confirmation that you were immune if you’d already had it, hence the continued caution.

At fifty-one years old, and of generally good health, I wasn’t exactly in the high-risk category, but it was still scary for a few days. I was glued to the news, watching the death toll rise globally and wondering whether I’d suddenly deteriorate and join the stats. I count myself lucky, but it’s left me with mental scarring. My news consumption is now limited. As a replacement to the copious amounts of sports coverage that I’d normally watch, both live and on TV, movies and books had become my go-to distractions. 

My wife Veronica, or Ronni as myself, friends, and most of her family called her (she was only Veronica at work, her mother’s house, or if she was really pissing me off), had so far escaped any signs of the dreaded illness. When I started showing symptoms, I was immediately exiled to the spare room. Ronni’s Mother, Barbara, was just in the classified vulnerable group at sixty-six years old. She lived at the other side of the city from us. It was far too close for my liking. Fortunately, she couldn’t drive, and I rarely saw her. I hadn’t visited her for years in fact. However, her mere presence within a ten-mile radius of us was a black mark on the English northern city I’d called home since coming to university here some thirty years previously. 

Even though I’d grown to love living in Sheffield and the many advantages of big city life, I found myself pining more and more for the coastal Cornish town where I’d grown up. The irony wasn’t lost on me. I couldn’t wait to escape Cornwall as a young man of eighteen, full of ambition and desire to do something with my life, away from the sleepy existence I’d known since birth. 

Since we’d been together, Ronni had always made regular visits to go and see her parents and the frequency had increased since Barbara had been widowed nine years previously. She had to stop visiting her Mum when I got ill a week or so before lockdown was announced. Of course, according to Barbara, it was my fault for contracting the virus and typical that I would do what I could to stop her seeing her darling daughter. That, I overheard in a phone conversation between the pair of them the day after I started feeling rough. I picked up the phone at the same time as Ronni downstairs. 

Ronni got her ‘hello’ in first and neither of them knew I was on the line eavesdropping. No ‘I hope he gets better quickly’, or concern for my health, it was all about her. Always had been, always would be. I was also pissed off that Ronni didn’t pull her up on it. It was no surprise to me when my poor long-suffering father-in-law died of a heart attack in 2011. Long suffering with Barbara, not the heart condition. He’d done well to last that long. Honestly, that woman was something else. 

As well as their get-togethers, the other thing that my illness killed off was mine and Ronni’s sex life. A few chaste kisses were the sum total of our physical contact over the last eight months. It felt like death by a thousand cuts. Sleeping next to someone every night without sleeping with them was no way to live for a hot-blooded male with a craving for intimacy, affection and regular hot, passionate, satisfying love making.

To be honest, our sex-life had been on a rocky footing for a while and bordering on the generally recognised classification of a sexless marriage. Ten times or less in a year and you were in the club. Not that I was keeping score, but we’d been close to being admitted to the unwanted members area before all this kicked off. We now had certified platinum status membership. 

I was jerked
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